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Abstract 
This image of a silhouetted figure looking out over a body of water at 
sunset aims to promote reflection about patients’ feelings of sadness, 
despair, helplessness, and uncertainty upon being diagnosed. 

 
Figure. Contemplating Illness 

 
 
Media 
Digital photo-painting. 
 
 
This image seeks to depict emotions a patient might feel when contemplating illness or 
diagnosis of disease. Illness has been defined as a “subjectively interpreted undesirable 
state of health,”1 whereas disease is understood as an objective conclusion about a 



 www.amajournalofethics.org 1104 

patient’s health based on scientific reasoning.2 One view of a patient-clinician encounter 
is that it should aim to dissolve distinctions between the subjectivity of illness and the 
objectivity of disease. To achieve this goal, a physician must diagnose and treat patients 
with compassion and motivate patients’ understanding of their disease. Patients who 
understand their disease in turn will be more likely to have reasonable expectations 
regarding treatment and prognosis.  
 
The image invites an observer’s visual exploration of sadness, despair, helplessness, and 
uncertainty by the use of dark tones, which dominate the negative space, and by a 
silhouetted figure in the foreground that looks out over a body of orange-colored water 
suggestive of a time close to sunset. 
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