PHIL 2525   Contemporary Moral Issues

January 2008

Homework 2:      Read the following excerpts and follow the directions at the end...
Dr. Ron Paul was the June 2001 commencement speaker at the University of Texas-Houston Medical School.  This is an excerpt from his speech...
Life and Death
The greatest challenge young doctors face today in their journey to becoming caring physicians is dealing with the new attitude of our profession toward life and our closer alliance with death. Thirty years ago, taking early life was not a routine medical procedure; today it is. Many believe this has coarsened society’s attitude toward life. 
The changes regarding abortion have occurred in my generation and not without a lot of heated disagreements. The debate will continue until your generation answers a perplexing question. Let me state it: If a woman in an automobile on her way to have an abortion is hit by another vehicle which causes the death of her fetus, does she have the moral right to sue and win a million dollar judgment in a "wrongful death" suit? This is not meant to be a legal question but one pertaining only to our understanding of life and morality. An acceptable answer to this question on both sides of the abortion argument must be found if we ever expect the sharp debate on this crucial issue to mellow.
In the last 30 years, the medical profession has allowed itself to get closer to the implementation of the death penalty than previously. In the 1880s, technology was available to implement the death penalty by injection and was seriously considered. Organized medicine at that time, however, strongly objected to even the principle – believing needles and syringes would portray medicine as a participant – and it wanted no part of it. 
With the advent of electricity, the electric chair was chosen over lethal injections. Since the resumption of the death penalty in 1977, lethal injection has been commonly used to carry out the death penalty, with the advice and even the presence of physicians. The strong objections expressed by the medical community a century ago are no longer heard.

Euthanasia
Your generation will deal with euthanasia as we have dealt with abortion. I predict a major and heated debate will occur in the next 30 years. Already one state has legalized "doctor-assisted suicides." I’m not talking about reasoned restraints of heroic measures for the terminally ill at the patient’s request. Euthanasia laws as they have progressed in some European nations permit active euthanasia. 
We already have the Dr. Kevorkians and angels of death leading the charge in a dangerous and illegal fashion in this country. It’s interesting that the promoters of euthanasia always want the doctors involved. This is for a precise purpose, and that is to gain moral sanction not otherwise available. You never hear about having attorney or judge-assisted suicides, but they can figure out the details as well as the medical profession.
This trend is fraught with great danger. Once physicians embark on making decisions over death, rather than always opting for life, they invite too many mistakes. Subjugation to social pressure and family squabbles can affect decisions. The government now assumes nearly a complete role in regulating and paying for health care; economic factors will surely play a role in this decision-making as time goes on. Already we have seen managed care and government regulations dictate rules that are not always fair as to who gets the organ transplant or some other expensive treatment.
Regardless of the law in dealing with these issues, I see no reason why the medical profession has to grant moral approval to the process. Let someone else deal with it and carry out the deed. It’s surely not an issue of know-how, and we need not give it credibility by pretending it’s part of our responsibility to heal. Society needs and demands our endorsement to make it a medical procedure, which it is not. Our endorsement only prevents others from considering the morality of the issue. 
Already a well-known former governor is strongly advocating active euthanasia, saying "the elderly have an obligation to die" and should not hang on to life that offers little. 
The US Congress, although technically it has no jurisdiction to do so, has tried to undermine the Oregon law (the first state to pass a law that permits physician-assisted suicide) with proposed legislation that would severely micromanage the care of dying patients. This attempt to do what some see as "the right thing to do" will only cause more problems by intimidating physicians in their efforts to relieve the pain of dying patients. New restraints by government on prescribing for the dying will prove to be an unnecessary aggravation. This is not the answer to a society moving toward euthanasia. 
This subject will be with us for a long while. Your generation of physicians will have no choice but to deal with it one way or another. You can’t escape it – even total non-participation in the debate is taking a position.
Homework 2:    Read the two excerpts.   Choose one.
1. Pick out the main idea and write it in your own words at the top of your paper. 
2. In one paragraph, outline your agreement or disagreement with Dr. Paul.

3. In two or three paragraphs, respond to his main points, clarifying your thinking with thoughtful word choice, sentence construction and paragraph development.
This is not merely an exercise in moral thinking.  It is an opportunity to demonstrate your ability to read carefully, respond thoughtfully and express yourself efficiently.   That means you need to pay attention to your writing.  It is the only evidence I have that you can think your way through a moral issue, both understanding the view presented to you and developing your own view.    There is no need to do formal research, but it may help your mark if you search out some other views on these controversial issues, either through reading or through conversation.    Your paper should be approximately 300 words.

Out of respect for the environment, please do not include a title page.  The information normally on the title page should be in the upper left hand corner of the first page.    Please double space to allow room for my comments, but feel free to print on both sides.    
Due date:      January 15, 2008
