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Better than Well: American Medicine Meets the American Dream by Carl Elliott
explores the intricate intersections between healthcare, consumerism, and the
pursuit of happiness in the United States. In this thought-provoking work,
Elliott delves into the implications of viewing health as a commodity,
examining how the American Dream intersects with the medical industry.
Through a critical lens, he evaluates the rising trends in medicine that
prioritize enhancement over healing, and the societal expectations that shape
these ideas. This article will provide a comprehensive overview of Elliott's
arguments, the implications of his assertions, and the broader context of
American medicine and consumer culture.

Understanding the Core Themes

Carl Elliott's book presents several core themes that are pivotal to
understanding the American medical landscape today. These themes include:

1. Medicalization of Everyday Life

Elliott argues that American society has increasingly medicalized aspects of
life that were once considered normal. This medicalization extends beyond
physical ailments to encompass psychological and emotional states. For
instance:

- Emotional Well-being: Conditions such as anxiety and depression are often
treated with medication rather than addressing underlying societal issues.

- Cosmetic Enhancement: The rise of cosmetic procedures exemplifies the
desire to conform to societal beauty standards, reflecting a broader cultural
obsession with appearance.

- Lifestyle Drugs: Medications are now marketed for enhancing everyday
experiences (e.g., drugs for focus and memory enhancement), pushing the
boundary of what constitutes necessary medical treatment.

2. Consumerism in Healthcare

Elliott highlights how healthcare has become a market-driven enterprise,
wherein patients are treated as consumers. This shift raises several critical
questions:

- Choice and Autonomy: While patients now have more choices than ever, this
can lead to confusion about what constitutes appropriate treatment.



- Privatization of Care: The privatization of health services can exacerbate
inequalities, with wealthier individuals having access to better care and
enhancement technologies.

- Marketing and Influence: Pharmaceutical companies and medical institutions
increasingly market treatments, which can lead to over-medication and the
prioritization of profits over patient welfare.

3. The American Dream and Health

The concept of the American Dream is intricately linked to one's ability to
achieve health and well-being. Elliott examines how this dream has evolved,
emphasizing:

- Success and Health: The societal belief that success equates to good health
has led to the stigmatization of those who are ill or disabled.

- Pursuit of Perfection: The pressure to achieve an idealized version of
health can lead to harmful behaviors, including the misuse of medications and
treatments.

- Healthcare as a Status Symbol: Access to advanced medical treatments has
become a marker of social status, reinforcing existing disparities.

The Implications of Elliott's Arguments

Elliott's exploration of the intersections between medicine and the American
Dream raises several implications for individuals and society at large.

1. Ethical Considerations

As healthcare becomes increasingly commodified, ethical dilemmas arise:

- Informed Consent: Patients may struggle to make informed decisions when
overwhelmed by marketing and medical options.

- Equitable Access: The disparity in access to healthcare services raises
questions about justice and equality in a society that prides itself on
meritocracy.

- Trust in Medical Professionals: The commercialization of healthcare can
erode trust between patients and providers, as financial incentives may
overshadow patient care.

2. Psychological Impact

The pressure to conform to societal standards of health and beauty can lead
to significant psychological issues:



- Body Image Disorders: The prevalence of cosmetic procedures can contribute
to body dysmorphia and other mental health issues.

- Burnout and Anxiety: The constant pursuit of an idealized version of health
can lead to exhaustion and heightened anxiety, particularly among high-
achievers.

- Stigmatization of Illness: Those who do not fit the mold of success may
face social stigma, leading to feelings of isolation and inadequacy.

3. Social Change and Advocacy

Elliott's work encourages a reevaluation of societal values and priorities:

- Advocacy for Universal Healthcare: Promoting access to healthcare as a
fundamental right can help address disparities and ensure that everyone
receives adequate care.

- Rethinking Medical Ethics: A focus on patient welfare over profit can help
restore trust in the medical profession.

- Cultural Shift: A societal shift towards accepting diverse definitions of
health and success can alleviate pressure on individuals to conform to
unrealistic standards.

Conclusion: A Call for Reflection

Carl Elliott's Better than Well: American Medicine Meets the American Dream
serves as a critical examination of the current state of American healthcare
and its implications for society. By dissecting the medicalization of life,
the rise of consumerism in healthcare, and the evolving concept of the
American Dream, Elliott prompts readers to reflect on the consequences of
these trends.

As individuals navigate an increasingly complex healthcare landscape, it is
essential to prioritize well-being over perfection and to advocate for a more
equitable and compassionate system. By fostering open discussions about
health, success, and societal values, we can begin to dismantle the harmful
narratives that shape our understanding of what it means to be "better than
well."

In a society that often equates worth with health and achievement, it is
crucial to remember that true well-being encompasses a broad range of
experiences and identities. Understanding and embracing this complexity can
lead to healthier individuals and a healthier society overall.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main theme of 'Better Than Well' by Carl
Elliott?

The main theme of 'Better Than Well' is the intersection of American medicine
and the pursuit of the American Dream, exploring how societal expectations
around health and success influence individuals' choices and identities.

How does Carl Elliott critique the American
healthcare system in 'Better Than Well'?

Carl Elliott critiques the American healthcare system by highlighting the
commodification of health and wellness, suggesting that the pursuit of
perfection in health often leads to ethical dilemmas and a culture of
enhancement rather than genuine well-being.

In what ways does 'Better Than Well' address the
concept of medical enhancement?

In 'Better Than Well', Elliott discusses medical enhancement as a growing
trend where individuals seek out procedures and treatments to improve their
lives beyond traditional health needs, raising questions about the definition
of being 'better' and the societal pressures that drive this pursuit.

What examples does Elliott provide to illustrate the
relationship between medicine and the American
Dream?

Elliott provides examples such as the use of antidepressants, cosmetic
surgery, and performance-enhancing drugs, illustrating how individuals often
turn to these medical interventions in the hope of achieving personal and
societal ideals associated with the American Dream.

How does Elliott's background influence his
perspective in 'Better Than Well'?

Elliott's background as a medical ethicist and a scholar in the humanities
influences his perspective by allowing him to approach the subject with a
critical lens, blending personal anecdotes, philosophical insights, and
ethical considerations to examine the implications of medical practices in
American society.

What impact has 'Better Than Well' had on
discussions around health and wellness in the U.S.?

‘Better Than Well' has sparked discussions about the moral and ethical
implications of medical advancements in health and wellness, prompting
readers to reflect on the societal pressures to conform to certain health



standards and the potential consequences of prioritizing enhancement over
true health.
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