Compassion conversations 19: Detachment or non-attachment?
At medical school, a high value is placed on clinical detachment and objectivity. We are taught that doctors need to be scientists who make careful observations, sift the evidence, and make objective decisions. But if we have an emotional connection to our patient it is impossible to be objective, we are taught.
This cool clinical detachment and objectivity is powerfully reinforced by the language, culture and rituals of healthcare. We depersonalise patients by stripping away their clothes, their identity and focussing on the disease, not the person. We talk about “the hernia on ward six” and “the breast lump on ward seven”.
Worse still, the mask of detachment becomes our armour when we are plunged into the brutalising experiences of early practice. On my first weekend as a new doctor, I witnessed the deaths of six of my patients. I was expected to be a robot, to carry on functioning as if nothing had happened. Over the years, I substituted technical expertise for caring. I became the hero doctor who could treat the sickest patients using the most complex technology.

But eventually the whole edifice comes crumbling down. Human beings are incapable of making objective observations. Every perception is coloured by prior assumptions and expectations. The very idea of being a separate observer ignores the fact that all beings are intimately connected. We cannot separate the observer from what is being observed.
And as a psychological defence mechanism, clinical detachment is just a cruel hoax. Every trauma we witness is a wound in our own heart. If we can share love and compassion, the wounds heal. If we deny our emotions, the wounds are left to fester.
These are hardly new problems for humanity. More than two thousand years of Buddhist wisdom and practical philosophy offer a guiding light. Thoughts and emotions are inseparable. Every negative emotion – grief, anger, anxiety, fear, longing, jealousy – distorts our thinking and our perception. The only mental state that avoids these distortions is open-hearted compassion.

And what is the source of negative emotions? They arise from unhealthy attachments - to material possessions, to the better job, to the perfect outcome. How conditional we made our happiness!
So what does the Dalai Llama counsel? - Open-hearted compassion with non-attachment. Then we can serve our patients with warmth, humanity, non-judgement and clarity of perception.

Written by Dr Robin Youngson

© Centre for Compassion in Healthcare 

www.compassioninhealthcare.org
