
The Difficulties of Medical Science: An Inaugural
Lecture, Introductory To a Course of Lectures

Item Type Lecture/Address

Authors Bird, Robert Montgomery, 1806-1854

Publication Date 1841

Keywords Medicine; Medicine--Philosophy; Pennsylvania College. Medical
Department

Publisher Philadelphia

Download date 22/05/2023 06:35:34

Item License https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10713/3385

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10713/3385


THE DIFFICU LTIES

OF

MEDICAL SCIENCE:

AN INAUGURAL LECTURE,

INTRODUCTORY TO A COURSE OF LECTURES:

BY ROBER'!' M. BIRD, M. D.,..
PROFESSOR OF THE INSITUTES OF MEDICINE AND MATERIA MEDICA,

IN

PENNSYLVANIA MEDICAL COLLEGE.

PHILADELPHIA:

1841.



•

Ct:,.~
!lI5T
c "'-(..

H UNITED STATES" Printing Office, Ledger Building.



Philadelphia, November 11th, 184l.
DEAR SIR,-At a meeting of the Students of Pennsylvania Medical

College, on Wednesday, November 10th, CHARLES R. FASSITT being
called to the chair, it was unanimously

Resolved, That a copy of your Introductory Lecture be requested for
publication.

Committee
{

J. H. B. M'CLELLAN,
JACKSONVAN STAVOREN,
JAMESR. RIGGS,
J. L. THOMPSON,
CHAS.L. CLINGAN. •

To Professor R. M. BIRD.

Philadelphia, November 12th, 1841.
GENTLEMEN,-It affords me pleasure to comply with the request of the

gentlemen of the Medical Class of Pennsylvania College, whom you repre-
sent, to furnish for publication the Introductory Lecture which I have had
the honour of delivering before you. The request I cannot but consider
a complimentary mark of your regard; and I only regret that the Lecture
is not more worthy of your acceptance.

With much respect,
Your friend, &c.

ROBERTM. BIRD.
Messrs. J. H. B. M'CLELLAN, 1

JACKSONVAN STAVOREN,
JAMESR. RIGGS, Committee.
J. L. THOMPSON,
CHAS.L. CLINGAN, )



INTRODUCTORY LECTURE.

Gentlemen of the Medical Class of Pennsylvania College:
The death of the late Professor SAMUELCOLHOUN(a man
universally honoured for the many noble qualities of head and
heart, which adorned his character, and commended him to the
affections of all who knew him) would seem particularly to
demand a commemorati ve notice from one whom his colleagues
have honoured with the post of his successor. But the office
of eulogizing his virtues, of building up his funeral monument,
has been appropriately committed to the hands of friendship:
it has been accepted by Professor M'Clellan, who, from the
earliest period of professional life, was his friend and associate,
-who, during so long a time, was familiar with his every act
and thoilght,-who conceived and appreciated his whole excel-
lence,-and who is most capable of expressing the profound
regret with which his departure has filled every member of
Pennsylvania College.

To me has been assigned a more laborious, and not less
responsible, duty-the duty of continuing the instructions in a
branch of medical education to which Dr. Colhoun had de-
voted the energies of his life, and in which he had embarked
all his aspirations after fame and his hopes of usefulness. If it
shall be my good fortune to continue them with success,-to
promote, in any degree, the interests of his favourite science,
and (let me add) the interests scarce less dear to him, of the
pupils of Pennsylvania College,-I shall deem. that I have
contributed the most acceptable offering to his memory.c-as
well as having shared in his claim to be considered a zealous
and faithful labourer in the cause of Medicine.



THE DIFFICULTIES

OF

MEDICAL SCIENCE.

IT is the common lot of the Professions-of all those institutions
which bring together men of the same principles and pursuits-to
encounter prejudices and aspersions, sometimes humorous and un-
meaning,-often, however, sufficiently serious,-with which it
pleases society to assail them.

Of the learned professions, as they are called, none, perhaps, have
endured a greater share of obloquy than Medicine; which has, in
all ages and countries, furnished ready subjects for satire and denun-
ciation. At the present period, though the gibe and jest still con-
tinue, they continue as conventionalities, at which Medicine herself
can afford to smile. What was a prophecy in the days of the son of
Sirach, is now a reality: "The skill of the physician has lifted up
his head; and in the sight of great men he is in admiration." With
his resources fully acknowledged, and equally admitted the depen-
dence on them of the lives and happiness of communities, the scoff
ceases to irritate; he is no longer alive to the breath of sarcasm;
the censures of the vulgar attract no regard; and even the occa-
sional suspicions and calumnies of the great, (that is, the sensible)
in whose sight he is in admiration, scarce move his indifference to
the trouble, or the thought, of defence.

It is well, however, at times, to listen to the voice of reproof;
and it may be, occasionally, proper and profitable to t~ke into con-
sideration the opinions of the better orders of men in relation to

'Medicine-not the light and varying conceits of the hour, the indi-
vidual notion or whim-but the serious persuasions of the many,
on which the many act; for men's opinions are, even more than
their passions, the guides and rulers of their actions, the parents,
equally, of good and of evil deeds.
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If we collect the opinions of the present day, we shall find one
that is both gra-veand prevalent, and the more so, since it receives
the sanction, to a certain extent, of the profession itself, too loosely
disposed to admit the reproach that" Medicine is an imperfect sci-
ence;" an idea more likely than any other to weaken the hold of
Medicine on men's respect; and which, by a singular perversion of
reason and justice, seems actually to grow the stronger, the more
rapidly Medicine extends her discoveries and her usefulness. The
opinion, as a mere abstract idea in relation to the general science
of Medicine, is nothi~g; but it associates impresssions of imperfec-
tions in details-of doubts and uncertainties prevailing in every
particular of knowledge and practice; impressions which assuredly
tend to destroy, and which, with some few persons, not wanting
in intelligence, do destroy, all confidence in medical practice.

This idea of the imperfection of Medical Science, especially as
connected with a view of the difficulties that oppose its progress-
I have selected as the subject of an Introductory Lecture. I lament
the necessary and injurious brevity with which I must treat a topic
so full of interest and of materials; but it is proper that it should be
treated even defectively. It is fitting that we should examine into
the grounds and justice of the charge; that we should consider the
extent to which the g:eneral and the associated ideas are true or
untrue j that we should determine for ourselves the real character
and foundations of our science-which, whatever may be its excel-
lencies or demerits, is cultivated for purposes as humane and
generous, as disinterested and ennobling, as those that can be boasted
by any other science whatever. Its whole object is man's good;
it aims solely at the relief and diminution of human suffering; and
its pursuit involves no invasion of-no encroachment upon, even
the least of man's rights and privileges. Can that be said of any
other science, the cultivation of which brings its professor into
continual contact with his fellows 1

Upon what grounds is Medicine charged with being an imperfect
science ~ Let us follow a sensible critic, an intelligent enemy,
through the brief circle of his objections and arguments. His friend
is seized with Apoplexy or Consumption; and, despite, the best
efforts of the best physician, dies. A pestilence-Cholera, Plague,
or Yellow Fever-assails the community of which he is a member;
and, notwithstanding all the resources of Medicine are brought to



7

bear against it, decimates the neighbourhood. "What!" cries he,
" cannot Medicine put an end to so simple a disease as apoplexy 1
Cannot she cure a consumption 1 Has she no means to drive away
pestilence-to conquer it-to save its numberless victims 1 What
narrow resources! what an imperfect science'!"

This is the first count of the indictment; the essence of which
reproaches Medicine with not possessing the power of Deity over
life and death. The time was when men were running mad,
now after the Elixir Vite; (Paracelsus thought he had discovered
it, and died with a bottle of it in his pocket;) now after the Foun-
tain of Rejuvenescence, which, all Christendom was, at one moment,
persuaded, lay in the transfused blood of dumb beasts-and, accord-
ingly, several individuals were sent into eternity, with some pounds
of ox-blood and horse-blood in their veins. At such a period, when
the best wits of men saw in death an evil only accidentally inevit-
able, they might, with some show of reason, have reproached the
physician for permitting a patient to die. At present, we know-
the most ignorant know-there is no corporeal immortality-from
dust we came, to dust we must return; and Nature has provided,
for the revocation of life, agents and ministers of destruction, with
which no human knowledge or art can be expected successfully to
cope. It is rather to be wondered that Medicine should ever be
available, (and how often is it not!) against those many inexorable
maladies, which, from the first onset, assume the character of direct
messengers of death.

In fact, the general, or the uniform failure of physicians to
cure some diseases, has been, at all times, employed as an argu-
ment against Medicine. "Many diseases," said old Burton, the
Anatomist of Melancholy, castigating the leeches of his age,
"they cannot cure at all-as apoplexie, epilepsie, stone, stran-
gury, gout, quartan agues; a common ague sometimes stumbles
them all." Such a reproach might be applied to the physicians
of our own generation, though not altogether in reference to the
same diseases; for several of those mentioned have ceased to "stum-
ble" the profession. We may admit that our art often fails to cure-
and sometimes fails to cure even, apparently, very simple mala-
dies. But such failures make nothing against the general perfec-
tion of the science, and the certain character of the resources of
Medicine. In a myriad of instances, the cause of failure lies in

B
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some circumstance-a persisting cause, perhaps-which the prac-
titioner perceives, but over which he can exert no controuI. He
cannot remove the passions of humanity, the cares and harass-
ments of life, the various evils and necessities of trades and occu-
pations, which originate and perpetuate diseases, not in themselves,
essentially, incurable. Many others of those unconquerable infir-
mities, the opprobria medicorum, as they are petulantly called,
depend upon unnatural, perhaps hereditary, defects of organization,
(which Nature only can amend) productive of disorders that admit
barely of palliation.

2. Our intelligent enemy, also, charges against Medicine the pro-
found ignorance under which we lie, in reference to various points
of interest and curiosity. He would have us understand all the
mysteries of Physiology and Pathology; he would have us penetrate
the deepest secrets of life and the influences that surround it, and
unravel the riddles of Etiology and Therapeutics. He demands of us
to expose the true nature of pestilence, of malaria-to point out
the causa proxima of Mania, of Hydrophobia-to explain the silent
efficiency of quinine and the tremendous activity of strychnia and
prussic acid. And upon our admitting we cannot gratify his curiosity,
he smiles with disdain, and exclaims, "What ignorance, what a
shallow, what an imperfect science !>

All sciences have their boundaries, beyond which exploration
cannot be carried; and all, however fair and level their fields of
research, present, scattered here and there, rocks not to be climbed,
and pits not to be fathomed, which provoke curiosity, but are des-
tined to leave it unsatisfied. Medicine is, above all others, obstructed
by natural difficulties. Its first object is the study of man-a crea-
ture not more wonderfully and fearfully, than mysteriously, made.
The mere physical examination of his frame can be carried only to
a certain point. We step from the visible to the microscopic, mar-
velling at those wonders of construction, which grow more stu-
pendous as we descend into minuter details; and pause, at last,
incapable, from defect of organs and instruments, of following the
chain of mysteries to its end. The exploration of the living func-
tions brings us still sooner to our limits. We may trace the great
movements of the great organs; we may fill up with theory the
gaps of observation; but the operations, and the apparatus, which
involve the most interesting functions of life, are lost to us in their
littleness.
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The difficulties of Physiology explain those of Pathology and
Therapeutics. It is physically impossiblewe shouldknow many things
it would delight Medicine to know. Philosophy has not penetrated
-she never can penetrate-the mysteries of mere vegetable life:
the development of a bud, the maturation of a seed, the growth
even of a blade of grass, are enigmas she does not shame to pro-
nounce beyond the reach of human comprehension. Need she blush
to confess ignorance of the greater incomprehensibilities of animal
life 1 '

The same reasons-the defects of our own powers-the ordinance
of Providence which defines the limits of the possible and the
impossible-explain, and excuse, the narrowness of our acquaintance
with the mysteries of Etiology. Why should we be expected to
penetrate the nature of epidemic agencies 1 The atmosphere sur-
rounding a person sick of small-pox, (and this is true of various other
distempers,) contains a poison (well called latibulum,) capable of
infecting a healthy man with the same disease; and this poison is
undoubtedly of a physical nature, because physical agents are capa-
ble of destroying it. Here, then, is an opportunity for the physi-
cian, by chemical analysis, of seizing, of isolating, of detecting one
of these aerial causes of disease, a thorough knowledge of which
may lead to consequences of vast interest to humanity. The attempt
has been made once and again; and the best eudiometrists, after the
most thorough analysis, have failed to discover any matter or sub-
stance whatever, to distinguish such a poisonous atmosphere from the
purest air. The same poison exists in the purulent matter ofthe vario-
lous pustule, of which the millionth part of a grain (or perhaps the
millionth part of that) may produce the disease. It is, therefore,
the infinitely minute quantity of the agent present in the air that
prevents its detection by chemical analysis. And hence the impos-
sibility of physically detecting aerial poisons. But the poison of
small-pox, we know, exists, concentrated, in the pustule; the matter
of which, carefully analyzed, leaves us as much in the dark as ever.
We have it, but cannot make it evident to our senses. There is
nothing there which our agencies can distinguish as differing from
the matter of any other, the simplest, pustule. Assuredly, Nature
has her secrets, which she designs man shall never master.

It would have been a more important question for the enemy to
ask-whether mankind suffers in consequence of the ignorance of

B
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physicians in such particulars. It is very probable mankind does
not; but the question can only be answered conjecturally. Yet, if
it were proved that mankind does suffer, the evil is irreparable,
because the ignorance itself is irremovable.

3. A third charge accuses medicine with the changes and the
varieties of theory, and to a certain extent, of praciice, to which it
seems perpetually liable. "Your profession is divided into fac-
tions," says the critic; "it always has been so. Not to speak of
your Hippocratists and Galenists, your chemists and simplers,
your humouralists and solidists of past days, the medical world is
in a greater chaos now than ever. What with your old fashions
and your new fashions-your Brunonians and anti-Brunonians,
your Broussaists, Numeralists, Hornceopathists and Rasorians, all
preaching different doctrines, all pursuing different practice, it is
evident, the whole world of Medicine is in confusion. Is it to be
supposed that twenty different theories can be true? is it to be
believed so many different systems of practice can be useful? It
is all a matter of hazard: Medicine is the most impe1ject of sci-
ences !"

In truth, medical sects have a strong resemblance to religious
ones; quarrelling about words and abstractions which neither party
understands, and agreeing in most cardinal points of belief, without
being sensible of the agreement. 'Without excepting even the
Hahnemannic, all the prevailing systems of medicine resemble
each other so closely, in all important matters, that it is but a hair
that divides them. The pride of party, the ambition of novelty
and independence, strive in vain to distinguish Broussaism, Numer-
alism, and even the Nuova-Dottrina, from what is termed regular
medicine. The first aims at a pathological theory i the second
boasts a severe attendance to arithmetical experience; and the
third reposes on a mere doctrine of the modus operandi. Even
Homceopathy-though to appearance, and in the common belief,
so distinct and peculiar-has nothing, except its theories, at war
with regular medicine The leading principle-similia similibus
cumntuT-which supposes a remedy to remove a disease by esta-
blishing an action similar (yet antagonistic) to the morbid one, is a
mere doctrine and hypothesis,-a notion, like the Rasorian, of the
modus operandi. And the practical peculiarity of infinitesimal
doses is but an elegant modification of the practice-the ever fan-
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ciful and ever varying practice-of Moral Medicine-the Mentis
Medicina,-which has been in vogue, among regular physicians, in
what they consider the proper forms of disease (for they cannot be-
lieve it adapted to all) since the days of Hippocrates. In fact, all
systems-or sects, or schools-whichever they may be called-
really bring into the practical treatment of disease the same gene-
ral principles which are modified only in minor and unimportant
particulars.

It is not to be doubted that there have prevailed, in different
ages, different, and even quite opposite, methods of treating some
particular diseases. We find this evidenced in the history of small-
pox, which was once treated in a stimulant way, and is now man-
aged in quite a different manner. But it must be remembered that
Medicine is a science of experience, and that the treatment of no
very important or difficult disease can be considered settled, until
experience has proved it to be the best treatment. I shall have oc-
casion to speak of the extraordinary difficulties always in the way
of medical experience j and shall observe of small-pox only, that
experience has proved to modern physicians the superiority of the
modern method of treating a disease which had, formerly, all the
terrible virulence and fatality of tho worst kinds of pestilence. We
may fancy that similar improvements may take place in the treat-
ment of other destructive diseases: but, certain it is, that all such
are now treated, upon definite principles, according to methods
which experience has proved to be the best known.

The differences of medical practice in different countries are
often spoken of-our sensible critic will take notice of them-as
proofs of a want of uniformity in medical principles and science.
But it does not require much reflection to infer, or much acuteness
to perceive, the modifying influences of climate-not to speak of
national habits- over disease, and therefore, necessarily, over the
treatment of disease. We may observe such influences at work in
our own country, not merely in the great geographical divisions,
but in many of t~e smallest sections. We may trace a distinct
character, as far as it regards some diseases, between a city and its
suburbs, between town and country, between a lowland and an up-
land situation j and in all We may find circumstances to demand a
modification of practice.

4. These are the chief, or, at least, the strongest objections of
our intelligent enemy. But he is not yet content; he has other ar-
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guments; one of which is drawn from the occasional blunders and
malpractice of someunlucky and incompetent member of the pro-
fession. This is, certainly, the flimsiest of all objections; but it is
so popular a one that there is scarce ever a case of disease shock-
ingly maltreated by a doctor of medicine -a leg mis-set, an artery
opened instead of a vein, a man maimed, killed, or grossly suffered
to die-that some sensible individual does not immediately fall foul
of the profession, and prove (certainly to his own satisfaction,) that
Medicine is, to say the least of it, " an imperfect science."

Physicians are, like others of their race, human beings, varying
in capacity, in judgment-in all those mental qualities and endow-
ments which establish all the infinite varieties and grades of intel-
lect, from the brightest down to the meanest of mankind. It is not
medical knowledge alone (although that is the essential basis of all
competency,) which can render a man a good physician. He must
have those well known qualities, good sense, self-possession, de-
cision, necessary to every man who would shine in any profession.
He may be brilliant or he may be dull; but, in either case, if he
lack good judgment, (for how else shall he thread the labyrinths of
diagnosis and indications 1) if he be deficient in presence of mind-
a quality so often to be tried by the exigencies of disease; if he
want the decision so necessary to' a man on whose ready determina-
tion will continually depend questions of life and death - he is not
fitted for the practice of a profession full of the most awful respon-
sibilities. But those responsibilities are his own; and his faults it
is folly to visit on the profession. The Science of Medicine (if we
consider it in its right character,) has no excuse, or sanction, or
loophole of escape, for the errors of a physician.

5. Our intelligent critic fires his last shot. He can prove the
imperfections and the uselessness of all Medical Science, by point-
ing you some successful quack; who, with a single nostrum, devised
and concocted without the aid of science, and dispensed with a
splendid contempt of diagnosis, prognosis, indications, and all other
medical mummeries - sold at hazard and taken at random - cures
all diseases, in all states and stages; and, therefore, excels the most
accomplished practitioner, surrounded by all the resources and ap-
pliances of Medicine.

There is no doubt that quackery is often a very successful busi-
ness, and successful, too, to a considerable extent, even in the cure
of disease. But if we examine a little into the marvel, we shall
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find, perhaps, that it presents but little to wonder at. In the first
place, it is not true that nostrums are invented, without the aid of
science, by ignorant men, impelled only by their good angel and
their mother wit. On the contrary, there is not one of them of
any consequence that is not a plume filched from the wing of Medi-
cine herself - a device stolen out of the pharmacopceias, or other
professional books-or from the recipes of physicians. A few
ages back, the secrets of Medicine, and all favourite formularies,
were carefully locked up in a language, and under a load of hiero-
glyphic symbols, beyond the vulgar reach or comprehension. But
Medicine has assumed a catholic character; her records are in the
mother tongue, her pages and her secrets are open to all; every
body may steal who is of the mind; and any ambitious sluggard,
who is tired of his shoe-brush or his horse-brush, his hoe or his lap-
stone, and desires to exchange a life of labour for one of murder, may
help himself to a compound, and begin the trade of quackery in-
stanter. Our intelligent enemy will admit that it requires a year
or two's apprenticeship to learn to whet razors and shave beards;
but he does not hesitate to believe that the most unutterable igno-
ramus may acquire, in a few minutes, the art of making panaceas!

These nostrums are, therefore, go~odmedicines; and it would go
hard if they did not effect cures sometimes, even of actual diseases.
Circumstances are propitious to them. Those persons who bring
themselves to take nostrums, are commonly in a state of mind-of
trustful faith and expectation-highly favourable to the action of a
remedy, were it even of no greater intrinsic efficacythan rain-water
or sugar of milk. Great numbers of them, too, are afflicted with
ailments of an imaginary nature. But the grand excellence and
good fortune of quackery lie in this - that all its successes are bla-
zoned and trumpeted to the world, while its failures are covered
up in darkness. The destinies of quackery and public virtue are
opposite; and we may say of lucky charlatans, (parodying the
complaint of the moralist)-

The good they do lives after them;
The ill is oft interred -

The book of certificates is paraded through all the newspapers-
but they are certificates of cures only. We should never have rea-
son, from any public testimony, to know that a panacea failed at
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all, were it not that rival pill-mongers occasionally expose each
other's misfortunes. Did it suit the pride and principles of phy-
sicians to enter the lists with quacks, to encounter them with their
own weapons and in their own way-to publish in the newspapers,
with all the pomp of advertisement, all their cures and successes,
the light of quackery would pale in insignificance. Conceive the
daily bulletin of an Abernethy or an Astley Cooper, a Rush or a
Physick; and contrast its incessant victories with the petty triumphs
of a Brandreth or a Morrison! But the victories of the former are,
by the general world, unknown, and therefore unregarded; they do
not hold their court, and exhibit their professional skill, in the pub-
lic streets and highways, to gain the admiration of the mob and the
pens of paragraphists. The latter take care their successes shall
not be unnoticed; and as long as newspapers are published, and
flaming announcements read, they must enjoy the consequence and
profit that arise from pretension and notoriety.

We might ask ourselves the question, (which our censors are not,
generally, so ready to ask,) whether Medicine is, in any wise, more
imperfect than other sciences 1 The inquiry can only be fairly
made in reference to those sciences, upon the right principles and
proper practice of which depend (as in the case of Medicine) so
much of the well-being and happiness of mankind.

What shall we say of the perfection of Political Science J of the
Science of Government proper, and its inseparable adjunct, Political
Economy 1 After six thousand years of experiment and experience,
is there a single nation or community in the world, so well organ-
ized and governed, that the greatest possible good is enjoyed by the
greatest possible number of its citizens and members1 The govern-
ment of the United States was framed and established by some of
the wisest and best public men the world ever knew; and its af-
fairs have been continually administered by the selected wisdom of
the nation. The history of our continual convulsions, and the pre-
sent distracted state of the country, show what a pitch of perfec-
tion the Political Sciences have reached!

Upon the perfection of Legal Science we rely for the security of
our persons and property against outrage and injustice. Such is its
proverbial protection of property, that a man may own an estate
to-day, acquired fairly by the fruits of his laborious industry, which
to-morrow may pass to another, without any ceremonial of sale and
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purchase: and such its security afforded to the person, that the most
innocent man in the world may be imprisoned for life, or hanged,
without commission of offence; while a murderer may be acquitted,
(it happens every day) after being tried for a crime, which all the
world knows he perpetrated.

I cannot say anything on the subject of Divinity, which,
although bearing the name of science, can only be considered as
such, in its connection with Moral Science. But the religious ethics
of many particular sects, shows excessive imperfection in the un-
charitableness and intolerance, which formerly sent nonconformists
to the stake, and still injuriously affect the interests of religion and
humanity.

In truth, all sciences are, and, of a necessity must be, imperfect.
Absolute precision and plenary knowledge, in all departments,
are unattainable. Every path of study leads us to difficulties,
which environ every science. And the difficulties that surround
Medicine are, as I before remarked, only greater and more numerous
than those which oppress any other science.

The difficulties that oppose the progress of Medical science, are
chiefly those that arise from the mysterious nature of the objects of
study; and, not less, those that spring from the doubtful character
of Medical evidence and experience. To these may be added
various adventitious difficulties, which long powerfully opposed,
which still, though in a less degree, hinder medical researches and
inquiries.

1. I have already alluded to the impossibility of carrying our
physiological explorations beyond a certain point, at which Nature
herself interposes against us. And I have instanced a similar obsta-
cle to the study of the great external angencies, to whose influence,
whether baneful or benignant, we are continually exposed. And
yet, in such mysteries may be said to lie the foundations of Medical
Philosophy. How shali we detect the workings of the invisible
and intangible enemies around us 1 how shall we trace the mecha-
nism of a disease1 how shall we follow even the operation of a

.remedy, through the darkness of a microcosm of which we are so
ignorant 1 The grosser lesions-inflammations, disorganizations, &c.,
may, indeed, be readily discovered, and the sensible effects of strong
medicines as easily noticed. But this carries us but a little way
into the subject. We have no window of Momus to give us vistas
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of the living pathology; and in the chaos of alterations presented
after death, and in the confusion of manifestations ,produced by a
remedy-where are we to seek the physical beginning, the merum.
elementura of disease, and the revolution of functions which con-
stitutes the miracle of medicinal operation 1

2. The difficulties in the way of medical evidence and experience
result, in the first place, from these physical obscurities, which
perplex the wisest, and baffle the shrewdest of observers. The
study of Medicine is the study of diseases and their remedies; and
there is this kind of connection between the objects of study, that,
until the former are understood, the latter cannot be inferred-and,
in fact, can never be arrived at, until after a long course of empi-
rical, or experimental, observation.

The difficulty of arriving at truth in Medicine, by mere experi-
mental observation, though the observer be the most astute and
perspicacious of his race, is of a magnitude scarce conceivable by

.any but a physician. In the first place, we have no facilities and
precise means of study, such as are offered in other paths of research.
When any new fact is discovered in physics, it is capable of direct
and immediate verification by the whole world. A planet, lighted
on by a Herschell, is open to the telescopes of all astronomers; and
when a Davy develops an alkaline metal, and a Derosne a vegetable
alkali, their experiments may be repeated, and their observations
confirmed by the truest and most satisfactory testimony. No such
testimony can be had in Medicine. The human economy is a com-
plication of mechanism, to which Babbage's Calculating Machine,
the most stupendously intricate of all human inventions, bears the
same relation of simplicity that a smoke-jack does to a steam engine,
a wheelbarrow to a chronometer or printing machine. Athousand-
a million agencies unite to make the little universe of life; and no
human wit-not even the Calculating Machine itself-can compute
the combinations of disease to which a single interruption in a
single organ may give rise. It suits the purposes of nosology-and
it is, for practical ends, both advantageous and necessary-to seize
upon certain leading manifestations, and distinguish them as inde-
pendent diseases. They are, however, but types of disease; and
catarrh, dyspepsia, gout, phthisis, (I might take any other appella-
tions) are but generic names, representing many species, each of
which stands at the head of an infinite variety of morbid conditions.
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Few physicians can say they have ever seen two precisely similar
cases of disease. Modifying causes within, and modifying causes
without, are continually in operation, developing new complica-
tions; and yesterday and to-day, to-day and to-morrow, the even-
ing and the morning, the present moment and the next, introduce
us to new phases and conditions, entirely distinct from all that have
preceded, and all that are to follow.

From these ever-varying and infinite changes, we may deduce the
difficulty of medical experiment. How is the physician to confirm
the results of an experiment-since, the chances are, he never
again may have an opportunity to repeat it, under precisely similar
circumstances 1 He cannot, like the astronomer, anticipate the
period when all the elements affecting the observation, shall be
repeated and marshalled as they were before; he cannot, like the
chemist, bring together again all the circumstances that attended
and influenced his first experiment. He cannot produce a disease,
which he would investigate; nor, when he meets it, has he any
real power to mould it into that frame and condition which are
requisite to establish the truth and value of a medical observation.

The advancement of medical truth is, in fact, the work of ages.
And it is the repeated observations only of many successive eras,
which can positively confirm and establish a single scientific prin-
ciple. We have to contend with not merely the ordinary fallacies
of human reason; we are surrounded and entangled by facilities of
error-I might say, necessities of error-from which it requires
years of perseverance, and the labour of generations, to escape.
Let us observe the difficulty of determining the medical power and
the therapeutic character of even a single medicine. Nothing would
seem more simple and easy. Nothing is, in reality, more difficult.
The empiric will tell us, if he give a remedy to a hundred sick per-
sons, and they all, or the greater number of them, immediately get
well, it is a proof the remedy cured their diseases; and the world
will admit the argument to be irresistible. Not so, however, the
philosophic practitioner j who (while he must concede the strong
presumption, created by so many facts,) knows it is quite possible
for every individual to have recovered, without the medicine having
had any more share in the cure than the cup out of which it was
swallowed. There is something-there are a great many some-
things-between the physic and the cure, that require to be inves-

c
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tigated. And if our physician make out an apparently complete
and satisfactory chain of circumstances, connecting the two ends of
the experiment, there is still something to be done,before he can admit
the claims of the remedy. He must inquire whether there was no
other cause in operation, competent (and more competent than the
drug itself,) to the production of cure. And this inquiry leads him
at once into the consideration of the thousand interior agencies,
moral and physical, the mystic,-yet mighty engines, hidden from
common eyes, and seen, by those of philosophy, only as through a
glass, dar'kly,-whereby the body works out its own wondrous revo-
lutions, which it is so often our error to refer to the operation of
our puny drugs. How many hundred cures have we not, recorded
in authentic medical annals, effected, apparently, by pouidered
diamonds and rubies, by dried frogs, bezoars, sympathetic powders,
and other idle absurdities, which (we are now well informed,) have
no action whatever on the economy. We are aware that multitudes
-actual herds-of people were, in the Middle Ages, annually
cured of Chorea, by dancing before the shrines of St. John and St.
Vitus, It is within the memory of persons not yet very aged, that
thousands and tens of thousands of men, women, and children, were
healed of almost all kinds of complaints by the Perkinian tractors.
And, at the present day, we may occasionally see a man cured of
his ailments by a dose of In'andy and salt, who has been consuming
brandy and salt, as luxuries or necessaries, all the days of his life.
1Ve must resolve, then, the question of the operation of intrinsic
causes, before we can concede the curative power of a remedy;
and it requires a long-a very long time, before its useful character
can be satisfactorily established. The history of the Materia Medica
presents us with numberless agents that have imposed upon the
reason of practitioners, that have enjoyed, for a time, the character
of infallible remedies, and finally been discovered to possess not one
single useful quality.

But is it a much more easy matter to determine even the sensible
operation of a drug? to decide whether it has stimulant or sedative,
emetic, narcotic, or any other therapeutic properties? It does not
follow, because, after taking a medicine, a man falls asleep, or
vomits, or becomes excited, that the medicine is a narcotic, an
emetic, or a stimulant; although, as before, the presumption may
arise that it is. Those mysterious agencies of the moral and phy-
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sical man are still at work; and they are capable, not merely of
producing effects simulative of the true effects of powerful drugs,
but of causing powerful drugs to change, or entirely to lose, all
their properties. The occasional inefficiency of the most active
medicines is a matter of every-day observation; and even the vulgar
witness, without surprise, in certain states of disease, the exhibition
of opium, tartar emetic, and other drugs, in quantities, which, under
other circumstances, would destroy life. The change of property-
the substitution of a false for a true effect-the bestowal of efficacy
where none of right belongs-are phenomena less familiar to the
crowd, but well enough known to physicians; who can laugh, while
they marvel, over the potency of bread-pills, and admire at the
circumstances which now-assist, now oppose, and now magically
alter the action of genuine medicines. Who has not heard of Dr.
Gregory's unlucky anodyne-a dose of opium given to a patient-
a medical man, too-who, by some misunderstanding of the doctor's
prescription, thought he was taking a cathartic pill, and, accordingly,
was very severely purged by it. There are some-perhaps many-
persons among those who experience unpleasant consequences from
opium, who, nevertheless, suffer only when they know they are
taking it. But the real difficulty that often exists of determining
what, if any, is the sensible effect of a medicine, is best seen in the
history of various remedies-and especially new onys, the accounts of
which are freshest in our memories. Examine the conflicting testi-
mony-the testimony of distinguished pharmacologists, all keen
observers-in relation to Narcotin. According to Derosne, it is a
simple narcotic; according to Magendie, a stimulant narcotic;
according to Professor O'Shaughnessy, it is neither stimulant nor
narcotic, but powerfully sudorific and anti-periodic; and according
to Bally and Orfila, it has no properties at all. The first accounts of
the sensible operative of Iodine were equally contradictory. It
was an emetic-a cathartie--a diuretic-a sialagogue-an inebriat-
ing stimulant-a stomachic-a gastric corrosive-an hrernorrhagic ,
it was, in fact, every thing-and it was nothing ; for some prac-
titioners succeeded in administering immense doses of it, in every
active form, without any effects appearing to follow.

But, perhaps, there is no better illustra tion of the singular diffi-
culty of determining the actual properties of a remedy, than that
offered in the history of the .flqua Binelli, a famous styptic, which
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within our' own times, astonished the surgical world by its appa-
rently extraordinary power of checking hremorrhage, even from
large arteries. This mystic fluid (which perfectly resembled water,
except that it had a faint empyreumatic odour, and a slightly pun-
gent taste,) was- proved to prevent the bleeding of divided vessels,
even of amputated stumps, when applied by means of compresses
soaked in it, and kept, with moderate pressure, on the wound. Dr.
John Davy was the first practioner who set about examining this
wonderful liquid like a man of sense. He first ascertained, chemi-
cally, that it was what it really seemed-nothing on earth but water
distilled from some empyreumatic substance, and, as he supposed,
coal-tar; and he next proved that pure water, of itself, applied in the
same way, had precisely the same power of arresting hsemorrhage.
Now it would have been almost legitimate-certainly, it would have
been most natural-to infer that pure water was a powerful hremo-
static; and that the checking of the bleeding, when it was applied,
was owing entirely to it. Dr. Davy was too much of a philo-
sopher to be content with an inference. He resorted to experiment,
and thereby conclusively determined that water had no hremostatic
property at all-that neither it nor the Aqua Binelli had. the
power to stop the bleeding of even a cut finger, unless applied by
means of soaked compresses, properly applied and secured upon the
wound. And the, fact was then established that the operative prin-
ciple-the true agent to which all the supposed virtue of the two
liquids was owing, was simple mechanical pressure, the liquids only
serving the purpose of rendering the pledgets more easily and per-
fectly adapted to the wound.

It demands, in truth, almost as long a period to determine the
sensible operation, as the medicinal usefulness, of a remedy. To
this day, notwithstanding the great amount of practical observation
we have had on the subject, it is not satisfactorily decided (at least,
all practitioners are not satisfied,) whether Prussic Acid and Digi-
talis are primarily excitant or sedative.

3. With so many natural difficulties in the way of medical dis-
covery, it were scarcely to be supposed that Medicine could make
progress against even additional obstacles. But other obstacles have
been always in its path; not the least formidable and injurious of
which was-I might say is-the opposition mankind has ever
made to those -particular researches, without an earnest and con-
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tinual prosecution of which, our Science could never have reached
its present exalted eminence. The two great highways of medical
discovery are in the paths of Chemistry and Anatomy: two sciences
which, more than any others, have been continually baffled and
persecuted by society and its rulers. Chemistry was always held
to be a kind of magic, hateful to God and man, an irreligious and
infernal study, which endangered the souls (and was, therefore, a
sufficient authority to torment the bodies) of its votaries, who often
expiated, by burning or drowning, the crime of science. The priest
and the public were equally their foes; and Roger Bacon, the father
of chemistry, could mourn ten years of his prime of life spent in a
dungeon, to which he was consigned for his supposed dealings with
the devil; while Dr. Faust (who, instead of being carried off by
Satan, as the popular legend has it, was probably blown up in some
midnight experiment) enjoyed, among the rabble, during life, the
infamy of a conjurer, which still adheres to his memory. The oppo:-
sition to anatomical researches began earlier, and endured later:
indeed, it is not yet entirely at an end. It seems a singular incon-
sistency, that man, who has so little feeling for the living, should
so tenderly respect the dead bodies of his fellows. But, in all ages,
there appears to have been an instinctive horror of the anatomist's
knife. Alexander the Great thought nothing of slaughtering a mil-
lion of men, but he could not bear that his preceptor, Aristotle,
should dissect anything nearer to humanity than a baboon. In fact,
the Teligion of the ancient civilized nations opposed all violation
of the dead body; so that in Egypt, where circumstances had ren-
dered embalming-with all the attendant hacking and disembowel-
ling of the corpse-a necessary disposition of the dead, it was com-
plained that the embalmers could scarce appear in the streets, with-
out being mobbed and pelted with .stones by the populace. The
occasional liberality of rulers (as of the Macedonian kings of Alex-
andria, who, we are told, allowed-or ordered-their surgeons to
dissect living malefactors) did not abate the opposition of the people
at large, and rulers in general. Public sentiment and written laws
have always discouraged a pursuit so unnatural, yet so necessary.
Public sentiment, private feeling, and even the laws, in particular
countries, still discourage it; and even in some of our own States,
there are such statutes in force as keep the anatomist in almost con-
tinual fear of the penitentiaTY. In communities where the laws
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permit it, where pathological researches are conceded to be useful
and necessary, private feeling still rises in opposition; and the most
important secrets of disease are daily allowed to be buried in the
grave, because of the idle superstition which sees in postmortuary
examinations, a violation of the supposed sanctity of death.

I might mention, as among the incidental circumstances that
increase the difficulty of medical observation and experiment, the
dangeT which frequently attends them. The whole career of the
physician is, necessarily, one of peril: his life is a life of exposure
to destructive privations, to elemental vicissitudes, and to the ma-
lignant influences of. disease, from which other men fly in terror,
but which it is infamy for him to avoid. Is he called only to breast
the fury of the pestilence? He must penetrate its nature; he must
dive into its deadly secrets; and while he studies to combat it, he
must set anexample of courage to Society. The great Napoleon,
in the midst of his panic-struck army, touched with his hand the
plague-patients at Jaffa. At the same time, and in the view of the
same army, his humble physician, Desgenettes, took: the matter of
the plague-sores, the virus of this mortal distemper, and inoculated
himself with it! Which was the greater hero? The same fright-.
ful experiment has been performed by other medical men. It was
repeated at Grand Cairo by a British surgeon, Dr. White, who, by
the sacrifice of his life, established a medical fact of much conse-
-quenc.eto his fellow-creatures.

It is a vulgar error to believe that physicians perform their dan-
gerous experiments, with new remedies, on their patients. The
moral code of medicine calls upon them to encounter the first dan-
ger themselves; and there is scarce a day passes by, in which some
zealous member of the profession does not peril life and health in
the performance of such experiments. Gesner, who investigated
the properties of all the virulent plants of the Alps, was repeatedly
brought by them to death's door, and was once actually considered
dead, after his first experiment with J1mica Montana. Mr. Murray,
of Edinburgh, and one or two of the French physicians, brought their
lives in jeopardy, while endeavoring to find an antidote for Prussic
Acid; and Dr. Hale, of Boston, performed, on his own person, some
experiments in emphlebic medication, which are known to be al-
most necessarily fatal. There are clubs of physicians in Germany,
the great and almost sale object of whose association is the per-
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formance of dangerous experiments, with medicines, on them-
selves.

I might conclude this sketchy view (and I have aimed only at a
sketch) of the difficulties and imperfections of Medicine, by showing
what is the real state, what are the true and actual resources, of the
science, and what are the substantial and palpable benefits it con-
fers upon humanity. But I shall go into this question only so far
as to resolve, by a simple illustration, the famous dilemma of Pliny,
which, in the opinion of some wise critics, is an annihilating proof
of the uselessness of Medicine. Omnis morbus lethalis aut cura-
bilis; in vitam desinit aut in mortem, &c.-" Every disease is, in
its nature, deadly or not deadly; it tends to death, or to a cure. In
either case," continues the Roman logician, "medical interference
is useless; for it cannot cure the deadly disease, and that which is
not deadly will get well of itself." There is no doubt, that when
diseases are left to themselves, some end in death and some in res-
toration to health. But it is an arrant assumption, not an inference,
to say that no disease, tending naturally to a fatal termination, can
be arrested; and it is equal folly, or affectation; to regard medicine
as useless, in diseases not of a mortal character. But, without de-
scending to argument, we find the best commentary on all such
ideas, by contrasting (as we have innumerable opportunities of
doing,) the average mortality of any serious disease, according as it
is medically treated, or left to nature. We know the small-pox to
be a very formidable disorder, destroying many of its victims, even
when resisted by the best medical treatment. But compare the
deaths from it, in Philadelphia, or in any American or European
city, with its horrible ravages among communities destitute of medi-
cal assistance. It is but a few years since it was carried among
the Mandans, one of the most powerful of the Indian tribes of the
Upper Missouri, and the whole tribe perished, it may be said, to a.
man, the survivors being reported to number only fifteen or twenty
souls, out of a population of several thousands. The Asiatic Chole-
ra is another of those tremendous diseases, which may illustrate
the power of Medicine, in a contest with the malignant fatalities of
nature. What was its mortality, in the worst cholera hospitals-I
will not say of Europe or America, but of India, its native home,-
compared with its fearful results in those unhappy districts where
the disease and its victims were left to struggle together alone 1
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The greatest average number of deaths, in the India hospitals, was
twenty-two in the hundred; whereas of those who rec,eivedno medi-
cal attendance, not a soul was ever known to recover! Much great-
er, and much less, degrees of mortality have prevailed in different

. individual hospitals, both of India and Europe, showing perhaps
greater or less degrees of medical skill, or, what is more probable,
greater or less virulence on the part of the disease j but, in all cases,
and, as far as we know, in all countries, the disease, when left to
itself, has proved uniformly fatal. -

But it is needless to pursue illustrations of such a subject. The
dilemma of Pliny (though Pliny was no lover of the Roman medi-

. cine) was, doubtless, meant to be jocular: its logic is too feeble to
have been used for serious argument. We may hear it occasionally
quoted, in reference to our own modern science; but it is quoted
in a mood-as jestful as that which produced it. It is, in fact, with
Medicine almost as it is with Religion. It is an instinct of man's
nature jo believe in it, to put his whole faith and trust in it. And
if scepticism now and then prevail, it requires-as with religious
infidelity-but the touch of affiiction,-the agony of disease, the
terror of impending death~to put an end to it once and forever.
He who has lived .his three score years and ten without a pain or
ache, and has never watched by a sick bed, may doubt the wisdom
and necessity of a science, gradually developed and cautiously
founded upon-the accumulated experience of twenty-five hundred
years. But he who·has suffered in his own person, or who has fol-
lowed thephy~ician, in his missions of mercy, to the haunts of
disease,can believe, with the Israelitish philosopher-

" The Lord hath created Medicines-'oj·the earth; and he that is
wise will not abhor them." .'.'


