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Trust Me, I'm a Doctor: 
An interview with Professor Miles Little 

"'l"his interview with Professor Little 
.l was originally published in Medical 

Scripts: T:he Newsletter. of the Faculty of 
Medicine, UniversityofSy~y. We thank 
Professor Little and Medical Scripts for 
allowing us to reprqduce this interview in 
the Otago Bioethfos:Report. 

Miles Little was the Foundation Professor 
at Surgery at Westmead Hospital. Whilst 
specialising in hepatobiliary and 
pancreatic surgery, he has maintained an 
interest in_ philosophy and poetry. He 
was awarded the Coupland Medal by the 
Royal Australian College of Surgeons in 
1985. 

Professor Little has written a book, Humane 
Medfcine, which was published in 1995. In 
the preface he states "This book is concerned 
with the identification of problems that 
currently beset the relationship.between doctors 
and their patients". So begins a philosophical 
discussion of the way in which science, with all 
the advances it has brought to medical practice, 
has subsumed the position of the patient as 
being the raison d'etre of medicine. 

Professor Little spent the second half of 1995 
on study leave in Denmark and the UK. His 
most recent project is the establishment of The 
Centre jar Values, Ethics and the Law in 
Medicine as an · important research group 
within the Faculty of Medicine. David Duke 
(Medicine IV) interviewed Professor Little 
about his book and his work: 

On the impetus to write Humane Medicine 

"There is a very profound public 
-· dissatisfaction with medicine which is 
being expressed in a whole series of ways." 

"The growth of complaints units is 
indicative, not just at the level of the 
Department of Health but every hospital 
now has a complaints unit and they are 
very busy. The second thing was the 
awareness from what doctors were writing 

about theirhown illnesses and of the 
appallingly bad way we behave 
towards colleagues." 

'. 
"The third, was reaclir:tg non-medical 
accounts of, particularly: fatal illnesses. 
The book by Anatol Br,oyardahouthis 
death from prostate cancer is what they 
call in the B grade movies "a searing 
indictment of the profession' and a 
real plea for a set of dead-simple, 

· humane behaviours to be deployed by 
one person towards another." 

"And that really got to me because for 
years in a kind of joking way I've said 
that if you take first year medical 
students who are very bright and have 
done very well at school and have a lot 
of common sense and you put them in 
a room with a person with advanced 
cancer or with AIDS and you say 
'without talking to that person tell me 
s01;nething about them', they'd say on 
the basis of simple observation and 
commonsense 'My God, heor she looks 
awful. They look so sick. Ifeel sorry for 
that person."' 

"By the time we get them into final year 
and pufthem in with the same person 
and you ask them what they see, they 
start looking for physical signs. 'The 
fingernails look a bit pale and they are 
blue around the lips. Perhaps there is 
some shunting going on', without ever 
standing back and looking at someone 
who is clearly dying." 

"And it is in that sense that we as a 
medical faculty (and I don't just mean 
the University of Sydney but 
everywhere I have taught in every part 
of the world) beat the common sense 
out of people. And we don't continually 
come back to saying 'Switch ofhas a 
trainee doctor. Look at that person and 
w_ork out what it is· they are 
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, Bec~n.::.s,;·.~ ·lirvE d.on1 i' do that.' 
2 .. nrl v1e dc.•n,,.f: set i:ET'l n:?;:J~I valnf• o:n. it 
1,v}1.e:n_ it cci-r_nes to ·the exan·i.inatic-:1 
proc,,?>ss C'.f ·~o tl·1e sort of ·p·eople -.;_Ne fH.Jirrt 
tc, .as being _p,arwJ]g:;.1-:.s for <:he 1r~edicr2.l 
profes,~:ton t,J fo-Uovv_. v.re dor(t :r·2ctHy set 
th;:;.t \)n :1 peclestal. '/\Te IJa:l it 1iF· service 
·bu Lit' s :.nc t so1Y1 ethi:ng lha t vv-e tall;·. ii.bGt1 t 

~eriou.sl;(i ifs nie.,-( p,art of the d.isco·riLrs·_:: 
,:if the :cwc;dic,11 educalirn t e:,,:perie2:ce." 

,,.,5-'C} really I suppcrse tb.ose v,leL·e the 
underlying t:b.ings. 'fhit:: &'vv2-tra2r1ess that 
dv.~ press ... tlu:: polidcians. and the public 
,:.Jcu:/.1: like 11s a lot or' the tin.1e and clc·n't 
1.n.iss tc10 rnany o:p·pcrtv.nit_ie:3 to get the 
!<11:~.fi.?. -;_n; that the ]av,1yers are ha.\rin3 an 
j_ncreasing(F :r~stsy U.1.I\12 in suing· u.s,.. that 
our j_ns.u.rance pren ti tuns ha. ve guti.e fn:nn. 
$3.,000 to fi"\J",c~~:.- ,§30.,,COG ii-1. th_e .spiice of 
;,_·J .. ~.,cn..xt b~-r,. y\:ars or les:s 2rctiC1 ;::1H (rf these 
criticisrn.s plus the ~hings peopie aTe 

ab.~'''~;t vvhat it i.a llLE' to J:,e {11 
n1.a·d.,e ni.e a·vlare th:.at there is an 
enor1nuus cU~1so(iath:::,n l1~::tv1_;-eer~ v,1hat 
nJ.ecHchie :ls re,:1lly :iU abc~ut., v.rh:~ch is a 
con,.:_::::-rn fc•rJndi.;riduc::.ls.r .. 2.ru:I 'i.\7hat 11ve' r{? 
actt:1'.Ci.ily~ d.cd.ng. itnd ·vv'e/re do:i.:ng things 
in a_ .,i/2ry reducti.-:::ni:st t=arb~sia.n ·;,1I.-:: .. ::;1. 

V\Te (?.I.re CC\·IlC•l2j'_lJ:ratl:n:g on .sci;,~:n.ce, vv·e 
Hl.:.e to r1?duce probie1n.o. 'i/)"e Uke 
r·B.rsio~1onicn.1s f:.}~·plan..ai1()ns of iHn.22-s 
a:r,.d EO 0~1 an9, si:J- f:ori:1':1. an,d ·vie J.ust forget 
alxmt th:~ pernc,r; ,,vith th,2 \"ilm,,t,s'' 

'/Ifs had t:he rctost ,.obvious irrq:,act in 
J\I 1orth .i11.n1ericac The revievTs hsrve beer'., 
,;;-ery·· gc;o:d lh•en~ but it has o}Jvi,c,u:sly 
totH~hecl a n 1~r-Je arid I-' ve ha,d quite a f.'.~1,v 
tE,solidleCl l,2th=rs f,,c,i:'l p,?r:•ple I've ne•."~r 
rnet ·,1vho are quite errdn.:2nt .figu2·e:3 
",vithin ihe i;:--1teHect\:!al side of 1sr.i,2dh:ine 
i:1 Lh2 1J i""',ih2d States saying th.at d1is is 
e , 1remely 1__,sefal and so on. Thto English 

·re-'Iiir::.··v\T:~. hav·e t:-i.een gooc1. Ifs l:;,een 
fav(~.,ur2.I.~1ly re'/iJ?\N·'.2d se•/e1'.0J. t:b_T1es in 
i:JJst:ralia. . Vihat o)ncer:ns n1.e 1:nost oF 
all is~that onf~ you1 .. 1g ntan tvho•is v._r:riting 
a ·boot .. ~ on' -v-Th.B.t tc e>·:pect H yo-i..1 ch.L:>o;e 
t-o cr-'J 1nedic:i:rte' at th.e PJ'·•JLT has rea.d it 
2,r,d l,:0.ed :! ;3 lot but crHidQes L f,:,r its 
p·hilosophical cor~tent. Tl\e phia,se h,:; 
uses (he's ,,.I~Hghi:ful and I ·tvish h:b::n. nc 
:iH 1,..\:il)) ,is that it '1\1a.E. 'tcy:_.:'.I hea-,,ry· lvhh 
pb.ilc,sophi~:2J jai'gcn", 1\)1:J'\N I d.or{"Lrrd.:n-::i 
that It ::night b,·? right but I): doesT:1't 
conte acrciss tht1t '/.:ray to otb,.er cu.Hures. 
It reflects badly on our oJ.ltuz-aJ. :c:tinge.,.1 

,,If'y'c!U ta.:U.<.to .. a gn::rr;p• o{f)anishrnec1ica;_ 
stru:lents ir1. -2}.1.eir sec6:ncl ye2.r,, d1ey read· 
the ( .. o,)k arid thr2y h2rve no probler .. 1 at 
alL .A.nd I th.ink. it's sad. that y.c.i1 . .:. ca.rt 
g;ua:t2t::ntee that ·vv'CJI-i.1 t ·be fi-:_e l\?c...=-:ption in 
:·2tustra~iao I thh·~k ((U_l' 1.:.dt:tc.~rtio::\a} 
,;:::,rit:ntati•J:n is ('•n a. V-2:'.C''V dHi2r2nt L~•v'el. 

vr::rv scic~:rt.ce--bas.ed,. -x;7ery ·::·eaHst .a.nd~ 
:J-·1.aes good 1n sorne ··,.,v2.1~;rs bu1: I th5nk. 
if 2. very t ::~din others, 0 

,','1 vvas Li_ [':e:nn-iark for a. rrtonth 1/\lith 
the De1nrlrt,enl c,i- fhibseph3 ai. 
l'n+ru.s. 11 

"''I iound .sornething Vt/"hich I ne·\r:2:::,~ 

:teaHy e:<pected fir,.d: a _@;i·o1r~J based~ 
ir1 the JJ,2pa.rtxnertt cJ .Philosopl·-iy 
1,-vhich i.s fina.n_-.:.x~cl -th::2 [)Jn.ish 
:c:.,,?F'·1rhnen~; of I~Ie·al:-1:. 1.-·~ c,~-ns"ists of 
fr11:::~ P:cr:1f;2ss,or (1f Fh.Uosophy \.\1ho is 
thf~· (~h.·1iL ".s,c11"J.<:· c,ther ;,h:':1_,)_S·,Jp,hets, 

-politi,.~aJ scir-:ni:ists_, 
de"l..r,-210 r iTle n_tal ps:.v(-:-:h 0J.,)gis ts,. 

anci_ hea.H:b 
ecioncHni.[,,:tJC Their- brief is to d~~u\Ter 
Zhe tbeoLy o:n tv·hi:e:h the· l)ari.ish 
(;o•,.fi::~rn;,:ri.etai: \\/ill bas(:: its. poli~y a:r1c1 
its been s:.J m .. :.cce:;sfuj they have fn:r1-ded 
itto th12:tunecfff;f; 1.Tdllic,n., Tf1estrik.:lng 
tbin6; ab:,ut t]~,e D:,;r.ish o:Ie i3 1:hat ic 
a.pJ7'ea.:.t·{:~·c1 bJ rne: to 1)e CD!np1ete1y-
,apcl-lticd.'' 

!/Th:-:·v r.c1>:?.·r2:t 1: ··.,rith th·E.: rniniste.t s12·ver.a1 
tir.n_e~~ 11-?ach yi:=:ar aTtd every lir.c~,2 it is the 
sa.nle plea lgivt~ :n:1e rr-10re the,J1y .. 
~1e,'.,=:ause th;:].f 2r· -C/11 h2.rt ,,.4-re gc, ~oact to in 
ord,.~r to, base policy a:n.d thi~. it:. U_"t2 
~v.ay·· vi7e ke:\?p (Jur p0-Hc:les co:nsister1t. 
The nTd.nis ter f,.21 ~/S he Tv·v ant~, i:heo::y_, 
,crnd he d.c,e:sn'J 'vVEdJt p-.oUcy. I--:le says 
}1fs policy 1' n.1ake:rs a::-e lousy 
th~~oreHcic.:I~tLs 'an·d he 1",::~2Jly doesr{t 
v11ani th:2 theoreticia.ns invelved in the 
pollcy- rnak•:ng_,,-

()n T'he Ceu.tr,.~ fG,r \T alue~;', :flh.L.:s 
and tfo,: Law .in r~1cd~dne 

usu1.::-ported by t}1e [>epaxtrilent rJf 
Su:rgery, j ts J;i:w.":J .. ~:f is t\vof.oict rec:lly. 
"'fhe fi:rat is to takt •Dn d.ifficult 
'/Jioeihica} 1ss-u.es th.at rire 01.rlside the 
a1nbit of th.e instih1tiona] eti: .. i,:s 
cc;.:i:.-:i:ln1itte2E, and_ to take en those isSu.es 
that have a.n inl:erfa1:P betv;ee.:t efoks 
ancI the la,N, VV {:/ve g-,:ot tv10 !le:r::/ goo(l 
J3wyern, one ?i hilliant leg2J theorici:. 
-(.n1.rol-ve,d i_n thfr: .. ,·, 

,.,,So ,~,\'f/Il tal<1?.: on tbings like the in 
vHro fertEisaJj_{)n r•robl2r_t1s .. fhe :,;:thical 
on12:s thai: the institu.tic~,na1 ethics 
cc~n1n1itl:'?E:S feel the\.r clcr{: v1c1ant to 
dEal v,1ith ·beca.u~;e the legal 
~ntanglernents are so r,noiJlernati'{:.n 

11 'I'h_e second ihing i:::- th.sit ·v,i;;~·'ve 
deliber,rri:ely bui1-t th-2 1.,\Ford .- values'· 
inti') :U so· that \i/e coriJd C('i'nd1..:ct o-ur 
()v1n res'.~:a.rch on the values that 
ur:clerr:rin the h_ealth e:~.1.ci.eavotII 2.nd 
alsc, take on. reference researd:-'.( issv.es 

{h_at ha.vr: :s-cnne ·very f-nn.dan1.e.nta). 
·1a·l-iJ,e-laden ccinte:r':1.t.' .. 

11It! a. :rn.ore :pr,2tctk:.::1J. sens.:: vve lurve aJ50 
been ;-:ppn:,ach::,d tc, heh:, si:.1·1. c,n: the 
[)ep-artrrlent of I-Iea.li:lt" ,s clri.1/iE: to't.-var:•:i:::: 
outc,:Jro.e rneasu:.c12·.a1ent. .A. le.rt: of n10n~v 
has be~:n pti t aElde al both th~c 
cc,:rn1no-n1/1e.:0.Ith anc_i 2t.;::i1te le·v·e} lo 
fin,3:nce ot:tconi,e s.t-o.dies. S(1Uni:~s 
te:rriiic}' '<,),,21·y sirn.ple: .f"\~\lh.at do you get 
for the fuc:cJth dolla.r?' Ii ""{-,'Ju taJ,~,? a 
grout-' of colc,rf:ctc..l canc,;.~r patie-nts., 
whal: hc•ppens to the:cn if ycu put them 
{hrotxgh this -i:reah-rH?-n.t or ·:he c1th,2r? 
V\lerU soon be able tc, find cn.-z} ,,vl"i,a·i· is 
1J£::st pra.cli(:e./l,. 

•rvv e.:.I,, it's :i.TJ.bbisht "b·ecause ~.--:.c.,l->)t.ry--:h_i;t~ 
f.ar d.O\Vt~ C~\lO consicier12:-·~L,: th12 
11n:rlf?rpinnir1:g 'iaJ.ues tha.t al·1,~·i,:,\~ 
.,v·ariou.s stakeholders to (1_efi:ne V·Il1,EL(· 

they rne,:ln by· ~1 g{)Od autcci_,::qe_ "'_·{,.,11.~ 

Cdtl Si.:1/ 'cJualit_? of H(1r~ for pa.th-::-nts is 
1-"vh;Jt·;1:.1e uug.ht to be tt::ri.n3 to ach.ie\,-_e·· 
}'.\,ut th.::::1t jus;: .b?.1/ !1: :-30 L"t·eC.2V/~C:2' ycru. e<:.1 

t,a.ck tc1 the p:c:1.U.e·n_ts a11d. th.:=::ir hrrr~i,1.lic··:, 
a.JJd. you sndden1.y find that ::hr.?~:/ tcn.11--.i 
to lCt,-,::::.i<. at prooc::3s .;.;1s a 1.r1..ajc•r p,art c>J -·~·,ne 
outccirr,e. If they/ re nic:~~ly har,.r.:::Ik:d 

:~,~r~::~;l~~f :~:~r,~l:";~l'.J'.;;;i~L:,;~•],;;\~:,~ 
ar:d ,,;:;:,q:·•l.dine';erything,, ,1s far as the:( r,:' 
o.:or,cerned tha:·'s r,•art ::,f the 01 ,1•tcorn,e. 
'/ou -,hen have to go ba,:k and say to all 
1Jr2 ctakeholders, hJ lhe politida1s, the 
l:!{:'.fJ:11.orni:5ts., .r:.ht2 d_c,ct,cffEJ, tJ.1ir::· nurs,=s .. 
ch,~ patients, tl ,e patients· f:1n1jJi,2z;, (he 
patit?1-1t suppoft gro,.1.ps, the irtb?ff2,t 

groups in the COJ.ntnunity,, ~\vhat l;; E 
chat ym., vd·,1e'? ·-· 

l!i1. .f2vl peopl,2 ha-;-✓'e~·been. cloirig thi~::;. 
G-er:ry 'v\/ain h.a.s b1..=::en doi.-.:1.g thi~.; -,,,1/ith 
gynaecoiogic:a1 cancers fry,-;: st)lYJE [T;1f" 

no1A; and he has :,-:ot a nurnbe:r r>.i 
:l_rr.strurner,.ts for a.sEJesstGE; pa:i~ierlt 
satI~.factior1 and fi"1f' farrdly.,s 
.s,:1Jisfr:1.c::-t:i.c.1n_ and . .t}·1e treatn1ent gr:.=:iupls 
s.0.liEdactic,n. But you.-ve got tc start 
S()r:1e·vit:.ere li1-:e that a.nd ..::iefi.ne \iv].1aJ 

H is tha.t peopk:'.· ...,ilahu? T•1ith.in ~/o·:.u 
l:ornrnunity as fi_il outco~11e for this 
diseas,p a.s op1-=:i,,Js2d to that disea.E1e. 
I'h:2.-refore, I think th.2 :reaJ. prc,b1ea1. 
T~vith outcorr1e stur:::Ht:s is fi.T2) nobody is 
')rE.t cle8.r ab::wt looking ai: the value ni' 
di.f{e:re:at U'Ui°:COI.1J.l::So}'' 

(~entre Ih'2::-<t 1,.\ ... hr::n :1:·.,e 

taJi!,1;; p,31t ~he "'E'.·hk,, fox th~ 
Ptactisi.ng SUrgeor1 ·v,~rrD:!:cs1u)t::/.,. h_;,:-~]d 
in. }\,fa;rch of next -~vea.r. l)r J(c::t'nt"trir.1.,.:' 
I-IaH 1,.,,,dH 1..:tc rc~v1:e:;vi,:··tg _;I .(•.:~·iT'.Y c:f 
Prc.fef!.t:J1)r Littiefs hoc,I-~ l~T-1~':rna n-c: 
!v!e(acine iri t.~-.. e 11ext ,,2dit}_1-J.11 of ;;:h,,2 
()ta.gr~ B:k:iethicf,'. Report. 


