
Case 8:2 "Please Let Me Die"
This case is in many respects different from the preceding one. John was not an elderly patient near death, but rather a young man of 26 afflicted with a neurological disease commonly known as "the elephant man's disease." The disease manifests itself in non-malignant tumours which attach themselves to the body's nerves, often causing severe disfigurement (as in the case of the nineteenth-century Englishman John Merrick, after whom the disease is named) and radical impairment of bodily functions. John's illness was diagnosed at the age of seven and he had therefore suffered with the disease for 20 years. He had, over the course of his lifetime, undergone well over a hundred operations to remove tumours. The end results of these surgical interventions were: (1) total deafness and partial blindness; (2) total paralysis except for slight movement in the right shoulder; (3) total impajrment of the breathing muscles, with the consequence that
John, like Mrs. Jones, was a captive of the respirator; (4) a feeling of having been mutilated by the countless surgical procedures; and (5) a demand by John that no more .surgery be undertaken. The attending su"tgeon testified that, in his view, John had tumours growing on every

nerve in his body, and that there was no chance of remission. All the medical personnel and social workers who had been involved with the case were of the opinion that, despite his almost total physical debilitation and severe depression, John was fully alert, conscious, and in control of his mental faculties.. He was able clearly to make rational decisions and choices. One of his choices was that no more be done to prolong his life and that he be disconnected from the respirator. In simple terms, he wanted to die.
John's family were stunned by his request and were at first strongly opposed. In time, however, and after numerous sessions with counsellors, they reluctantly agreed that John's request should be honoured and the respirator turned off. According to the physicians involved in John's case, were the respirator turned off John would in all likelihood die within a few hours from oxygen starvation, though as the case of Karen Ann Quinlan has shown, there are no certainties in such matters. They testified further that, were life support continued, John would probably live for many years. Nonetheless, they were prepared: (1) to disconnect life support; (2) to administer medication which would narcotize John, thus making the dying process less painful and distressful; but (3) they were not prepared to administer an amount of medication which could in any way accelerate John's death. In short, they were prepared to allow, but not hasten, death.

