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COHEN:

I was born in Milwaukee, Wisconsin on June 10, 1913. I went to elementary

and secondary school there, graduating from Lincoln High School in June 1930.

I intended to go to the University of Chicago, where I had won a history

scholarship in competition with a large number of other students, but during

the summer of 1930 I became aware of the Experimental College in Madison. I

went there to visit it, and became completely enamored of it. So I gave up my

scholarship to the University of Chicago and went to the University of

Wisconsin.

It was a very fateful decision, because at Wisconsin I ultimately became

interested in economics. I took a course with Professor Edwin E. Witte.

Later he became the executive director of President Roosevelt's Cabinet Com-

mittee on Economic Security. He employed me as his research assistant 1n

1934, which, of course, became an area of interest during my entire adult

life. Thus the decision in the sunnner of 1930, having read an article in the

Milwaukee Journal about the Experimental College at the University of

Wisconsin, completely changed the course of my entire life.
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staff privileges, appointments on various types of committees, and in general

in the attitude in which they were held in public esteem." So I indicated in

answer to the question that it could be expected that a number of nonmedical

people would play an important role in the formulation of policies, especially

economic, financial and administrative policies, due to the unwillingness of

physicians to participate in the process. In addition, of course, since

doctors work many times very long and very hard, it had to be recognized they

did not have the time as well to make a financial and time sacrifice away from

their practice to engage in meetings and discussions, and certainly in the

controversies which existed. So that I would assume that unless the American

Medical Association worked out some way that individuals could give time to

it, we would continue to see a very major part of the planning process being

handled by nonphysicians.

On the other hand, it should be pointed out that this was not the same

case with regard to hospitals. The American Hospital Association and hospital

administrators were much more willing during the 1950s and certainly in the

early 1960s, to give time, energy, and thought to the relationship of hospital

insurance coverage under any kind of a public plan, as compared with physi

cians in relation to the coverage of physician services. I think the American

Hospital Association and its officers and hospital administrators gave a lot

of time and thought without regard to taking a political point of view for or

against a particular type of plan, but recognizing that if there was going to

be a plan, it behooved the hospital people to be sure it operated on a sound

basis that would respect the physician and the hospital's autonomy and also

assure high quality of care. I would give a great deal of credit to people
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they were doing, but within this group of people, and the staffs of the Social

Security Board and the administration, were some of the best and thoughtful

people of our time. I am sure the program can be improved upon. I believe

the AMA didn't realize, like the AHA did, that there were some real able,

thoughtful, considerate, public-minded people who had the quality of medical

care and the professional interests of hospitals and doctors and patients in

mind. That was hard for them to realize that that was so.

The second experience that I had at the Wayne County Medical Society oc

curred when I was leaving the hall. As I walked up the aisle, one of the phy

s1c1ans was standing there and he engaged me in some conversation. He said,

'Professor Cohen, I enjoyed your talk very much," and I thought he was on the

verge of complimenting me for what I had said because it appeared that he was

interested. But I think his interest was related to the fact that my talk

only served to underscore his objections to the Medicare plan because he said,

"Professor Cohen, if at any time you ever needed surgery, I would be glad to

do it for you free. I would open you up on the operating table -- and I would

leave you right there!"

The net result was very scary to me, but from that I realized that physi

cians -- or at least some physicians -- felt very strongly in opposition to

the Medicare program. I was always, therefore, subsequent to that, very care

ful and at least in my professional life, despite the difference of opinion

with physicians, I never criticized them in a belligerent or antagonistic way

about their opposition. I don't mean to say I didn't oppose their recommenda

tions, but I did not try to undermine public confidence in the physician or

the hospital I did not try to criticize them, as some people did, to say
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they were putting their economic interests ahead of their professional inter

ests. I did not believe that was completely true. But I always recognized

that in some way we had to win the support of a considerable group of

physicians for some kind of an insurance program. It may be that we couldn't

get a majority of physicians, but we had to get a respectable proportion of

outstanding doctors, particularly, who would be supportive, and then we had to

get a respectable portion who were neutral, who didn't necessarily think that

what was going to happen was bad, but they were going to be watchful waiters

to see if that was good. That was the whole strategy that I employed during

the period of 1961 to 1965 when in effect I was in charge of the legislative

strategy of this plan for Presidents Kennedy and Johnson.

WEEKS:

Conversely to AMA and physicians attacking proponents of health legisla

tion were there attacks on AMA, physicians, and other opponents of health in

surance legislation?

COHEN:

There were in the Kennedy administration, especially in 1962 and 1963, a

group of people who wished to attack physicians, who wished to attack Wilbur

Mills, who wished to attack the opposition, and they tried their best to go in

that direction. They were especially critical of me in voicing their objec

tions to people like Larry O'Brien and Kenny O'Donnell and others in the

Kennedy administration to supersede me in handling this particular legislation

strategy. Fortunately, Wilbur Mills was in such a key position that he was

able to forestall this in the Kennedy administration.
























