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Abstract
The role of luck in medical care has been acknowledged since times immemorial. Yet with more and more emphasis on evidence based medicine 
we tend to underplay it. This article provides many examples of how luck has been and always will be relevant in practice of medicine in the world.
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“One sometimes finds what one is not looking for”—Sir Alexander 
Fleming​

Fortuna​ (the Roman goddess of good fortune) or “Lady Luck” 
(as we lovingly call her) has perplexed and fascinated people 
throughout the ages (Fig. 1). No deed can be considered to have 
been done without a reasonable amount of luck. Whether its going 
up in space or diving to the depths of the oceans, luck has its fair 
share to play. How could it be possible that some people who 
encounter severe cataclysmic events escape unscratched, whereas 
the person right next to them dies a gruesome death? It has to be 
luck, right? Nothing else can explain it. Indeed, in this scientific 
world, where every statement has to have objectivity, the ideas 
surrounding luck persist despite their abstract basis.

Before the advent of modern medicine, diseases were 
considered to have been caused by “evil spirits” or “dark spells” on 
unfortunate people.1​ With time, it became clear that it was not so. 
Everything had causality and nothing happened on its own. There 
was nothing called luck or chance. Doctors and scientists toiled in 
their labs to prove or disprove theories using scientific rationale. 
The role of the “unknown” undoubtedly went down.

But how can we explain the discovery of the first antibiotic 
“Penicillin” when Fleming happened to notice that Penicillium​ 
fungi growing on agar plates would not allow bacterial colonies to 
proliferate near it (Fig. 2)?2​ This chance discovery happened right 
in time as it was put to good use during World War II and ended up 

saving thousands of lives. To this date, various forms of penicillin 
are used daily to fight off terrible infections.3​

The development of the Pacemaker is another such story. 
Initially designed as an oscillator to aid in the recording of 
tachycardias, a chance misconnection by Greatbatch ended up 
producing the world’s first implantable pacemaker.4​

Dr. Sones conducted the world’s first coronary angiography 
when he accidently cannulated the coronaries of a patient and 
injected dye in 1958.5​

Similar serendipitous slips ended up paving the way toward 
the discovery of X-rays6​ and nitrous oxide gas.7​

In my own experience, I have seen even relatively simple 
surgeries botched up and some of the most complex operations 
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Fig. 1: Sculpture of Fortuna at Vienna (Public Domain Image)
Fig. 2: The original observations of Alexander Fleming in 1928. (Public 
Domain image) 
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gone smoothly. Patients who were otherwise healthy develop a 
trivial illness and pass away, whereas moribund patients survive. 
What could explain this aberrant outcome? Luck? Surely the hardest 
part of any doctor’s job is to explain to the patient and himself just 
why things turned foul when a patient seemed to be doing so well. 
In our departmental audits, we review the case files, revisit the test 
results, examine the X-rays again, and consult a colleague. But it still 
does not explain it. Too often the reason for the patient’s decline is 
no reason at all. Except perhaps bad luck.

Luck can mean different things to different people. For some it 
can be the outcome of spirituality and religion, or Karma. For others, 
luck is a coin toss, unaffected by reasoning, hence pure randomness. 
For still others, luck is simply what is yet to be explained in the future.

But for all of us, luck is what we use to explain whatever it is we 
cannot really explain.

It is a reluctant acknowledgment of how much we do not and 
cannot know. It is an acceptance of the randomness of fate and the 
role of chance in how a patient fares. Till the time we have been able 
to explain each and every event in the Universe, the role of Luck in 
medicine and life in general will always remain.
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