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The letter from Kenneth S. Pitzer (22 their moods and feelings, and even to 
June, p. 1263) reflects a general public make them believe they have experi- 
misunderstanding of the staffing and li- enced events that never in fact oc- 
censing of a nuclear power plant. curred." From this premise it is aston- 

The concept of "reactor captain" and ishingly concluded, "This alone would 
licensed reactor officers is presently used lead one to suspect that adverse reac- 
by the government. A detailed descrip- tions might result from information given 
tion can be found in the Code of Federal during an informed consent discussion." 
Regulations, Title 10, part 55, and part The premise is remarkable for its under- 
55, appendix A. All nuclear power statement. It is common knowledge and 
plants have two levels of licensed oper- not the science of psychology which tells 
ators-senior reactor operators and re- us that if someone we trust informs us 
actor operators. These people are that our house is on fire and our children 
trained extensively in nuclear theory and are burning, our moods will assuredly 
plant operations. This knowledge is test- change; if someone we trust informs us 
ed by written and practical examinations falsely of such an event, our mood will 
developed and given by the U.S. govern- also change and we may be made to be- 
ment. Constant review, additional train- - lieve- something that never in fact oc- 
ing, and retesting is a way of life for the curred. The principle behind the in- 
nuclear plant operators. formed consent procedure is not threat- 

I commend Pitzer's opinion that this is ened by such facts; the subject has a 
the correct way to operate a nuclear prima facie right to determine what will 
power plant. His concept has been used be done with his or her mind and body in 
for the entire history of commercial nu- or out of an experiment, and the oppor- 
clear power. tunity to make that determination is frus- 
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information is withheld or he or she is 
being deceived? 

We wonder at the relevance of the 
"Uninformed Consent" "dark side to the placebo effect" to the 

assertion that informed consent may be 
Some reform may be needed in the "harmful." If volunteer subjects are in- 

procedure for gaining informed consent formed that they may or may not be get- 
from "human subjects" asked to partici- ting a placebo and that placebos some- 
pate in an experiment, but the reasons times or occasionally have adverse ef- 
advanced in "Informed consent may be fects, that information is required if they 
hazardous to health," by Loftus and are to exercise their rights. They are en- 
Fries (Editorial, 6 April, p. 11) obscure titled to the most complete information 
the fundamental issues. in deciding whether to participate or 

The editorial begins with the noncon- withdraw. 
troversial statement that "before human The editorial then proceeds to medical 
subjects are enrolled in experimental matters in support of the claim that in- 
studies, a variety of preliminary rituals formed consent is potentially harmful. It 
are now required .... These rituals cites, for example, "hypotheses that 
. . . came into existence because of a heart attack may follow coronary 
strong belief in the fundamental principle spasm," which hypotheses "indicate 
that human beings have the right to de- physiological mechanisms by which ex- 
termine what will be done to their minds plicit suggestions, and the stress that 
and bodies." Still, one wonders at the may be produced by them, may prove fa- 
use of "ritual" in this connection, asso- tal." The authors conclude, "Thus the 
ciated as "ritual" is with the notion of an possible consequences of suggested 
idle exercise, empty of substantive im- symptoms range from minor annoyance 
port. It is true of course that when arrest- to, in extreme cases, death." One ex- 
ing officers inform arrestees of their pects (hopes?) that a subject with heart 
rights, the officers tend to recite them spasms who might die from being in- 
like a catechism, but it would hardly be formed about possible further symptoms 
termed a ritual. would not be asked to participate in ex- 

Having stated the principle, the au- periments in which details of the experi- 
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dangerous to his life and health. For that, 
after all, is what the editorial was about; 
the relationship between a voluntary sub- 
ject in an experiment and the experimenter. 
It was not about the special peculiarities 
of the client-doctor relationship. 

If one of us has a heart spasm we will 
very likely seek the services of a doctor, 
but not as an experimental subject. In 
contracting for those services we can ex- 
pect that the doctor will do what he can 
to help reduce suffering and restore 
health. In consultation with a doctor, a 
client may even insist that there are 
some things he or she doesn't want to 
know, and the doctor may have some 
hard choices. But even in the doctor- 
client context the prima facie right to full 
information on matters which may affect 
our minds and bodies prevails. Balancing 
those rights against putative harms in 
that context is a delicate business which 
we need not go into since, as noted 
above, the editorial is about human sub- 
jects in scientific experimentation. The 
two contexts must be kept distinct and 
explicitly so even where they involve the 
same doctor and the same subject. 

Finally, the most mischievous concep- 
tual confusion is in the penultimate para- 
graph. It says ". . . the possibility of 
iatrongenic harm to the subject as a di- 
rect result of the consent ritual must be 
considered. This clear cost must be 
weighed against the potential benefit of 
giving some people an increased sense of 
freedom of choice about the use of their 
bodies." What is distressing is the failure 
to make the absolutely crucial distinction 
between rights and benefits, a distinction 
which is the cornerstone of our legal and 
moral system. When a police officer in- 
forms a suspect of his rights and how 
they might be exercised, he is not confer- 
ring a benefit. Borrowing the regional us- 
age of the editorial, we find it "scarify- 
ing" that some experimenters on human 
subjects have less comprehension of 
such matters than the cop on the beat. 
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Individuals vested in certain beliefs and 
unfamiliar with the nuances of a topic 
sometimes react to the subject of a dis- 
cussion and not to its substance; this 
phenomenon is strikingly illustrated by 
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