
Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-45002-7 — Science, Medicine, and the Aims of Inquiry
Somogy Varga
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

SCIENCE, MEDICINE, AND THE AIMS OF INQUIRY

After its unparalleled rise and expansion over the past century,
medicine is increasingly criticized both as a science and as a clinical
practice for lacking scientific rigor, for contributing to overmedicali-
zation, and for failing to offer patient-centered care. This criticism
highlights serious challenges which indicate that the scope and soci-
etal role of medicine are likely to be altered in the twenty-first
century. Somogy Varga’s ground-breaking book offers a new perspec-
tive on the challenges, showing that they converge on fundamental
philosophical questions about the nature and aim of medicine.
Addressing these questions, Varga presents a philosophical examin-
ation of the norms and values constitutive of medicine and offers new
perspectives on how to address the challenges that the criticism raises.
His book will offer valuable input for rethinking the agenda of
medical research, health care delivery, and the education of health
care personnel.

  is Professor of Philosophy at Aarhus University,
Director of the Center for Philosophy and the Health Sciences, and
Senior Research Associate in the Faculty of Humanities at the
University of Johannesburg. He is the author of Scaffolded Minds
(), Naturalism, Interpretation, and Mental Disorder (), and
Authenticity as an Ethical Ideal ().
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Preface and Acknowledgments

The impetus for this book was born out of an increasing awareness of what
appears to be intensifying criticism of modern medicine. After what many
regard as the “golden age” of medicine in the twentieth century, prominent
figures now maintain that medicine has entered “the age of disappoint-
ment.” Medicine is increasingly criticized as a science and as a clinical
practice for lacking proper scientific rigor, contributing to overmedicaliza-
tion, and failing to offer compassionate, patient-centered care. The criti-
cism highlights serious challenges to medicine which indicate that its scope
and societal role are fated to be altered in the twenty-first century. Such a
critical threshold provides fertile ground for addressing fundamental ques-
tions about medicine, and this book takes on such a task.
The book illustrates that the criticism and the challenges it conveys

converge on fundamental, philosophical questions: What is the (scientific)
nature of medicine? What is the aim of medicine? The book offers a
systematic philosophical examination of these questions, persuaded that
such an undertaking carries the potential to assist in the approaching
deliberation about the future of medicine. It defends three theses about
the nature and aim of medicine (the Systematicity Thesis, the Understanding
Thesis, and the Autonomy Thesis) that illuminate norms and values consti-
tutive of medicine. The theses enable us to assume the Moderate Position
with respect to the challenges, which offers a better comprehension of the
problems, points toward possible solutions, and helps to rethink the proper
boundaries of medicine and the appropriate use of medical means.
I have benefited enormously from exchanges of various lengths with

Martin Marchmann Andersen, Alexander Bird, Jens-Christian Bjerring,
Alex Broadbent, Anke Bueter, Nancy Cartwright, Remy Debes, Anna
Paldam Folker, Jonathan Fuller, David Miguel Gray, Klemens Kappel,
Andrew James Latham, Sigurd Lauridsen, Rune Munck Aabenhus,
Lennart Nordenfelt, Jennifer Radden, Heidi Samuelson, Jacob Stegenga,
Asbjørn Steglich-Petersen, Fredrik Svenaeus, Bettina Utzelmann, and
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Vincent Varga. The various interactions with these individuals were piv-
otal in refining the core claims advanced in this book as well as amplifying
their clarity. A special thanks to Heidi Samuelson for remarkable feedback
and exceptional copyediting and to Vincent Varga, my eldest son, for his
assistance in reviewing and discussing some of the historical content
contained in this work. Lastly, I extend my gratitude to two anonymous
reviewers whose constructive feedback significantly contributed to enhan-
cing the quality of the manuscript.

Despite the challenging circumstances surrounding the COVID- pan-
demic, during which significant portions of this book were written, I was
fortunate to present parts of this work to various audiences. Thanks to
audiences at Durham University, University of Pittsburgh, University of
California San Diego, University of Memphis, Södertörn University,
University of Toronto, McGill University, and my graduate students at
Aarhus University. I am grateful for the opportunity to engage with these
diverse groups in discussions about various aspects of the book. Some of the
material in the book is significantly based on articles that have been
published in journals. Thanks to the publishers for the permission to use
material from the following pieces: “The Aim of Medicine. Sanocentricity
and the Autonomy Thesis,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly () : –
; “The criticism of Medicine at the End of its ‘Golden Age’,” Theoretical
Medicine and Bioethics () (–): –; “The Continuity of
Inquiry and Normative Philosophy of Science,” Metaphilosophy () 
(): –; “Understanding in Medicine,” Erkenntnis () doi.org/
./s---; “Medicine as Science. Systematicity and
Demarcation,” Synthese (). (–): –.

I am grateful to Hilary Gaskin at Cambridge University Press for
support and encouragement from the start. The completion of the research
for this project was made possible by a generous research grant awarded by
the Carlsberg Foundation.
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