
   

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Do the poor really benefit moral and economically 

from the market of live donor organs? Simon Rip-

pon has discussed the issue in an interesting paper 

on the Journal of Medical Ethics. The thesis of the 

purported benefit of such market is expressed in 

three premises. 

P1. People in poverty who would choose to sell 

their organs if a free market existed must regard all 

other options open to them as worse. 

P2. If we take away what some regard as their best 

option, we thereby make them worse off, at least 

from their own perspective. 

P3. If a policy makes some worse off from their 

own perspective, it would be paternalistic for us to 

judge otherwise and to implement the policy on 

their behalf. We ought not to be paternalistic in this 

way. Therefore, we ought not to prohibit organ 

markets for the supposed good of those in poverty 

who would choose to sell their organs if a free 

market existed.  

The thesis has been subscribed by Julian Savulescu 

[2003] and by Gerald Dworkin [1994] on the 

grounds of the freedom of choice of the sellers and 

the paternalism of any attempt to regulate the mar-

ket. Janet Radcliffe Richards [Radcliffe et 

al.,1998], on the other hand, has subscribed to the 

thesis on the grounds of a worse scenario if the 

prohibition is reinforced. 

Rippon’s paper refutes the thesis’ claims on the 

grounds that sometimes you may hurt people by 

giving them an option that they would be better off 

taking: 

“Robots are being used 

extensively in the reha-

bilitation of stroke, spi-

nal cord injury and mul-

tiple sclerosis patients, 

as well as with children 

with central gait im-

pairments.” 

Physiotherapeutic Robotics (PR), the use of me-

chanical devices for rehabilitation and clini-

cal/functional assessment, is one of the faster grow-

ing branches in physiotherapy science. Although 

we can trace the use of mechanical devices in the 

health sciences back to Hippocrates’s pulleys and 

traction machines for bones and muscles, PR is 

today a much more complex field which includes 

not only medical mechatronics and related support-

ing technologies, such as cognitive neural prosthet-

ics, but also extends to the high-tech areas of moni-

toring systems, assistive devices, virtual reality, or 

the new research frontier of medical nanotechnolo-

gy. PR is of major importance for physiotherapy 

both for the improvements it facilitates in motor 

impairments and for its contribution to the under-

standing of mechanisms underlying motor recovery 

after an injury or stroke. The impact of robotics in 

physiotherapy has not only a clinical dimension, 

but also legal, ethical and economic aspects which 

are directly addressed by Health Technology As-

sessment (HTA), a multidisciplinary research area 

for policy analysis which systematically addresses 

the properties and effects of health technology. 

Robots are being used extensively in the rehabili-

tation of stroke, spinal cord injury and multiple 

sclerosis patients, as well as with children with 

central gait impairments. Robots automate labor-

intensive training techniques providing longer 

repetitive assistance thus freeing the physiothera-

pist for a better observation of the recovery evolu-

tion, facilitating further assessment and decisions. 

However, the goal of rehabilitation robotics is to 

optimize care and augment the potential of individ-

ual recovery, not simply to automatize current 

rehabilitation practices which, for the most part, 

lack scientific evidential basis, primarily due to the 

lack of tools to properly assess the practices them-

selves [Krebs, 2012], a deficiency which the robot-

ic tools can help to overcome by providing more 

accurate mappings of physiological parameters and 

the use of more refined conceptual tools for the 

understanding of the complex motor functions. 

One major issue in PR is the contrasting neuro-

mechanical complexity of upper extremity reaching 

and grasping versus lower extremity locomotion. 

The complex structure of human hand, which al-

lows us to perform high dexterity and precise tasks, 

is a hindrance for the development of useful hand 

exoskeletons. Nonetheless, therapeutic devices for 

the hand continue to evolve, with new actuators 
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and materials promising even greater gains in the 

ratio power to weight [Kamper, 2012], allowing a 

more efficient implementation in clinical and eve-

ryday scenarios.   

A major PR field within the rehabilitation area is 

assistive robotics, whose aim is the production of 

exoskeletons that have sufficient mechanical con-

trol for the performance of everyday activities by 

the elderly or the physically impaired. However, 

the exoskeletons produced by assistive robotics 

face still some major difficulties in relation to their 

wearability, energy consumption, stability, accessi-

bility for daily use, besides being unnatural in 

shape, noisy, and slow running [Viteckova et al. 

2013]. The interface with these machines is being 

adapted to the impaired patient needs and ranges 

from audio control to a wide variety of body ges-

tures, even the wincing of an eye [Chen et al. 

Web]. The implementation of versatile and flexible 

interfaces has led to the development of cognitive 

neural prosthetics that will allow the severely im-

paired patient the control over different kinds of 

assistive robots. Cortical neural prosthetics seek to 

help paralyzed patients by recording their thoughts 

directly from the brain and decoding them to con-

trol external devices such as computer interfaces, 

robotic limbs and muscle stimulators [Pesaran, 

2006]. By using activity from several different 

parts of the brain and decoding several cognitive 

variables, like speech or the emotional centers, a 

neural prosthetic can provide a patient with the 

maximum access to the outside world [Andersen et 

al., 2004].  
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