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Introduction

Daniel Messelken and Hans U. Baer

Several discussions held over the years during the courses on the Law of Armed 

Conflict (LOAC) mandated by the International Committee of Military Medicine 

(ICMM) and organised by Swiss Armed Forces in Spiez/Switzerland have shown a 

growing demand to analyse ethical questions and dilemmas arising in the course 

of the deployment of medical troops. This, inter alia, led to the foundation of the 

ICMM Reference Centre of  International Humanitarian Law and Ethics which is based 

in Switzerland and started its work in 2010.

The idea of the ICMM Conference Series on Military Medical Ethics, that started in 

2011 and will have its fourth conference in April 2014, is to bring together people 

from different professional backgrounds and to give them a forum to share their 

experience and expertise on specific problems or dilemmas from the field of mili-

tary medical ethics. Thus, the audience of the workshops included medical officers 

from several armed forces, experts in international humanitarian law, representa-

tives from international organisations, and philosophers specializing in military 

medical ethics. This unlikely and diverse composition led to a fruitful and open 

working atmosphere that everyone could gain insight from.

The goal of the three day workshops is to facilitate a discussion and to agree on 

common positions on how to (re)act in future situations comparable to the case 

studies discussed. In order to achieve this goal, case studies are discussed with the 

participants and experts are asked to contribute their commentaries. The confer-

ences themselves gave large room for group and plenary discussions on these cas-

es and cases reported directly by participants. Even if agreement could not always 

be found, the discussions were deemed to be fruitful and revealing by the work-

shop participants.

By publishing the proceedings of the 2nd workshop held in 2012 we want to give, 

to a larger audience, the opportunity to read the presentations and to (re)think the 

issues treated at the workshop. Even if the discussions held at the Forum Lilienberg 

and their results do not figure in this book, we are convinced that the presentations 

and lectures themselves give an important and highly valuable insight into some 

issues of military medical ethics. The contributions collected in this volume do how-

ever only reflect the opinions of their authors.
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The Contributions of the Volume

In his contribution, Bill Boothby traces the emergence of the humanitarian philos-

ophy that gave rise to the early development of the law of armed conflict. One of 

his major concerns is how the balance between humanitarian concern and mili-

tary necessity, which is central to the acceptance of the law of armed conflict, has 

influenced its subsequent development.

Also concerned with legal aspects, Sigrid Mehring presents a short and dense over-

view of those provisions of International Humanitarian Law which are the most 

relevant ones for physicians. Besides the basic and well-known duty of «respect 

and protect» in international humanitarian she outlines some less known but 

equally important provisions of IHL that complete the legal framework for the work 

of physicians, whether military or civilian, in armed conflicts. As the boundaries 

set by the law for physicians’ involvement during armed conflict are especially in-

teresting and important to know, she also dedicates some time to what is called 

«medical war crimes» by international humanitarian law.

Starting from the existing legal regulations, Paul Bouvier looks at the ethics of res-

cuing persons in distress and at the history of the moral duty to provide care to the 

wounded enemy. He explores how this duty derives from the principle of human-

ity, and how it closely relates to the medical neutrality and the functional indepen-

dence of health services in armed conflicts. His main thesis is that the duty to take 

care of the enemy must apply without compromise. If a physician encounters prac-

tical limits to follow this duty (e.g. when resources are limited and security is threat-

ened) his answer in the field should be guided by an ethics of responsibility. 

Ultimately, he states, that the best guide might be the golden rule: take care of the 

wounded enemy as you would like yourself to be treated in similar circumstances.

Ayesha Ahmad directs our attention to intercultural issues in humanitarian inter-

ventions. She proposes to integrate the analysis of culture into the way that we un-

derstand people in the emergency medical setting, following a disaster or a 

humanitarian crisis. In her view, treating a person ethically in medical practice in-

volves the recognition and respect of the culture that forms the patients’ values 

and beliefs. This principle is all the more important in disaster medicine where the 

physician is often working in a different culture, and where resources are limited. 

She concludes that there is a strong need to maintain awareness of the intercul-

tural aspects in disaster medicine in order to recognize, mediate, and resolve con-

flicts that arise during and from intercultural encounters.

Introduction
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Taking stronger into account the medical role of military physicians,  

Hans U. Baer presents the current mainstream approach to medical ethics which 

is the so-called principlism that has been developed by Beauchamp and Childress. 

The four principles and their implications are introduced and a model for ethical 

decision-making based on these principles is presented. Unlike ordinary medical 

ethics, the approach presented by Baer takes explicitly into account, however, the 

needs and the context of military physicians who shall be enabled to independent-

ly conduct an ethical analysis of critical cases.

In the concluding chapter, Daniel Messelken looks at the ethical issues that arise 

from the fact that medical officers fulfil tow roles at the same time: physician and 

soldier. This double role can lead to a series of ethically problematical situations. 

Being physician and soldier a medical officer is subject to two professional ethics 

that from case to case may obligate him to different paths of action. His contribu-

tion aims at exploring some of the underlying ethical assumptions and theories, 

that describe the double role of the medical officer and sketches an alternative ap-

proach of how the two roles might be reconciled.
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