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PROFILE

Doris

Suciu

beats all
the odds

By Alan Hirvela

In a time when many people seek
security and a comfortable role in life
that they don’t have to deviate from,
Doris Suciu is an impressive exception
to the rule.

A lifelong resident of Flint who has
served for the past year as Head
Resident Doctor at Hurley Hospital,
Doris" adult life has been characterized
by a steadfast refusal to follow a
comfortable course of action. She has
chosen, instead, to continually chal-
lenge the system she has lived and
worked in as part of an effort to not only
improve the community, but to enhance
her own growth as well.

In the process, she has become an
important community activist and advo-
cate of social change.

Currently a board member of the local
branch of the American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU) and a member of the
Flint chapter of the National Organiza-
tion for Women (NOW) as well as
president of a union for resident doctors
at Hurley Hospital that she established
2 years ago, Doris has long been
involved in projects and concerns that
benefit the people of the community.

The roots of these concerns can be
traced back to the early 60's, when she
worked as a secretary for the Flint
Board of Education upon graduation
from St. Michael's High School. At that
point her life was following the pre-
scribed course for women in American
society, but somewhere along the way
she began to challenge that idea.

A semester after her high school
graduation she began attending classes
at Mott Community College (Flint
Junior College at that time) and
eventually took a secretarial job at AC.
Then a turning point occurred. She was
laid off by AC and found herself asking,
““What did I do wrong?'’' She says now
that that was *‘the conditioned women’s
response,’’ and her recognition of that
began to lead her in other directions.
She pursued her education full-time as
she began to see limitations in the
system she had thus far participated in
according to more conventional modes
of thinking.

After graduating from Mott she
shifted to U-M Flint, where she “‘want-
ed to go into psychology, but was talked
into history.”” She suddenly found
herself in a field she didn’t particularly

care about and that, for her, had no
future.
It was at this point that more

substantial changes which eventually
led to her active involvement in com-

munity affairs began to take shape. As
she neared completion of her bachelors
degree, she found herself thinking,
“‘I"'m not happy with what I've gotten,”’
so she transferred to the Ann Arbor
campus and spent three semesters
“‘taking courses just for me' with only
partial regard to a particular degree.
The easy course would have been to
finish her degree and start a career, but
she wasn’t satisfied with that.

She says of that time that “'l always
used to think everything had to be
planned out; now I feel just do it and
figure it out later.”* She adds, *‘I took a
risk for the first time,” and she's
followed that same policy ever since.

During the late 60's and early 70's
she taught 6th grade at Pierce Elemen-
tary School and worked as a social
worker in the Flint school system.
Earlier, while doing graduate work in
Ann Arbor, she had worked in a
Veteran's hospital, and it was there that
the seeds of a new, more challenging
and rewarding career began to germi-
nate. She had begun to develop an
interest in medicine and began harbor-
ing thoughts of becoming a doctor. She
found herself saying, ‘‘there’s a job
where you can do something and where
you can see your results.’’ Her experi-
ences inm social work solidified this
belief. In fact, she says, ‘I do better
social work now as a doctor than 1 did as
a social worker.”’ And reflecting upon
her eventual decision to go into medi-
cine, she adds, *'I wasn't getting out of
it; being a doctor is social work."’

What she found in social work was
that she was only treating the symptoms
of the problems she encountered. *'I
would get shoes for the kids, but I was
thinking, why don’t they have shoes?""

It was this same process of intense
questioning of the system and of herself

.that finally led her to leave her social

work job to pursue a career in medicine.
She went back to Mott to take the
chemistry and math courses she would
need, and then, before she had com-
pleted the courses, took the medical
school application exam. She passed—
and then finished the courses that were
supposed to prepare her for the test.
Here again she had taken a major risk
by quitting her job and taking a test she
wasn’t supposed to be prepared for. In
addition, she was leaving a field where
she had security for an area that was full
of unknowns. This was especially true
for women, who found the sexist
structure of the medical field almost
impossible to penetrate. But it was this
ability to leave a more comfortable role
and tackle something more challenging
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and potentially more rewarding that has
made her the person she is today.

She was accepted into the College of
Human Medicine at Michigan State
University, where she is now complet-
ing her final requirements as a physi-
cian. These requirements have included
four grueling years of residency at all of
Flint's hospitals, including the past year
as Head Resident at Hurley.

During her years at Hurley she has
accomplished something that has rarely
been done in this country: formed a
union for the resident doctors there.
This project started in 1977, after she
had experienced the extraordinary con-
ditions that residents encounter, includ-
ing working up to a hundred hours a
week while receiving less pay than
nurses.

Establishing the union seems to have
been a catharsis of sorts for Doris. It
was this effort that seemingly enabled
her to clarify her view of the authoritar-
ian structure of management, and of her
role in effecting change within struc-
tures and organizations.

Management, she says, made it
easier for the union to form through
their insistence on exploiting the resi-
dents. "“They pull so much baloney that
they do the organizing for you,” she
says, and adds, ‘‘rarely will they behave
any differently."

The process of forming the union and
negotiating a contract for the residents
was characterized by management’s
attempts to deflate the whole process
through stalling tactics. 'l think they
thought they would wear us out,”
according to Doris, who reflects that
after several months of this, “‘we were
ready to march. After that they realized
we were serious.’”

Eventually a two year contract which
runs out this June was negotiated. But
with Doris leaving the hospital and the
union upon completion cr her residency,
the future of the union is uncertain.

Looking back on the organizing
experience, Doris says, “'l feel good.
We won, and that shows it can be done,
because it was. The history will always
be there, and I don’t feel that 1 wasted
my time."’

With her residency behind her now,
Doris again finds herself at a cross-
roads. The opportunity to go into private
practice—which of course would be
lucrative financially—is available, but
she doesn't see herself going that
traditional route.

After eight years of intensive study
and work in the medical field, she sees
herself looking to other areas where she
can express herself and assist in the
development of the community. She
sees the ACLU and NOW as important
mediums for her energy and for social
change, and intends to do what she can
to help them grow.

The years of struggle seem to have
fortified her already firm resolve to
follow her own course in life, rather than
the prescribed, comfortable route.
Referring to herself as a **free thinker,””
she doesn’t see herself being bound to
any traditional ideas about how her
future has to unfold. Having left other
careers and potentially comfortable
roles behind, she's ready to do so again.

Her work and philosophy of life are
perhaps best illustrated in her choices of
figures who have most impressed her in
her studies. She identifies Bertrand
Russell, John Stuart Mill, and Thomas
Paine as being especially influential in
the development of her thinking over
the years and says their most important
quality was that “‘they were people who
were not sell-outs in theé end.”

Her actions and contributions to the
community over the past 19 years
indicate that she, too, is not a sell-out,
and that she won't become one. And
given her abilities and determination,
Flint will be a far better place for it.






