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    	Ethics

In a recent article, Wilkinson puts forward the notion of identity-relative paternalism. According to Wilkinson’s final formulation of this principle, ‘[i]ndividuals should be prevented from doing to future selves (where there are weakened prudential unity relations between the current and future self) what it would be justified to prevent them from doing to others’.1

In medical ethics, it is usually assumed that hard paternalism, that is, acting against a competent person’s wishes for their own benefit, is not justified. According to Mill’s harm principle, we may only limit people’s freedom if they cause harm to others.2 Harm to self is not a sufficient reason for overriding competent persons’ decisions.
Wilkinson, however, draws on Parfit’s reductionist view of personal identity to argue that sometimes, patients’ future selves are sufficiently disconnected from their present selves to treat future selves like different persons. If a competent person’s medical decision negatively affects a future self, this should be treated like a case of harm to others. Thus, overriding competent persons’ decisions in such cases—and treating them against their will—could be justified.
In this commentary, I point out two problems with this approach. First, I demonstrate that the cases Wilkinson’s argument is based on are not examples of harm to others but rather cases of surrogate decision making gone wrong, … 


View Full Text
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Footnotes
	Contributors EB is the sole author and contributor.

	Funding The authors have not declared a specific grant for this research from any funding agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

	Competing interests None declared.

	Provenance and peer review Commissioned; internally peer reviewed.





  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



  





  


  
  



  
        Read the full text or download the PDF:

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    


    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Subscribe  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Log in   


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
    



  


  
  



      

      
    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
      


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
    
  




  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
        Other content recommended for you

    
  
  
    	The harm principle, personal identity and identity-relative paternalismDominic Wilkinson, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2023

	Does identity-relative paternalism prohibit (future) self-sacrifice? A reply to WilkinsonCharlotte Garstman et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2023

	Can identity-relative paternalism shift the focus from the principle of autonomy?Cressida Auckland, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2023

	Depression and competence to refuse psychiatric treatmentA Rudnick, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2002

	Adverse consequences of article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities for persons with mental disabilities and an alternative way forwardMatthé Scholten et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2018

	Opt-out and consentDouglas MacKay, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2015

	Substituted decision making and the dispositional choice accountAnna-Karin Margareta Andersson et al., Journal of Medical Ethics, 2018

	‘To treat or not to treat’. Kerrie Wooltorton, lessons to learnSajid Muzaffar, Emergency Medicine Journal, 2010

	Ethics of care challenge to advance directives for dementia patientsWilliam Jinwoong Choi, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2022

	Advance decisions in dementia: when the past conflicts with the presentGeorge Gillett, Journal of Medical Ethics, 2018




  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
  


  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  


  



  

          

        


        
        
      

    

   

 


    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	[image: Institute of Medical Ethics]

  


  
  



  



  



  

      

    

  
    
    
      
          
    

    
  
    
  	Content	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Browse by collection
	Most read articles
	Responses


	Journal	About
	Editorial board
	Sign up for email alerts
	Subscribe
	Thank you to our reviewers


	Authors	Instructions for authors
	Submit an article
	Editorial policies
	Open Access at BMJ
	BMJ Author Hub


	Help	Contact us
	Reprints
	Permissions
	Advertising
	Feedback form





  



  

      
            
        
            
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	 RSS
	 Twitter
	 Facebook
	 Blog

  


  
  



  



  



  

        
      

          

  
      
    
      
    

    
      
        	Website Terms & Conditions
	Privacy & Cookies
	Contact BMJ


        
        Cookie Settings
        
        Online ISSN: 1473-4257Print ISSN: 0306-6800

        Copyright © 2023 BMJ Publishing Group Ltd & Institute of Medical Ethics. All rights reserved.

      

    

  
      
    
        
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

    

  

  
  


