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Abstract

The Adoption of a Hippocratic Oath for Academics

This submission addresses the general Terms of Reference specified in (b), namely, “the effect of increasing reliance on private funding and market behaviour on the sector’s ability to meet Australia’s education, training and research needs;” necessarily, however, it also touches upon the particular concerns of the Inquiry as expressed in almost all of the sub-paragraphs, especially (g).  It does so by reflecting upon the findings of research relating to the United States – where the universities have, in one form or another, embraced either the market (neo-liberal policies), and/or the practice of becoming, effectively, a state agency (a national security institution) in pursuit of their objectives to be adequately funded (especially in matters of research) and achieve a status beyond that which a life of teaching undergraduates, research, and writing routinely, and increasingly, denies them.  What is regularly found there – and my examples, though both acute and chronic, are indicative only -- is the antithesis of academic and intellectual moral worthy of the name.  My view is that, in Australia, the longer the universities are directed towards corporatization, marketization, and becoming state agencies – that is, becoming Americanized --  the closer they will become, in a moral sense, what they now imitate in a political-economic sense. 


The submission, albeit briefly made, in this second submission, is that the University is now in need of renewing itself along the lines of an ethical code modeled upon the principle of primum non nocere (first, do no harm) -- in other words to develop a way of thinking which places the welfare of students and society above other concerns.

The Adoption of a Hippocratic Oath for Academics


The very notion that academics might, in a declaratory sense, adopt a code of ethics along the lines of the Hippocratic Oath is, it is conceded, fanciful.  That they would consider themselves duty-bound by such a code in its own terms is even more fanciful.  The reasons need not be canvassed here: they are too numerous and too well-known to devote space to.  Indeed, most academics are content to observe the customary (and now legal) proscriptions against plagiarism and sexual harassment in return for blandishments that they live exemplary ethical professional lives.  Furthermore, to suggest a formal declaration can be caricatured as a return in the direction of the oaths of allegiance, and something, therefore, which only a fool would propose.  At the very least it would be pilloried as blasphemy against the economy of the university.  

But suppose, on reflection, it was concluded that an ethical system which declared plagiarism and sexual harassment to be anathema, but which honoured those who had advised the state how to commit industrialised mass murder was, to say the least, inadequate.  Suppose, also on reflection, it was concluded that the "moral collapse of the university" had gone far enough; that society in general was disgusted with the record and quality of advice that its university academics had rendered the state, and, more specifically, that the national treasure which is the student population required something more substantial by way of ethical example in their teachers than observation of the customary and legal proscriptions noted above -- that, in other words, society required a minimal assurance from all academics similar to that which (individually) its members receive when they consult medical practitioners -- that, no matter the circumstances, the operating principle is, and will be, primum non nocere (first do no harm)?  Indeed, could the medical ethics said to reside in the guidance provided by the Hippocratic Oath be a consensual foundation of such assurance?  [The Oath itself is a statement, attributed to the ancient Greek physician Hippocrates, that serves as an ethical guide for physicians -- especially "to do no harm," and to keep medical confidences -- and is incorporated into the graduation ceremonies at many medical schools.  By way of a tentative suggestion, this part of the paper ventures such a proposition. 


Consider, first, the Hippocratic Oath in popular version (modified only by the need to provide sentence numbers, and sentence separation for ease of reference in the discussion below) 

(1) I swear by Apollo the physician, by Aesculapius, Hygeia, and Panacea, and I take to witness all the gods, and all the goddesses, to keep according to my ability and my judgment the following Oath: 

(2) 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 if they so desire without fee or written promise; to impart to my sons and the sons of the master who taught me and disciples who have enrolled themselves and have agreed to the rules of the profession, but to these alone, the precepts and the instruction.  

(3) I will prescribe regimen for the good of my patients according to my ability and my judgement and never do harm to anyone.  

(4) To please no one will I prescribe a deadly drug, nor give advice which may cause his death.  Nor will I give a woman a pessary to procure abortion.  

(5) But I will preserve the purity of my life and my art.  

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

(7) In every house where I come I 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.  

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

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


Clearly some of it is redundant for current purposes: to begin, the references to the patron of medicine, and the deities of health, medicine and healing, respectively, (1) can be surrendered without any loss of relevance; secular affirmations, if that is the preference, are now such an integral part of official, solemnly sworn intentions that they are accepted without quibble.  Similarly (2): though it acknowledges the deep sense of obligation we incur with respect to our teachers, it is doubtful whether the extension of it their families needs to be honoured by an ethico-professional oath, especially where it comprises property rights of a substantial nature which do not apply elsewhere in Western society.  Furthermore, discharging the obligation to teach the discipline of International Relations "without written fee" would almost certainly create both indefensible privilege and contravene the allegedly sound financial management of most modern universities.  And finally, the intention to teach the discipline only to those men who accept "the rules of the profession," is best omitted in the interests of an open intellectual life within and without the university; besides, it might create the impression, already abroad in the community, that International Relations is an occult practice, something done behind closed doors by consenting male adults.  


The third undertaking, very much to the contrary, needs to be retained, with only one word changed, and would read as follows: 

I will prescribe regimen for the good of my [students] according to my ability and my judgement and never do harm to anyone.  

This is the central tenet of the Hippocratic Oath and would, I suggest, be an acceptable foundation for an academic oath taken by teachers of International Relations.  It is the passage which gives rise to the most famous phrase associated with the Oath, although the expression itself never appears in these exact words in anything by Hippocrates: the reason, apparently, is that, when the Roman physician, Galen, was translating the former's magnum opus, Epidemics (Book I, Section XI), from the original Greek into Latin, his sense of what Hippocrates meant by the injunction "As to diseases, make a habit of two things -- to help, or at least do no harm" was represented by primum non nocere (first do no harm).  Moreover the responsibility it carries does not vary between the clinic and the classroom in as much as it defines a way of thinking which places the welfare of the patient / student  above all other concerns.  Moreover, and by extension, the duty "to do no harm" would apply to students only in the first and most immediate instance: clearly, it is the ordering principle in all the actions which would be undertaken by academics in their relations with the communities and societies beyond the university.


The two sentences comprising (4), and the one sentence that is (5), extend and repeat this commitment but in more detailed terms.  Essentially, the obligation is to counsel students in life-enhancing politics (however they might be defined) in, for example, the following terms:

To please no one will I prescribe instruments of death, nor give advice which may cause death.  

The specific opposition to abortion, on the other hand, would undoubtedly be the cause of profound disagreement in any contemporary Western university setting; yet, for all of that, it is not essential in any ethical commitment an International Relations academic might make in the context of a minimal code of conduct.  At its centre lies a choice between evils which a simple declaration cannot be expected to resolve; in any case, it is not the intention of this proposal to place domestic laws, which frequently sanction abortion, in the way of its feasibility.  


To this writer at least, (6) appears to be sound advice, conveying the reality that there are limits to our knowledge and skill which must be recognised, no matter how strong the inducements are to act outside our competencies.  Perhaps it could read: 

At all times I will acknowledge the need to be intellectually humble, and will leave to specialists the tasks for which they are better educated and better trained than I am.

Limits to behaviour also form the basis of (7) but they are unexceptional in the contemporary setting for the simple reason that it is difficult to imagine a modern university that does not already have an ethical code to this same effect, even in the unlikely event that the civil law is silent on the matter.  For these reasons it is not an essential component of the proposed code.  The matter of confidentiality raised in (8) is probably not worthy of inclusion, either, on the grounds that, contrary to the medical profession, there is a great deal of information which academics come to know in the exercise of their daily profession which should be "spread abroad;" moreover, where personal and other details become gossip, the caution as to spreading it would appear to be covered already by primum non nocere.  Finally, (9) is an acknowledgement of the binary relationship between the need to be respected for living an ethical professional life according to the Oath, and, in default of this, the need to be held accountable, if only in terms of reputation.  Accordingly, it should be included, unchanged.  

A minimal code of ethics for International Relations academics would, therefore read:



"I affirm / swear that:

I will prescribe regimen for the good of my [students] according to my ability and my judgement and never do harm to anyone.  

To please no one will I prescribe instruments of death, nor give advice which may cause death.  

At all times I will acknowledge the need to be intellectually humble, and will leave to specialists the specialist tasks for which they are better educated and trained than I am.

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


Conceded immediately is that, even if such a minimal code were to become de rigueur, there is a high probability that it would become a casualty of both the genuinely ambiguous nature of the world that academics are called upon to diagnose, describe, and predict, as well as what Pascal scorned as the "utility of interpretations."  And these predations  notwithstanding, there is a need to answer this question: "What would be the discernible public and pedagogical benefit from requiring academics to take such an oath?" (though this is a question which cannot be divorced from questions concerning the efficacy of law in general, and ethical codes in particular, be they sworn, informal, or unwritten -- in other words questions concerning the codes and conventions which currently operate under various undeclared regimes).  In sum, there is no shortage of legitimately difficult challenges to the status quo which quite likely could relegate notions of a declared ethical code to the realm of utopian discourse.  


For all of that, however, if all that is on offer is default, or worse, deferral -- effectively, the celebration of the careers of the likes of Samuel Huntington, Henry Kissinger, and Milton Friedman as stellar performances -- might there not be a reaction along the lines of thinking and acting that have marked the renewed interest in war crimes prosecution, even while conceding the profound imperfections that attend these enterprises?  More specifically, the proposition is that a critical understanding of the roles of leading universities -- be they of the type and nature which this paper addressed earlier, or, more broadly, which permitted researchers at MIT and Vanderbilt University to expose more than 110 mentally retarded children and hundreds of pregnant women (none of whom were adequately informed of the risks) to radioactive materials in the 1940s and 1950s, and similar, subsequent experiments conducted by Columbia University, the University of Cincinnati, and the University of Washington in the 1960s and 1970s, or of the type and nature in which mental and psychiatric patients at Tulane University, and the Universities of Missouri and Minnesota, respectively, were given mind-altering drugs  such as LSD in studies conducted for the US armed forces
 -- regardless of discipline, could cause a reconsideration of the practices that are ethically acceptable.  In the light of the fact that some universities are now so indebted to sources of the problem rather than the solutions -- for example, the University of Texas at Austin, by 1991, had 1,051 endowed chairs, endowed professorships, and endowed faculty fellowships
 -- the prospect of it being generated by faculty members must be seen as problematic, but this is not to say that a combination of concerned faculty members and students is out of the question.  


Questions, ultimately, are in profusion in this matter, but it would be a mistake to believe that the difficulties which attend answering them dissolve the need to contemplate reform, if only because the obscene and egregious traditions alluded to here in part are creating their own persistent challenges as well.  The suggestion, and the hope, then, is that that which goes by the generic, if altogether too gentle a term, "harm," could, like all great institutional excesses, first create its own powerful opposition, then subsequently it own demise, and finally, its epitaph -- along the lines of these lines borrowed selectively from Nizar Qabbani's 1967 banned poem, Footnotes to the Book of the Setback:
Friends,

Our ancient word is dead. 

The ancient books are dead.

Our speech with holes like worn-out shoes is dead.

Dead is the mind that led to defeat  . . . . . 

Our shouting is louder than actions,

Our swords are taller than us,

This is our tragedy.

In short we wear the cape of civilization

But our souls live in the stone age . . . . . 

Don't curse circumstances. . . . . 

It's painful to listen to the news in the morning.

It's painful to listen to the barking of dogs. . . . . 

Our enemies did not cross our borders

They crept through out weaknesses like ants. . . . . 

We are a thick-skinned people

With empty souls.

We spend our days practising witchcraft,

Playing chess and sleeping . . . . . 

We praise like frogs,

Swear like frogs,

Turn midgets into heroes, 

And heroes into scum:

We never stop and think.  

Or worse, if Voltaire lent the licence:

Who were the greatest deceivers?  The teachers?

And the greatest fools?  The students?

� 	Lawrence C. Soley, Leasing the Ivory Tower, : The Corporate Takeover of Academia (Boston: 


	South End Press, 1995), pp. 39 and 170.


� 	ibid, p. 129.  
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