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The notion that people should take responsibility for their health readily leads to the
further implication that people are responsible for their illnesses also. Among diseases
seen as “failure of self-control,” diabetes is sometimes attributed to personal failure to
avoid risk factors such as high caloric intake and lack of physical exercise.

The purpose of this paper is to examine how these notions or discourse affect the dia-
betic patients’ explanations about the causes of their illness and their illness behavior. Is
Parsons’s famous idea of the ‘sick role’ — that the patient is not held responsible for his ill-
ness ; instead he must want to get well and co-operate with the doctor, valid here?

As is true of most other diseases, diabetic patients are not legally responsible for their
illness. However, not being held legally responsible for illness does not assuage patients’
guilt or failure at having the diabetes. Education designed to prevent diabetic complica-
tions does not necessarily differentiate the responsibility to prevent the disease in the past
from that of self-control in the future. The causes of type II diabetes are considered to be
partially within the realm of human control. Medical practice —including this patient edu-
cation itself — produces a self-image of patients’ inappropriate behavior in the past, retro-
actively. This needs critiquing from the perspective that medicine is an institution of social
control, for identifying patients who are at risk should not imply they immoral, deviant,
nor necessarily responsible for “causing” their illnesses.
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