
Convincing the Medical Community 
 

In "Leech, Leech, Et Cetera", Lewis Thomas illuminates how the bond between physicians and patients 

has evolved over time. By utilizing changes in medical terminology as evidence, he illustrates that 

modern medicine is gradually stripping doctors of their ability to cultivate meaningful relationships with 

their clients - relying instead on machines for treatment.  As we move forward into a continuously 

evolving world of healthcare, it is essential to remember the importance of patient-provider partnership 

if we are going to provide quality care. Thomas goes so far as to assert that doctors these days merely 

"look after machines" (60) rather than treating the patient. In his essay, “Leech, Leech, Et Cetera”, he 

evokes powerful emotions in readers by leveraging his expertise on medical word evolution and 

conveying how physicians have let go of their once personal relationships with patients- an issue which 

needs urgent attention. 

Thomas' essay starts off by elucidating how some words have transitioned from an optimistic to a 

considerably more pessimistic connotation. He skillfully accomplishes this using an intelligent, 

authoritative tone that enriches the credibility of his work. In times past, doctors were not only 

immensely knowledgeable and well-respected in society but also held in high esteem; as he so aptly 

phrases it: "Medicine was once the most venerated of all professions" (54).Thomas then delves into the 

second definition of leech, which alludes to a worm. Words like "blood" and “tax collectors” are often 

associated with this form (53), immediately creating an unfavorable connotation for medicine. By 

making this observation, Thomas attempts to encourage physicians and medical students alike to bring 

medicine back to its initial purpose. 

Additionally, Thomas stirs up feelings in his readers by alluding to the family doctor of days past. By 

noting that "touching was the real professional secret," Thomas conveys how he discerned that 

physicians did more than just heal afflictions - they actually cared (56). Thomas seeks to demonstrate 

medical professionals the degree their career has evolved and how it is impacting their patients. 

Patients no longer feel as important, because instead of "treating the person," doctors are now focusing 

solely on treating diseases (58). Currently, many essential doctor duties can be accomplished from a 

separate office without ever physically seeing or interacting with the patient (57).If Thomas is hoping for 

a true transformation of the situation, he should make an effort to stir up emotion in his readers. This 

will help them become more invested and attached to the issue, as well as care about what happens 

next. Doing so can be incredibly effective when it comes to changing minds and opinions! 

Thomas' persuasive word choice adds power and impact to his argument, convincing medical 

professionals that things must shift in their patient treatment protocols. His comparison of doctors to 

leeches and the "dehumanizing" language he uses when describing how they are trained conjures up a 

bleak image of current practices (53, 55).The latter phrase suggests that doctors are no longer able to 

relate to their patients. Also, when describing the new medical technology, Thomas’ tone is extremely 

cold and impersonal, just as the new equipment is. These words are effective in the sense that Thomas’ 

audience is able to pick up on the down-side of the current medical world 

There is no denying that the modern medical profession in unrecognizably different from what it once 

was, and as a result of this shift, the revered doctor-patient relationship has been diminished. Thomas' 



words could be persuasive enough to spark contemplation among any prospective medical student: 

How will they approach their future patients? He then brings up an incredibly salient point – “many 

patients go home speedily, in good health [and] cured of their diseases” (59). This speaks volumes about 

how powerful contemporary medicine can truly be. 

 

In the modern era, family doctors are often familiar with their patients' pets on a personal level. 

However, in contrast to this current state of affairs, luck and fortitude were once the sole deciding 

factors for successful treatment (59). This one fact alone makes Thomas's argument more difficult to 

accept; despite his obvious reservations about technology and its place in medicine, it is these advances 

that have drastically improved survival rates today. Although strong relationships between doctor and 

patient can be immensely reassuring and comforting during tough times, without technological progress 

our chances at healing would be significantly diminished. 

Thomas has crafted a persuasive and powerful essay regarding how the medical profession has taken a 

turn for the worse, as well as how physicians should treat their patients. He effectively draws on both 

emotional and logical appeals to sway his audience into changing their behaviour; that is until one 

particular statement raises doubt in regards to his true purpose. With the rise of successful treatments, 

why must doctors alter their practices? Though some may view these changes as unfavorable, they 

might still be beneficial. The traditional close doctor to patient relationship could decrease in 

importance if patients prioritize a cure over any other factor. Doctors and patients both want results; 

perhaps this is what's driving much of the change seen today in medical fields. 
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