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The Troubled Dream of 
Life: Living with Mortality 

Daniel Callahan 

Simon 0- Schuster, New York City, 1993, 255 
pp., $21 

T H I S IS AN EXTRAORDINARY BOOK, 

written with power and insight. At last 
we have a book that uncovers the foun
dations of the euthanasia movement, as 
well as the movement toward a just 
healthcare system. 

Daniel Callahan discloses that the 
euthanasia movement stems from and 

contributes to a desire to avoid facing 
death. Enthusiasts for euthanasia want 
to deal with the pain and suffering of 
dying and the burdens of dependence by 
opting out of life. Callahan argues that 
we need to cultivate virtues that enable 
us to live with our mortality. His argu
ment forces us to ask, H o w can we 
know what kind of life to p romote 
through healthcare reform unless we 
have an adequate understanding of the 
place of death in human life? In these 
ways, The Troubled Dream of Life can 
be read as a sequel to Callahan's What 
Kind of Life: The Limits of Medical 
Progress (1990) to form a trilogy with 

his Setting Limits: Medical Goals in an 
Aging Society (1987). 

A plethora of books exists on death 
and dying, dealing with legal, ethical, 
and medical case analysis or with the 
shaping of public policies. As yet, none 
to my knowledge has taken these analy
ses to such a depth, reflecting on the 
place and meaning of death itself and 
how we might integrate the fact of death 
into who we are and how we approach 
life or practice medicine. Having tried to 
follow the debates about appropriate 
care of the dying, I regard this book as 
one of the best on the subject. 

Tlje Troubled Dream of Life is a mas-

The Spirit of Community: Rights, 
Responsibilities, and the 
Communitarian Agenda 

Amitai Ftzioni. Crown Publishers, New 
Toi-k City, 1993, 320 pp., $22 

Etz ion i , the founder of the Com
munitarian movement, proposes a new 
balance between the rights of individu
als and their social responsibilities. He 
calls for a moratorium on the manufac
turing of new rights; a renewed empha
sis on the responsibilities conferred by 
rights; careful adjustments to laws and 
policies in order to improve public safe
ty and health; and a shor ing up ot 
moral foundations, with a return to tra
ditional values and institutions. 

Earth Story, Sacred Story 

James Conlon, Twmty-Third Publica
tions, Mystic, CT, 1994, 128 pp., SI2.95 
(paperback) 

In response to our current planetary 
crisis, resulting from the human assault 
on the earth, Conlon calls tor wgeO-ji|S 
t i ce , " a preferential op t ion for the 

B O O K B R I E F S 

earth, as central to the development of 
a personal spirituality. Drawing on the 
works of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin 
and geologist Thomas Berry, Conlon 
discusses the principles of the differenti
ation, inferiority, and communion and 
demonstrates "how our cultural life is 
most vital when we see that each of us, 
and all that is, is distinct, interconnect 
ed, and possesses an interior life." He-
calls for people to act globally and 
locally and to discover the convergence 
of ecological and social justice. 

Occupational Health Services: 
Practical Strategies for Improving 
Quality and Controlling Costs 

William L. Newkirk, editor, American 
Hospital Publishing, Chicago, 1993, 332 
pp., $44.95 (AHA members), $56.95 
(uonmembers) (paperback) 

Twenty-four expert contributors dis
cuss proven approaches to achieving 
the best clinical outcomes and financial 
performance for occupational health 
programs. Topics covered include qual
ity improvement, the fundamental steps 
to developing ami promoting a pro

gram, health improvement at the work 
site (such as medical surveillance and 
nurs ing p rog rams) , ways t o save 
employers money (such as wellness pro
grams), legal requirements for employ
ee screening, and measurement and 
improvement of financial performance. 

BOOKS RECEIVED 

Beyond Medicare: Achieving Long-
Term Care Security, Malvin Schech-
tcr, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, 1993 

Communica t ion for Hea l th and 
Behavior Change: A Deve lop ing 
Country Perspect ive , Jud i th A. 
Graeff, John P. Elder, and Elizabeth 
Mills Boo th , Jossey-Bass, San 
Francisco, 1993 

Essentials for Chaplains, Sharon E. 
Cheston and Robert J. Wicks, editors, 
Paulist Press, Mahwah, NJ, 1993 

Framework for Market-based Hos
pital Pricing Dec is ions , Shahram 
Heshmat , H a w o r t h Press , Bing-
hamton, NY, 1993 

8 2 • JANUARY-FEBRUARY 1994 HEALTH PROGRESS 



tcrful work about the foundations of 
morality and policy. Needless to say, its 
timing is perfect, appearing as it docs in 
the midst of debates about the future of 
healthcare reform and on euthanasia and 
assisted suicide policies. It uncovers the 
wisdom behind the principles guiding 
case analysis and sketches the spiritual 
vision and philosophical framework for 
shaping social pol icies . T h e book 
demonstrates Callahan's belief that many 
of the medical, ethical, and legal prob
lems we face in trying to decide about 
care of the dying stem from mistaken 
views of death (e.g., that we can control 
it) and from our ambivalence about 
whether to accept or reject death. 

If it is true, as virtue ethics contends, 
that morality begins with the cleansing of 
vision, then Tfje Troubled Dream of Life 
begins in the right place. The first half of 
the book illustrates the relationship 
between perception and action. Callahan 
demonstrates that society needs to see 
the true shape of scientific medicine and 
clinical practice if we are ever going to 
live differently with death as a fact of life 
and change the way we care for the 
dying. The first three chapters analyze 
the dominating illusions about the use of 
technology in medicine, about the pow
ers of nature being replaced by human 
agents, and about the self in need of con
trol. The second half of the book is his 
creative proposal. Here Callahan offers a 
compelling image of the self that is not 
obsessed with the need to be in control; 
he addresses the appropriate use of tech
nology in medicine; and he reflects on 
the meaning of death in our personal and 
communal lives. 

Callahan's hope is that medicine will 
begin to use the fact of death as its focal 
point so that medicine's aim would be 
not to struggle endlessly against death 
but to help humans best live a mortal 
life. To this end, Callahan recommends 
that we stop asking, When is a patient 
dying and thus no longer a candidate for 
life-extending treatments? Rather, the 
more appropriate question is, When 
should the presumption to treat be 

changed to enhance the likelihood of a 
peaceful death? He believes we will 
begin to move in this direction when the 
acceptance, management, and under
standing of death become just as integral 
to medicine as is the pursuit of health. 
As a result, hospice would not remain a 
sideshow to medicine's main event—the 
pursuit of health. Hospice would have 
full status under medicine's big top. 

Callahan also argues strongly against 
the need for euthanasia to achieve a 
peaceful death. He believes that more 
people would be able to die peacefully if 
we as a society integrated the fact of 
death into life and changed our attitudes 
and expectations of what medicine can 
do. He doubts that advance directives 
will do enough to allay fears about dying 
or to secure limits to t r ea tmen t . 
Callahan's response is the best response 
I have seen to the basic claims of the 
euthanasia movement, namely, the right 
to self-determination and the obligation 
healthcare providers (especially physi
cians) have to relieve the suffering of 
others if they can. For this section alone, 
the book deserves attention. 

A unique feature of The Troubled 
Dream of Life is its judicious use of 
autobiography. Callahan has obviously 
been personally affected by his efforts to 
face death in his own life and in the lives 
of people around him. Occasional refer
ences to how death has challenged him 
(especially in matters of control and 
dependence) or changed him show how 
one can move back and forth between 
personal issues and larger questions of 
philosophy, religion, and social policy. 
In doing this, Callahan provides a model 
for all of us to do the same kind of soul-
searching. 

Christian believers who know that 
they are blinded by the same illusions 
which Callahan discloses want to turn to 
their religious convictions and symbols 
(such as the cross, resurrection, redemp
t ion, paschal mystery) to have their 
vision healed. Callahan's book, valuable 
in so many other ways, will not help 
them there. His argument shows that 

one does not have to be a believer to 
integrate death into life or to die a 
peaceful death. Because the book is 
thoroughly philosophical, its principal 
arguments and proposals address people 
of all faiths or of none. For this reason, it 
has broad appeal. 

Yet a theological case can also be 
made. For example, a theology of letting 
go (arising out of our ascetic tradition) 
tells us that we need to grasp life lightly 
and sometimes let go of personal inter
ests for the sake of other people. Such a 
theology offers a crucial perspective for 
integrating death into our lives. Belief in 
the resurrection, with its hope that there 
is more to life than what we experience 
on earth, can also ready us to face death 
and focus on its meaning. Although 
these perspectives are compatible with 
those of Callahan, he does not name or 
use them to support his proposal. 

The Troubled Dream of Life deals 
with complex concepts and arguments, 
but it is not a book just for philosophers. 
In part it functions as a kind of "spiritual 
reading," especially when asking the big 
questions about the meaning of death, 
about pain and suffering, about living 
with the fact of death, and about the 
character required to die as we would 
wish. Callahan writes so clearly that his 
concepts and arguments arc readily 
accessible to all readers. 

This book is required reading for 
everyone at ever)' level of healthcare min
istry, since its central concern—how we 
might think about death in our lives—is 
everyone's concern. Wc cannot expect 
to see any substantial changes in the way 
wc deliver care until we, individually and 
as a culture, integrate the fact of death 
into who we are and how we approach 
life. Callahan helps us look more realisti
cally at death and think more clearly 
about how we might integrate death 
into the practice of living and into the 
science-art of medicine. 

Rep. Richard M. Gula, SS 
Professor of Moral Tlieology 

St. Patrick's Seminary 
Menlo Park, CA 
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