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~ What a r e  some of t he  reputed advantages of being a physician? Surely 

t he  f a c t  t h a t  physicians a s  a group a r e  among the  highest e a rne r s  in t h e  country 

is a prime consideration. I t  would, however, not only be wrong bu t  also insulting 

t o  assume t h a t  th is  is t h e  only consideration. 

Physicians also enjoy t he  respect ,  and sometimes t h e  admiration of 

pat ients  and thei r  families. Their work is non-repetitious and frequently outright  

1 exciting. They have many opportunities t o  r e l a t e  meaningfully t o  other  human 1 
beings. 

Above a l l  this; t he  pract ice  of medicine affords  t h e  physician opportunities 

f o r  exercising independent judgement, and f o r  making important  decisions af f ecting 

his own l i fe  and the  lives of his  patients. Indeed, the  chance t o  conduct one's 

own l i fe  and the  freedom t o  make decisions according t o  one's b e s t  judgement is 

a r a r e  and precious si tuation in modern society. Some would even consider these  

aspects  a s  being the mos t  important  f ea tu r e s  of l i f e  a s  a physician, more important  

than all others. Such opportunities place a special responsibility on doctors: To 

regard t he i r  profession a s  a calling and t o  t r e a t  t h e  t r u s t  vested in them 

respectfully a t  all times. 

Such s ta tements  a r e  frequently misinterpreted, wi l fu l ly  or  innocently, t o  mean ~ 
I -a t h a t  physicians have no right ,  theref ore, t o  take f i r m  o r  even extreme stands t h a t  

a r e  contrary  t o  the  wishes of some segments of t he  population. With the  increasing I 



ro le  played by third p a r t y  payers, insurance companies and government are just ly 

demanding some accounting f o r  what they are paying. I t  is unreasonable t o  charge 

f o r  services  without giving third pa r t i e s  some r e p o r t s  about t h e  nature  of such 

charges. I t  is equally unrealistic t o  expect  such th i rd  pa r t i e s  t o  exercise r e s t r a i n t  

a s  they a t t e m p t  t o  control c o s t s  and t o  maximize benefits.  This, basically, is 

t h e  cur ren t  s t a t e  of a f f a i r s  in Medicine. Bureaucrat ic  infr ingements on physicians' 

r i g h t s  a r e  increasing in number and scope, and t h e  a r e a s  of independence f o r  the  

physician's judgement a re  steadily shrinking in size. 

I t  is obvious even without a t t r ibu t ing  malice t o  third p a r t i e s  t h a t  the i r  

political muscle is by f a r  s t ronger  than t h a t  of individual physicians and even of 

mos t  medical organizations. Physicians a r e  o f t e n  politically naive, and they have 

been on t h e  r e t r e a t  f o r  years. The adminis t ra t ive  complexities of t h e  pract ice  of 

i medicine have grown and have turned many physicians in to  busy executives. In t h e  

confrontat ion with third pa r ty  payers t h e  physicians of t h i s  country have consistently 

been t h e  losers. 

A recen t  editorial in t h i s  Bulletin suggested t h a t  t h e  day may come when physicians 

might wish t o  r e s o r t  t o  the  use of such e x t r e m e  measures a s  s t r ike ,  boycott and 

r e f u s a l  t o  work a s  means f o r  the  preservation of t h e i r  legi t imate  r igh t s  and t h e  

s tandards  of Medicine. While many recognized t h a t  such measures  might be necessary, 

o t h e r s  claimed t h a t  such plain ta lk  would sully t h e  hallowed image of t h e  physician 

a s  a good healer, solely concerned with t h e  welfare  of his pa t ients .  

Such utopian picture of t h e  physician is unrealis t ic  and does not  f i t  t h e  

conditions of t h i s  age. Our independent judgements a r e  steadily being infringed 

upon and our freedom t o  make our own decisions is steadily being narrowed. Since 



a special responsibility r e s t s  upon our professional shoulders we mus t  be mos t  

1 careful  t o  take extreme measures only in extreme situations. Those who s t a t e  

t h a t  a physician's only duty is t o  others  a r e  playing in to  t h e  collective guilt of large  

segments within our profession. But legislators in Washington and elsewhere mus t  

not  f o rge t  t h a t  in real i ty  physicians, too, have the  r ight  t o  lay  davn  t he i r  ins t ruments  

and boldly say: No more. 

I t  was indeed refreshing t o  see how each individual coal miner across  t h e  country 

had an opportunity t o  contribute his individual voice t o  t h e  collective decision of 

accepting or  rejecting the  contract  t ha t  was negotiated f o r  him by t he  union leadership. 

This is the  essence od Democracy and punishable in both F a s c i s t  and Communist 

regimes. Even the  lowliest coal miner in a d is tant  and isolated corner mus t  have 

sensed t he  dignity and power of his position a s  he c a s t  a yes or no vote t h a t  would 

\ directly and immediately a f f e c t  his  own Life and t h e  economy of t he  country. 

Such dignity and power were inherent in t he  pract ice  of medicine in t h e  past.  

They a r e  clearly being stripped off physicians now, as-the encroachment of bureaucratic 

controls increases. Unless we effectively r e s i s t  t h i s  t rend  we would, in e f f e c t ,  

become p a r t  of t he  technocracy. 

Physicians will probably continue in any event t o  be among t h e  highest ea rners  

in t h e  population, but th i s  will not be sufficient  enough a pr ize  t o  draw the  be s t  

s tudents  in to  medicine. If Medicine is allowed t o  become a profession of skilled 

technicians, controlled by governmental edic ts  and insurance companies' regulations 

it would surely lower the  standards of practice t o  t h e  de t r iment  of all. 


