
Abel Armugam found this gem…..  

SEVEN SINS OF MODERN MEDICINE  

The Seven Sins of Medicine — A 75-Year-Old Warning for the Modern Physician 

More than 75 years ago, physician Richard Asher, MD, MRCP, delivered a remarkably 
perceptive lecture on what he called the “Seven Sins of Medicine.” Delivered on March 17, 
1948, and published in The Lancet on August 27, 1949, (The Lancet. 1949; 2(6574):358–
360. DOI: 10.1016/S0140-6736(49)90090-2.) his message was not primarily about disease. 
It was about the mind, behavior, character, and judgment of the physician. 

His seven sins were: 

• Obscurity  
• Cruelty  
• Bad Manners  
• Over-specialization  
• Love of the Rare  
• Common Stupidity  
• Sloth 

Medical science has changed beyond anything Asher could have imagined. We now have 
CT, MRI, genomics, molecular diagnostics, transplantation, robotic surgery, precision 
medicine, artificial intelligence, and enormous databases of medical knowledge. Yet the 
fundamental challenge remains remarkably unchanged: 

How do we transform knowledge into wisdom and technology into compassionate healing?  

1. Obscurity — Medicine should illuminate, not intimidate 

Asher warned that complicated language can create the illusion of profundity. The purpose 
of medical knowledge is not to impress the patient but to reduce uncertainty and create 
understanding. 

Modern communication science supports him. Patients comprehend and remember only a 
fraction of what they hear during stressful medical encounters. Anxiety further narrows 
attention and impairs memory. Therefore, clarity itself becomes therapeutic. 

A physician may understand cellular signaling pathways, genomic variants, 
hemodynamics, or sophisticated imaging—but wisdom is demonstrated when those 
complexities can be translated into words a frightened human being can understand. 
Spiritually, clarity reflects humility.  

Knowledge says, “I understand this disease.”  



Wisdom asks, “Can I help this person understand what is happening to them?”  
 

2) Cruelty — Words can injure before treatment even begins 

Asher considered cruelty perhaps the most important of his sins. He described three forms 
of psychological cruelty: 

1. saying too much, 
2. saying too little, 
3. and forgetting the patient. 

 
His unforgettable observation remains: “Patients have ears.” 

Modern neuroscience reinforces this warning. Words of fear, hopelessness, uncertainty, or 
reassurance can influence autonomic tone, stress hormones, pain perception, sleep, 
anxiety, and even treatment adherence. 

The physician therefore carries something resembling a pharmacologic responsibility for 
language. 

A poorly delivered prognosis can amplify fear. A thoughtful explanation can restore agency.  

This does not mean hiding truth. Compassion is not deception. It means delivering truth 
with the appropriate timing, context, proportion, sensitivity, and hope.  

The spiritual principle is simple: 

Truth without compassion may become cruelty; compassion without truth may become 
false reassurance. Medicine requires both. 

3) Physical Cruelty — More medicine is not always better medicine 

Asher wrote: 

“Over-investigation is a form of physical cruelty.” Modern medicine now has a term closely 
related to this idea: diagnostic stewardship. 

Every investigation has consequences—radiation, contrast exposure, procedural 
complications, incidental findings, false positives, anxiety, cost, further testing, and 
occasionally unnecessary treatment. 

Technology can detect abnormalities that may never become clinically meaningful.  

The essential question is therefore not: “Can we investigate this?” 



but: “Will knowing the answer improve this patient’s health, comfort, prognosis, or 
decision-making?” 

In advanced illness especially, sophisticated medicine must sometimes know when not to 
intervene. This is where medicine becomes wisdom rather than technological reflex. 

 

4) Bad Manners — Human dignity is part of clinical competence 

Asher criticized impatience during history-taking, inattentiveness, joking at a patient’s 
expense, and disrespect toward nurses and colleagues. 

Today we might describe the opposite of these behaviors as therapeutic presence. 

Eye contact, attentive listening, respect, patience, and acknowledgment of suffering 
influence trust and adherence. Patients frequently judge the quality of medical care not 
only by what the physician did, but by how they felt while being cared for. 

Courtesy toward nurses, technicians, trainees, families, and colleagues is equally 
important because healthcare is fundamentally a team activity. 

Spirituality reminds us that behind every chart number lies a conscious human life 
possessing dignity. 

The patient is never merely: 

“the renal failure,” 
“the cancer in room 412,” 
or “the complicated diabetic.” 
 
There is always a person before there is a diagnosis. 

 

5) Over-specialization — Master one field without losing sight of the whole human being 

Asher beautifully advised: “A good doctor should be a jack-of-all-trades and master of 
one.” 

Modern medicine has necessarily become specialized. No single physician can master the 
expanding knowledge of cardiology, nephrology, oncology, neurology, immunology, 
genetics, psychiatry, and countless subspecialties. 

Yet biological systems do not respect departmental boundaries. 



The kidney interacts with the heart. 
The brain interacts with the immune system. 
Sleep influences metabolism. 
Stress affects cardiovascular physiology. 
Loneliness influences health behavior and biological stress pathways. 
 

The patient remains one integrated organism, even when medicine divides that person 
among twelve specialists. Good specialists therefore maintain broad clinical awareness 
and repeatedly ask: 

“What is happening to the whole patient?” 

This principle also resonates deeply with spiritual traditions that view life as 
interconnected rather than fragmented. 

Specialization divides knowledge for practical purposes. Nature itself remains whole. 

 

6) Love of the Rare — Respect probability before pursuing novelty 

Asher called the fascination with rare disease “Spanophilia.” 

Modern diagnostic reasoning recognizes the same danger through concepts such as base-
rate neglect, availability bias, and representativeness bias. 

Rare diseases certainly exist and must sometimes be recognized courageously. But 
excellent medicine begins with probability. 

Common symptoms usually arise from common diseases. 

Scientific reasoning therefore requires physicians to balance two intellectual virtues: 

Do not miss the uncommon—but do not abandon the common merely because the rare is 
intellectually exciting.  

Knowledge produces a long differential diagnosis. Clinical wisdom ranks it. 

 

7) Common Stupidity — Guidelines must never replace thinking 

Asher described “common stupidity” as the opposite of common sense and warned 
against therapeutic automatism—applying the same formula irrespective of the individual 



patient. Today we possess evidence-based guidelines, clinical pathways, decision-
support … 

 


