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From Physician Self-Cultivation to Relational Ethics: The Narrative Turn of
Doctor-Patient Relationships from the Perspective of Traditional Chinese

Medicine Culture

ZHOU Gui-yang'; YE Lu!; CHEN De-chao'; HUANG Ying-an'; SHI Yu-feng'; HE Li-ming'; WU Guang-shan';
PAN Yun-lin'; WU Li-sha?
(1 Shenzhen Bao’'an Pure TCM Treatment Hospital, Shenzhen, Guangdong , China;2 Longgang Central Hospital of
Shenzhen, Shenzhen, Guangdong , China.)

Abstract: The tradition of physician self-cultivation in traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) culture embodies rich ethical
resources, including benevolence, professional sincerity, self-discipline, and holistic care. It constitutes an important
intellectual foundation for the development of medical humanities in China. However, the modern doctor—patient
relationship is no longer a one-way therapeutic relationship centered on the physician. Instead, it has become a complex
relational practice involving physicians, patients, families, and healthcare institutions. If traditional medical ethics is
understood merely as the personal virtue of physicians, it may fail to respond adequately to contemporary ethical
demands such as patient subjectivity, shared decision-making, family participation, and institutional support. From the
perspective of TCM culture, this article examines the value structure of traditional physician self-cultivation and its limits
in modern doctor - patient relationships. It argues that narrative medicine can serve as a methodological bridge for
transforming physician-centered moral cultivation into relational ethics. Through listening, understanding, response, and
negotiation, narrative medicine incorporates patients’ illness experiences, life contexts, family relationships, and value
preferences into clinical practice. In this way, traditional medical virtues can be transformed from unilateral moral
requirements into mutual understanding, relational negotiation, and shared responsibility between physicians and patients.
On this basis, the article proposes four practical pathways: clinical communication, shared decision-making, medical
education, and hospital governance. It also emphasizes the need to avoid romanticizing traditional medical ethics,
formalizing narrative medicine, performing empathy superficially, and reducing relational ethics to empty rhetoric. The
narrative turn of doctor - patient relationships from the perspective of TCM culture may contribute to the localization of
narrative medicine and provide an ethically grounded pathway for contemporary medical humanities in China.
Keywords: Physician self-cultivation; relational ethics; narrative medicine; Traditional Chinese Medicine culture;

doctor-patient relationship; shared decision-making; medical humanities
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