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BOOK REVIEWS

In Juvenile Sexual Homicide, Wade
C. Myers, M.D., tackles a sphere of

violent crime that the fields of foren-
sic psychology and psychiatry know
very little about. The goal of this book
is to provide information conducive
to the identification of potential juve-
nile perpetrators and victims of sex-
related murders. Dr. Myers, an asso-
ciate professor certified in child and
adolescent and forensic psychiatry, is
highly qualified. Indeed, he is one of
few if any researchers to report stud-
ies of sexual homicide committed by
adolescent perpetrators.  

Juvenile Sexual Homicide relays the
findings of Dr. Myers’ ten-year study
of juveniles convicted of committing
or attempting murders that involved
sexual acts. Sixteen incarcerated
males aged 13 to 17 years at the time
of their offenses completed psycho-
logical testing and rigorous inter-
views. Several chapters of the book
are devoted to aggregated descrip-
tions of the sample in areas spanning
demographic characteristics, psy-
chosocial histories, diagnoses, vic-
tims’ characteristics, and crime-relat-
ed motivation and decision making.
The author educates the reader by in-
cluding an overview of the available
literature on sexual homicide among
adults that reviews etiological theo-
ries and prognoses. Integrating his
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In Matters of Life and Death: Mak-
ing Moral Theory Work in Medical

Ethics and the Law, David
Orentlicher takes on an important
challenge in contemporary medical
ethics. He suggests that most philo-
sophical debates about fundamental
principles guiding life-and-death de-
cisions occur at an academic distance
from the real world of the bedside.
He emphasizes the moral concerns
involved in translating ethical princi-
ples into actual practice. Orentlicher
first systematically reviews ethical
paradigms for considering the moral
concerns that arise in the translation
of principle into practice. He then
applies those methods to three con-
temporary controversies: the distinc-
tion between physician-assisted sui-
cide and withdrawal of life-sustaining
treatment; whether pregnant women
can refuse treatment needed to pre-
serve the health of their fetuses; and
the denial of life-sustaining treat-
ment on grounds of medical futility.
Along that line of exploration he
comes up with some controversial
conclusions, such as a morally justi-
fied recognition of a limited right to
assisted suicide for patients who are
terminally ill.

Orentlicher brings considerable
experience to this task. Trained as
both an attorney and a physician, he
directed the division of medical
ethics at the American Medical Asso-
ciation (AMA) and staffed the AMA
council on ethical and judicial affairs.
With a deft style, Orentlicher inter-
weaves clinical vignettes, case law
analysis, and philosophical theory to
offer pragmatic and thought-provok-
ing insight into these difficult issues.

Although short, this is not a book

for light summer reading. Orentlich-
er writes clearly and without much
technical jargon, but considerable
concentration is required in order to
follow his arguments. His style re-
minds one of a common pedagogical
technique used by lecturers: he first
tells you what he is going to argue,
then makes his arguments, and final-
ly summarizes what he has by then
ostensibly proven. In written form,
however, this approach seems a bit
redundant, and there is a way in
which the true substance of the argu-
ments gets lost in the repetition. By
the end of each chapter, despite
Orentlicher’s reminder of what he
has clearly proven in the preceding
pages, the reader is left wondering
whether the arguments were really
that persuasive or just articulately re-
stated several times.

From a psychiatric perspective, the
book is a little disappointing. For ex-
ample, one would anticipate some
exploration of the assessment of deci-
sion-making capacity around a pa-
tient’s selection of physician-assisted
suicide. Although Orentlicher briefly
acknowledges such questions—for
example, in the case of impaired ca-
pacity as a result of untreated depres-
sion, are treating physicians ade-
quately trained to assess for such is-
sues?—he essentially skips over
these concerns in physician-assisted
suicide by arguing that the risks are
similar for patients who ask that their
life-sustaining treatment be with-
drawn. Although he may be correct
that the capacity issues are not par-
ticularly critical to parse the ethical
distinctions between physician-as-
sisted suicide and treatment with-
drawal, from the perspective of
translating principle into clinical
practice, these are tremendously im-
portant issues that have engendered
considerable discussion within the
psychiatric literature. But Orentlich-
er’s endnotes on this topic cite a few

ten-year-old articles and leave the
psychiatrist reader disappointed by
his thin analysis.

Overall, however, the book does
live up to its (oft-restated) goals and
is a compelling discussion for readers
who are interested in the intersection
of clinical medicine, legal practice,
and bioethics theory.
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