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PROFESSION OF CONSCIENCE: THE MAKING AND
MEANING OF LIFE-SCIENCES LIBERALISM

By Robert Hunt Sprinkle. 257 pp. Princeton, NJ., Princeton
University Press, 1994. $24.95. ISBN 0-691-03365-X.

In the doclors’ coatroom, maybe 10 years ago, I heard a
colleague say that he had had enough — now he was doing it
only for the money. For money alone? Could you make
enough, I wondered, not to live in resentment against the [a-
tigue, the perpetual responsibility, the constant worry about
error, the interminably intrusive telephone, the second-

ssing . . . ? Provide your own list. Imagine what it would
be like, I thought, to practice medicine without ideals. The
more I reflected on it, the more I realized that there could not
be good medicine without the engine of ideals. Good medi-
cine? Medicine that is knowledgeable, technically expert, nec-
essary, and responsible, appropriate to the person (sick or
well), the pathophysiology, and the context. But more, medi-
cine that would make the great chicl resident in the sky smile
down on us. Were all the details attended to, is there someone
in the house Lo help, is the pain really controlled, does the pa-
tient know how to use the inhaler, were the patient’s questions
answered, were all the calls returned, were irritability and
bad temper pushed aside (even il with difficulty) by kindness
and gentlencss?

Good medicine — let us face it — is an unnatural pursuit.
We want doctors Lo function as well when they are tired as
when they are rested, to admit error freely to themselves and
others, to care more about the patients’ being okay than about
whether they are right, to put their patients® interests ahead
of their own (the unknowing think this is about money; how
about time, family, privacy, or freedom?). Surprisingly, over
the years this is generally what we have gotten from our doc-
tors, probably because the rewards have, in the past, been so
great that they overwhelmed the price. I know why I get up
in the morning, that what I do has intrinsic value. Much has
been written over the ages about these ideals and about the
ethics meant to guide the conduct of individual physicians.

But what about the politics of these ideals? By now, who is
not aware that medicine exists in a political context that
greatly influences the ability of the individual doctor to live a
life devoted 1o medicine? On the other hand, the ideals of
medicine have been brought 1o bear on large political strug-
gles. “Since the Nuremberg Trials following World War II,”
Dr. Sprinkle points out, “ethically principled political activ-
ism among lilc scientists, physicians, midwives, and nurses
has been widely and, for the most part, favorably noted.”
Why, he asks, did the world movement of physicians against
nuclear war stop at that problem? There arc so many issues,
from chemical warfare through the insufficiency of health
care to pharmaceutical profiteering, where the heritage of the
ideals of the life sciences (he expands the tradition to all the
life sciences) has something important to say.

The basic principle of our tradition he calls life-sciences lib-
cralism, the beliel that “the life-scicntist serves all best by
serving each alone.” This whole compelling book revolves
around proving that “it is service to the individual, seen or
unsecn, present or future, that makes moral sense of rescarch
and practice. It is service to aggregates of individuals —
state, corporation, instilution, society — which has led again
and again to trouble.” The book is in some sense a history of
this tradition, which Sprinkle grounds in the writings of John
Locke (1632-1704). Most of us know Locke as the political
philosopher whose writings profoundly inflluenced Thomas
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Jefferson and the American Revolution. Sprinkle never lets us
forget, however, that Locke was a working doctor, whose idcas
were nourished by medicine and grounded in the actual ex-
perience of suffering humankind. Locke’s empiricism was
greatly indebted 1o Thomas Sydenham’s mentorship and cx-
ample.

'Iphcncc through Sir William Osler himsell and Osler’s in-
terest in Locke, the tradition is scen 1o grow in intellectual
strength and influence. Albert Schweitzer, Sprinkle argues,
rounded out the basis of the tradition in coming on the idea
that medicine’s moral compass, grounded in service to the in-
dividual, was completed by the fundamental concept of rever-
ence for life. Sprinkle is very concrete and practical about
what he means by life-sciences liberalism, its assumptions
and asscrtions, its gencral and internal conditions, all of
which he summarizes in eight rich paragraphs; all are based
on the best tradition of clinical medicine — acute, unbiased,
historically fastidious, plainly argued clinical empiricism. Lib-
eral he is, arguing for the primacy of the individual over the
state, corporation, marketplace, political party, or any other
conglomeratc — no matter how right it may believe itself to
be. In a number of sometimes cranky chapters he nails his
points home, example by example.

Look at the scattered landscape of contemporary medicine,
where ideals have been blighted, and not just by the market-
placc. Look at medicine in your own terrain and compare it
with the ideals that the carc of the sickest demands. Robert
Hunt Sprinkle has a message for us.

Eric J. CAssELL, M.D.

New York, NY 10021  Cornell University Medical College

THEOLOGICAL VOICES IN MEDICAL ETHICS

Edited by Allen Verhey and Stephen E. Lammers. 256 pp.
Grand Rapids, Mich., William B. Eerdmans, 1993. $12.99.
ISBN 0-8028-0664-3.

Theological Voices in Medical Ethics, a stimulating collection
of essays compiled by the Park Ridge Center for the Study of
Health, Faith, and Ethics, asks that explicit reference to reli-
gious faith play a greater part in the contemporary bioethical
debate. Many physicians will feel uncasy with that suggestion.
Accounts of murders at abortion clinics, book bannings, and
attempts to require the teaching of “Creation science” rein-
force the association of religious faith with dogmatic provin-
cialism. We have good reason to recall with gratitude the wis-
dom of our founding [athers in separating church and state, a
tradition that allows members of many dilTerent faiths to live
and work together in peace. In the era of molecular biology,
the religious outlook appears 1o many to be increasingly sen-
timental and irrclevant, il nol dangcrous.

Although these essays are unlikely to change that assess-
ment among committed secularists, the book offers the possi-
bility that genuine ecumenical dialogue will lead to enhanced
mutual respect and understanding. The authors argue against
the form of our contemporary American compromise in
which we proless religious faith in private but avoid talking
about the religious underpinnings of our beliefs in public. In
walling off our own private faith from public discussion and
debate, we maintain the purity and integrity of our own beliel
structure and spare ourselves the pain of causing offense or
provoking conflict. We pay a heavy price for our reticence,
however, in an impoverished public discourse.

These essays need to be seen as part of a nascent effort to
offer a model for ethical debate as an alternative to what the
authors sce as the polar extremes of scctarian fundamental-
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