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A Symptom or a Diagnosis
A patient when told what is the disease from

which the doctor considers that he is suffering has
no real means, short of a second opinion, of finding
out whether the doctor was right or not and, as
only an occasional patient demands to get this
confirmation, most diagnoses pass by unquestioned.
In fact, however, a very large number of diagnoses
do not merit the name and all that the doctor has ·
done is to use the patient's major symptom as a
diagnosis. Jaundice is an obvious example;
patients with infective hepatitis or true obstructive
jaundice are jaundiced, have pale stools and dark
urine, feel ill, are depressed and lose weight. The
next-door neighbour tells them that they have
jaundice, they go to see their doctor who tells
them the same thing plus some advice on treat-
ment and they go away satisfied that the lay and
medical opinions have agreed. The doctor here
is quite right and, provided that he continues to
observe the patient in order to diagnose what is
the cause of the patient's symptoms including the
jaundice, all is well. Unfortunately, medical and
anatomical knowledge is increasing amongst our

patients and only a few months ago a patient said
to me: 'Is my jaundice due to a diseased liver

or have I got an obstruction to my bile duct?.'
He had spent the morning in the public library
reading about his disease and as a result was
worried by the thought of all the unpleasant things
which might have caused his jaundice.
On the other hand, no patient is satisfied with a

diognosis of headache, sore throat or diarrhoea.
He wants to know why he has got these symptoms.
The doctor may know the cause, such as bad
spectacles, tonsillitis or food poisoning, but if he
does not he is forced to invent one or send the
patient to hospital. The invention may take the
form of substituting what is in fact another of
the patient's symptoms. For example, the patient
with headache may have hypertension, itself not
a diagnosis, as the cause and he will be satisfied
with a diagnosis of high blood pressure. An
alternative is to change the name of the condition
of which the patient complains; thus diarrhoea
associated perhaps with slight pyrexia may be
called gastric influenza.

In general our job is to make our patients well
and happy and this attitude of substituting a
symptom for a diagnosis both simplifies practice
and leads to contentment all round.
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