
Address to the Medical Graduates
of the University of Maryland

Item Type Brochure/Program

Authors Brown, George William, 1812-1890

Publication Date 1872

Keywords Physicians--Conduct of life; University of Maryland (1812-1920).
School of Medicine

Publisher Published by the Faculty of Physic; Kelly, Piet & Co., printer

Download date 22/05/2023 06:36:05

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10713/3396

http://hdl.handle.net/10713/3396


o ADDRESS
TO THE

MEDIC~J\L GR.L~DUATES
OF THE

UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND,
-I

BY

GEO. WM. ~ROWN,
Professor 0/ International and Const,ttt/ronal Law -inthe University.

PUBLISHED BY THE FACULTY OF PHYSIC.

KELLY, PIE'!' &; co., PRIN'l'XRS.



A:ODRESS

TO THE

MEDICAL GR.L~DUATES

OF THE

UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND,

IlY

GEO. WM. BROWN,
\

Professor 01Internntional and Constitutional Law in. the Unioersits),

--gjl}3:--

PUBLISHED BY THE FACULTY OF PHYSIC.

~/
\



Delivered March 4, 1872, at Ford's Grand Opera House,
BALTIMORE.



ADDRESS.

Gentlemen of the Graduating Class:
The occasion which we have to-day met to cele-

brate-the sending forth into the world a body of
young men who have completed their course of pro-
fessional studies and are prepared to engage in the
active duties of life-is as old, I suppose, as colleges
and universities themselves; and yet, as year after
year rolls around and the same event recurs again and
again. it seems always new and is always interesting.

It is thus with all the great occurrences of life.
They are as new, as fresh, as absorbing in interest to
every human being as if he alone of all the world had
ever experienced them; and so it will continue j 0 be
while the race of man shall inhabit the earth.

But an event like this has a larger interest than
that which belongs merely to the individual. A class
of educated professional men, whether they are clergy-
men, physicians or lawyers, cannot fail to exercise a
powerful influence in any situations, great or small,
where fortune or their OWIl energy or talents may
happen to place them.

I t is true that the professions do not now hold the
same rank in society which they used to enjoy. In
the outward appearance and surroundings of those
who practise them, they do not rise much, if at all,
above the common level. Their shovel huts, lace
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ruffles and gold-headed canes have vanished from real
life and reappear only as part of the stock wardrobe
of the stage. They are not now known exclusively
as the "learned professions;" not certainly because
eminence in them can be achieved with less learning
and less study than formerly-for the fact is just the
contrary-but because, happily, learning is not in this
age a monopoly or peculiar privilege of any class of
men. 'While, therefore, the professions demand more
than ever before a special and thorough training on
the part of all who aim at distinction, or even
respectability, less time and opportunity are left for
general readinu and culture, and the line in this
respect between them and many other occupations of
life is nearly or quite obliterated. The professions,
then, have lost something of their social rank, some-
thing of the superstitious veneration which used to
attach to them, but the influence and consideration
growing out of the great ends subserved by them, and
therefore, of right, belonging to them, they have not
lost and never carl/;lose, because the spiritual wants of
men, their health and life, their property, personal
rights and libertyr-;-all respectively the peculiar charge
of the profession>~'::-are,'.and In ust always be, of para-
mount importancef}~,,~' jli,; ,.

And yet time, happily called by Lord Bacon "the
great innovator," has wrought with the professions,
as with all other things, many and great changes.

If I might venture to make a broad generalization,
I should say that in all the professions the age of mere
dogma has passed away and that of rational investi-
gation of truth has begun.
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This is eminently true of theology. The world, I
trust, is not less religious than it was at any former
period of its history; but it has certainly become less
dogmatic and intolerant. The battle between ortho-
doxy and heterodoxy is fought far less fiercely than of
yore, and creeds are now propagated, not by fire and
faggot, or at the point of the sword, but by persua-
sion and argument and a generous rivalry in good
works. The preacher can no longer rely on patristic
theology or metaphysical doctrines to interest and
impress his hearers. He must study their hearts and
his own, and the temptations and trials which assail
them; the facts of human life, the vital moral questions
of the day, as well as questions of theology, the divine

. teachings, in short, whether they are found in the book
of nature or the book of revelation.

And a corresponding change has taken place in the
profession of the law. Formerly a large portion of
the time of courts was spent upon mere technicalities,
and in reading the old reports one is struck with the
indifference, I might almost say with the complacency,
with which injustice was often done according to law
by carrying out logically to its results some artificial
rule which had nothing whatever to do with the mer-
its of the controversy. Even now there is a tendency
in the legal mind to substitute shadow for subst auce,
and to elevate form, provided it be ancient, into It

symbol, if not of justice itself, at least of the venera-
ble majesty of the law.

I well remember that, a good mallY years ago, I
was with two of the seniors of the bar, now deceased,



6

placed on a committee to prepare a new set of rules
for the regulation of the practice of the courts, and
that I entered on the work in the spirit, as I thought,
of a reformer; but at the first meeting of the com-
mittee my ardor was effectually cooled by tile
announcement of the opinion by the senior member,
which was promptly approved uy the one next in age,
that every change made in the old common law had
always been for the worse. The remark may possi-
bly recall to the minds of some of you the figure of
an ancient female depicted in Punch, carrying a
shocking umbrella, who, on being asked by a crony
why on earth she ventures to go abroad on such a
rainy day, replies, because the almanac said there was
to be a change of weather, and she had "lived long
enough to know that there's never a change but for
the WU88."

But notwithstanding the proverbial conservatism of
the legal profession, the law is constantly becoming
less and less technical, and there is a manifest and ever
increasing disposition on the part of courts to decide
cases on broad principles of morality, reason and justice.

But I suppose that none of the professions has ex-
perienced such a great and radical change in the
direction I have mentioned as medicine. A clergyman
may feel himself bound by a creed because he has
subscribed to it, even after his faith in some of its es-
sential articles has been seriously shaken, and a judge
is compelled by his official duty to enforce established
law, although in so doing he violates the dictates of
his own sense of right and defeats the justice of the



particular case before him; but the physician, more
fortunate than either, is not required to follow any
rule or precedent not sanctioned by his own honest
judgment. In approved modern practice, mere for-
mula and routine have passed away, it is to be hoped,
forever, and nothing is recognized as a principle which
is not supported by numerous well-authenticated and
carefully-examined facts. ~ 0 respectable practitioner
ventures to follow an empirical rule simply because it
has the sanction of antiquity or the support of a great
name. A white and furred tongue is no longer an
infallible proof of the necessity for a calomel pill, or
a throbbing pulse and flushed face for an incision of
the lancet, or a paroxysm of sleeplessness for a dose
of laudanum. As a broken clock cannot be repaired
by setting the hands, so a diseased body cannot be
cured by blindly attacking symptoms. The hands
wandering from the true time, and symptoms point-
ing to a departure from true health, alike reveal some
hidden mischief, it may be great or small, remediable
or irremediable, but until the cause is found in a
defecti ve or disordered structure, or in an obstructed
or deranged function, the physician in the one case and
the clock-maker in the other is helpless to remedy
the evil.

A striking passage from a well known work, Dr.
Abercrombie's" Inquiries Ooncerning the Intellectual
Powers and the Investigation of Truth," forcibly illus-
trates the change which has taken place in medical
practice. "The following apologue, says D'Alembert,
made by a physician, a man of wit and philosophy,
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represents very well the state of that science (Medi-
cine). Nature, says he, is fighting with the disease;
a blind man armed with a club, that is the physician,
comes to settle the difference.

"He first tries to make peace; when he cannot ac-
complish this, he lifts his club and strikes at random,
if he strikes the disease he kills the disease, if he
strikes nature he kills nature.

"An eminent physician, says the same writer,
renouncing a practice which he had exercised for
thirty years, said, 'I am weary of guessing.'"

That unfortunate physician doubtless acted wisely
at last. If in his practice of thirty years he knew
when he was called to administer to the sick and to
the dying, that he was only guessing, and that he was
a blind man striking at random with a club, killing,
as chance would have it, the patient or the malady,
the wonder is that his conscience, for so long a time,
permitted him to run the risk of slaying so many.

But it is not true, certainly it is not true now, that
the physician who after a careful diagnosis comes to a
clear conclusion as to the nature and seat of disease,
is as one guessing, or as a blind man striking with
a club. His facts may be wrong and his deductions
wrong, for like all human beings he is liable to err,
but he is sustained by the conviction that the plan he
pursues is that which every honest student of man and
of nature must follow, and that it is the one which
alone can possibly lead to truth.

And the modern physician has at hand vast
resources not only to discover the cause and nature of



disease, but to alleviate and to cure when it is found,
which were entirely unknown to his predecessors,
organic chemistry which analyses the human constitu-
tion and lays bare the elements of which it is com-
posed, instruments with strange names, the laryngo-
scope, stethoscope, otoscope, opthalmoscope and endo-
scope which reveal its hidden mysteries, the microscope
which brings to light infinitesimal marvels, and pho-
tography which perpetuates the discoveries, anresthetic
agents which divest even the surgeon's knife of some
of its horrors, anodynes which charm away pain,
soothe the trembling nerves and close in sleep the
weary eyelids, and cordials which give new strength
to wasted limbs and new life to failing powers. On
these sure and faithful allies and on a thousand others
furnished by trees and plants and flowers, by air and
earth and sea, by gushing springs, and electric forces,
and impalpable gases, and inorganic metals and mine-
rals the skilful physician confidently relies, for he
knows that he can depend on them and on the good
service which they are always prepared to render.

But so intricate is the human frame, so various are
its organs and functions, so hidden and obscure are
many of them, and so liable are they all to derange-
ments and diseases, diverse and manifold in form and
character, that the science of Medicine has grown to
be too vast to be mastered in its entirety by any indi-
vidual, and has therefore come to be divided into
special branches, each one of which may well occupy
the best mind for the whole of a life-time.

So, that, Gentlemen of the Graduating Class, those
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of you whose lot shall be cast at a distance from the
great centres of population where special diseases are
treated by special practitioners, and who will there-
fore have to fight single handed, as best you can, with
the protean forms of' disease that afflict suffering
humanity, have before yon a conflict which might well
appal the stoutest heart. You will as conscientious
men desire to bring to your aid all the resources of'
your profession, for this while it is the measure of your
duty is the corresponding measure of your patient's
rights, and for this you will find, I apprehend, two or
three short years of study aided by two courses of
lectures a very inadequate preparation, only the be-
ginning indeed of the great work of your life, only
the gate of entrance into a vast and ever-enlarging
field of labor, of duty and of responsibility. But it
is not my province to discuss the subject of medical
education, although I am fully aware of its great and
pressing importance in this country and in this com-
munity. My object is to present for your con-
sideration some general views which if neither new
nor very instructive, may at least be not inappropriate
to the present occasion.

I have spoken of Medicine as a science, but although
it may with propriety be so called, it is far from being
an exact science like mathematics, for it does not
advance by steps absolutely certain to absolutely cer-
tain conclusions.

The mathematician seeks for an unknown quantity,
or an unknown number, and by his marvellous and
complicated processes, the vast, the distant, the seem-
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ingly unfathomable and unattainable become ascer-
tain to all who can follow his reasoning as the sim plest
calculation of arithmetic. No room is left for a con-
flict of the testimony of experts as to the correctness
of his demonstrations. The physician too seeks for
the unknown, but it is often through a dark laby-
rinth with !10 faithful Ariadne to furnish a clew to
lead him to the light. 'I'he problem with which he
has to deal is one which no mathematics Can solve, no
science fully explain, no philosophy wholly fathom; ,
for it is the wonderful microcosm man himself. The
patient for whom he prescribes is not the suffering
material form before him which he sees and touches,
but a body linked by a bond of union which he
cannot comprehend, with the mysterious principle of
life, associated with which are powers, even more
mysterious, will, intellect, emotions, and passions, tre-
mendous in their energy and uncertain in their action.
In an instant it may be changed and almost transfig-
ured before his eyes by a power which he does not
understand and cannot control; nerves all unstrung
may be braced into a tension like that of iron by a
sudden gust of passion; the stomach the great labora-
tory of the system may wholly refuse to perform its
office because the brain has been over-taxed by intense
thought, or the heart may throb wildly, and may even
cease to beat forever, from an outburst of joy or grief
or a paroxysm of fear.

It is then a poor and ignorant sneer to decry Medi-
cine for its uncertainty. It would be as reasonable to
expect certainty in a calculation where one of the
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factors is a variable quantity. But, notwithstanding
all this, the profession of Medicine, gentlemen, has
no need to stand abashed in the presence of any occu-
pation or profession of life, no matter what it may be.

The clergyman deserves honor above all men,
because his calling is the most unselfish, and the phy-
sician, I think, comes next in the roll of honor,
because he too spends laborious nights and days in
the service of mankind, well knowing that unless he
should chance to be one of the very fortunate and
favored few, the prize of wealth is not for him, and
that the reward he may hope to reap must in large
measure consist in patiently following the footsteps of
him of whom it is written that he "went about doing
good." But is not the reward well worth the sac-
rifice?

Among the most pleasant memories in the life of
everyone are the kind ministries of the good phy-
sician.

A great satirist and a great author, one of the great-
est of the long line of writers of fiction W]1O have
done so much to make English literature illustrious,
one who loved mankind while he satirized their follies
and lashed their shams and hypocrisies, dedicated to
his physician, Dr. John Elliotson, one of the most
celebrated of his works, "The History of Pende.nnis,"
and in the dedication commemorates the great good-
ness and kindness of the dear doctor in the time of a
dangerous illness, w hen kindness and friendship were
most needed and welcome, for which he would take
no fee but thanks. And in the work itself is
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described, with true feeling and pathos, and without
a touch of satire, the noble office of the physician.

"It is not only," he says, "for the sick man, it is
for the sick man's friends that the doctor comes. His
presence is often as good for them as for the patient,
and they long for him yet more eagerly. How we
have all watched after him! What an emotion the
thrill of his carriage wheels in the street, and at length
at the door, has made us feel! How we hang upon his
words, and what a comfort we get from a smile or
two, if he can vouchsafe that sunshine to lighten our
darkness! Who hasn't seen the mother prying into
his face to know if there is hope for the sick infant
that cannot speak, and that lies yonder, its little frame
battling with fever? Ah, how she looks into his eyes!
What thanks if there is light there; what grief and
pain if he casts them down and dares not say' hope!'
Or it is the house-father who is stricken. The terri-
lied wife looks on, while the physician feels his
patient's wrist, smothering her agonies, as the children
have. been called upon to stay their plays and their
talk. Over the patient in the fever, the wife
expectant, the children unconscious, the doctor stands
as if he were Fate, the dispenser of life and death; he
must let the patient off this time; the woman prays
so for the respite! One can fancy how awful the
responsibility must be to a conscientious man: how
cruel the feeling that he has given the wrong remedy,
or that it might have been possible to do better: how
ltarrassing the sympathy with the survivors, if the
case is unfortunate-how immense the delight of vic-
t orv."
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These words form a fitting close to my address.

'I'he professions now throw their doors wide open to
all comers, and are often, I grieve to say, disgraced
by the incompetency as well as by the base conduct
of many who practise them. Against bad men no
effectual security can ever be devised in this world,
but the wholly incompetent may be excluded by
raising the standard of professional education. This
much needed reform, if it is ever accomplished, must
come from the professions themselves, but in the
mean time, and at all times, let it be remembered
that it is not the occupation which ennobles the man,
but the man who ennobles the occupation. Every
one of you, gentlemen, by keeping steadily before
you a high ideal of excellence, moral as well as pro-
fessional, and bravely, persistently and honorably
struggling to reach it, will in the city, in the village

. or in the rural district where you may labor, have it
your power to do much good to your fellow beings,
which is the worthiest object of human ambition, and,
at the same time, to elevate in the estimation of the
community the character of the noble profession
which you have chosen. You probably will not
acquire riches, nor have your names inscribed by a
Thackeray in the dedication of a. work of genius,
but you will obtain as your reward what is really
more valuable than either, the love, respect and honor
awarded by men to the faithful services of a good
physician.


