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BOOK REVIEW

lliness, culture, and power: stories beyond the clinic

AYSHA FEMIN NK

Qadeer. Medical Maladies: Stories of Disease and Cure from marginalisation of patient agency remains a persistent
Indian Languages. India: Niyogi Books, 340 pages, INR 495, feature of modern healthcare. The stories curated in this
ISBN:978-93-91125-75-2. volume, such as “A Major Operation,”“A Day in the Labour

Room,”“A Crisis of Medical Treatment,”“The Longing,” and

“The Gift of Vision,” consistently expose the silencing of
Health is not a fixed or universal state — it is subjective and ~ Patients by institutionalised ~medicine. In “A  Major
shaped by historical, political, social and cultural contexts.To ~ Operation” by Basant Kumar Satpathy, a 60-year-old man's
access these plural experiences of illness, an interdisciplinary ~ search for clarity regarding his gallbladder condition is met
approach is not only helpful but necessary. In various forms of ~ With vague, fragmented responses from biomedical and
literary expression, experiences of illness are depicted, alternative medical practitioners alike, including his own
expressed, and understood, in ways that resist “medical”  doctor-son. Despite undergoing scans, tests, and multiple
reductionism. Medical Humanities as a field, argues that consultations, the protagonist remains uninformed about
understanding of illness does not start at the clinic, but with the nature of his illness, reduced to a passive recipient of
everyday experiences of health and illness, the cultural  disjointed treatments. Similarly, “A  Crisis of Medical
contexts and symbolic meanings that structure how illness is ~ Treatment” by Rajshekhar Basu portrays Nanda Babu’s
perceived and lived. Medical Maladies: Stories of Disease and ~ confusion and desperation following a minor injury as he

Cure from Indian Languages is a collection of stories on various ~ Navigates a maze of practitioners from plural medical
contexts of health, illness and cure. systems, including daktar, homoeopath, hakim, and kaviraj,

each offering conflicting guidance. These narratives not only
As the title of the book suggests, the stories included are  reflect the multiplicity of medical traditions in India but also
fictionalised accounts of diverse experiences of illness, the social pressures and hierarchies that shape the patient's
effectively exposing and subverting the hierarchies of power experience, while patients are frequently excluded from

III

that constitute “medical” practices. One common assumption  gecision-making processes that affect their bodies and lives.
these stories shatter is that of the sovereignty of medical

knowledge and institutions. In its opening, the book invokes Citing Atul Gawande [1], Qadeer reminds readers of the

Michel Foucault, where Qadeer cites how the clinical gazeisa ~ enduring paternalism in  medical practice and its
gaze that burns things down to their furthest truth. This ~ consequences, which include unnecessary interventions,
reference illuminates an era dominated by the “medical poor communication, and the infantilisation of patients. In
model” of illness, constructed within a capitalist framework. ~ €mphasising the literary representation of illness as an
The book deftly intertwines these insights, offering a nuanced ~ e€mbodied and narrated experience, the collection aligns
discourse on the social and cultural dimensions of the itself with a key tenet of medical humanities which is the
experience of illness. need to understand health not solely through pathology,

but as an embodied experience, rearticulated through
The anthology comprises nineteen short stories translated narrative. Yet these are not just stories of suffering; they are
into English from various Indian languages, curated with a also acts of storytelling that reclaim voice, critique systemic

deliberate emphasis on the short story as a genre historically failures, and reimagine care beyond institutional
attuned to representing illness. As Qadeer notes, the short boundaries.

story offers a flexible form for capturing ethnomedical

knowledge, indigenous healing practices, plural medical Importantly, the collection situates itself within a long
cultures, and the processes of biomedicalisation. The selection literary history, tracing the representation of illness from
underscores the genre’s capacity to convey complex socio- classical texts to contemporary pandemic narratives.
medical realities across diverse cultural contexts. The  Qadeer’s introduction thoughtfully outlines how literature
selection of authors, ranging from canonical figures like  has long grappled with the moral, existential, and collective

Rabindranath Tagore, Premchand, and Manto to dimensions of illness from the plague in Sophocles and
contemporary voices such as Annie Zaidi, underscores the Camus to recent Covid-19 era writing. In doing so, the

temporal and thematic breadth of the volume. volume positions itself not only within Indian cultural
contexts, but also within global conversations about how
David T Mitchell’s foreword frames the collection in relation to illness reshapes our relationship to the body, the state, and

the rise of medical corporatisation, arguing that the the social aspects.

|



2

One limitation of the volume is its minimal engagement with
the process of translation though it does include a brief bio
note of the translator. Given the linguistic and cultural
richness of the original stories, a brief reflection on the
translator’s role and how meaning travels across languages,
could have further deepened the collection’s interdisciplinary
resonance, especially for readers attuned to questions of
voice, representation, and linguistic nuance.

Nonetheless, Medical Maladies is a valuable and timely
intervention. It offers an accessible yet theoretically grounded
account of how illness is experienced, narrated, and
contested. For those working at the intersections of literature
and medicine, the collection is both an archive of subaltern
voices and a critical lens for rethinking the socio-political
dimensions of illness, health, and healing.
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