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 [Access article in PDF]  Sham Surgery and Genuine Standards of Care:
 Can the Two be Reconciled? 1 
 Alex John London
  Carnegie Mellon University  
 Joseph B. Kadane
  Carnegie Mellon University  
  Important ethical issues are raised by the use of sham surgery controls in clinical trials, and we agree with Franklin G. Miller (2003) that care must be taken not to obscure significant and morally relevant differences between different uses of sham surgery controls. Because the ethical issues that arise in this context are so fundamental, however, great care must also be taken to understand the diversity that exists among the arguments that have been used to evaluate previous uses of sham surgery controls. In particular, there are at least two views about foundational issues in the ethics of human-subjects research that differ precisely in their standards for determining which differences between sham surgery controls are the morally relevant ones (London and Kadane 2002). To be clear, Miller adopts and articulates one of these standards, and the novel aspect of [End Page 61] its analysis lies in the fact that it applies this standard to three different sham surgery-controlled clinical trials. However, Miller's claims about leading arguments against the use of sham surgery controls lump together views that, though they might argue for similar conclusions, do so from very different premises. This creates unnecessary confusion about the state of the debate. The confusion is exacerbated by an apparent conflation of the claim that there are "strong prima facie reasons for rejecting the use of sham surgical controls" (London and Kadane 2002, 414) with the much stronger claim that there should be an absolute prohibition on the use of such controls. In what follows, therefore, we briefly examine the moral presuppositions of Miller's favored standard, the moral presuppositions of an important alternative, and what it takes to override one set of prima facie reasons for rejecting the use of sham surgery controls in clinical research.
  Miller's View: Weighing Harms to Individuals against Benefits to Science 
 Miller correctly notes that in the context of standard medical practice, patients and their care providers must decide whether the risks to the patient from a proposed treatment plan are reasonable in light of the corresponding benefits to the same patient. In the therapeutic context the various burdens associated with an invasive surgical procedure, for example, are justified only to the extent that they are offset or outweighed by the various potential benefits they promise to the same individual. Presumably the same must be true of the various tools or modalities that are used for diagnostic and monitoring purposes.
 Here, and elsewhere (Miller 2002), however, Miller argues that "it is erroneous to hold that clinical research should be governed by the same ethical standards as apply to the practice of medicine" (Miller 2003). Two claims in particular are used to support this conclusion. First, Miller argues that in clinical research a variety of invasive and painful procedures is routinely employed in clinical trials and that
  these studies, which pose risks to participants without compensating benefits, are generally considered ethically acceptable, provided that the risks have been minimized, are not excessive, and are justified by the value of the knowledge to be gained from the research. 
 Second, Miller claims that clinical research would be "impossible if it were held to the ethical standard of promoting the medical best interests of patients that governs therapeutic medicine."
 Miller thus thinks that recent critics of the use of sham surgery controls make the fundamental error of not recognizing that medical research and clinical medicine are governed by different moral norms. This leads them to err in treating sham surgery controls as exceptional or as qualitatively different from other aspects of clinical research that "expose patients to risks that are not compensated by medical benefits."
 On Miller's view, what these critics have failed to see is that within medical research the risks to an individual, whether associated with the use of...
 
 
			

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
      
      
        
      

      

			
			
			
						
			
				
					collapse
				
				
					
					You are not currently authenticated.
									
					If you would like to authenticate using a different subscribed institution or have your own login and password to Project MUSE

					Authenticate
				

			

			
			
			
    	

    	
    	




	
		

		

		
		

		

		
    
    
	  Share


    
               
      
  		
  		
  		  

  		
    

		
    
		

		
			
			
		

    


	





    	
    	
    	
    	
    	



    	
    	
	
		
			Additional Information

		

				
							
			
				
					ISSN
				

				
					1536-0075
				

			

			
			
			
				
					Print ISSN
				

				
					1526-5161
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
            
			
			
			
				
					Pages
				

				
					pp. 61-64
				

			

									
			
			
				
					Launched on MUSE
				

				
					2003-12-11
				

			

			
			
			
			
			
				
					Open Access
				

				
					
					No
					
				

			

			
			
			
				
				
					
						Archive Status
					

					
						Archived 2005
					

				

				
			
			
		

	

	
		
		

		

	






		
			
				
					
						Project MUSE Mission

						Project MUSE promotes the creation and dissemination of essential humanities and social science resources through collaboration with libraries, publishers, and scholars worldwide. Forged from a partnership between a university press and a library, Project MUSE is a trusted part of the academic and scholarly community it serves.

					

					
						
					

				

			

			
			
				
					
						
							
								About

									MUSE Story
	Publishers
	Discovery Partners
	Journal Subscribers
	Book Customers
	Conferences


							
							
								What's on Muse

									Open Access
	Journals
	Books
	The Complete Prose of T. S. Eliot
	MUSE in Focus


							
							

						

						
						  
								Resources

									News & Announcements
	Email Sign-Up
	Promotional Materials
	Presentations
	Get Alerts


							
							
								Information For

									Publishers
	Librarians
	Individuals
	Instructors


							
							

						

					

					
						
							
								Contact

									Contact Us
	Help


									
											
	
	


									


							
							
								Policy & Terms

									Accessibility
	Privacy Policy
	Terms of Use


							
							

						

						
							
								2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland, USA 21218

								+1 (410) 516-6989

								muse@jh.edu

								©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.

							

							
								Now and Always, 
The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								
								
								
								
								

								Now and Always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires

								Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus

							

							

						

					

					

				

			

			
				Built on the Johns Hopkins University Campus
		
				©2024 Project MUSE. Produced by Johns Hopkins University Press in collaboration with The Sheridan Libraries.
			
			
		
		

		
		
		
		
		
			Back To Top
		

		
		
		
		  
		
		
		
			
				This website uses cookies to ensure you get the best experience on our website. Without cookies your experience may not be seamless.

				Accept
					
						
								
						
						
						

				

			

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	