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Well-Mannered Medicine represents the first serious
and sustained study of ethics and etiquette within the
classical ayurvedic tradition, and is awelcome addition to
the growing scholarship on medicine and medical prac-
tice in early India. Overall, the book is a well-researched,
systematically presented, and clearly and economically
written monograph. It begins with an introduction that
sets the parameters of the study, raises some general
questions, introduces the various ayurvedic texts that it
draws upon, and reviews the rather scant scholarship rel-
evant to the ethics ofmedical practice in early India. Here
the author defines ethics as the âprinciples of right and
wrong … accepted by an individual or social groupâ and
etiquette as rules of behavior based on âcustom and con-
vention … rather than moral principlesâ (p. 3). The ques-
tion is posed as to whether it is possible to speak of a
distinct and autonomous ayurvedic medical ethics as op-
posed to the more general principles of social ethics evi-
dent in contemporary âBrahmanicalâ sources, a problem
which in the end the author concedes is very difficult to
decide. With the apparent absence of any sustained dis-
cussion of morality itself within ayurveda, the study be-
comes one of reconstructing the âembedded ethicsâ of
medical practice.

To this end, Wujastyk treats a number of subjects in

a refreshingly systematic manner. She begins each chap-
ter by introducing the topic and its relevance and then
presents the evidence of the sources, often in the form
of extended passages from the original texts, followed
by analysis and conclusions. A notable feature of the
monograph is the provision of the original Sanskrit text
for all translated passages presented in the chapters of
the book in a series of appendices correlated with each
chapter. This retains the flow of the argument and prose
within the argument without sacrificing the discerning
readerâs need to peruse the original texts of the passages
presented and analyzed. The chapters deal with a broad
range of topics central to ayurvedic knowledge: from
the most general (the so-called pillars of ayurvedic treat-
ment, including the qualities of the physician) to those
relating to his training, peer associations, and benefits,
as well as those relating to the doctor-patient relation-
ship. It is the chapters on this latter topic that conform
most readily to what is understood as âmedical ethicsâ
today. These include chapters on when a doctor should
and shouldnât begin treating a patient, truthfulness in
the doctor-patient relationship, and what the author calls
âethical elisions.â Wujastyk finds in her texts, particu-
larly those treating the issue of veracityâand specifically
their position that the doctor may hide the truth from
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a patient if doing so is in her or his greater interestsâa
strong inclination toward what is now termed âmedical
paternalism,â an ethical regime in which the physician
should act benignly in the greater interests of the pa-
tientâs well-being without regard for the patientâs au-
tonomy (as a subject with rights). Such a definition, obvi-
ously conceived from within the regime of patient rights,
is seen to characterize most traditional (including Euro-
pean) medical systems. Wujastyk sees it as the âback-
boneâ of ayurvedic medical ethics.

This characterization at one level does point to dis-
tinctive elements of what is deemed to be the âtradition-
alâ medicine in India, but tends to do so largely from the
vantage point ofmodernmedicine and the rights-regimes
of modern societies. This is perhaps the only problem of
the book, one more of theoretical perspective than ev-
idence and analysis This is nowhere more evident than
in the chapter entitled âEthical Elisions,â treating issues
that âone might expect in a study of medical ethicsâ but
which in fact find âlittle or even no mention in the clas-
sical ayurvedic treatisesâ (p. 142). The discussion that
follows, drawing on oblique and minor references to sub-
jects like euthanasia, abortion, and contraception from a
wide variety of texts, may succeed in telling us what lit-
tle classical medical sources have to say on matters of
contemporary significance, but they scarcely illuminate
the ethical world of ayurveda itself. The conclusion that
these silences constitute âelisionsâ presumes the tran-
shistorical universality of modern, rights-based ethical
systems. If matters like euthanasia and abortion were of
little concern to the treatises, we might legitimately ask
what ethical problems were of significanceâand merited
extended discussion, debate, and reflection on the part of
the authors of the treatises. Here the earlier chapters of
the book, which deal with topics that the medical sources
elaborate in typical but highly revealing sÌaÌstric patterns,
hold considerable promise, and more searching analyses
of these passages would be a fruitful direction for fur-
ther research. A key problem here is likely to be one
recognition: that concerns that may not seem to us to-
day as properly âethicalâ (etiquette, for instance), might
very well have been issues of considerable ethical impor-
tance to the authors of these texts. The ârecuperationâ of

such ethical domains has, as Jeffrey Minson has pointed
out, been greatly advanced in European philosophy and
sociology by scholars like Norbert Elias and Michel Fou-
caultâscholars whose focus on practice and selfhood has
pointed to serious limitations in the post-Kantian ethics
organized around concepts like autonomy and universal-
ism.

My own limited work on courtly ethics in medieval
India has argued for the centrality of the metaconcept
of âvirtueâ (gunÌ£a) in both the formation and action of
ethical subjects. While such an orientation may not be
entirely relevant in the ayurvedic context, in at least one
case treated by Wujastykâthat of the problem of dishon-
esty and truthfulnessâI think it provides some insight.
From a virtue-based ethics, the divergence between dic-
tums toward truthfulness and recommendations of ly-
ing presents less of a problem of ethical contradiction in
the manner treated by the author, who after a segue on
the âepistemologyâ of honesty concludes that the doctor
must temporarily abrogate the exhortation to truth for
the higher good of the patientâs well being. A virtue-
based approach would see the problem as one of what I
would call âdispositionââhow one shouldmanipulate and
hierarchize the distinct but overlapping virtues of benef-
icence and honesty. It is precisely the skill in deploying
these virtues which the treatises seek to give advice upon
and which marks the superior physician. While it might
seem that these two interpretations amount to much the
same thing, their consequences both for the ethical indi-
vidual as well as the larger systems of medical and social
ethics, are quite distinct, and significant. It remains to
be seen how the dynamics of a virtue-based ethics might
play out in the context of doctor and patient relation-
ships, where other ethical frameworks undoubtedly came
into play. Such a perspective might also relieve the au-
thorâs anxiety regarding the relative distinctiveness of
ayurvedic ethics. Can we not see the ethics of medicine
at the conjuncture of different ethical strands within the
societies that produced them? Thesemore systemic ques-
tions, however, are perhaps too much to ask from the
very first useful monograph on the subject of medical
ethics and hardly detract from the important contribu-
tion that this book makes to the field.
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