I will respect the privacy of my patients, for
their problems are not disclosed to me that the
world may know. Most especially must | tread
with care in matters of life and death. If it is
given me to save a life, all thanks. But it may
also be within my power to take a life; this
awesome responsibility must be faced with
great humbleness and awareness of my own
frailty. Above all, I must not play at God.

I will remember that | do not treat a fever
chart, a cancerous growth, but a sick human
being, whose illness may affect the person's
family and economic stability. My responsibility
includes these related problems, if | am to care
adequately for the sick.

I will prevent disease whenever | can, for
prevention is preferable to cure.

I will remember that | remain a member of
society, with special obligations to all my fellow
human beings, those sound of mind and body as
well as the infirm.

If 1 do not violate this oath, may | enjoy life
and art, respected while I live and remembered
with affection thereafter. May | always act so as
to preserve the finest traditions of my calling
and may | long experience the joy of healing
those who seek my help.”

Modern Relevance

The original text of the Hippocratic Oath is
usually interpreted as one of the first statements
of a moral of conduct to be used by physicians,
assuming the respect for all human life, even
unborn. Most Christian tradition interprets the
original Hippocratic Oath as a condemnation of
abortion and infanticide.

According to cultural  anthropologist
Margaret Mead : "For the first time in our
tradition there was a complete separation
between Kkilling and curing. Throughout the
primitive world, the doctor and the sorcerer
tended to be the same person. He with the power

to kill had power to cure, including specially the
undoing of his own Kkilling activities. He who
had the power to cure would necessarily also be
able to kill... With the Greeks the distinction was
made clear. One profession, the followers of
Asclepius, were to be dedicated completely to
life under all circumstances, regardless of rank,
age or intellect — the life of a slave, the life of
the Emperor, the life of a foreign man, the life of
a defective child..."

Restatement of the Hippocratic Oath

A 1995 restatement of the Hippocratic Oath
was developed under the leadership of Dr.
Joseph R. Stanton. In part it reads:

“I will neither prescribe nor administer a
lethal dose of medicine to any patient even if
asked nor counsel any such thing nor
perform act or omission with direct intent
deliberately to end a human life. | will
maintain the utmost respect for every human
life from fertilization to natural death and
reject abortion that deliberately takes a
unique human life.”

[The 1995 Restatement of the Hippocratic Oath
in hand-drawn calligraphy, on 20" high
parchment may be ordered from the National
Catholic Bioethics Center, 159 Washington
Street, Boston, MA 02135—Email:
jford@pjcenter.org—Call: 1 (617) 787-1900
Fax: 1 (617) 787-4900]
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A twelfth-century Byzantine manuscript of the Oath,
rendered in the form of a cross

The Hippocratic Oath is an oath historically
taken by doctors swearing to practice medicine
ethically. It is widely believed to have been
written by Hippocrates, the father of western
medicine, in lonic Greek (late 5th century BCE),
or by one of his students, and is usually included
in the Hippocratic Corpus.

Although mostly of historical and traditional
value, the oath is considered a rite of passage for
practitioners of medicine in some countries,
although nowadays the modernized version of
the text varies among the countries.

The Hippocratic Oath (orkos) is one of the
most widely known of Greek medical texts. It
requires a new physician to swear upon a
number of healing gods that he will uphold a
number of professional ethical standards. Little
is known about who wrote it or first used it, but
it appears to be more strongly influenced by
followers of Pythagoras than Hippocrates and is
often estimated to have been written in the 4th
century B.C.E.

Over the centuries, it has been rewritten
often in order to suit the values of different
cultures influenced by Greek medicine. Contrary
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to popular belief, the Hippocratic Oath is not
required by most modern medical schools.

Original, translated into English:

“l swear by Apollo, the healer, Asclepius,
Hygieia, and Panacea, and | take to witness all
the gods, all the goddesses, to keep according to
my ability and my judgment, the following Oath
and agreement:

To consider dear to me, as my parents, him
who taught me this art; to live in common with
him and, if necessary, to share my goods with
him; To look upon his children as my own
brothers, to teach them this art.

I will prescribe regimens for the good of my
patients according to my ability and my
judgment and never do harm to anyone.

I will not give a lethal drug to anyone if |
am asked, nor will I advise such a plan; and
similarly I will not give a woman a pessary to
cause an abortion.

But I will preserve the purity of my life and
my arts.

I will not cut for stone, even for patients in
whom the disease is manifest; | will leave this
operation to be performed by practitioners,
specialists in this art.

In every house where | come | will enter
only for the good of my patients, keeping myself
far from all intentional ill-doing and all
seduction and especially from the pleasures of
love with women or with men, be they free or
slaves.

All that may come to my knowledge in the
exercise of my profession or in daily commerce
with men, which ought not to be spread abroad, |
will keep secret and will never reveal.

If | keep this oath faithfully, may | enjoy my
life and practice my art, respected by all men
and in all times; but if | swerve from it or violate
it, may the reverse be my lot.”

Classic translation of the English:

“l swear by Apollo the Physician and
Asclepius and Hygieia and Panaceia and all the
gods, and goddesses, making them my
witnesses, that | will fulfill according to my
ability and judgment this oath and this covenant:

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 the
oath according to medical law, but to no one
else.

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

I will neither give a deadly drug to
anybody if asked for it, nor will 1 make a
suggestion to this effect. Similarly I will not
give to a woman an abortive remedy. In purity
and holiness | 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 | may visit, | 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 | may see or hear in the course of
treatment or even outside of the treatment in
regard to the life of men, which on no account
one must spread abroad, | will keep 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 | transgress it and swear falsely, may
the opposite of all this be my lot.”

A widely used modern version of the
traditional oath was penned by Dr. Luis
Lasagna, former Principal of the Sackler School
of Graduate Biomedical Sciences of Tufts
University.

In the 1870s, many American medical
schools chose to abandon the Hippocratic Oath
as part of graduation ceremonies, usually
substituting a version modified to something
considered more politically and medically
correct, or an alternate pledge like the Oath of
Maimonides.

The Hippocratic Oath has been updated by
the Declaration of Geneva. In the United
Kingdom, the General Medical Council provides
clear modern guidance in the form of its Duties
of a Doctor and Good Medical Practice
statements.

The Hippocratic Oath (Modern Version)

“I swear to fulfill, to the best of my ability
and judgment, this covenant:

I will respect the hard-won scientific gains
of those physicians in whose steps | walk, and
gladly share such knowledge as is mine with
those who are to follow.

I will apply, for the benefit of the sick, all
measures [that] are required, avoiding those twin
traps of overtreatment and therapeutic nihilism.

I will remember that there is art to medicine
as well as science, and that warmth, sympathy,
and understanding may outweigh the surgeon's
knife or the chemist's drug. | will not be
ashamed to say "I know not," nor will 1 fail to
call in my colleagues when the skills of another
are needed for a patient's recovery.
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