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What It Is, What It Does and What It
Might Do: A Review of Michael Moore’s
Sicko, 113 Minutes, Dog Eat Dog Films,

USA, 2007

Theodore R. Marmor, Yale University
Kieke G. H. Okma, New York University
Joseph R. Rojas, Yale University

Within two weeks of its American screening, Michael
Moore's Sicko had already divided the American public into
zealous supporters and agitated detractors, Amidst extraor-
dinary media attention, it created some 15 million Internet
“hits”, with Larry King, Jon Stewart and CNN debates with
Sanjay Gupta helping to turn Moore into a populist star. The
movie itself is a combination of biting satire, goofy stunts,
and touching tales, all in the service of arousing American
citizens to demand universal health insurance, But much

of the commentary, anxious to celebrate or damn, obscures
what the movie actually does and, ultimately, what it will
mean politically,

In his full-frontal attack on the health insurance industry,
Moore employs a bewildering mix of techniques to support
his central message: Americans deserve universal health
care free at the point of service. The movie is explicitly not
about the millions of uninsured in America, as some critics
hawve 1\.'r|1|‘|};]_\' assumed, Rather, it dvp:}'th invignettes, statis
tics, and through stories and exaggerated gags the anxieties
and struggles of insured American middle-class families,
His accurate claim is that millions of American are underin
sured. They are at risk of devastating financial consequences
from illnesses or injuries if their health insurers, with one
t{'&"]‘ll'lil.]th' or .1I1Uthf.'1', | gure out |'I(“\' [ 1a] {1&'“\. LAFg Or .1\'Ui{1
reimbursement of claims.

Moore's individual stories touch a raw nerve, which
prompts claims from insurance firms that that his exam
ples are not representa tive. But many American families do
face such problems. A 2005 Harvard study, for example,
found that more than twenty-five percent of debtors cited
illness or injury as the specific cause of bankmuptcy. More-
over, nearly half of all bankruptcies were in fact related to a
major medical cause (Himmelstein et al. 2007). So, Moore is

using stories to represent social and financial realities, but
his techniques diverge sharply from the practices of ordi-
nary policy analysis. No one can fail to be moved by the
story of the young woman injured in an automobile acci
dent whose insurance denied reimbursement because her
ambulance trip to the hospital was not “authorized,” As she
ironically put it, “when was I supposed to make that call?
Did they expectme to get up from the ambulance to retrieve
my cell from the tarr "

Moore is at his best and most vulnerable when he uses
individual stories to make factually sound comparisons of
American medicine to that of Canada, France and Britain. In
a final segment, he moves close to the implausible in depict-
ing Cuban health care as free, modern, and a relevant com-
parison. This is the least convincing s

gment of the movie,
funny and poignant in its use of 9/11 rescue workers being
treated rovally ina modern Cuban hospital, Because Cuba
s ata 1'Lw11plt'h'§!.' different level of ncome, the truth about
its medical triumphs is simply not relevant to American
lesson-drawing,.

That is not the case with the other comparative exam
ples. In each case, an essential truth emerges from what
are not necessarily representative citizens abroad, So, for
instance, we learn about the |’t';u[il}' accessible French med
ical care from American expatriates grateful for their wel-
fare state benefits, We see interviews with British physicians
in relatively appealing circumstances, when other parts of
the British Mational Health Service (NHS) would certainly
convey a more complicated picture. And we see the ex-
aggerated fears of Moore’s Canadian relatives fearing to
spend a day in the United States without special insurance
protection. None of those stories, however, are inconsis
tent with this defensible claim: medical care in the rest of
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