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Terminal, but Not Hopeless

By Sandol Stﬂddar_d

I i amazing thal in all e
recenl discussion ol assisied
suicide there has been hardly
a reference o hospices as a
way of caring for the termi-
nally 1L The American hos-
pice movement has been one of the
ouisianding eoxpressions i recent
yiars of Inventiveness and compas-
sion in combating suffering. At the
same time, in hospilals and medical
schools, hospice philosophy and ex-
pertise are helping o develop more
humanely responsible attitudes in the
general praciice of medicine,

The modern hospice has arisen
over the pasi 23 vears 10 provide
care, comfort and digniiy 1o people
approaching death, Most hospices in
the U5 today are small, independent
nonprofit organizations, though many
work in conjunction with local wisit-
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ing nurse associations, hoapitala and
medical cenlers, The interdasciplin-
ary hospice team consists of physi-
clans, nurses, social workers, mem-
bers of the clergy, therapisis of vari-
ous kinds, nutritionisis and specially
irained lay wvolunieers. Family and
friends are also part of the team, and
continue 10 recelve support during
bereavement.

Much of the current suickde contro-
vErsy scoms o be based on &8 pair of
false assumplions. The first is that
seriously ill people must expect ago-
nies and humillations from which
deaih iizelfl is the only merciful re-
lease. This is nol so. HOSpICe pallents
are treaved with respect. They are not
pttached to machines that prolong
dying while desiroying whatever
qualiiy of life remains.

A great deal more can be done
today than was passible in the pasi (o
relieve the pain of conditions like
terminal cancer. Mearly thrge dec-
ades of clinical experience ln Amer-
ica and England have made it clear
that skilled hospice camwork can

Suicide is
barbaric. Hospices
are humane.

keep paticnis  quite  comforiable,
physically and emolionally — often in
their own homies — throughout the
final stage of life. Sludwes have also
gshown ihai these patieris do nol be-
come addicied o pain-killers, nor do
they come  require dangerously
high doses. In fact, quite the opposile
is true: In ihe supporiive hogpice
geliing, levels of pain medicatlon are
frequently reduced.

The second false AssumpLion is poer-
haps less obvious, but more dangor:
ous 1o sociely, Privaiely, (oD many of
us believe that human perieciion can
be achieved — that if only we can find
ihe correct program, with all the di-
reciions on ihe package, wo can be

ki, Bevipinfifiil, Brght, popualar,
healthy, rich and powerful forever
Such a shallow, simplistie view of life
may secm innocont cnough on the
surface. But undermeath it is the un-
spoken, olien uNCONSCIDUS convicl ion
thay those who arcvery iil, woery old or
wvery frail have nol done it right and
should nol be here among us This
attinude nol only fawls our own lives,
bui presses the laaded pun, or ihe
gverdose, inio ihe hands of sullerers,

Thousands of hospice workers n
this country today are wilness (o the
fact that peaple wihi are comforiable,
ercure and lovingly cared Tor do i
wonl 1o commil suicide. They can
also 1ell wa that i1 B & greatl and ofien
inspiving privilege 1o be with these
imdividlunls as they travel the st
miles of the road that lics before us
all. In the meanline we need 1o re-
member a lesson history has aught
us, that (s but @ saort siep that loads
from assisied sukcde (0 homicide, 1o
genocide and the wliimate moral
abyss ¥



