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“In any art and in any science rhythm should not be ignore” 
Miyamoto Musashi, The book of five rings, 1643.  

 
I learned many things in the Faculty of medicine, but among them was not the 
mortality. With this biting phrase begins the book Being Mortal 1, the most recent work 
of Atul Gawande, which I received as a gift to read on holiday, but I was immediately 
hooked on reading. Gawande, surgeon oncologist specialized in endocrine surgery of 
the Brigham and Women's Hospital in Boston and Harvard University Professor, has 
become, thanks to his publications one of the most influential thinkers doctors of the 
West. Renowned author of awarded titles such as Complications: A Surgeon's Notes on 
an Imperfect Science2, Better: A Surgeon's Notes on Performance3, The Checklist4, is 
also one of the leaders of the program Safe Surgery Saves Lives, sponsored by the 
World Health Organization which has been achieved by halving the mortality rate 
associated with errors in the operating rooms of many centers globally. It is an active 
columnist for the The New Yorker magazine on health issues.  
 
At this time, he has decided to tackle one of the more complex medicine issues: the 
end of life. It proposes, first of all, as one of the great misconceptions of Western 
medicine systematic ignorance that surrounds to the simple idea of mortality. Since 
the end of the Decade of 1940 hospitals stopped being gloomy settlements where 
people would get past care, where the idea of death was in a "more natural" way. 
Describes how for example formerly a heart attack had very little to do except provide 
selfless care, especially the nurses. These hospitals have given way, especially in the 
first world, to high-tech centers, filled with specialists and teams of high level, where 
the fight against the death is front and an uncompromising struggle. This medicine, 
and often arrogant, proud of its achievements is committed to keeping us alive for 
many years, at all costs. A medicine that has mutated from a simple science to a great 



Intervalolibre 

 

ww.intervalolibre.wordpress.com 

July 26
th

, 2015 

power that devours billions of dollars a year, employing millions of people and which 
produces, the pharmaceutical industry and biotechnology, huge revenues from their 
work. Preventive measures, early diagnosis and prompt treatment have allowed 
almost double the expectation of life of a farmer from the center of the United States 
or of a fisherman from the Finnish coast, and to a lesser extent in other latitudes over 
five decades. But the bet is a fight not only against the disease, but the ravages that 
time is generating in our lives. We refuse to be old for many valid reasons, but mainly 
because we know that it is the prelude, by long that may be, of the end.  
 
I found a book of precise, eminently brave and very emotional passages. Clearly 
reveals how that omnipotent, almost invincible medicine has been unable to deal with 
and to teach new generations something that seems obvious, that death is finally 
inevitable, which in most cases is not a defeat for anyone, but it is the simple end that 
awaits all living being. For Gawande, with the pragmatic vision of a surgeon, after 
nearly fifteen years within a Faculty of medicine, the majority of physicians are not 
prepared to face the facts preceding the end of a life. We have learned and taught at 
the same time, suturing, repair, anastomizing and deriving but have not taught us to 
address the aspects most simple and basic of an existence which is gradually 
extinguished. We think more in invading with our advanced catheters and dietary 
limitations to our patients. It is easier to indicate a prolonged rest without stopping to 
think about the speed with which inevitably lose muscle mass that will lead them to 
feared downturns, the "Herald" of several complications. Many are unable to 
recommend physical therapy to an old as if it were a broken machine. We can and we 
must keep them alive, but would necessarily still? 
 
A few years ago Umberto Veronesi, Milanese surgical oncologist and widely recognized 
for his research especially in breast cancer, wrote in 2011 the book Il diritto di non 
soffrire5, (The right of no suffering) what constitutes its bioethical shown on 
euthanasia. Although it is a subject that generates even many controversies, in his text 
I find aspects shared by Gawande proposal, the total inability of modern medicine to 
address in a humane and dignified way the old age and terminal illness. Disability that 
many times we ignore in an emphatic way.  For both authors surgeons, internists, 
oncologists and other specialists, become occasionally in the main obstacles to the 
efforts of those who are trained to serve that time. For those entering scene at the end 
to help contain or alleviate the loss of cognitive, and physical skills who will work to 
relieve and to accompany. In this sweeping vision of curative medicine there is a hint 
of egoism and false heroism that most of the time no one has asked us. Once 
understand that this attitude is product of profound ignorance that we have on the 
subject have taken the first step, at least, to let others do their work.  

A book for everyone, but especially as a balance for who we include in the group of 
irreducible enthusiasts of life, from the human side of the therapist and who suffers. In 
any case is not a simplistic ode to the great work of specialists in palliative care, 
geriatricians, nurses and caregivers in detriment of the undeniable efforts of curative 
medicine, nor a waiver of the most sacred goal of our science: defending life, is a deep 
and interesting reflection on the dignity of our patients and our own finitude.   
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