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CHAPTER 6

Qw

Codes, Virtue, and Professionalism

EDMUND D. PELLEGRINO

ntil very recently, in both Eastern and Western medicine, codes of ethical con-

duct provided the only source of judgment of good and bad, right and wrong,
professional conduct. They were, therefore, the only method of ethical argumenta-
tion. However, from the beginning of the contemporary era of medical ethics, ethical
codes have been challenged by a wide variety of alternate modes of argumentation, as
the other chapters in this book attest. Nonetheless, in most of the world, among pro-
fessionals and laypersons, codes continue to set standards for ethical conduct, to define
new ethical issues, and to support one position or another in ethical discourse.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the use of codes in medical ethical
discourse, to define their sources of moral authority, and to relate them to virtues and
professionalism. Properly employed, professional codes still have an important place
in medical practice, provided their limitations are taken into account and their moral
precepts are grounded more securely in a moral philosophy of the professions. The
delimitation of such a philosophy has been a long-term project of the author of this
chapter and his colleague, David C. Thomasma (Pellegrino 2008).

“w Description of Codes, Virtue, and Professionalism

The discussion of codes, virtue, and professionalism proceeds as follows: an overview
of the historical presence and ubiquity of ethical codes in medicine; the use of codes
in argumentation; challenges to the moral authority of codes; proposed sources of
their moral authority, including an argument relating codes to virtue and profession-
alism based on a moral philosophy of medicine; and the abuse of codes.

THE PERSISTENCE AND UBIQUITY OF CODES

It is important at the outset to distinguish codes from oaths, with which they are
frequently confused. Sulmasy has made this distinction quite explicit (Sulmasy 1999).
He understands an oath to be a formal, solemn, publicly proclaimed commitment
to conduct oneself in certain morally specified ways. Codes, on the other hand, are
simply enumerations, codifications, or collations of a set of moral precepts. One may
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