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The subject of my talk today is origin and purpose of medical ethics, but I would like to 

define medicine, the medical professional (doctors, physicians), and ethics, so that we know 

our profession, ourselves, our limits and our responsibilities.  

 

1. Medicine: is a profession which deals with humans, protecting and safeguarding a sound 

body, combating diseases, and restoring health.  

 

Physician: is a person who has the knowledge, capacity, and ability to recognize ailments, 

diagnose the disease, and assume the responsibility of treating the patient.  

 

Throughout the world and human history, being a physician has meant something special, 

and people had the highest regard for physicians. Because people go to physicians for help 

to relieve their pain and suffering and to restore their health, they allow physicians to see, 

touch, and manipulate every part of their body – even the most intimate. Patients do this 

because they trust the physician to act in their best interests. Patients share their secrets 

with their physician.  Secrets that they will not disclose to anyone else. Physicians, in 

general, care for the health and life of human beings who are considered the “crown of 

creation” and their life is considered sacred.  

 

 At the beginning of the 9th century A.D, a Muslim physician named Ishaque Ibn i Ali Al 

Rehawi, wrote a book about medical ethics entitled “AdabuTabib” (Moral conduct of the 

physician). This book has 20 chapters – one chapter of which is about the superiority and 

highest status and rank of the medical profession over all other professions. This book was 

translated into many languages and was used in Europe for centuries. One volume of the 

English translation of this book is now in the Library of the American Philosophical Society 

in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 

 

 Unfortunately, this status of the physician seems to be deteriorating. Is it basically because 

physicians now have less compassion, competence, and autonomy? Or, is it that they 

themselves have lost respect for individuals and for human rights? 



 

Compassion, competence and autonomy serve as a foundation of medical ethics and it is 

essential for the medical practice. Modern medicine is disease oriented not patient oriented. 

Physicians should always remember to treat the patient, not the disease. Unfortunately, 

lately physicians’ autonomy has also been moderated in many countries by the government 

and other authorities, imposing control on physicians.  

 

 What is ethics:  Ethics is the study of morality. We, as human beings, are actually moral 

beings housed in a biological frame. Morality is the value-dimension of human decision-

making and behavior. Since general ethics deal with all aspects human behavior and 

decision-making, it is very large and complex field of study with many branches and 

subdivisions. Our focus and concern here will be only on one branch called medical ethics. 

This deals with moral issues in medical practice and is professed publically by physicians 

before starting their practice.  

 

 Why study medical ethics? The common reasons given for NOT teaching medical ethics as 

an academic discipline and assigning a major role for it, in some medical schools’ 

curriculum are:  

 

·      1. As long as the physician is a knowledgeable and skilled clinician, ethics does not 

matter. 

 

·      2. Ethics is learned in the family, not in medical school.  

 

·      3. Medical ethics is learned by observing how senior physicians act, not from books or 

lectures.  

 

·      4. Ethics is important, but our curriculum is already over-crowded and there is no space 

for ethics teaching.     

 

Each of the above reasons are partially valid, however, advances in medical knowledge and 

technology, appearance of sensitive issues, and problems such as assisted suicide, 

abortion, organ transplantation, genetic engineering, AIDS, cloning, euthanasia, and 

multiple other problems are issues which raise legal and ethical dilemmas for the health 

care professionals. Also, modern medical practice is becoming increasingly multicultural 



and diverse. Differences in religious, family, and cultural values between the practitioner 

and the patient, can lead to ethical conflicts.  

 

 All of these necessitate teaching medical ethics in medical schools. Now medical schools 

throughout the world, realizing the need, have included teaching of medical ethics in the 

curriculum of their medical schools.  

 

 The most important benefit for teaching medical ethics is that it prepares medical students 

to recognize difficult situations and to deal with them in a rational and principled manner. It 

also prepares them for physician interaction with patients, their families, colleagues and the 

society.  

 

 Dr. Nakajima, the Director General of WHO, once said: “The objective of teaching medical 

ethics is to ensure that physicians are sensitive to ethical issues in all of their decision-

making through their professional life.” 

 

 Medical ethics is, and has been, an integral part of medicine long before Hippocrates. But, 

Hippocrates was the first physician who incorporated medical ethics into his Oath.  

 

 At about 4000 B. C., one of the centers of a major civilization in Mesopotami was Babylon. 

The people who lived there were Amorites, and their most renown ruler was Hamurabi. 

Medicine and medical professionals were highly respected by the ancient Babylonians. At 

the same time, they were expecting the physicians to strictly follow and observe the 

Hamurabi Code. This code consisted of rules and regulations for practicing the medical 

profession. The Hamurabi Code had 282 provisions and has proven to be the first set of 

laws governing the ethical practices of medicine. 

 

 Now, I would like to mention just two of the rules of the Hamurabi Code, as examples: 

 

·      1. If a physician shall cause on anyone a severe operation, or wound, with a bronze 

operating knife and cure him, or if he shall open a tumor (abscess or cavity) with a bronze 

operating knife and save the eye, he shall have ten shekels. If it is a slave, his owner shall 

pay two shekels of silver to the physician.  

 



·      2. If a physician shall make a severe wound with a bronze operating knife, and kill the 

patient, or shall open a growth with a bronze operating knife and destroy the eye, his hand 

shall be cut off.  

 

·        

 

Here, we see that the rules are strict, but equality and human rights are not observed.  

 

In 800 – 600 B.C., after the Babylonians, the ancient Indian healing art called Ayurvedic 

Medicine, was considered a sacred knowledge imparted by gods. The two most renowned 

authors of Ayurvedic Medicine were Charaka and Sushurata. They took particular interest 

and care in selecting individuals who wished to study the healing art. According to their 

criteria, the candidate had to be of tender years, of a good family, possess a desire to learn, 

be strong, content, have good character, self-control and a good retentive memory. He 

should have a good intellect, courage, purity of mind and body, and command a clear 

insight into the things studied…and, if having been further graced with the qualifications of 

thin lips, thin teeth, thin tongue and possess a straight nose, large, honest intelligent eyes, 

and benign contour of his mouth, and be pleasant in his speech and dealings.  

 

 Before commencement of his training, the accepted disciple was also to take a solemn 

oath, as follows:  

 

Thou shalt renounce lust, anger, greed, ignorance, vanity, egotistic feelings, envy, 

harshness, falsehood, and idleness. Nay all acts that soil the good name of a man…live the 

life of the truthful…thou shalt help with the professional skill, the Brahman, the elders, 

preceptors, the indigent, the honest, the Anchorites, the helpless… and thou shalt give them 

medicine (without charge any enumeration whatsoever) and God will bless thee for it. By so 

doing, thou shalt acquire friends, fame, piety, wealth, and all wished-for objects in life and 

thy knowledge shall gain publicity.  

 As we see in the selection criteria emphasis is more on character and personality, in the 

Oath. Equality and human rights are stressed besides the character, personality and good 

qualities. They wanted the physicians to be a perfect model in every way.  

 

 About 300 years later, in 460 B.C., Hippocrates was born on the island of Cos, in Greece. 

He studied medicine at the same island’s medical school and subsequently had an 



unprecedented career. He moved medicine from magic and metaphysics to give it a solid 

scientific basis. And, he introduced in “Corpus Hippocraticum” and his ethical concepts are 

described in five books – namely , “The Physician, The Oath, The Law, Medicine Decorum, 

and The Aphorisms”. One of his aphorisms states that “life is short, art is long, time is swift. 

Experiment is prone to mistakes and judgment is difficult”.  

 

 Hippocrates established his rules of ethical conduct for physicians in the fifth century B.C., 

and incorporated it into his Oath, stated here: 

 

I swear by Apollo the Physician, by Aesculapius, by Hygeia, by Panacea, and by all the 

gods and goddesses, making them my witnesses, that I will carry out according to my ability 

and judgment, this Oath and these indentures.  

 

 To hold my teacher in this art equal to my own parent; to make him partner in my livelihood; 

when he is in need of money to share mine with him; to consider his family as my own 

brother, and to teach them this art, if they want to learn it, without fee or indenture; to impart 

precepts, oral instruction, and all other instructions to my own son, the sons of my teacher, 

and to pupils who have taken the physicians’ Oath, but to nobody else. 

 

I will use treatment to help the sick according to my ability and judgment, but never with a 

view to injury and wrong-doing. Neither will I administer a poison to anybody when asked to 

do so, no will I suggest such a course. Similarly, I will not give to a woman a peccary to 

cause abortion. But I will keep pure and holy both my life and my art.  

 

 I will not use the knife, not even verily, on sufferers from stone, but I will give place to such 

as be craftsman therein.  

 

 Into whatsoever house I enter, I will enter to help the sick, and I will abstain from all 

intentional wrongdoing and harm, especially from abusing the bodies of man or woman, 

bond or free.  

 

 And whatsoever I shall see or hear in the course of my profession, as well as outside my 

profession in my intercourse with me, if it be what should not be published abroad, I will 

never divulge, holding such things to be holy secrets.  

 



 Now if I carry out this Oath, and break it not, may I gain forever reputation among all men 

for my life and for my art; but if I transgress it and foreswear myself, may the opposite befall 

me.  

 

 The Hippocrates Oath has been used in Europe and the West for over 2000 year, but not in 

the original form. The Oath has been constantly modified over the centuries and different 

versions are administered in medical schools in Europe and America. In the U.S practically 

every medical school has their own version, and the AMA also has theirs.  

 

 Lately, in June 2001, the AMA adopted the following as principles of standard conduct for 

physicians (It does not have the form of an oath): 

 

 ·      1. A physician shall be dedicated to providing competent medical care with 

compassion and respect for human dignity and rights.  

 

·      2. A physician shall uphold the standard of professionalism, be honest in all 

professional interactions, and strive to report physicians deficient in character or 

competence or engaging in fraud or deception, to appropriate entities.  

 

·      3. A physician shall respect the law and also recognize a responsibility to seek changes 

in those requirements which are contrary to the best interest of the patient.  

 

·      4. A physician shall respect the rights of patients, colleagues, and other health 

professionals and shall safeguard patients’ confidence and privacy within the constraints of 

the law.  

 

·      5. A physician shall continue to study, apply and advance scientific knowledge, 

maintain a commitment to medical education, make relevant information available to 

patients, colleagues and the public, obtain consultation and use the talents of other health 

professionals when indicated.  

 

·      6. A physician shall, in the provision of appropriate patient care, except in emergencies, 

be free to choose whom to serve, with whom to associate, and the environment in which to 

provide medical care.  

 



·      7. A physician shall recognize a responsibility to participate in activities contributing to 

the improvement of the community and the betterment of public health.  

 

·      8. A physician shall, while caring for a patient, regard responsibility to the patient as 

paramount.  

 

·      9. A physician shall support access to medical care for all people. Medicine as a sacred 

vocation was born of duty and desire to alleviate suffering.  

 

·       Today humane medicine is supplanted by unfeeling science and uncaring economies 

and from the Art of Medicine we have become so estranged.  

 

“Dr. Rafael Comps, in the conference on medical humanities in Land” 

 

 

  

  

 

  

 


