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The “Volunteers” of the Humanity
Despite the recent developments in ‘medical treatment technology’ which were boosted soon after we began to understand the actual reasons lying beneath of the illnesses, cancer still remains as a disease that we are far away from having a well-understood structure and a specific treatment. This may sound like a ‘humiliation’ to the ‘today’s world of technology’ but when the lots of different kinds of treatments most of which fail are considered, it is not hard to come up with that conclusion. Nevertheless, we now know a lot more about cancer and its causes than we used to know a couple of decades ago. But the ‘so-called’ treatments are still controversial and unfortunately far from being a cure in most cases. So the question rises at that point; are the cancer patients actually being cured or are they being tested on?
The answer is not so easy to place. The term “clinical trial” must be scrutinized and its criteria must be understood. “A clinical trial is a research study that is designed to evaluate a new drug or combination of drugs” as it is explained in the official web site of the ASSIST-1 clinical trial program (About Clinical Trials). More generally, it is a research that a drug is tested on volunteering patients, whose results and/or side effects can not be predicted by any means. The method is actually the one and only way that is used whenever a new drug is going to be developed.
The idea of using people as “cavies” sounds inhuman, but when the realities are considered we can see necessity to test a drug in a controlled environment after it has passed the tests in laboratory animals, before making it available to the public use.  This is the only possible way to eliminate the potentially devastating side effects of an ill-developed drug. Although the clinical trials sound horrible, it is a matter of fact that every year, thousands of people are participating in those trials. These people are taking risks which they are informed by the ‘informed consent document’ but they are also getting the chance to the first group of patients to get the new drug. The informed consent document is “a document that describes the rights of the study participants and includes details about the study, such as its purpose, duration, required procedures and key contacts” (Glossary). The patients may withdraw from the trial whenever they want since the consent is not a contract. In addition to the ‘consent’, the ‘trial-protocol’ also informs volunteers about the length of the trial, procedures, medications and dosages. The trials are mostly sponsored by government or private medical institutions. 
The clinical trials are divided into 2 main categories based on their aim. “The first category of clinical trials is designed to evaluate new drugs, compounds, or biologic agents that have not yet been approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for administration to patients” and the second category consists of the ones that “…evaluate drugs, compounds, or biologic agents already approved by FDA for the treatment… …in different doses, schedules and combinations to determine how optimally use them for the treatment…” (Clinical Trials). So it is not necessarily a “brand-new” drug to be tested in a clinical trial. How to use it can be tested as well. This particular point is crucial when we think about the medical treatment the cancer patients receive. 
I may speak about the people I don’t know who had cancer. The web is full of that kind of stories. But I am going to use personal experience which I believe will be more appropriate in this case. As a person whose aunt has passed away only 10 months ago because of a breast cancer, unfortunately, I got the chance to directly observe what a cancer patient lives through till the “known end” and gain first-hand evidence about the issue. 
My aunt learned that she got a malignant tumor in one of her breasts nearly 2 years ago. Then she had an operation in which they removed the tumor and the breast. Chemotherapy and radiotherapy followed. She tried a couple of different drugs and medications due to the progress of the illness which include Taxodel and Herceptine to name a few. After some time, she got jaundice because of the drugs which was an unexpected side effect. Although she and everyone have tried their best, the efforts failed. As most of the cancer types, breast cancer does not have a well-defined treatment as well. The type of the treatment changes for every patient and usually based on the “reaction” obtained back from the patient so no two patient gets the exactly the same cure as the course of the disease is different. 
As mentioned, my aunt was given different types of drugs with various doses and schedules. Sometimes she went to the hospital once a week and sometimes she stayed there for a few days. Whenever the doctors were going to make a chance in the treatment, she was informed and asked about her opinion. The most pathetic one was when she was told that the doctors didn’t have any other medication other that an extremely strong one which can affect her in the opposite way. She accepted the new medication but passed away after 2 months. It must be easy to see that the process, in brief, follows the “trial-error” method where the errors usually mean the death of the patients. 
I think that what my aunt had lived through is a good example of a second-type clinical-trial. We can observe the main points that make a treatment a medical trial. The doctors couldn’t predict that she might get jaundice. All the informing before every single move in her treatment shows an extreme similarity when compared to a clinical trial where I believe the trial & error method puts an end to the discussion. So it may seem that as cancer treatments are not exactly the same as clinical errors, but they share the major points.
Besides when we examine the death/survival ratio, cancer appears on the top of the list, possibly being one of the diseases that have the highest death/survival ratio. The data used below is taken from the page 4 and 6 of the American Cancer Society publication titled “Cancer Facts & Figures 2004”.  When the cases only in the USA are considered, the combined survival rate for all cancer types is 63% which puts cancer as the second most fatal disease after heart attack. The survival rate for breast cancer, which we’ve talked about, is calculated to be 80% which is above the average but still is a proof that cancer has no well-known cure since it is well below the other well-studied diseases. There are other factors affecting the survival rate such as early diagnosis but basically, it must be obvious that if the patients even suffering from the same type of cancer are getting different kinds of cures that have a great probability of not working then we can say that actually, all the treatments are clinical trials at some extend.
On March 10, 2004, the “so-called” nationalist, Turkish Newspaper, “Volkan”, of Cyprus, had an article about the medical treatments of the Turkish Cypriots cancer patients who were treated in the Greek Hospital saying that they were used as cavies by Greek Doctors because a new drug was tested on them which caused the death of four patients; giving the names including my aunt, Celen Aykent, as well. (Social and Azizoglu). The news is then protested in the Turkish Cypriot community and named as an action aimed to harm the enhancing relationship between the two major communities residing in Cyprus.
 In that case, the absurd thing is that there is no fixed cure or drug for any kind of cancer and the patients were sent to the Greek State hospital by the Turkish Cypriot Ministry of Health. It doesn’t make sense when you blame the doctors as murderers because trying a new drug on the cancer patients since the whole method of curing cancer is built upon the trials and educated guesses.  It can be said that cancer treatments are clinical trials where drug testing goes on sometimes out of the control of the patient considering the cases where the patient is unconscious, but they both illuminate the dark way leading to new and better curing methods for the future patients.
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