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A p h y s i c i a n  n o t  worthy of t h i s  t i t l e  i s  r e p o r t e d  t o  have performed 

a  h i g h l y  i r r e s p o n s i b l e  a c t  r e c e n t l y :  He a t t e m p t e d  an a b o r t i o n  on a  

t e e n a g e r  i n  h e r  s i x t h  month o f  pregnancy wi thou t  f i r s t  comple t ing  a  

r e l i a b l e  h i s t o r y  and p h y s i c a l  examinat ion.  The young and f r i g h t e n e d  

g i r l  was d e l i v e r e d  w i t h i n  24 h o u r s  o f  a  mangled b u t  s t i l l  l i v i n g  c r e a t u r e ,  

m i s s i n g  a  p i e c e  of i t s  s k u l l .  The m i r a c l e s  o f  modern medic ine  a r e  such 

t h a t  l i f e  can b e  main ta ined  and ex tended  f o r  long p e r i o d s  o f  t i m e  by 

a r t i f i c i a l l y  s u p p o r t i n g  t h e  v i t a l  f u n c t i o n s  of t h e  organism,  even when 

t h e s e  a r e  s e v e r e l y  compromised. The t r a g i c  c a s e  o f  a  Karen Ann Quinlan 

i s  a n o t h e r  c a s e  i n  p o i n t .  A s  o u r  knowledge o f  phys io logy  and p a t h o g e n e s i s  

deepened,  we have l e a r n e d  t o  overcome and o v e r r i d e  t h e  wisdom o f  n a t u r e .  

L i f e  i s  now r o u t i n e l y  prolonged where c e r t a i n  d e a t h  would have p r e v i o u s l y  

o c c u r r e d .  Not always a  b l e s s i n g ,  it o b v i o u s l y  poses  complex and f r i g h t e n i n g  

moral dilemmas f o r  p h y s i c i a n s ,  whose t r a i n i n g  i l l - e q u i p s  them t o  d e a l  w i t h  

such problems.  

Th i s  w r i t e r  a d d r e s s e d  h i m s e l f  b r i e f l y  t o  t h e s e  i s s u e s  i n  a  r e c e n t  

e d i t o r i a l  ( D e t r o i t  b!edical News, "blore About Guyana--And Those L e f t  Behind", 

December , 1978) : "Li fe  i t s e l f  i s  s a c r e d ,  t o  be c h e r i s h e d ,  guarded and 

p r e s e r v e d , "  add ing  t h a t ,  "The h o r r o r s  o f  Guyana and Auschwitz have become 

p o s s i b l e  o n l y  a f t e r  t h i s  e l ementa ry  p r i n c i p l e  h a s  been i g n o r e d . ? '  But 

r e a l i t y  i s  r a r e l y  s o  s t a r k l y  b l a c k  o r  w h i t e ,  and a l l  a b s o l u t e  s t a t e m e n t s  

u s u a l l y  need t o  be  q u a l i f i e d .  Yet ,  t h e  v e r y  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  j u s t i f i a b l e  

e x c e p t i o n s  e x i s t  t o  such a b s o l u t e  s t a t e m e n t s  p l a c e s  a  h o r r i f y i n g l y  d i f f i c u l t  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  on t h e  s h o u l d e r s  o f  p h y s i c i a n s ,  a  burden o f  immense moral  

c o m p l e x i t i e s .  Piany t r y  t o  avo id  t h i s  p a i n f u l  t a s k  by s imply  c la iming  t h a t  



human l i m i t a t i o n s  f o r e s t a l l  our  making God-l ike  judgments.  But t h i s  l u x u r y  

does  n o t  e x i s t  i n  r e a l i t y  f o r  t h o s e ,  l i k e  p h y s i c i a n s ,  whose d e c i s i o n s  i n e v i t a b l y  

a f f e c t  t h e  l i v e s  of o t h e r s .  

What i s  o u r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  h e a l t h y  members o f  a  f a m i l y  whose e n t i r e  

l i v e s  a r e  misshapen,  e m o t i o n a l l y ,  f i n a n c i a l l y  and o t h e r w i s e ,  by c o n t i n u a l l y  

c a r i n g  f o r  a  h o p e l e s s l y  damaged, v e g e t a b l e - l i k e  organism,  who l i n g e r s  on 

e n d l e s s l y  " thanks"  t o  o u r  endeavors?  I s  s o c i e t y  n o t  r e s p o n s i b l e  t o  p r o t e c t  

i t s  members a g a i n s t  h a b i t u a l  murdere r s  and r a p i s t s  who cou ld  n e i t h e r  b e  

reformed n o r  s u c c e s s f u l l y  i n c a r c e r a t e d ?  A c h i l d  o f  t w e l v e  can become p r e g n a n t ,  

b u t  few such c h i l d r e n  s h o u l d ,  c o u l d  o r  would r e s p o n s i b l y  c a r e  f o r  an o f f s p r i n g  

t h a t  t h e y  b r i n g  i n t o  t h e  world .  Are a b o r t i o n s  r e a l l y  u n a c c e p t a b l e  under  any 

and a l l  c o n d i t i o n s ?  Uncompromising adherence t o  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  t h a t  l i f e  i s  

always s a c r e d ,  even i n  u t e r o ,  s a v e s  u s  from f a c i n g  such h o r r i b l e  c h o i c e s ,  b u t  

we t h e n  i n c r e a s e  p a i n ,  s u f f e r i n g  and even p r e v e n t a b l e  d e a t h .  On t h e  o t h e r  

hand,  a r e  we n o t  i n v i t i n g  a n o t h e r  Guyana o r  Auschwitz i f  we compromise? 

There  ought t o  b e  no j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t h e  d e a t h  p e n a l t y ,  bu t  h i s t o r y  

demons t ra tes  amply t h a t  t h e  "genera l  good" sometimes d i c t a t e s  o t h e r w i s e .  Every 

c h i l d  ought t o  be  a  wanted one f o r  no c o n c e i v a b l e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  a b o r t i o n s  

b u t  g r o s s  mal fo rmat ions  would e x i s t  t h e n .  I f  l i f e  s u s t a i n i n g  equipment were 

n e v e r  i n v e n t e d  n o r  i n t r o d u c e d ,  t h e  moral  q u e s t i o n  o f  when t o  p u l l  t h e  p l u g  

would n e v e r  have t o  be  asked .  The l i s t  can be ex tended  t o  i n c l u d e  t e n s ,  if 

n o t  hundreds ,  of  h o r r e n d o u s l y  p e r p l e x i n g  moral c h o i c e s .  P h y s i c i a n s  a r e  s a d d l e d  

w i t h  them and,  even i f  we t r y ,  J o n a h - l i k e ,  t o  e s c a p e  t h e  t a s k - - t h e  monstrous 

c h o i c e s  remain n e a r b y  and f o r c e  themse lves  upon u s .  

Those who r e f u s e  t o  i n v o l v e  themse lves  i n  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  of 

making l i f e  and d e a t h  d e c i s i o n s  may pe rhaps  r e c o g n i z e  a  r e a l  i n c a p a c i t y  t o  

f a c e  such i s s u e s .  Powerful unconscious  f o r c e s  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  judgment and 



sway t h e  r e a s o n i n g  of e v e r y  p e r s o n .  Denia l  and r e p r e s s i o n  have always e x i s t e d ,  

long b e f o r e  t h e y  were named a s  such by modern psychology.  Unconscious r a g e ,  

from whatever  s o u r c e ,  had been d i v e r t e d  th roughout  h i s t o r y  a g a i n s t  i n d i v i d u a l s  

and groups  t h a t  were seen  a s  h a t e f u l ,  j u s t  a s  i n  t h e  B i b l i c a l  s t o r y ,  t h e  

scapegoa t  was d r i v e n  i n t o  t h e  d e s e r t  t o  c a r r y  o u r  s i n s  away. 

A l l  s o c i e t i e s  have e s t a b l i s h e d  v a l u e  sys tems  and moral  codes  t o  c o n t r o l  

such  b a s e  and p r i m i t i v e  wishes  and f a n t a s i e s .  S i n c e  n e i t h e r  p h y s i c i a n s  n o r  

p r i e s t s  a r e  exempt, t h o s e  n o t  s u r e  enough o f  t h e  p u r i t y  o f  t h e i r  h idden mot ives  

a r e  wise  i n  d i s q u a l i f y i n g  themse lves  from making such d e c i s i o n s .  

P r o f e s s e d  adherence t o  a  s t r i c t  moral  code i s  i n  i t s e l f  t o  g u a r a n t e e  

t h a t  p e r s o n a l i t y  b l i n d - s p o t s  w i l l  n o t  m i s l e a d  u s  i n  one d i r e c t i o n  o r  a n o t h e r .  

We w i l l ,  however, minimize e r r o r s  i f  t h e  t a s k  i s  always e n t r u s t e d  t o  groups  

o f  i n d i v i u d a l s ,  p h y s i c i a n s  and o t h e r s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  any one i n d i v i d u a l .  B l ind  

s p o t s  t e n d  t o  c a n c e l  each o t h e r  o u t .  I t  i s  an u n e n v i a b l e  t a s k  t o  be performed 

by t h o s e  who v a l u e  and r e s p e c t  l i f e  and who know s u f f e r i n g  and d e a t h .  I t  must 

never  be  under taken  wi thou t  a  c o n t i n u o u s ,  p a t i e n t  and p a i n f u l  s e a r c h  o f  o n e ' s  

own s o u l  and m o t i v a t i o n s .  

And t h o s e  who i n  t h e i r  c o n f u s i o n  e x p e r i e n c e  p h y s i c i a n s  a s  a r r o g a n t  and 

i n s e n s i t i v e  a b u s e r s  o f  a u t h o r i t y ,  would t h e y  r e a l l y  p r e f e r  t o  e n t r u s t  such 

d e c i s i o n s  t o  t h e  hands o f  q u a l i t y - a s s u r a n c e  b u r e a u c r a t s ?  


