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Preface

For many years we have been talking about a very special patient, the embryo; and
the numerous and encouraging successes brought about by embryofetal medicine
in the application of both noninvasive therapies and invasive ultrasound-guided treat-
ment are well known.

On the other hand, it is more and more often the case today that the small patients
in neonatal care are premature babies who have come to the world at a particular-
ly low gestational age. This allows us to observe the continuity between the phas-
es of growth inside the maternal uterus and after birth, which arrives at the correct
moment for some lucky fetuses, for others very early, and for some altogether too
soon. The neonatologists have the arduous task of sustaining these little patients in
their strivings to survive, registering their energy and their vital dynamism, study-
ing the progressive development of the anatomical structures and the improvement
of their physiology, verifying day by day the presence — sometimes fragile, some-
times extremely resistant, but always human — of a child.

A long line research has shown how, from the first moment onwards in that
process of perfectly coordinated development that characterizes the life of the
embryo, a human being gradually emerges who is increasingly able to interact with
his or her environment. Despite neurosensory immaturity, some unsuspected per-
ceptive abilities have been found in the fetus, particularly in regard to the percep-
tion of pain, which can be also deeper in the following phases of development, that
is, in the child once it has been born. However, the large amount of scientific evi-
dence attesting to the fact that the fetus can already feel pain around halfway through
the pregnancy have not been welcomed by the international scientific community;
in fact, very varying positions are recorded, with inevitable consequences at both
the clinical and the ethical level.

The issue of fetal pain is one of the so-called border subjects, which go well over
the positive data of the experimental study to involve the minds and consciences of
those contemplating it, arousing opposing reactions and discordant opinions. In the
political arena too, the issue of fetal pain has been enlisted on one side or the oth-
er or given rise to controversies, as has been recently seen in USA. If the scientif-
ic data are accompanied with resistance and interpretation, it is evident, in some
cases, that people will select their data depending on which way they want to argue,
in favour of a particular thesis.



VI Preface

The controversies that have arisen in some states in the USA are due to the deci-
sion to anaesthetize the fetus before a voluntary interruption of pregnancy, while
reading to the mother a document explaining that the fetus feels pain. Some polit-
ical exponents have interpreted this as an initiative to discourage women who have
decided to abort. But we cannot ignore scientific work, including that published by
the authors of this volume, showing that the fetus is able to perceive pain because
it is already in possession of sufficiently developed anatomical structures, and that
it is able to give some physiological and behavioural responses after painful stim-
uli. The difference between “nociception”, verifiable by accurate studies, and “con-
scious recognition of a painful stimulus” is therefore of primary importance: it is
on this last element that some positions rely when denying, in a not very deep way,
how much is indeed verifiable in the investigations published in the present book.
Talking about the consciousness of pain may be a bit nebulous when it is done in
regard to contexts where it is hardly verifiable. The perception of painful stimuli
and their relative transmission to the superior nervous centres, on the other hand,
is well documented. Furthermore, the influence on the future life of the child of
extended painful stimuli received in the fetal and neonatal stage has been demon-
strated. It is in this wide-ranging way, with the future child kept always in view,
that the scientific studies must be appraised: taking this approach, the opportunity
to consider analgesia in the fetus is obvious.

The studies described in this book tend in this direction, allowing us to get to
know the fetus better as a patient, and dealing with the delicate matter of its treat-
ment. Fetal analgesia is an area full of future developments that are not without eth-
ical implications. What seems to be fundamental in this field is to confirm that the
exclusive interest of the patient and respect for human dignity must always be kept
at the forefront in studies in humans and the application of their results.

Rome, December 2007 Ignacio Carrasco de Paula, MD PhD
Department of Bioethics
Faculty of Medicine and Surgery
A. Gemelli Hospital
Catholic University of the Sacred Heart
Rome
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