
to outlaw capital punishment.
Yet in a survey of 482 Amer-

ican doctors last year, 74% felt
that it was acceptable for doc-
tors to certify death and 43%
saw nothing wrong with inject-
ing the drugs. The author of

the survey, a doctor, was sur-
prised and troubled by results
indicating that while medical
societies opposed participa-
tion in executions, individual
doctors paradoxically seemed
to condone it.

Also, paradoxically, the
same doctors were evenly split
about physician assisted sui-
cide, with 20% unsure and
many more prepared to deny
their patients with painful ter-
minal metastatic disease the

same painless exit accorded to
the slayer of 168 men, women,
and children.

George Dunea attending
physician, Cook County Hospital,
Chicago, USA

BOOK REVIEW

Marijuana as Medicine?
The Science Beyond
the Controversy
Alison Mack, Janet Joy

Cannabis: the devil’s weed or nec-
tar of the gods? One needs only
to look at the history of cannabis

to see how it has been characterised as
both a social pariah and a panacea ever
since the third millennium before
Christ, when the healing properties of
the plant were first recognised. Despite
its turbulent history, cannabis remains
the most widely used psychoactive drug
in the world.

There has recently been a revival of the

debate over whether to decriminalise
cannabis in the United Kingdom and
other countries, and growing public in-
terest in its medicinal use. In the Internet
age those who wish to find out more
about cannabis only need to type the
word and hit the search button to have
access to thousands of sites on the sub-
ject. However, as most of the sites pas-
sionately champion a partisan position, 
it can be difficult to obtain a balanced,
objective view.

I found Marijuana as Medicine? a wel-
come addition to a handful of books
available on the subject. It has been writ-
ten for a general audience wanting “un-
biased, scientifically sound medical in-
formation on marijuana.” When I first
read these lines, I wondered if it would
live up to its aims, given the strong emo-
tions this topic evokes. I found that it
did. It gives a well balanced view ex-
pressed in accessible language. This is
especially so on specialised topics—such
as the endogenous cannabinoid system
of the human body.

Marijuana as Medicine? covers most of
the available research on the effects of
natural and synthetic cannabinoids on
symptoms such as pain, nausea, and
wasting in cancer and AIDS, in addition
to effects seen in multiple sclerosis, epi-
lepsy, Alzheimer’s disease, muscle spas-
ticity, and glaucoma patients. The legal

and economic barriers in developing
new cannabinoid medications are also
covered. Cannabis is known to comprise
a complex mixture of chemicals with
possibly opposing effects. I would have
liked to read more about some of the
other derivatives such as cannabidiol and
CB1 receptor antagonists, which pro-
mise to have interesting applications for
the treatment or understanding of some
psychiatric conditions.

Despite the continuing political barri-
ers, these are exciting times for cannabis
research, not only on cannabinoids, but
also on our endogenous cannabinoid
system, which may lead to new under-
standings of how our body works. This
book makes a valuable contribution to
the subject.

Zerrin Atakan consultant psychiatrist
and honorary senior lecturer, South
London and Maudsley Trust, London, UK
z.atakan@virgin.net

The July 7 issue of the “BMJ” included two
systematic reviews and an editorial on the
use of cannabinoids in treating pain and
chemotherapy-induced nausea and vomit-
ing. These items are available on bmj.com.
—EDITOR

Ratings are on a 4 star scale, 4=excellent

National Academy
Press, $14.36, pp 199
ISBN 0309065313

Rating: ★★★

NETLINES

• Medical surfers, both ex-
perts and novices alike, enjoy
pages with links to high quali-
ty sites. One such collection of
links, which is described as
“web sites for internists,” can
be found at www.acponline.
org/computer/ccp/bookmark
/index.html. There is a good
selection here, as well as some
user friendly features—for ex-
ample, it is possible to email
someone else the contents
and to print the page in a suit-
able format.
•Thanks to the library service
of the University of Pittsburgh
for putting together an excel-
lent links page at www.hsls.
pitt.edu/intres/index.html.
Three collections—general
health, mental health, and

general Internet resources—
are on offer, and clicking on
any of these directs the user to
a rich seam of resources,
which are likely to satisfy 
the interests of most health 
professionals.
•Looking to get published but
not sure where to start? www.
mco.edu/lib/instr/libinsta.
html may have the answer. It is
an Ohio based site that offers
instructions to authors in the
health sciences. A straight list-
ing of journals offers links to
each journal’s instructions for
authors page. More than 3000
biomedical journals are in-
cluded, all catalogued in 
alphabetical order.
•An excellent palliative medi-
cine resource can be found 
at www.palliativedrugs.com.
Initial registration is painless

and straightforward. Naviga-
tion throughout the site is
clear and easy, and the re-
source is free to use. The meat
resides in the site’s thera-
peutics section. There are
search facilities as well as an
index and a bulletin board to
help promote discussion. As 
a reference source this is a 
superb adjunct to clinical
care, and though it reflects
practice in the United King-
dom, the principles are applic-
able worldwide.
•The ever increasing sophisti-
cation of medical care means
we need more complex systems
to help us manage clinical com-
mitments. Managing knowl-
edge is key to this, and www.
openclinical.org is a useful site
for keeping up with current
trends. OpenClinical is an asso-

ciation of individuals, organisa-
tions, and companies collabo-
rating on the development and
dissemination of knowledge
management technologies for
patient care. An intelligently
and clearly designed site map
(www.openclinical.org/sitemap
.html) shows what is available.
The resources section has some
good and interesting content.
A neat extra is the ability to 
report a site problem. ✦

Harry Brown
general practitioner, Leeds, UK 
DrHarry @dial.pipex.com

We welcome suggestions for
web sites to be included in fu-
ture Netlines. Readers should
contact Harry Brown at the
above email address.
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