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Medical Ethics

Medical ethics1) is a branch of ethics that deals with the moral principles and values that guide the
practice of medicine. It is concerned with the ethical issues that arise in the provision of healthcare,
such as the allocation of resources, the treatment of vulnerable populations, and the balancing of
benefits and risks.

The Hippocratic Oath

The Hippocratic Oath is an ancient Greek ethical code for medical practitioners. It is named after the
physician Hippocrates, who is considered the father of Western medicine. The oath is still often taken
by modern-day doctors and healthcare professionals upon graduating from medical school or entering
the profession. The original text of the oath includes a number of commitments that a doctor makes
to their profession and to their patients, including to practice medicine ethically and to respect the
confidentiality of patient information. It is considered a cornerstone of the medical profession and is
intended to establish trust and confidence between doctors and their patients.

Here is the original text of the Hippocratic Oath:

“I swear by Apollo the physician, and Asclepius, and Hygieia, and Panacea, and all the gods and
goddesses, that, according to my ability and judgment, I will keep this Oath and this contract:

To hold him who has taught me this art as equal to my parents and to live my life in partnership with
him, and if he is in need of money to give him a share of mine, and to regard his offspring as equal to
my brothers in male lineage and to teach them this art—if they desire to learn it—without fee and
covenant; to give a share of precepts and oral instruction and all the other learning to my sons and to
the sons of him who has instructed me and to pupils who have signed the covenant and have taken
an oath according to the medical law, but no one else.

I will apply dietetic measures for the benefit of the sick according to my ability and judgment; I will
keep them from harm and injustice.

I will neither give a deadly drug to anybody if asked for it, nor will I make a suggestion to this effect.
Similarly I will not give to a woman an abortive remedy. In purity and holiness I will guard my life and
my art.

I will not use the knife, not even on sufferers from stone, but will withdraw in favor of such men as are
engaged in this work.

Whatever houses I may visit, I will come for the benefit of the sick, remaining free of all intentional
injustice, of all mischief and in particular of sexual relations with both female and male persons, be
they free or slaves.

What I may see or hear in the course of the treatment or even outside of the treatment in regard to
the life of men, which on no account one must spread abroad, I will keep to myself, holding such
things shameful to be spoken about.

If I fulfill this oath and do not violate it, may it be granted to me to enjoy life and art, being honored
with fame among all men for all time to come; if I transgress it and swear falsely, may the opposite of
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all this be my lot.”

Autonomy

One of the foundational principles of medical ethics is the principle of autonomy2), which holds that
patients have the right to make their own decisions about their healthcare. This includes the right to
be informed about their medical condition and treatment options, and to give or withhold consent for
medical procedures. This principle is important because it allows patients to retain control over their
own bodies and to make decisions that are in line with their values and preferences.

Another key principle of medical ethics is the principle of non-maleficence3), which dictates that
doctors must do no harm to their patients. This means that doctors should not intentionally harm their
patients or expose them to unnecessary risks, and should take steps to minimize harm whenever
possible. This principle is closely related to the principle of beneficence4) , which requires doctors to
act in the best interests of their patients and to do what is best for their health and well-being.

In addition to these principles, medical ethics also involves the ethical considerations surrounding the
allocation of resources. With limited resources available, it is often necessary to prioritize certain
treatments or procedures over others. This can raise difficult ethical questions about fairness and
justice, and requires careful consideration of the potential benefits and risks of different courses of
action.

Another important aspect of medical ethics is the ethical treatment of vulnerable populations. This
includes ensuring that patients who are unable to make decisions for themselves, such as children or
those with cognitive impairments, receive the care they need in a way that respects their dignity and
autonomy. It also involves addressing issues of inequality and discrimination in healthcare, such as
ensuring that marginalized or underserved communities have access to quality healthcare.

Non-Maleficence

The medical principle of non-maleficence5), also known as the principle of “first, do no harm,” is a
fundamental ethical guideline in the practice of medicine. This principle dictates that doctors and
other healthcare professionals should not intentionally cause harm to their patients, either through
their actions or by failing to take appropriate action to prevent harm.

One of the main reasons for the principle of non-maleficence is to ensure that patients are treated
with respect and dignity, and that their autonomy is respected. Patients have the right to make
informed decisions about their own healthcare, and it is the responsibility of healthcare professionals
to provide them with the information and support they need to make those decisions.

The principle of non-maleficence also applies to the use of medical treatments and procedures.
Healthcare professionals should only use treatments and procedures that have been proven to be
safe and effective, and should avoid using treatments or procedures that have a high risk of causing
harm. This means that doctors should consider the potential risks and benefits of a treatment before
deciding to use it, and should only use treatments that are likely to provide more benefit than harm.

In addition to preventing harm to patients, the principle of non-maleficence also requires healthcare
professionals to take steps to prevent harm to others, such as by practicing infection control
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measures to prevent the spread of disease.

Overall, the principle of non-maleficence is a critical ethical guideline in the practice of medicine, and
is essential to ensuring that patients receive high-quality, safe care. It is the responsibility of
healthcare professionals to adhere to this principle in order to protect the well-being and autonomy of
their patients.

Informed Consent

Informed consent6) is a cornerstone of medical ethics, as it ensures that patients are fully informed
about their healthcare options and can make decisions about their own treatment based on their own
values and beliefs. This process involves a thorough explanation of the potential benefits and risks of
a particular treatment, as well as any alternatives that may be available.

One of the key principles of informed consent is respect for patient autonomy. This means that
healthcare providers should respect a patient's right to make decisions about their own healthcare,
even if the provider disagrees with the patient's choice. It is important for healthcare providers to
present all relevant information to patients in a clear and understandable way, so that they can make
informed decisions.

In some cases, a patient may be unable to give informed consent due to a lack of capacity, such as in
the case of a severe cognitive impairment or unconsciousness. In these situations, a healthcare
provider may need to rely on a surrogate decision-maker, such as a family member or legal guardian,
to make decisions on the patient's behalf. It is important for healthcare providers to involve surrogate
decision-makers in the informed consent process, and to ensure that their decisions are based on the
patient's best interests.

There are also cases where a patient may be unable to fully understand the implications of a
particular treatment, due to language barriers, cultural differences, or other factors. In these cases, it
is important for healthcare providers to take extra care to ensure that the informed consent process is
as thorough and effective as possible. This may involve using interpreter services, providing
additional written materials, or taking other steps to ensure that the patient has a clear
understanding of the treatment options and their potential risks and benefits.

Informed consent is an essential part of medical ethics, as it ensures that patients are able to make
informed decisions about their own healthcare. It is important for healthcare providers to respect
patient autonomy and involve surrogate decision-makers when necessary, while also taking extra
care to ensure that the informed consent process is as thorough and effective as possible.

Conclusion

Overall, medical ethics is a complex and multifaceted field that deals with the ethical issues that arise
in the practice of medicine. It is concerned with respecting the autonomy of patients, minimizing
harm, acting in the best interests of patients, and ensuring the fair and just allocation of resources. By
adhering to these principles, healthcare professionals can provide the highest quality of care to their
patients and uphold the ethical standards of the medical profession.
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