
art was featured at the national gallery
last year (CMAJ 2007;176:1314-5), and
it seems unlikely he would have em-
braced his dark, introspective formula-
tions. Bernini was too much a man of
his era — the Baroque, with its hall-
marks of exuberance, unbounded confi-
dence, drama and religious certainty. 

More likely he would have felt more
comfortable as an architect, designing
buildings with wild, roiling surfaces —
á la Frank Gehry. In fact, if you were to
enlarge some of his drapery to building-
sized proportions, you’d have a pretty
close approximation of a Gehry facade. 

The principal difference between
now and then, though, is that Bernini’s
primary medium, in both architecture
and sculpture, was marble. These busts
are nearly 400 years old. Somehow it’s
hard to imagine the work of today’s
artists being in such pristine condition
even 100 years from now.

Alan King BA
Writer and artist
Ottawa, Ont.
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Gian Lorenzo Bernini, Self-Portrait (c.
1625). Black and red chalk, heightened
with white chalk. 27.5 × 21.5 cm. Ash-
molean Museum of Art and Archaeol-
ogy, Oxford, England. Purchased (Hope
Fund), 1944. This is the first major
Bernini exhibition seen outside Italy.

Mr. King is an Ottawa artist and writer,
whose most recent accomplishment is
playing the last 2 movements of Beethoven’s
piano sonata, Opus 111 (minus those
impossible right-hand trills).
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Health Inequality: Morality and
Measurement
Yukiko Asada
University of Toronto Press; 2007
294 pp $55.00 

Many of us working in
health care are concerned
about health equity.

However, we often lack a clear un-
derstanding of what equity means
and how it should be measured,
which makes it impossible to judge
whether our work serves to reduce
or to increase inequity. Health In-
equality: Morality and Measure-
ment will illuminate readers on
these concepts.

This book’s ambitious aim is to
“build a theoretical and analytical
framework for measuring health in-
equality.” The author, Dr. Yukiko
Asada, defines health inequity as
“the moral or ethical dimension of
health inequality,” that is, those
health inequalities that not only ex-
ist, but “are of moral concern due
to the value we place on health.”
She provides justification for why
the distribution of health across a
population may be seen as a moral
issue: that health is a special good,
as an important component of well-
being, which is necessary and use-
ful for a good life; that health eq-
uity plays an important role in the
general pursuit of justice and
equality, though may not have a
special status; and that health in-
equality is an indicator of general
social justice.

The book begins with an explo-
ration of which health distributions
are equitable, considering, for ex-
ample, inequality that results from
causes that are the responsibility of
society as opposed to inequality that
may result from individual choice.
Asada then discusses which meas-

urement strategies would be most
appropriate to operationalize vari-
ous concepts of equity and the com-
plex process of summarizing a
health distribution into one number.
Finally, she conducts an empirical
analysis of health inequity, leading
readers step-by-step through an
analysis of whether health equity
changed in the United States from
1990 to 1995. 

Throughout the book, Asada
tackles fundamental questions about
equity, such as whether we should
consider determinants of health or
functionality when we define health
equity, whether we should compare
equity across individuals or across
groups of people within a society
(such as racial or socio-economic
groups), and whether we should
measure the average health of a pop-
ulation or the proportion of people
who meet a minimum standard of
health. The discussion of these com-
plex subjects is insightful and clear.

A challenge of this book, which
may also be a strength, is that it
bridges philosophy and quantitative
methodology. So while Health In-
equality: Morality and Measurement
offers sound thinking and innovative
approaches, the book demands a
careful and dedicated reader to fol-
low fairly sophisticated concepts
and math. For such readers, the re-
wards are great.

Fiona Kouyoumdjian MD MPH
Community medicine resident
Faculty of Medicine 
University of Toronto
Toronto, Ont.

Dr. Kouyoumdjian, who is interested in
equity issues in determinants of health,
health care access and health outcomes,
is currently completing a residency in
community medicine and a doctorate in
epidemiology.

In pursuit of equity
Review
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