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“Way-Station 
Selves” 

Embedded 
in Biological 

Networks 

of bioethics and as a valuable text for 
students in medicine, public health 
and bioethics.

Battin and her colleagues begin 
with an insight that is both biological 
and socio-cultural. “Human beings all 
live together with each other in a web 
of potential and actual disease…Even 
when they are not currently overtly 
ill and not aware of the possibly of 
transmission…no matter how people 
try, they cannot avoid the fact not 
just that they are at risk of infection 
from others but that they in turn pose 
risks to others and thus perhaps to 
others far distant from themselves” (p. 
80). We are thus “way-station selves” 
embedded in biological networks that 
have ineluctable ethical consequences. 
From this starting point it is not a long 
way to the framework that informs the 
Patient as Victim and Vector “ethical 
problems in infectious disease should 
be analyzed, and clinical practice and 
research agendas and public policies 
developed that always take into 
account the possibility that a person 
with communicable infectious disease 
is both victim and victor” (p. 7). More, 
this perspective serves as a foundation 
for their claim that much of bioethics 
and American ideology are too limited, 
cabined in a way that limits moral 
theory and its application to the world 
of “fl esh and blood human beings.”

With care and unusual modesty 
Margaret Battin and her colleagues 
turn to a range of topics central to 
the practice of public health, such 
as surveillance, required testing, 
mandated immunization and the 
imposition of constraints in light of 

I
t is not surprising that when 
contemporary bioethics began 
to take form in the 1960s and 

1970s questions posed by infectious 
disease were all but absent. Th is lacuna 
refl ected the dominant thinking in 
medicine and even in public health. 
What little there was of even the 
fi rst glimpses of an ethics of public 
health focused on the issues posed by 
concerns about chronic disease and 
“life style.”

And then there was AIDS. 
Bioethicists drawn to this new 
challenge at a time when its global 
dimensions were not even a specter 
on the horizon brought with them 
the conceptual apparatus that had 
served them well in considering 
issues of research and the clinical 
encounter. While the autonomy-

focused bioethical frame was very 
useful at a moment when concerns 
about coercion, stigma, and privacy 
and confi dentiality were central, it 
became increasingly obvious, at least 
to some, that something more robust 
would be essential if an ethics of 
epidemic disease were to provide for 
a meaningful encounter with the real 
world of public health. Th at initial 
insight became all the more obvious 
in the early 1990s with the resurgence 
of concern about tuberculosis.

What began to emerge was a 
number forays into the ethics of 
infectious disease as part of the broader 
project of eff orts to articulate an ethics 
of public health. But nothing until 
now approached the scope and depth 
of the Patient as Victim and Vector 
by Margaret Battin, Leslie Frances, 
Jay Jacobson, and Charles Smith. 
Accessibly, sometimes elegantly, 

written, cogent and provocative, 
this new book, the collective eff ort 
of philosophers and physicians, well 
serves as both a statement to the fi eld 
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Putting Nature 
Back Together 

Again
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H
eadlines on the front page 
of a Wisconsin newspaper 
this week stated “Can 

nature be rebuilt?” It went on to say, 
once an area is no longer a pristine 
ecosystem, can you really put nature 
back together again? 

As I read this comment I was 
reminded of my brother, Carl 
Leopold, who was planning to restore 
a tropical rainforest in Costa Rica. A 
professor on the Madison campus said 
to Carl: “No way - you cannot restore 
a tropical rainforest!” Well today, 
the birds are coming back, monkeys 
are returning to the restored tropical 
rainforest, and the professor, with a 
smile, is impressed. 

“Can you really put nature back 
together again?” If anyone can restore 
a ruined landscape, it is someone 
with the brash charm and frenetic 
energy of Steve Apfelbaum! In his 
own community and in his academic 
life, he has revolutionized the art of 
rebuilding ecosystems. 

What a pleasure it is to read Steve’s 
book and to learn how Steve and his 
partner, Susan, have found an exciting 
and spiritual connection through their 
love of the land. With restoration 
ecology as their tool, they are working 
to pull together the natural world and 
its human communities. 

As I read Steve’s book, page by 
page and chapter by chapter, my 

thoughts kept returning to one of 
my favorite quotes from my father: 
he wrote, “Th ere are two things that 
interest me - the relation of people to 
each other and the relation of people 
to land.” Th is book personifi es these 
lovely and personal thoughts – Steve 
and Susan’s relation to each other and 
their relation to the land. 

Survival of aboriginal people 
around the world has always depended 
on an intimate understanding of and 
respect for the land. Caring for the 
earth was caring for themselves.

Now, with the industrial 
revolution, our survival needs have 
been met in ways that do not require 
an intimate connection to the earth. 
We have become separated from 
nature, seasons, and the places we 
live, as our daily activities have moved 
indoors to schools, factories, offi  ces 
and television. 

Th e physical world is no longer as 
real to us as the economic world—we 
succor the economy—our politicians 
gear every decision to speeding 
further growth. Th e Earth has become 
abstract. 

Wendell Berry writes that there 

is a real disconnection between 
economy and ecology, between 
human domesticity and the natural 
world. Th e two disciplines remain far 
apart and this lack of integration is a 
major factor in the downward spiral of 
global environmental health. As I read 
through Steve’s book, I realize that 
he is working in his own community 

infectious disease. SARS, tuberculosis, 
and the threat of pandemic fl u receive 
sustained attention. In speaking of 
the burdens borne by those who 
may even be the legitimate subject of 
imposed constraint they display both 
care and humanity “there will remain 
the recognition that victims have had 
important moral interests overridden 
despite the justifi ability of the choices 
made.”

At the end of the day this is a very 
fi ne volume. Perhaps most important 
it demonstrates again and again that 
formulaic responses to the threat 
of infectious disease are inadequate 
to the challenges they pose. It is a 
remarkable, and I think lamentable 
fact, that in recent years the still-
nascent discussion of the public 
health in general and of epidemic 
disease more specifi cally, has all but 
been supplanted by the language of 
human rights. Human rights eff orts 
can and have had important, morally 
signifi cant outcomes, especially in 
the face of outrageous assault on 
human dignity. But too frequently 
the terms of human rights have been 
to blunt an instrument for engaging 
the extraordinarily diffi  cult challenges 
of infectious disease. Th at, Battin and 
her colleagues have made abundantly 
clear. To watch the authors probe and 
struggle with the moral dilemmas we 
all face is more than worth the price of 
admission.
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