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Article info Abstract

The term medicalization often originates from the critique of modern
medicine in the 1960s and 1970s by Ivan Ilyich, Michel Foucault,
Thomas Sézés, and others. According to the literature on this topic,
some of the most important examples of medicalized phenomena
include shyness, grief, love, addiction, death, poverty, aging,
pregnancy, menopause, childbirth, infant feeding, sexual function,
temperament, child behavior, race, criminality, beauty, and baldness.
The main question in the following article is how to analyze
medicalization in the context of ethical issues and, more precisely, to
speak of ethical and unethical medicalization or the ethical
imperatives of medicalization and to propose criteria or measures for
it? If so, what are these criteria and how do they look? In this article,
by explaining that medicalization has degrees and also the possibility
of distinguishing positive from negative medicalization, based on the
factors and contexts of this phenomenon, an attempt is made to
propose an ethical framework for medicalization by proposing four
criteria.
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Introduction

The concept of medicalization was introduced by Irving Zola in 1972 to demonstrate the expansion of
medical competence, authority, and practice in broader areas of life, with a more sociological dimension,
and as a new topic in the field of sociology of health and medicine. According to Zola, medicalization
means the expansion of medicine as an institution and the use of a medical perspective to observe human
processes and behaviors (Lantz & Lichtenstein, 2007:1254). Research has long focused on the role of
physicians as professional figures who are active and main agents of medicalization. However, recently,
this research has also criticized pharmaceutical companies for what they call “hospitalization” and
“disease-making” to promote medicalization. In contrast, medical sociologists in the United States have
long emphasized the definitional and institutional aspects of medicalization. What is most important to
them is how a phenomenon is socially defined and explained within the scope of medicine. A review of
the literature on the subject shows that most studies to date have focused on how personal problems such
as menopause, eating disorders, suicide, stress, fatigue, infertility, melancholia, pedophilia and hyperactivity
have increasingly become a matter of medical control and organization. An example of this process can
be seen in the description of male impotence under the label “erectile dysfunction” (Holmqvist, 2009:
407). The focus of these discussions has been largely on how various “disorders” and “deviant” behaviors
have been medicalized in order to eventually become more controllable behaviors, and the usual objection
is that less attention has been paid to the social aspects of medicalization. For example, New York
politicians and the press for a long time consistently linked homelessness to mental illness. That is, they
medicalized a socio-economic problem. Although some homeless people were truly mentally ill, most

people became homeless because of wage cuts, unemployment, etc. (Holmqvist, 2009, p.400).

Medicalization

From the second half of the 20th century, and against the mainstream of modern medicine, criticisms
emerged that indicated the deviation of the art of medicine from the previous scientific and ethical path
to the point that, according to some historians of science, doctors were no longer considered saviors and
healers, but were more known as greedy monopolists. Of course, we should not ignore the important
point that this was not the only factor that paved the way for harsh criticism and the basis of modern
medicine. The transformation of medicine into a tool for governance and even repression in Nazi
Germany or the former Soviet Union gradually distorted the mythological or sacred image of doctors
more than ever (Nye, 2003, p. 117). Similar to what was discussed in the press or public rumors about the
role of the Ahmadi doctor after the exile of Reza Shah, and perhaps for the first time, the name of a doctor
and medicine was mentioned as a deadly and harmful factor. Some Marxist critics, influenced by Foucault,

described the relationship between medical knowledge and physicians with the power structure and recent
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governments as an imperialism of coercion. With the explanation that the establishment of some medical
rules by force was, rather than the achievement of a specific group of physicians or an iron-hearted and
callous medical staff, the product of suggestions that physicians made involuntarily and continuously to
manage the situation (Nye, 2003, p.121). Of course, criticism of physicians and medical errors has always
been a precedent in the historical and literary past. Hafez's complaint about the arrogance and arrogance
of physicians or Obaid Zakani's protesting criticism and bitter humor in referring to the fatal negligence
or fault of physicians are illustrative examples of this claim. However, medicalization and its critical
literature have targeted something beyond medical error. Although, according to official and reliable
reports, one of the main causes of patient death is medical errors, medicalization seeks the main error

elsewhere; in the medicalization of non-medical phenomena.

Four Criteria for Ethical Medicalization
Based on the above questions, four ethical criteria can be reached to distinguish an ethical medicalization

from an unethical one. These criteria are:

1) Correct diagnosis of the problem from a medical perspective

2) Lack of influence of exaggerated social insinuations and expectations
3) Priority of medical understanding and analysis over other approaches
4) Preference of medical solutions over non-medical solutions

Conclusion

To clarify the concept and avoid confusion of definitions and terms, the difference between the two terms
medical imperialism and overdiagnosis was clarified with the phenomenon of medicalization. It also
became clear that medicalization has degrees and is a gradual process because medicalization can occur in
different ways and at least at three distinct levels: conceptual, institutional, and the level of doctor-patient
interaction. On this basis, it can be said that a complete and full-fledged medicalization does not always
have to occur and only degrees of it may occur. For example, some aspects of a condition may not yet be
medicalized or competing definitions may still exist. Some conditions, such as death, childbirth, and severe
mental illness, have been almost completely medicalized, but others, such as opioid addiction or

menopause, have been only partially medicalized.

It also became clear based on the discussions that over time, some sociologists and bioethicists have
tried to address the positive aspects of medicalization. The question of people like Kaczmarek is whether
medicalization is always harmful? When does medicine exceed its proper boundaries? His work aims to

outline pragmatic criteria for distinguishing between medicalization and overmedicalization.
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1. disease mongering
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