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Wizards, Masks, and 
Metagnosis: Is the Pandemic 
Truly Changing Us?
Danielle Spencer

How has the pandemic changed us, and what tools might we use to 
understand these changes?

7KH� PDVN� LV� D� XVHIXO� ÀJXUH� LQ� IROORZLQJ� WKHVH� VKLIWV�� ,Q� 0DUFK�
RI� ����� ZKHQ� WKH� ÀUVW� 8�6�� &29,'���� ZDYH� KLW� 1HZ� <RUN� &LW\�� ZKHUH�
,� OLYH�� WKH� VWUHHWV� ZHUH� VLOHQW� VDYH� WKH� VRXQG� RI� DPEXODQFH� VLUHQV�� ,QL�
WLDOO\�� ZHDULQJ� PDVNV� ZDV� YHUERWHQ� IRU� QRQ�FOLQLFLDQV�� 7KHQ� LW� EHFDPH�
D� YROXQWDU\� DFW� IRU� WKH� FLYLF�PLQGHG�� DQG� WKHQ� D�PDQGDWH�� ,Q� WKH� SUHV�
HQW� OLPER� RI� $XJXVW� ������ DV� ,� ZULWH� WKLV� SLHFH�� GHSHQGLQJ� XSRQ� WKH�
context a mask can signal any number of things, from health status 
WR� SROLWLFDO� VWDQFH�� WR� WKH� GDLO\� SURJUHVVLRQ� RI� WKH� 'HOWD� YDULDQW�� WR� WKH�
intersection of global, federal, state, and local guidance and regula�
WLRQV³DOO� LQ� FRQVWDQW� ÁX[�� $QG� ZKLOH� OLYLQJ� RXWVLGH� RI� VRFLHWDO� QRUPV�
has often been symbolized by masking (western gunslingers, superhero 
vigilantes, bank robbers), such a stance is now more likely struck by 
refusing to mask in the face of policy. How might the mask represent 
WKH� FKDQJHV� ZURXJKW� E\� WKH� SDQGHPLF�� DQG� WKH� SRVVLELOLWLHV� LW� RͿHUV�
for further transformation?

$ORQJVLGH� WKH� ÀJXUH� RI� WKH� PDVN�� WKHVH� FKDQJHV� FDQ� DOVR� EH� XQ�
derstood as an experience of metagnosis�� D� WHUP� ,� FRLQHG� WR�GHVFULEH� WKH�
experience of learning something new about oneself when the “some�
WKLQJµ� KDV� DOZD\V� EHHQ� WKHUH�� ,W� FDQ� RFFXU�ZLWK� D�PHGLFDO� GLDJQRVLV� RI�
D� ORQJ�VWDQGLQJ�FRQGLWLRQ�HLWKHU�ZKHQ�D�FRQGLWLRQ�UHPDLQHG�XQGHWHFWHG��
RU� EHFDXVH� RI� VKLIWLQJ� GLDJQRVWLF� ERXQGDULHV�� 6XGGHQO\� ÀQGLQJ� RQHVHOI�
LQ� D� GLͿHUHQW� FDWHJRU\� RIWHQ� SURPSWV� DEUXSW� UHHYDOXDWLRQ� RI� WHUPV� OLNH�
QRUPDO�� LPSDLUHG�� RU� GLVDEOHG�� )RU� H[DPSOH�� ZKHQ� ,� OHDUQHG� RI� P\�
OLIHORQJ� XQGHWHFWHG� YLVXDO� ÀHOG� ´GHIHFW�µ� QRQH� RI� WKH� ODEHOV� VXFK� DV�
GHIHFW� RU� LPSDLUPHQW� VHHPHG� WR� ÀW�� DV� LW� ZDV� P\� QRUPDO�� \HW� DW� WKH�
VDPH� WLPH�� LW� ZDV� XQTXHVWLRQDEO\� UHDO�� 2U� ZKHQ� DGXOWV� UHFHLYH� GLDJ�
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QRVHV� RI� $'+'� RU� DXWLVP� VSHFWUXP� GLVRUGHUV³ERWK� RI� ZKLFK� KDYH�
had considerable diagnostic expansion—they may feel an attenuation 
RI� OLIH�ORQJ� JXLOW� DQG� VKDPH� ZKLOH� VLPXOWDQHRXVO\� TXHVWLRQLQJ� WKH�
neurotypical bias of such pathological designations.

Because these experiences often provoke a change in knowledge, 
“metagnosis” literally means changed-knowledge�� ,Q� Metagnosis: Revela-
tory Narratives of Health and Identity ,� H[DPLQH� WKLV� SKHQRPHQRQ� DV� D�
fulcrum which generatively illuminates and destabilizes the balance 
between our bodies, lived experience, the material world, and the 
social constructions we deploy.1 Beyond individual diagnoses, it can 
illuminate experiences such as genetic revelations of biological parentage 
and geographic origin as well as broader realizations, such as societal 
reckoning with the longstanding disease of systemic racism. When it 
FRPHV� WR� WKH�PDVN� DQG� LWV� YDULDEOH�PHDQLQJV� IRU� QRQ�FOLQLFLDQV� GXULQJ�
the pandemic—it, too, can be understood as metagnosis, as it reveals 
ideologies, vulnerabilities, and attitudes which may not have been 
visible but were likely there all along.

:KDW� LV� WKH� VLJQLÀFDQFH� RI� WKH� PDVN� IRU� FOLQLFLDQV"�:KDW� PHWDJ�
nostic moments might it reveal? Beyond their functional purpose, masks 
often symbolize professional identity. The physician memoir genre, for 
example, exhibits a persistent pattern of masking/unmasking, hiding 
and revealing. This theme is made explicit in titles such as Behind the 
Mask, Life Behind the Mask, Man Behind the Mask, View from Behind the 
Mask, Voice from Behind the Mask.2� 0RVW� RI� WKHVH� ´%HKLQG� WKH� 0DVNµ 
memoirs are by surgeons (who do wear masks while performing sur�
gery) and all on this list are by men. Here the mask represents the 
barrier between physician and patient which these accounts tantaliz�
ingly promise to pull aside, showing the wizard behind the curtain. 
As surgeon Paul Ruggieri describes in his 2012 Confessions of a Surgeon: 
The Good, the Bad, and the Complicated . . . Life Behind the O.R. Doors: 
´,� ZURWH� WKLV� ERRN� WR� WDNH� \RX� ULJKW� XS� WR� WKH� RSHUDWLQJ� URRP� WDEOH�
DQG� JLYH� \RX� DQ� XS�FORVH� YLHZ� RI� ZKDW� ,� VHH� DV� D� VXUJHRQ�� ,� ZDQW�
you to meet the person behind the surgical mask.”3

Physician memoirs display this masking/unmasking trope in their 
cover imagery as well—explicitly, with a masked physician’s face, or 
suggestively, by only showing part of the body, masking the rest, or 
RQO\� VKRZLQJ� WKH� ZKLWH� FRDW� RU� V\PEROV� VXFK� DV� WKH� VWHWKRVFRSH� �ÀJ��
���� :KLOH� HDUO\� WLWOHV� ZHUH� SXEOLVKHG� ZLWK� SVHXGRQ\PV�� VXFK� DV� ´'U��
X’s” 1965 Intern �´WKH� ÀUVW� LQVLGH� DFFRXQW� RI�PRGHUQ�PHGLFDO� DQG� KRV�
pital practice that has ever been”4), this prevailing pattern of hiding 
WKH� SK\VLFLDQ�DXWKRU·V� IDFH� LV� LQFUHDVLQJO\� FXULRXV� DV� WKH� DXWKRUV� DUH�
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QR� ORQJHU� DQRQ\PRXV�� LQGHHG�� WKH\� DUH� KDELWXDOO\� GHSLFWHG��PDVN�OHVV��
RQ� WKH� EDFN� FRYHU� RU� MDFNHW� ÁDS�� 7KRVH� ZKR� DSSHDU� XQPDVNHG� �� XQ�
IUDJPHQWHG� �� XQ�RFFOXGHG� RQ� IURQW� FRYHUV� DUH� W\SLFDOO\� ZRPHQ� DQG�
RU� %,32&� SK\VLFLDQV� ZKR� DUH� QRW� SOD\LQJ� WKH� ´JXHVV� ZKR·V� EHKLQG�
the mask” game.5

INTERN 
BY DOCTOR X 

The Man behind 
thcMas 
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Figure 1. Physician memoir covers exhibiting the masking/occluding theme, from 
PDVNV� WR� KHDGOHVV� ERGLHV�� WR�ZKLWH� FRDWV�� VFUXEV�� DQG� VWHWKRVFRSHV�� WR� GRFWRUV�ZDON�
LQJ� RU� IDFLQJ� DZD\�� WR� EOXUU\� KHDGOHVV� (5� GRFV� DQG� EH\RQG�
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The memoirs’ content is as redundant as their covers. Recent 
GHFDGHV� KDYH� ZLWQHVVHG� ZKDW� 'RQDOG� 3ROORFN� GHVFULEHV� DV� D� ´YLUWXDO�
epidemic” of “training tales.”6 These accounts typically follow a pre�
dictable quest narrative7: (1) The protagonist enters health care with 
idealism and commitment, then (2) experiences a bewildering initia�
tion, characterized by confusion, disorientation, imposter syndrome, 
humiliation, fatigue, and physical degradation, resulting in a painful 
loss of idealism and feelings of betrayal, increasing desensitization, 
DQG� PLVHU\�� XQWLO� ���� WKH\� DUH� ÀJXUHG� DV� D� SDWLHQW�� HLWKHU� GLUHFWO\� RU�
by proxy, and undergo a humbling and epiphanic experience about 
the essential humanity of doctors and patients, which enables them to 
(4) practice medicine with greater empathy and caring.8

How might metagnosis help to fathom the masking/unmask�
LQJ� WURSH�� DQG� ZKDW� VKRXOG� ZH� JOHDQ� IURP� WKHVH� SDWWHUQV"� 'R� WKH�
covers’ Frankensteinian images of body parts represent the radical 
GH�FRUSRUHDOL]DWLRQ� RI� FOLQLFDO� WUDLQLQJ�� LQ� ZKLFK� WKH� GRFWRU� LV� PLQG��
QRW� ERG\�� LQYXOQHUDEOH�� QRW� YXOQHUDEOH�� ´REMHFWLYH�µ� QRW� ´VXEMHFWLYHµ"�
,Q� ZKLFK� FDVH�� DUH� WKHVH� PHPRLUV� DWWHPSWV� WR� JOXH� WKH� SLHFHV� EDFN�
WRJHWKHU� DJDLQ�� WR� EHFRPH� UH�HPERGLHG"� ,V� WKH� IUDFWXUHG� PLQG�ERG\�
VSLULW� RI� WKH� GLVHQFKDQWHG� SK\VLFLDQ³'U�� )UDQNHQVWHLQ·V� PRQVWHU�
created by modern medical training and practice, with its hubris, 
EXUHDXFUDWL]DWLRQ�� DQG� GHKXPDQL]DWLRQ³UH�DVVHPEOHG� LQWR� WKH� ÀJXUH�
RI� WKH� GRFWRU�FUHDWRU�� UHYHUVLQJ� WKH� VKLIW� RI� WKH� QDPH� ´)UDQNHQVWHLQµ�
IURP� FUHDWRU� WR� FUHDWXUH� LQ� WKH� KLVWRU\� RI� WKH� VWRU\"� ,QGHHG�� HDFK� WLPH�
D� SK\VLFLDQ·V� KXPDQLW\� LV� UH�OHDUQHG� LQ� WKHVH� PHPRLUV� WKH� UHVXOW� LV�
a lone enlightened doctor emerging from what has befallen him in 
order to become a valiant savior and redeemer, following the arc of 
PDQ\� )UDQNHQVWHLQ�GHULYHG� QDUUDWLYHV� �H�J�� ;�0HQ·V� /RJDQ�� $GDP� LQ�
I, Frankenstein�� .� LQ� Blade Runner 2049).9 For Pollock this repetition of 
WKH� KHURLF� TXHVW� SURGXFHV� D� XQLTXHO\� ´PRUDOO\� HQQREOHG� ÀJXUHµ�ZKLFK�
VLPSO\� UH�LQVFULEHV� WKH� SK\VLFLDQ�ZL]DUG·V� DXWKRULW\�10� ,W� LV� D� UHVLVWDQFH�
WR� WUXH� PHWDJQRVLV�� WUXH� FKDQJHG�NQRZOHGJH�

7KH� GRFWRU�SDWLHQW� UROH�UHYHUVDO� LQ� VWDJH� WKUHH� RI� WKHVH� PHPRLUV�
symbolizes the removal of the mask only to put it back on again. The 
metagnostic reveal—the mask drawn back, showing what was there 
DOO� DORQJ³LV� D� ÀJ� OHDI� IRU� WKH� SURIHVVLRQ�� D� IHLQW� WRZDUGV� XQGHUVWDQG�
LQJ�� HYHQ� LI� WKH� LQGLYLGXDO� SK\VLFLDQ�ZULWHU� GRHV� QRW� H[SHULHQFH� LW� DV�
such.11 Given the generic repetitiveness of these narratives and their 
covers, the revelation isn’t so much of the individual “person behind 
the mask,” but that the physician is DQ� DFWXDO� SHUVRQ�� +HQFH� WKH� RIW�
repeated lesson we are instructed to draw from them, that “doctors 
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are humans too, and illness is a key part of the human experience.”12 
7KHVH� DFFRXQWV� RͿHU� VXFFHVVLYH� UHHQDFWPHQWV� RI� WKLV� UHYHODWLRQ�� DV� LQ�
0LFKDHO� $NSDWD·V� Life Behind the Mask, which purportedly “peels back 
the mask that can separate the doctor from the human being.”13

This move reverses the classic metagnostic “tomato in the mir�
URUµ� SORW� WZLVW� LQ� VSHFXODWLYH� ÀFWLRQ�� ZKHUHLQ� D� FKDUDFWHU� UHDOL]HV� WKH\�
DUH� QRW� KXPDQ� EXW� LQ� IDFW� DQ� $,�� DOLHQ�� XQGHDG�� FORQH�� RU� VRPH� RWKHU�
unwelcome ontological shocker.14� )RU� H[DPSOH�� 3KLOLS� .�� 'LFN·V� �����
VKRUW� VWRU\� ´7KH� (OHFWULF� $QWµ� EHJLQV� ZLWK� WKH� SURWDJRQLVW� ZDNLQJ� LQ�
a hospital bed only to learn that he is not human but an organic 
URERW�� 3HHOLQJ� EDFN� WKH� PDVN�� KH� ÀQGV� WKDW� LQ� KLV� DUP� ´QDWXUDO� VNLQ�
FRYHUHG� QDWXUDO� ÁHVK�� DQG� WUXH� EORRG� ÀOOHG� WKH� YHLQV� DQG� FDSLOODULHV��
But, beneath that, wires and circuits, miniaturized components, gleamed 
�� �� �� �� >/@RRNLQJ� GHHS� LQWR� WKH�ZULVW� KH� VDZ� VXUJH� JDWHV��PRWRUV��PXOWL�
stage valves.”15� �7KHQ�� LQ� D� IXUWKHU� .DINDHVTXH� GHYHORSPHQW�� KH� OLIWV�
KLV� FKHVW� ZDOO� WR� ÀQG� WLQ\� VSRROV� RI� SXQFK� WDSH� ZKLFK� WXUQ� RXW� WR�
EH� D� ´UHDOLW\�VXSSO\� FRQVWUXFW�µ� GHPRQVWUDWLQJ� WKDW� QRW� MXVW� RQH·V� ERG\�
but one’s entire conception of reality can be revealed as a fabrica�
tion.16�� ,Q� FRQWUDVW�� WKH� UHSHDWHG� UHYHODWLRQV� LQ� WKHVH�SK\VLFLDQ�PHPRLUV�
achieve the converse: behind the robotic algorithmic skin of the mask 
RU� ZKLWH� FRDW�� ZH� ÀQG� DQ� DFWXDO� KXPDQ�� EHKLQG� WKH� FXUWDLQ� 'RURWK\�
ÀQGV� QRW� D�ZL]DUG� EXW� D� SHUVRQ�17� 6XUSULVH�� ,URQLFDOO\�� WKH� UHSHWLWLRQ� RI�
this revelation conveys not the individuality of the particular person 
behind the mask, but instead recapitulates and reinforces the generic 
anonymity of the masked covers and the masked role.

Perhaps this mask/unmask repetition compulsion comes down 
to these authors worrying at an apparent paradox or contradiction: 
7KH� SK\VLFLDQ� FDQQRW� EH� WKH� HPERGLHG�� VXͿHULQJ� KXPDQ� ZLWKRXW� WRS�
SOLQJ� WKH� HGLÀFH� RI� PHGLFDO� FHUWDLQW\�� 7KLV� SDUDGR[� FDQ� EH� XQGHUVWRRG�
WKURXJK� D� UDQJH� RI� GLͿHUHQW� OHQVHV�� 7KDW� WKH� SK\VLFLDQ� FDQQRW� EUHDFK�
ZULWHU� 6XVDQ� 6RQWDJ·V� NLQJGRPV� RI� ZHOOQHVV� DQG� VLFNQHVV�18 sociolo�
JLVW� 7DOFRWW� 3DUVRQV·V� ´XQLYHUVDOLVWLF�� IXQFWLRQDOO\� VSHFLÀF�� DQG� DͿHF�
WLYHO\� QHXWUDOµ� GRFWRU� UROH� YV�� WKH� ´KHOSOHVVµ� VLFN� UROH� RI� WKH� SDWLHQW�19 
medical philosopher Richard Zaner’s power asymmetry, “not merely 
a formality of socially instituted relationships, but an existential real�
ity.”20� &DQQRW� EUHDFK� SK\VLFLDQ�VFKRODU� :LOOLDP� 'RQQHOO\·V� DSSDUHQWO\�
incompatible conceptual systems of biomedical and personal points of 
view.21� &DQQRW� EH� ERWK� WKH� EHDUHU� RI� WKH� )RXFDXOGLDQ� DQDWRPR�FOLQLFDO�
JD]H� ÀJXULQJ� FRQWHPSRUDU\� :HVWHUQ� PHGLFLQH³´WKH� ORTXDFLRXV� JD]H�
with which the doctor observes the poisonous heart of things”22—and 
that poisonous heart upon which it gazes so loquaciously. Certainly 
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FDQQRW� EH� ERWK� HͿHFWLYH� DQG� DͿHFWLYH�� PLQG� DQG� ERG\�23� &DQQRW� EH�
GLYLQH�� RU� GLYLQH�DGMDFHQW� �SHU� 9ROWDLUH�� GRFWRUV� ´SDUWDNH� RI� GLYLQLW\��
since to preserve and renew is almost as noble as to create”24) and 
VLPSO\� KXPDQ�� FDQQRW� EH� PDFKLQH� DQG� PRUWDO� �KHQFH� VRPH� FUHDWLYH�
cyborg angels and insects—electric ants, of a sort—attempting a crude 
V\QWKHVLV�� VHH� ÀJ�� ���� &DQQRW�� PRUHRYHU�� EH� WKH� PDVNHG� SDVVLYH�YRLFHG�
narrator and the unmasked character without prompting a debilitating 
FDVH� RI� *HQHUDOL]HG� 0HWDOHSWLF� $Q[LHW\� 'LVRUGHU�� $IWHU� DOO�� WKH� SK\VL�
cian narrator, occupying the patient role in stage three of the clinician 
bildungsroman template—even temporarily or symbolically—challenges 
the subject/object divide so integral to biomedicine. And perhaps we 
simply don’t want� WKLV� PHWDJQRVWLF� UHYHODWLRQ�� GRQ·W� ZDQW� WKH� ZL]DUG�
revealed as just a muggle.

)LJXUH� ��� )ORULGD� +RVSLWDO� ´:LQJ� 6WHQWµ� DQG� ´'D9LQFLµ� DGYHUWLVHPHQWV�� �����

,V� WKHUH� D� SDWK� RXW� RI� WKLV� WLUHVRPH� PDVNLQJ�XQPDVNLQJ� F\FOH��
D� ZD\� RI� H[SORGLQJ� WKHVH� DSSDUHQW� SDUDGR[HV"� 0LJKW� ZH� H[SHULHQFH�
a metagnostic reveal of the person behind the mask without imme�
GLDWHO\� IRUJHWWLQJ� LW� DJDLQ"� 0LJKW� WKH� PDVN� EH� UHPDGH� DV� D� FKU\VDOLV��
IURP� ZKLFK� WKHVH� F\ERUJ� DQJHO�LQVHFW� FUHDWXUHV� FDQ� HPHUJH� DQG� WUXO\�

CtdMIUNl."°"1edtr'd lw.anoltltr'Slrclle. 
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XQPDVN� WKHPVHOYHV"� ,Q� WKHVH� HͿRUWV� ZH� FRXOG� WDNH� RXU� LQVSLUDWLRQ�
IURP� WKH� IHPDOH� DQG� %,32&� SK\VLFLDQ� DXWKRUV� ZKR� DUH� TXLWH� DZDUH�
of their own embodied situatedness, and who have already forged 
important exceptions to the generic trend.

7KH� SDQGHPLF� DͿRUGV� XV� D� QHZ� RSSRUWXQLW\�� ,Q� WKRVH� HDUO\� GD\V��
ZKHQ� WKH� HHULO\� TXLHW� VWUHHWV� RI� 1HZ� <RUN� &LW\� ZHUH� SLHUFHG� RQO\� E\�
WKH� ZDLO� RI� DPEXODQFH� VLUHQV�� ,� ELNHG� SDVW� WKH� 8616� &RPIRUW� KRVSLWDO�
VKLS� GRFNLQJ� LQ� WKH� +XGVRQ� 5LYHU� DQG� D� ÀHOG� KRVSLWDO� EHLQJ� HUHFWHG�
LQ�&HQWUDO�3DUN��/RFDO�SROLWLFLDQV� LQVWUXFWHG� WKH�SRSXODFH� WR� ORFN�GRZQ��
$QG�WKHQ�PHVVDJHV�LQ�ERWWOHV�EHJDQ�WR�DUULYH�RQ�WKH�VKRUH��VHOI�SRUWUDLWV�
by nurses, patient transporters, doctors, respiratory therapists—people 
working in the hospitals, caring for the sick. They were posted on social 
PHGLD� IURP� %HOOHYXH� KRVSLWDO� LQ�0DQKDWWDQ�� IURP� (OPKXUVW� KRVSLWDO� LQ�
Queens, and from all around the world. A plea: Stay home. (And: Get 
us the resources and support we need.) 5HPHPEHU"� 7KH\� WRRN� RͿ� WKHLU�
PDVNV� DQG� VKRZHG� WKHLU� 33(�DEUDGHG� IDFHV� OLQHG� ZLWK� GHWHUPLQDWLRQ��
fear, fatigue, and, for many, the trauma they will carry for the rest of 
WKHLU� OLYHV�� $V� WKH\� ZRUNHG� ZLWK� VXFK� FRPPLWPHQW� DQG� VDFULÀFH� DQG�
ERUH� ZLWQHVV� WR� VR� PXFK� VXͿHULQJ� DQG� GHDWK�� WKH\� H[SRVHG� WKHLU� RZQ�
naked faces, their own broken skin.25 Humans—not superheroes, not 
wizards. Humans, caring for other humans.

3DQGHPLF� GHULYHV� IURP� WKH� *UHHN� ۛ֒ցչռۚփօ�� RI� RU� EHORQJLQJ� WR�
all the people. This pandemic may have wrought a newfound met�
DJQRVWLF� DZDUHQHVV� RI� RXU� LQWHUFRQQHFWHGQHVV�� EXW� ZH� KDYH� DOZD\V�
been bound to one another. The pandemic is also an apocalypse, in 
WKH� VHQVH� GHULYLQJ� IURP� WKH� *UHHN� YHUE� ֕ۛփտնրۛևպվց�� WR� XQFRYHU��
GLVFORVH�� EXW� LW� LV� DQ� XQYHLOLQJ� RI� VXͿHULQJ� DQG� LQHTXLW\� ZKLFK� KDV�
DOZD\V� EHHQ�ZLWK� XV�� 6LUHQV� KDYH� DOZD\V�ZDLOHG� LQ� WKH� VWUHHWV�� ,� KHDUG�
them in those early days only because the city was so hushed. As the 
3URXVWLDQ� QDUUDWRU� VD\V� RI� KLV� FKLOGKRRG� VREV�� ´,Q� UHDOLW\� WKHLU� HFKR�
KDV� QHYHU� FHDVHG�� DQG� LW� LV� RQO\� EHFDXVH� OLIH� LV� QRZ� JURZLQJ� PRUH�
DQG� PRUH� TXLHW� URXQG� DERXW� PH� WKDW� ,� KHDU� WKHP� DQHZ�� OLNH� WKRVH�
FRQYHQW� EHOOV� ZKLFK� DUH� VR� HͿHFWLYHO\� GURZQHG� GXULQJ� WKH� GD\� E\� WKH�
noises of the street that one would suppose them to have stopped, 
until they ring out again through the silent evening air.”26

+RZ� KDV� WKH� SDQGHPLF� FKDQJHG� XV"� ,W� KDV� ZURXJKW� D� JOREDO�
rash of metagnosis, as we became freshly aware of our vulnerability, 
inequity, and interrelation—conditions which have existed all along. 
/RRNLQJ� DW� WKH� XQPDVNHG� IDFHV� RI� KHDOWK� FDUH� SURIHVVLRQDOV�� FDQ� ZH³
FOLQLFLDQV� DQG� QRQ�FOLQLFLDQV� DOLNH³WUXO\� SXOO� DVLGH� RXU� PDVNV� DQG�
FKDQJH� RXU� NQRZOHGJH"� 0LJKW� ZH� WKLQN� DQHZ� DERXW� VXFK� FDWHJRULHV�
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as normalcy, health, ability, and disability, as well as the roles we 
KDELWXDOO\� SOD\"� 0LJKW� ZH� WUXO\� GHFRQVWUXFW� WKH� ELQDULHV� WKDW� ELQG� XV�
in apparent paradox—be it doctor/patient, mind/body, health/illness, 
divine/human, skill/emotion, observer/observed, objective/subjective, 
subject/object? As the noises of the street rise again, must we return 
to the masking/unmasking repetition played out in physician mem�
RLUV³UH�LQVFULEHG� LQ� WKH�New England Journal of Medicine’s current essay 
contest, which prompts clinicians to “write about the doctor behind 
the curtain,” keeping the wizard in his place?27
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UHYHDOHG� WKDW� 6FDUHFURZ�DOZD\V�KDG� D� EUDLQ�� 7LQ�:RRGPDQ� DOZD\V�KDG�
D� KHDUW�� DQG� &RZDUGO\� /LRQ� DOZD\V� KDG� FRXUDJH�� -XVW� DV� WKH� PDVNHG�
and fractured physician represented on the memoir covers always had 
them, too. As do we all.

/HW� XV� KROG� WKHVH� OHVVRQV� LQ� RXU� PLQGV�� KHDUWV�� DQG� FRXUDJHRXV�
spirits. And let us take the opportunity, with the metagnostic reveal of 
our shared humanity and vulnerability, to truly change these masks, 
these roles, and health care writ large.
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