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WHILE doctors in Singapore generally have no
problems with the concept of withholding and with-
drawing treatment from dying patients, some have
qualms about doing so for food and water.

A study found that the latter proved much more
difficult for doctors, morally and emotionally.

This was because feeding signified care and the
meeting of basic human needs, even when it had to
be delivered through tubes.

“It also had a strong emotional significance to
most people, both family members and doctors
themselves,” said researchers Jacqueline Chin and
Jacinta Tan in their study, What Doctors Say
About Care Of The Dying.

The study, which was funded by a grant from
the Lien Foundation, is based on interviews with
78 doctors, including general practitioners and spe-
cialists from various fields, on end-of-life issues.

The doctors also felt that it was morally unac-
ceptable for them to hasten death.

Thus, they were universally against the idea of
legalising euthanasia or physician-assisted suicide,
if doctors were the persons delivering the means
for ending the patient’s
life.

The most common
reason they cited was
that Singapore was not
ready for this. Said one
doctor: “We are not
even at the stage of writ-
ing our own wills for
goodness’ sake...”

Doctors pointed out
that those who sought
such avenues were des-
perate and suffering,
but the solution to this
was better palliative
care.

Said another doctor:
“If end-of-life care and
palliative care were as
good as it should be,
these demands would
evaporate.”

Doctors also felt that
if laws were changed, a
small group of vocal, in-
dependent patients may benefit, but there would
be many more vulnerable patients who may suffer
from these laws being abused.

Several doctors, however, suggested that excep-
tions could be made for dying patients in extreme
pain, and wondered if suicide could be permitted
here.

One doctor said there was a small group of medi-
cal conditions, such as motor neuron disease,
where “the more you support, the longer the
patient suffers”.

“They are going to die anyway. What are we try-
ing to achieve?... I really wish there was euthanasia
around to settle the problem; otherwise it would be
a big burden to the family and to everyone else.
And you yourself would be suffering.”

Except for one person, all the doctors inter-
viewed were clear that it was inappropriate for doc-
tors to have a role in this act of suicide.

The doctors also gave insights into how religion
affected a patient’s acceptance of death, and the
way doctors bring up the topic of death.

One doctor noted that those with Chinese tradi-
tional beliefs were superstitious about death. So,
when he talked to these patients, he would not use
the word “die” but a euphemistic Chinese term,
“after a hundred years”.

“I wouldn’t say, ‘Uncle, after you’ve died’. I

would say ‘Uncle, what are your instructions when
you’ve reached a hundred years?’ It’s the tradition-
al context,” the doctor said.

Doctors said Muslims, Christians and Buddhists
tended to accept death better.

One doctor said that while Muslims will grieve,
they tend to be able to overcome it much faster
because they believe the dead have moved on and
that God has taken the person back.

On Christians, a doctor noted: “I think Chris-
tians die peacefully. They are not afraid of dying.
They know what’s at the other end. Normally

those who are very cool about it, they just say
bye.”

Buddhists, too, were more accepting of the end
of life.

In their case, this was because those who were
devout were able to “meditate to overcome pain,
and death was viewed as the gateway to another
existence, with the experience to be faced calmly
and without emotional attachment to earthly
things and relationships”, said the study.
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They are willing to withhold
treatment, but not food and
water, for those on deathbed

Docs say ‘no’ to helping
patients end their lives
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“I think
Christians die
peacefully. They
are not afraid of
dying. They
know what’s at
the other end.
Normally those
who are very
cool about it,
they just say
bye.”
A doctor on how some
patients accept death
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