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Medical bioethics and decision making :
concerning paternalism and autonomy
Fumiaki Taniguchi : Faculty of Letters, Konan University

The purpose of this paper is to clarify the difficulty of the dilemma between the physi-
cian’s paternalism and the patient’s autonomy, so that we come to realize the needs for a
new criterion, or standard of division, so as to make soft decisions with which everybody
is content. A consensus by everyone related to the client can then be reached in order to
incorporate the clinical decision making of the client.

First, I would like to deal with two levels of decision making by citing R.Descartes’
Cogito. It is usually thought of as “hard” decision making of the Ego level but, in fact,
includes not only thinking and reasoning, but also feeling and imagining. That is “soft”
decision making of the Self level.

Second, I will consider issues of the physician’s paternalism and the patient’s autonomy.
Traditional medical treatment used to be practiced according to the paternalism which is
derived from Hippocrates, but recently people who engage in medical treatment should
take into consideration the rights of the client, such as the right to self-decision.

Third, I will show the problems of medical bioethics as follows. The origin of bioethics
is caused by the dilemma between the paternalism on the physician’s side and the auton-
omy of self - decision on the client’s side. In addition, we should also think of the decision
making by everybody who is involved in the medical treatment. For instance, in the due
course of time, the hard decisions of the client gradually change into soft ones on the
verge of his death. Assistants such as the nurse, physical therapist, and social worker also

have to change their attitudes and decisions in accordance with the change of the client’s
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soft and fluctuating decisions.

In conclusion, with the use of soft decision making emerges a free space in which it is
possible to elicit sincere opinions and unbiased information from all concerned. This is
possible only where these is no severe dilemma in the relationship between the client and

those who engage in the treatment.
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