
Historical Development of Surgical Ethics

(A concise, organized overview for study or teaching purposes)

1. Early Foundations (Antiquity – Middle Ages)

Period
Key Figures /

Texts
Core Ethical Concepts Notable Practices

Ancient Egypt

(c.?3000?BCE)

Medical papyri

(e.g., Edwin Smith)

Duty to preserve life; secrecy

of surgical knowledge

Trephination, wound

cleaning

Classical

Greece

(5th–4th?c.?

BCE)

Hippocrates,

Hippocratic

Corpus

“Do no harm” (????????),

beneficence, non?maleficence,

physician?patient trust

Use of cautery, early

amputations

Roman Empire

(1st?c.?CE)
Galen, Celsus

Emphasis on rational anatomy,

patient consent (informal)

Development of

instruments, battlefield

surgery

Early Islamic

World

(7th–13th?c.)

Al?Zahrawi

(Abulcasis),

Avicenna

Compassion, confidentiality,

informed discussion of risks

Detailed operative

manuals, teaching

hospitals

Medieval

Europe

(5th–15th?c.)

Monastic

infirmaries,

Scholasticism

Moral duty of charity, respect

for the body as God’s creation

Limited surgical practice;

barber?surgeons

performed minor

procedures

Take?away: Early surgical ethics were embedded in broader medical oaths and religious

teachings, emphasizing beneficence, non?maleficence, and the sanctity of life.

2. The Renaissance & Early Modern Era (15th–18th?c.)

Milestone Contributor(s) Ethical Advancement

Printing of Surgical

Texts

Andreas Vesalius (1543 De humani

corporis fabrica)

Greater anatomical knowledge ?

more accurate risk assessment
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Milestone Contributor(s) Ethical Advancement

Professionalization of

Surgeons

Formation of guilds (e.g.,

Company of Barber?Surgeons,

1540, London)

Emergence of apprenticeship

contracts ? implicit consent

Humanist Medicine Paracelsus (1493?1541)
Emphasis on patient?centered

care, individualized treatment

Early Informed Consent John Hunter (1728?1793)

Advocacy for explaining

procedures to patients, though still

paternalistic

Key Point: The era marked a shift from mystical explanations to empirical anatomy, prompting

surgeons to consider the knowledge they owed patients about operative risks.

3. 19th?Century Transformations

Development Ethical Implication

Anesthesia (1846) – ether &

chloroform

Ability to perform longer, more complex operations ? need

for pre?operative disclosure of risks and benefits

Antisepsis (1860s) – Lister’s

carbolic acid

Surgeons took responsibility for preventable harm,

reinforcing non?maleficence

Rise of Surgical Specialties
Greater expertise ? duty of competence and continuous

learning

Medical Licensing & Boards (e.g.,

UK Medical Act 1858)
Formal regulation of practice standards and ethical conduct

Conceptual Shift: Surgeons began to view ethical practice as a combination of technical skill and

responsibility for patient safety.

4. Early 20th Century – Codification & Institutional Ethics

Year Event / Document Ethical Highlights

1900
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