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The Changing Concept of the
Ideal Physician

T 1HE INCREASING CONCERN WITH ETHICAL ISSUES in
~ B medical practice and research over the last fifteen years
_ exemplifies a striking change in the image of doctors and the
relationship between physicians and patients. Where previously
physicians’ decisions were rarely questioned, patients are now fre-
quently sceptical and may doubt both the physician’s motives and
judgement. Concurrently there has been a rise in concern about the
nature of the physician’s act and a strengthened interest in teaching
physicians how to be doctors as opposed to merely teaching the
<cientific basis of medical practice. During the latter part of his career,
Walsh McDermott was interested in Samaritanism—the human
dimension of the physician-patient relationship. Because good med-
ical care of necessity involves some degree of altruism on the part of
physicians, he was interested in what fosters this altruism or defeats
it. These changes in the relations of physicians and patients and the
manifest interest in some systematic understanding of problems such
as altruism represent a startling evolution over what is, historically,
but a brief period.

Sorting out the contributory factors is complex. These changes in
the conceptions of physicians and physicianship occurred during the
period in which science had its most profound impact on the ideals of
medicine and in which technology entered medicine on a grand scale.
This all occurred at a time when the surrounding society was also
undergoing a profound shift in its self-understanding. Let me use four
brief points to summarize the argument.
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THE PROMISE OF SCIENCE: TO KNOW THE DISEASE
1§ TO KNOW THE TLLNESS AND ITS TREATMENT

Knowing about disease was what counted. The history of the era of
scientific medicine really starts with the “discovery” of diseases by the
Paris School of physicians in the 1830s, the first to provide clinico-
pathological correlation. The enormous success of modern medicine
appears to rest completely on the combination of disease theory and
science. Thus, physicians could come to believe that to know the
disease and its treatment is to know the illness and the treatment of
the ill person. This provided further grounds for the idea that
individual physicians count for little, as individuals; it is their
knowledge of disease and medical science that cares for the patient. In
this thinking, a disembodied knowledge connected to some sort of
effector agent would do as well. With this in mind, one should not be
surprised at the numerous attempts to formulate computer diagnos-
ticians or therapists. That they have all failed (unless making the
diagnosis of a New England Journal of Medicine Clinical-Pathologic
Correlation is to be considered success) should have given pause t0
the underlying conception, but it does not appear to have had that
effect as yet. The uncomfortable fact that remained was that doctors
could not get at diseases without dealing with patients—doctors do
not treat diseases, they treat patients. Further, the same discase in
different individuals may have a different presentation, course, treat-
ment, and outcome, depending on the individual and group differ-
ences among patients—from personal idiosyncrasies to genetic or
anatomic variations. The scientific basis of medicine neither recog-
nizes nor provides a methodology to deal with such individual
variations on the level of patient-doctor interactions. Such issues were
relegated to the “art” of medicine or to individual judgement.

But that does not represent a successful solution to the problem
since much of medical practice is thereby swept under the rug. Science
has solved only half of the problem, a systematic basis has been
provided for understanding the body and its ills, but the other half—
that having to do with sick wn_.mosm.lnou..mm:m “art.” Art is, by
definition, based on individual skills so that medical practice remains
shackled to the problem presented by the differences among individ-
uals—both patients and doctors—and to subjectivism. Attempts t0
get around this by establishing a scientific basis for dealing with
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HE IMPACT OF TECHNOLOGY

Physicians have a reputation for conservativism, at least politically,
that is generally attributed to their economic standing. But anybody
who has ever tried to get them to alter their ways in medicine itself
would be happy to tell you that their resistance to change (a
characteristic usually associated with being conservative) is as great in
medicine as in other aspects of their lives. That resistance to change

appears to be related to the combination of the uncertainty and the
dire responsibility that are dominant characteristics of the physician’s
life. The simple fact is that it is frequently difficult to be certain of
what is the best thing to

1M

do in the face of serious illness. In response

to both the burden and the uncertainty, physicians and surgeons may
become set in their ways, dependent on recipes for diagnosis and
treatment rather than on the thoughtful examination of alternatives.
The physician’s resistance to change .melts away at the promise of
greater certainty—witness the truly rapid embrace (and even overuse)
of effective therapies and many current diagnostic techniques from
endoscopy to computerized axial tomography. It is not surprising,
then, that doctors often embrace clinical methods and systems of
thought that promise greatcr certainty even when the promise
deceives. The clinical certainty promised by scientific medicine to the
degree that it was believed that personal experience could be dis-
pensed with, was such an illusion.
Uncertainty exists not only within the patient and because the
future course of the illness must be judged, bur also within the
practitioner. In this regard, uncertainties that arise because of igno-
rance on the part of an individual doctor and the incompleteness of
medical knowledge in general are most often cited.* Such uncertainty,
[ believe, is not what weighs most heavily on the practitioner. In the
clinical setting, judgements must inevitably be made on the doctor’s
personal experience of past cases; the comparison of the present size,
sound or feel of something with what is remembered; and on whata
clinician believes to be the problem, based sometimes on very scanty
evidence. The opening sentence of the first aphorism of Hippocra-
tes—‘Life is short, and the art long; the occasion fleeting; experience
fallacious, and judgement difficult”—Suggess that this has always

been the case for physicians.
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Objective clinical technics such as x-rays, indeed the whole pano-
ply of modern medical technology, scem to offer the possibiity of
banishing the uncertainties of subjectivism. It is not clear why the fact
that the x-ray may be objective but that the physician’s assessment is
subjective and varies from individual to individual becomes lost from
view—but that is the case.’ Call to mind an ICU with monitgrs
blinking and beeping and remember how all eyes (even family
members’) go to the monitors—and away from the patient. [t
requires effort 70t to watch the monitors. Technology—machines,
instruments, drug treatments—like blinkers on a horse, restrict and
define and thus simplify the viewpoint. But, unlike blinkers, technol-
0gy also defines the values that represent good or bad, success of
failure. The values of technology are unambiguous and non-
metaphorical, unlike other things in the clinjcal world. Numerical
readouts seem certain; they do not announce their fallibility. Watch
a cinearteriogram of the heart and you believe you are watching the

patient’s heart, instead of a movie of one representation of a heart

(which, because of the possibility of mislabelling, may not even be the
films of the patient’s study). The existence of antibiotics provides the
pressure to find an infection to treat—even if infection, while
present, is not the patient’s problem.
provided to document the well-known p
Its power to oversimplify the inherent
certainty where doubt is necessarily p

not only to medicine but to the whole culture. Even the modern
quack provides patients with computer readouts of blood, hair, or
what-have-you analyses to give credence to the incredible. Wistfully,
some have believed that the only solution to the dilemma posed by
the enchantment of technology is its banishment. That seems patently
ridiculous; none of us will willingly return to lesser effectiveness even

if our patients would permit it to happen—and they will not. Little
wonder, then, that the image of the physician h

by technology so that technical wizardry has bec
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technology, further enhancing the reputation of medicine as 4 science,
and of medical scientists. Funds for research poured in, and the
enterprise of modern technologic medicine grew. Americans not only
supported medicine’s expansion, but became knowledgeable par.
ners. For hundreds of years the power of physicians has come from
their specialized knowledge and their status. During this last gener-
ation the scientific knowledge of medicine has become increasingly
accessible to lay persons. Indeed, the public has shown a voracious
appetite for scientific information so that,
decades, science has been front-page news, It
possession of some knowledge of medical science does not make a
person a doctor. While physicians enjoy stressing that fact, they miss

%nvoﬁr.?mvgwm of scientific medicine is that the knowledge
does the work. .

Knowledgeable

belief is that a piece of knowledge that is the same as the doctor’s will
do the same work for the patient as for the doctor. Witness the
phenomenon of the Physician’s Desk Reference, which many physi-
cians find so irritating. The patient calls the doctor after arriving
home and looking up the prescribed drug in the PDR. The patient is
upset that a drug with such side effects was suggested. Wasn’t the

doctor aware? The physician knew what the side
believed that they were of such small

consequence. Further, the doctor is
trusting. Trust is not the issue (atleast
for the patient, it would seem, as fo
individual with trained judgement—i
a fact. Another fact is that no piece of knowledge floats free. All are
connected to other facts and to underlying beliefs, and all are applied
only on the basis of individual judgement. Where did the patient ever
get such an idea? Individual physicians may argue that they do not
believe that they themselves are mnsignificant or that only medical
science does the work. Individuals may not hold such beliefs, but the
system of medical education of the last several decades is clearly
founded on that belief, That is the basis of the current practice of
having the intern be the patient’s doctor and of excluding attending
physicians from writing orders on their own patients. Science, this
practice implies, makes all of us equal before the mysteries of disease,
and technology is the great therapeutic equalizer. Those who know

1S apparent that the

probability that they were of no
upset that the patient was not
in part); a fact is a fact—as true
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Srates. There, doctors do not believe patients should be told the
painful truth and neither do patients. The patients generally know the
eruth nonetheless.'* To understand how both physicians and patients
have changed during this period, it should be remembered that thirty
yedrs ago personal sufferings, unhappiness, and even doubts were
Jargely kept private, whereas today such matters are much more
likely to be ventilated. Doctors were not thought to be interested in
their patients’ personal problems (except as mere kindness), but to
confine themselves to the “medical” aspects of a case—i.c., the
physical. It would now be virtually impossible, in the United States,
to conceal the diagnosis of malignancy under euphemisms such as
“suspicious cells.” A doctor who does not understand this, or who is
insensitive to the unhappiness of his patients, would now be consid-
ered a technician. Many women have definite ideas about proper
treatment for breast cancer, and, further, they may feel that the
surgeon is as much their enemy as the tumor. I consider it is these
beliefs that have forced surgeons away from the Halsted radical
mastectomy as much or more than developing scientific evidence
which followed the changing opinions of patients. Changes in pa-
dents’ attitudes are manifest throughout the range of medical services
and are matched by the rise of commercialism, free-standing, for-
profit emergency care centers, advertising, medical marketing, and
other evidences of the demystification of physicians and medicine.

THE CONCURRENT RISE OF INTEREST IN ETHICS
IN MEDICINE

In 1966, Henry Beecher demonstrated the failure of investigators to
protect the interests of their research subjects in a number of major
projects.'® His 1966 paper is frequently cited as a landmark denoting
the start of the present interest in bioethics. Catholic ethicists had
always addressed specifically Catholic concerns in medical care, and
the theologian, Joseph Fletcher, published a work in the fifties
discussing ethical issues in medicine, but it was not until after
Beecher’s paper that concern became widespread. In 1966, for the
first time, prior review for protection of human subjects was required
of all United States Public Health Service grants. The Institute for
Society, Ethics, and the Life Sciences (The Hastings Center) was
formed in 1969, specifically to address moral problems raised by
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e to insure that research is conducted a m.
el *S.uww now, concern for the rights of _.aannoi_n
i M: : Mnuw ¢Mn505n an established fact of medical life
Sl E_nan__uu g of the moral is the concept of pe g
M& their 83__»“.__. oﬂcﬂwﬂﬂﬂmoohmﬂi _umm, e inon% Hﬁﬂw
o » matters of custom .
nnqﬂ:maﬂmwmﬂw_ moral aspects of life are always in HM.M Mw EM_ o
(b EQ may be directed towards non-human Emnnﬂ i
iy Sy e Mgs_.cnanﬁ.u. It follows that all :nmnaﬂn&m i
v i HM_” Fo: some _.mnw of the nature of persons, wh mﬁmrom
s . O_M era in the United States, the Enz.:n onm Eﬂ.
B il mﬂ:.%”. M en been embodied by the bioethics Eoﬁ”
e s ng, autonomous individual, whose high
il i and independence, The impact of this HEREM
el nm.... H._M va ﬂw_”muﬁn WoB older gnhmnnnwnonn%ﬂ
s . e found in a pa
SEBQHHWHW zo”._w the subject of the “good ummwawwm*wwnw&..%o
T at paper by Childress." For Pm_.s.msmnm_ e
as obligations to the patient, the patient rmm.hwmﬂmwm

tions t ici
o the physician and to the work of getting better. Both are

embedded in i .

from H_..nEan?”umﬂmW_#S»nm_._ﬁ and their obligations stem not only

of its EquBEm mo&m_os ¢ fact of their relationship and the fact

stance much more co character. For Childress, who represents a

e d %_Enw: among American writers on bioethics

social setting pall in _._., e relationship with the doctor, and .”ro.
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Hnm.m“.ﬂvonmnn than recovery from Ehmma_umncn RErERALE
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believe that ﬂrmz%m.ﬂw @ n.r..omﬂoanm by sickness. Most physicians
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nts regain autonomy would seem to be a

illness. In fact, helping .ﬁ»an it

prime function of medicine.
Often, in the current scenc, physicians are seen as the threat to the

patient’s autonomy—they are believed to be npﬁ.amm.&n. authori-
tarian, and 100 concerned with profit to be reliable servants or
partners in care. (It ‘has frequently been pointed out that these
characterizations are usually attached to doctors other than the
speaker’s or respondent’s own, who is generally believed to be more
caring and compassionate.) In the same manner, modern therapeutic
agents are often viewed with the suspicion that their side effects are
more prominent than their benefits. During their convalescence from
serious infection, for example, patients may attribute their fatigue to
the effects of the antibiotics, rather than to the illness from which they
are recovering.
There is some evidence that a single-minded concern with auton-
omy is beginning to pass from the bioethics scenc.!” Ethicists are
beginning to focus more on the contact between doctor and patient as
a relationship, and to broaden their interests tO include understand-
ings of not only rights, but corollary obligations.'® There ar¢ other
ndications that the study of ethics in medicine is maturing and
coming to be more concerned with moral problems in medicine than
with moral philosophy per <e.1® However, Stephen Toulmin has
made it clear that the relationship between philosophy and medicine
has been two-sided, that philosophy has benefited greatly from the
infusion of real-world problems and the sense of urgency that always
attends issues in clinical medicine.?’

From faint whisperings in the late 19505 tha
the sixties and emerged in force in the seventies, bioethics has become
an established presence in medicine. Very few American :..n&nm_
schools are without some program in ethics; Institutional Review
Boards are an accepted feature of the research scene, and both
patients and physicians are Very conscious of patients’ right to refuse
wreatment, of the need for informed consent, and increasingly, of the
importance of the patients’ participation in their own care. All of
these changes have occurred pari passi with the expansion of the
notion of person to include, as matters of public concern, interior

sources of happiness, suffering, achievement, and even ___mnmml.l%,_:.mm
previously held to be private—and with the rise of 2 radical individ-

ualism as a political force.

t gathered strength in
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CONTRADICTIONS

Space permits only brief mention of the commerdialism that hag
arisen over the same period during which the importance of the
personal has permeated medicine. Both the shift to primarily mope.
tary values, and the phenomenal increase in the number of malprac-
tice suits and the size of their awards are

medicine that are largely in directions a
with individual values and the importance of the relationship be-
tween doctors and patients. It is almost as if patients are asking fora
medicine that is at once both intensively directed at their personal
needs, desires, beliefs, concerns and fears, as well as being inexpen-
sive, and sufficiently uniform so that fixed pricing for services makes
sense. These are mutually incompatible goals. It may well be that the
breakdown in authority and tradition that heralded the new direc-

tions of individualism also heralded other ruptures with the medical
traditions which have held commercialism at b

ay during this century.
Whatever their sources, these changes are in conflict right now, and
the outcome is difficult to predict over the medium time—particularly

in view of the political retrenchment and
reigning. In the short
while a farsighted loo

values that seem to have been coming to dominance in medicine and
the society during this last half century.

conservatism presently
view, nothing but turmoil seems apparent,

THE PHYSICIAN AS PERSON

In the later years of his career,

Walsh McDermott turned his attention
to the individual developmen

t of physicians. (It is interesting to see
the increased attention given to the individual development of student
and physician in the prefaces and introductions to the Beeson-
MecDermott editions of the Cecil-Loeb Textbook of Medicine.) This
direction in his work is 2 narural extension of his attention to what he
called the Samaritan function of physicians in personal encounter
medicine, and it seemed to stem in part from an effort to counter a
recent public belief that the health status of a society has nothing to
do with the work of individual physicians.?! His interest in these
issues was in advance of other academicians. As can be seen from
previous paragraphs, however, concentration on the physician as a

having profound effects o
way from a major concery

- have stressed the

k suggests the reemergence of the personal
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mﬂﬂmﬂwuﬁ ow%nn have the ?.%nam.:w_oh. Mrmomwho_wn&&:ﬂ with their

: in, that the tools o . odi

mmv»nnuwuwwnh%mwﬂmﬁ be directed by human faculties whose guiding

enormo >

1 uch as
ts in the use of the technology §= .wnmrnwowwm vawuﬂw o
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ibility exi may not be accepted and that 1tis as
nnmmoum&;ﬁu.mhmﬁnwmp M“ﬁ.%hn be ﬂmnm forill as m.un woq.mw Mqh.w._: MFMM
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N?
WHAT DEFINES A GOOD PHYSICIAD

jcian as one
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