
Chapter 8: Death, Dying, and Euthanasia
Case 8:1 "Don't Let My Mother Die"
Mrs. Jones was an 81-year-old woman who lived in Edmonton with her son. She had no other relatives in Canada except for a small number of grandchildren who lived in Calgary. Though Mrs. Jones had spent a fair bit of time in Canada, she was. a native Jamaican and identified very closely with her homeland and its traditions. For over a year Mrs. Jones had suffered great deterioration in her health. She had, in the preceding few months, undergone several cardio-respiratory arrests. The cause of these attacks was diagnosed as paralysis of her breathing muscles. Mrs. Jones had several months before been placed on a respirator, and several attempts to Wean her from the machine had met with unmitigated failure. There was no question that if Mrs. Jones were taken off the respirator, she would die very quickly from oxygen starvation. Her attending physicians all concurred that Mrs. Jones would in all likelihood suffer further cardiac arrests, despite any efforts to control them, and that there was no possibility of restoring her breathing muscles.
Mrs. Jones had been in the ICU (the Intensive Care Unit) for several weeks. She was at this stage only semi-conscious, almost totally unaware of her surroundings and incapable of rational discussion. In the opinion of her attending physicians, Mrs. Jones was incapable now of informed consent. There was, therefore, no possibility of consulting Mrs. Jones to determine whether, in her present condition, she wished to be resuscitated in the event of further cardiac arrest. However, Mrs. Jones's son made it clear that both he and his mother were deeply religious and were firmly committed to the belief that, should his mother die in a foreign land - i.e., not in Jamaica - her soul would be condemned to wander the universe aimlessly for an eterni

ty. He also made it clear that, before she lapsed into semi-consciousness, his mother had placed upon him a "conditional curse" which was to take effect if he failed to secure her return to Jamaica before she died. It should be stressed that the son took this curse very seriously. He therefore insisted quite adamantly that his mother's death be postponed as long as possible so that he could arrange for her return to Jamaica. However, the son was both penniless and unemployed with no immediate prospects of finding a job. As a result he lacked completely the means to fulfil his mother's wishes. The hospital pursued the possibility of provincial funding for transport to Jamaica but encountered a bureaucratic brick wall. Alberta Health Care's policy is to foot transportation costs only when essential medical treatment is unavailable in Alberta but can be found elsewhere. A further complication was the son's threat to kill the doctors should they not pursue every available avenue to postpone his mother's death.
Given these unusual and tragic circumstances, the attending physicians were perplexed. Their question was whether a DNR (Do-NotResuscitate) order should be issued, despite the son's vigorous protests.

