
Introductory Address Delivered Before the Medical Class
of the University of Maryland, by S.C. Chew, M.D. Professor

of Materia Medica and Therapeutics, October 5th, 1871

Item Type Lecture/Address

Authors Chew, Samuel Claggett, 1837-1915

Publication Date 1871-10-05

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

Publisher Baltimore, MD: Printed by Sherwood & Co.

Download date 22/05/2023 06:37:12

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10713/3422

http://hdl.handle.net/10713/3422




INTRODUCTORY ADDRESS
DELIVERED BEFORE THE

MEDICAL CLASS

OF THE

BY
S. C. CHEW, M. D.

Professor of Ma·te'ria Medica and 'I'Ii c ra p e-u t i c s ,

OCTOBER 5th, 1871.

PUBLISHED BY THE CLASS.

llalti11l0~2:
PRINTED BY SHEB.WOOD & CO.

N. W. CORNElt BALTIMOUE AND GAY STB.

1871.



..

ADDRESS .
•...

S. C. CHEW.

GENTLEMEN:
I have often thought on inaugural occasions like the

present, how curious and interesting the task would be, were
it feasible, to trace back the paths by which the young cadets
of Medical Science before me had severally arrived at the
point-whence it was their purpose to journey through life
along a common road. Questions prompted from year to
year by successive Classes, are now suggested by yourselves,
relative to the motives that have respectively actuated you
in selecting the vocation in life to which you have, or think
you have, devoted yourselves.

However interesting, the inquiry would not always be
practicable. Itwould necessitate in many cases the examin-
ation of a whole life history, such as could not be made, or
if made, would be barren of results; for purposes in life are
often not formed suddenly and definitely, but are of gradual
growth, receiving modifications and colorings from various
circumstances.

And yet I believe there are some few leading incentives,
to one or other of which it would be found that the present
design of each one of you is mainly attributable .

In some instances the inquirer might find the position now
occupied, to be the consummation and fulfillment of long-
cherished hopes, dating from an early period oflife ; in others,
perhaps, it might be shown to be unwisely or unworthily
assumed, from hasty and inadequate conceptions of the labors
it necessitates and the duties it imposes.

Instead of entering immediately upon the consideration of
the subjects committed to me, I propose this evening to
speak to you familiarly, " even as a man speaketh with his
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friends," of the motives which commonly lead to the choice
of the Medical Profession; and of the way in which this pro-
fession that you have chosen may be- made instrumental to
your own highest good.

Sometimes the study of Medicine is entered upon from a
fancy on the part of the student, that he is specially fitted for
i~ by original and innate constitution; a theory of profes-
sicnal adaptation which is said to find large support from
ancient spinsters, who admiringly proclaim their faith in
" born doctors," and who attach more value to the luckv
accident of being a seventh son, than to the accumulated
wisdom and learning of the profession from the days of Hip-
pocrates to our own.

For my part, I put small trust in those physicians whose
fitness for their calling has been brought with them into the
world ready-made; for whatever may be true of poets, yet
medicus fit, non nasciiur, Let native talents or hereditary
adaptability be what they may, a man can become a true
physician only by dint of earnest work through laborious
days and studious nights.

Not uncommonly a favorable opening, as it is termed,
is urged as a reason for choosing medicine as a vocation in
life; and provided there be personal fitness ill the aspirant,
and a proper appreciation of the responsibilities and duties
of the calling, this may be quite worthy of some considera-
tion as a collateral motive. But if it be the prime reason-
if it even be allowed a high value as an element of choice,
-then there is danger lest that sentiment which has
prompted the selection of the calling betray itself to the
injury of both the practitioner and his clients, in the prose-
cution of that calling.

Now, it is true even in a nobler ministry than ours-and
there is but one such on earth,-that "the laborer is worthy
of his hire;" and it is even so in our own vocation. But
the emolument which is honorable as the return of work
rightly done, is sordid to the last degree when sought for
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its own sake merely. The professional reputation which
may be striven for from motives of elevated am bi tion, as
the best reward of a medical career, becomes simply des-
picable when aimed at only as a means for increasing pro-
fessional business; while earnest labor in behalf of suffering
humanity and for the common benefit of the profession, is
followed always by its own intrinsic reward, and like" the
quality of mercy, is twice blessed," blessed in the good it
bestows on others and in its reflex influence upon the laborer
himself. It is a sad perversion of right feeling-and would
there were less of it-which in our profession can make in-
dividual aggrandizement the main object of exertion.

"vVhen I commenced the practice of medicine," said the
good and wise Dr. Fothergill, "my only wish was to do
what little business might fall to my share as well as pos-
sible, and to banish all thoughts of practising physic as a
money-getting trade, with the same solicitude as I would
the suggestions of vice and intemperance."

In painful contrast with this noble sentiment is a condition
of affairs which has led one of the most eminent physicians
of our time, Prof. Hughes Bennett, of Edinburg, thus to
write: "The bane of the profession at the present moment
is the existence of a class of medical practitioners who, in
competition with their fellows, and pressed perhaps by the
necessity, if not the desire, of making money, have come to
the conclusion that what they really know and can perform
professionally is of much less consequence than what the
public gives them credit for. The ultimate influence of this
state of things on their own morals and on the welfare of
the profession, must be obvious. By watching the progress
and mingling in the society of men of this class, the pro-
fessional mind is in danger of being rendered unsound, and
animated more by a desire of attaining what is conven-
tional ly termed C success in life,' which simply means the
obtaining of a large income, than by the higher incentive of
public usefulness."



Impulses of the sordid character referred to, are happily,
however, not often felt at the period of life when the choice
of a profession is most commonly made; and there is,
therefore, little reason to fear that they have prompted any
of you to enter upon your present course. But hereafter, if
the evil days should come, as come they may, and temptation
with them, strive then, I pray you, to keep your hearts and
minds free from such sugges1fions.

Earnest devotion to professional duty is very sure to lead
to honorable independence; but pecuniary recompense as
the result of work faithfully done should be incidental, and
not a primary or deliberate aim.

Even the hope of retiring from active professional life
upon an accumulated competence, which is sometimes
aspired to as the fit and crowning reward of the arduous
work of years, is in general not a hope that can be wisely
and safely cherished. It is better, better far, that our work
should be a life-work; that there should be given to it not
only the active energy of youth, and the mature vigor of
middle age, but the "old experience" of years, which,
perhaps, in no other calling so much as in Medicine,

--" doth attain
To something like prophetic strain."

The mind employed regularly with its accustomed tasks
is less likely to fail with the failing body, than if it be
suffered to quit work altogether; and if mental vigor be
retained, the responsibility of using accumulated stores of
knowledge cannot cease from the mere fact of age, but
rather becomes greater as the store increases. Whether
measured by years or by fruits, life may bc lengthened by
assiduous devotion to one's duties; nor can it ever be justi-
fiable for the sake of an imagined enjoyment of life, to give
up what should be the very. end of living; in the burning
words of the satirist, "propter vitam vivendi perdere causae,'?"

*Juvenal, Sat. VIII, 84.
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"I have sometimes been asked," says an eminent living
physician, " how it is that medical men seldom retire and
usually die in harness; and I say that their harness istheir
uniform, their decoration, their chiefest reward, and that
they lay it aside only at the bidding of their Commander-
in-chief. .When'1 was in Italy some years ago on a holiday
tour I hesitated whether I should not lengthen my holiday
to the end of my life, and leave the race to the swift the
battle to the strong: '

, Were it not better done as others use
To sport with Amaryllis in the shade',
Or with the tangles of Neaera's hair?'

"In visiting Pompeii I stopped more than once at a
sentry-box by the sea-gate, where there were found the
s~eleton and arms of a Roman legionary set on guard
eighteen .hundred years ago. That nameless sentry, I
thought, Ignorant, sensual heathen, whose bones lie mould-
ering among the debris of brothels of unmentionable atrocity
and filthy wine-shops, will yet to the resurrection-call
answer, 'Adsum Domine I' from a vantaze-z round of dig-
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nity second t~J none in the universe,-at his post waiting for
orders to leave. And so I turned and came home."*

To resume our speculations upon motives) we find a taste
for physical science sometimes pleaded as a reason for the
selection of the Medical Profession. Perhaps it has in-
flue~ced some of you. And very justly it may; for the
bearing of the natural sciences upon Medicine is direct and
their place in the work of mental training an important' one.

I do not at all admit the contemptuous dictum of an
eminent scientist of the present day, that there is no
knowledge worth possessing but that which is termed
natural knowledge, and no method of acquiring knowled ze
other than that of physical science. b

There are, I believe, vast ranges of subjects clear above
the sphere of natural science, witnessed for by the individual

*Chambers on Restorative Medicine, p. 28.



9

consciousness, but beyond the possibility of physical investi-
gation. 'I'h e phenomena of consciousness itself; the mode
in which the observations of the senses become translated
into the perceptions of consciousness; the connection be-
tween the material and. the immaterial; these are matters
which elude all scientific presentation. And when, passing
to a still higher level, we come to problems of moral good
and evil, to the domain of conscience and to questions affect-
ing the relations of man to his Maker, we find them in no
possible way correlated with the truths of physical science,
while in comparison with those truths they are of transcen-
dently greater importance.

Nevertheless, high value is to be attached to scientific
studies, both in view of their practical results upon civiliza-
tion, and also on account of the accurate habits of observa-
tion and of thought which they tend to form. The pleasure
attending their pursuit is doubt1essvery great; the sense of
extending the outposts of knowledge farther and farther
into the ~I'egion ot' the unknown, is inspiring; and from
this arises in large part the fascination which the physi-
cal sciences exercise over their votaries. 'I'hey are emi-
nently progressiyc-always advancing-always acquiring.
Each explorer of the physical universe is animated by the
thought that to him it may be given to win some new do-
main to be a permanent possession of the human intellect.
Each new reaper in the fields of science hopes, through his
own labors, to add to the garnered stores of his predecessors.

Wi th most of the physical sciences, Medicine is collaterally
connected i-upon some, it is so absolutely dependent, that
without a knowledge of them it cannot be prosecuted at all.
A taste for them is therefore a fairly allowable incentive to
the study of Medicine; and when practical physic is looked
upon as the art in which science finds its highest application,
as I think it may be regarded) the end in view sanctifies the
means, and the love of science becomes a noble inspiration.

The study of nature in any of its departments, if pursued

in the right spirit, may become, as was once said by a Ger-
man philosopher, " a hymn of praise to the Great Creator ;"
and yet it may be claimed for Medicine, that in it science
exercises her most exalted function.

When the venerable astronomer, whose death England is
now mourning, was a few months ago committed to his
resting-place in Westminster Abbey, it was said over his
grave that" the stars were his choicest companions, and
light he was wont to call his first love."

But, gentlemen, a nobler organism than star or sun is to
be your chosen companion, the subject of your active labors
and of your constant contemplation.

Nobler and more exalted it is by all that constitutes the
difference between brute matter and organic form fitted
to be a.t once the home and the instrument of active and in-
telligent spirit; capable of being so moulded and fashioned
by that inworking and informing spirit, as to become its
true counterpart and ·express image. Nobler and more ex-
alted let us believe it, because in another state a1id endowed
with higher faculties, it is yet destined to exist, when stars
and suns shall perhaps have crumbled into nothingness.
"The human boely," says one of the best and wisest of clin-
ical teachers, " must be yonI' study and your continual care
-your active, willing, earnest care. Nothing must malre
you shrink from it. In its weakness and infirmities, in the
dishonors of its corruption, you must still value it, still
stay by it, to mark its hunger and thirst, its sleeping and
waking, its heat and its cold; to hear its complaints, to
register its groans. And is it possible to feel an interest in
all this? }~y, indeed is it; greater, far greater, interest
than ever painter or sculptor took in the form and beauty
of its health."*

The sublime investigations of astronomy throughout the-
boundless regions of space, impress the mind most deeply

"Latham's Lectures on Chemical Medicine, p. 25.
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with a sense of the power of God, and prompt the sacrifice
of lowest humility; but omnipotence is not the attribute by
which He has most delighted to reveal Himself to the sons
of men; and if in His eye" mercy is better than sacrifice,"
we may well believe that in the whole range of human
knowledge, there is no higher ministry than is exercised by
that science whose direct and constant aim is the relief of
suffering humanity. Other branches of physical science may
contribute their part in the great and beneficent work 0

lessening the evils of man's estate; but none engages its
votaries so closely and earnestly in hand to hand conflict with
these evils, as our own; and none can show so abundant a
record of troubles averted, and pains healed, and sorrows
done away. We may apply to Medicine, in its relation to
the sister sciences) the words of the wise king: "Many
daughters have done virtuously, but thou excellest them all."

Certainly the highest and best of all moti ves to the study
of Medicine, is to be found in the power and opportunity it
gives of doing good to our fellow creatures. There is one
other, however, which demands consideration) because it re-
lates to the duty of training the intellectual faculties, a duty
in its degree just as incumbent uppn us as any other which
concerns our own moral natnre, or the welfare of others.
. Culture, in its widest sense, should aim at developing all

the capabilities of humanity, ,moral as well as mental.
Having adverted to the influence of the study of Medicine
upon the moral nature) let us briefly consider how it is to
be estimated as a means of intellectual development.

'I'he mental discipline derivable from our profession is of
a peculiarly valuable character; its special value arising
from the fact, that its study combines sciences which are ex-
act both in their objects and methods with those, on the
other hand, which furnish results of a probable rather than
a positive and absolutely demonstrable character.

Each of these orders of sciences has its advantages in the
'work of intellectual training: each can be detrimental when
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employed alone and without the complementary and adjust-
i ng influence of the other.

There are, so to speak, two kinds of reasoning to be em-
ployed in scientific pursuits,-the positive and the probable
modes. Now the value of the combination of mental pro-
cesses required in the proper study of Medicine, is made
apparent by the defects in mental development and balance
that are apt to be manifested when one of these modes of
reasoning is employed to the exclusion of the other.

Pure mathematics may be taken as a type of the exact
sciences, and for ages it has been found invaluable as an
agency in mental training, and also as a means for obtaining
exact knowledge. It is generally admitted, however, that
exclusi ve devotion to mathematical reasoning inclines the
mind to be doubtful of results derived from less positive
methods. The tendency of the mathematical mind is to
accept nothing as true which cannot be absolutely proven.
Mathematiciaus, it is said, have often been skeptics as to the
highest truths; and if we find among them a Newton or a
Leibnitz exercising the devoutest faith, it is to be remem-
bered that mathematical studies were far from constituting
the whole basis of their intellectual training.

'I'he distinction to which I now refer, is an important one,
and has a direct bearing upon your studies; and if the mat-
ter seem somewhat abstract, a little thought will make it
abundan tly clear.

This difference between demonstrative and probable proof
should always be borne in mind, for the failure to appreciate
it has led to many grievous mistakes in Medicine as well as
in Theology.

A proposition is proved demonstrably, when by a process
of reasoning it is shown to be absolutely true, so that a state
of things contrary to that expressed in the proposition can-
not exist. But probable proof, on the other hand, while
giving no absolute certain ty, serves only to render the ex-
istence of the state of things in question likely-i. e., like.
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the truth. Probable proof, in proportion to its degree, gives
the nearest approach to truth that is possible under existing
circumstances; and as such an approach to certainty, short
of its perfect attainment, is in many questions all that can be
accomplished, it has been well said that" probability is the
guide of life." .

In all Gases to which demonstrative proof is applicable, It
should be aimed at, and nothing less should satisfy the mind.
This is a cardinal principle of right reasoning. But let it
al wavs be remembered, that there is a large class of ques-
tions" in the solution of which, partly by reason of our finite
capacities, and partly from the nature of the subjects in-
voi\'(~c1,we can make only approximations to the truth, and
are even liable to go counter to it. And this is the case
sometimes in matters of the gravest importance. Many of'
the practical problems of life are to be solved, not by any
absolute and demonstrative reasoning, but by inference, by
anuloz ies discovered to exist between the case immediately
presel~ting itself, and others upon which a clearer light may
have previously been thrown.

Questions of thi.s kind are propounded to us when we seek
to refer to its true cause an effect which may apparently
have resulted from anyone of several causes: or in the pro-
vince of morals, when it becomes necessary to choose a course
of action, where the dividing line between the right and the
w ron a may not at first sight be clearly drawn: or in a still
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higher sphere, when we ponder our own ultimate destiny,
and that of our race; our relation to the unknown future
that awaits us all, and to the unseen world that encompasses
us around. ,

Probability in such cases is, indeed, often the only guide;
and although it may be so great in degree that it constitutes
a moral certainty, as in the great question of' revelation, yet
such certainty is attained only by estimating duly the weight
of probable evidence. 'rhus is shown the value of that kind
of training which enables us to discern, amid much uncer-

tainty, which is the more probable of two opinions; which
is the more like the truth, and therefore the safer guide to
action.

Now, what is the bearing of this discussion, you may ask,
upon the study of Medicine?

'I'he application will, I think, he found very direct, if yon
keep in mind, what was just now remarked, that in the Med-
ical curriculum, there is a combination of sciences which are
exact in their results and methods, with others which can
lead to conclusions of only a more or less probable character.
'I'hus, on the one hand, the habit of exact reasoning is
acquired,-the habit, i. e., of allowing nothing capable of
demonstrative proof to take position unchallenged as an
established fact until it be proved; while, on the other, the
wrong tendencies which spring from exclusive devotion to
the exact sciences are counterbalanced and corrected by
those other branches of Medical philosophy which lead to
the formation of only probable opinions.

Passing now from this abstract consideration of the mat-
ter, let me give you illustrations of these points, that you
may clearly appreciate the difference between the methods
of reasoning referred to.

Of the various branches which you will be engaged in
studying, chemistry, anatomy, and, to a certain extent, physi-
ology, may be classed with the exact sciences; they deal
with absolutely determinable things and conditions, and
although in each of them certain points may be involved in
doubt, while an investigation is still pending, yet their con-
clusions, once arrived at, are permanent possessions.

Thus, to take a simple and obvious case in chemistry,
water, we know, may be decomposed by galvanic electricity
into its ultimate elements, oxygen and hydrogen; and con-
versely, oxygen and hydrogen, when caused to combine, will
form water. Now, these results of the electrolysis, as it is
termed, in the first place, and of the synthesis in the second,
are as absolutely certain as the truths of mathematics.
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The equa1it.y between the sum of the three an zles of a tri-o
angle and two right angles, is not more firmly established
than is the fact that water is composed of oxygen and hydro-
gen. The proposition that the circumference of a circle may
be made to pass through three given points, is nut more
demonstrable than the truth that oxygen and hydrogen when00'
caused to enter into chemical combination, w il] produce water.

Other illustrations might be brought in abundance, to
show that in chemistry, as far, atany rate, as a portion of its
field extends, we have for our study a science which admits of
exact reasoning, and yields to such reascninz defini'te and
certain results. 0

Turning to physiology, we find a large store of facts
proven to be absolutely certain by processes of strict reason-
ing. The grand fact, for example, of the circulation of the
blood, which the wisdom of centuries had never recognized,
was established by exact observation, and strict locical deduc-
• b

tions therefrom. Precise methods of scientific reasoning
were applied, and the great secret, fraught with such im-
mense results to Medicine, was revealed, and became a pos-
session forever.

Positive facts of the most important character meet us in
the study of the composition of the blood, when it is fo~nd to
be not a homogeneous fluid like oil or water, but made up
of countless myriads of minute bodies floating in a watery
medium, and bearing to every part of the organism their
precious freight of oxygen, thence to return, laden with the
carbon of the disintegrating tissues. Here we have no fan-
ciful hypothesis to deal with, but absolutely proven facts.

The laborious investigations of Charles Bell, of Marshall
Hall, of Brown-Sequard, and of Claude Bernard, have estab-
lished as incontrovertible facts, a great many points connect-
ed with the anatomy and the physiology of the nervous
system, such as the relations of the spinal cord to the func-
tions of sensation and motion; the offices of the sympathetic
system, and its influence over the blood-vessels. Again, the
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physiology of digestion, so fin as regards the functions of
several parts and organs concerned in it, rests upon a basis
of demonstrated facts.

The sciences of diagnosis and pathology present many un-
settled questions that invite investigation; but, nevertheless,
these branches, too, furnish examples of truths established
firmly by processes of pure reasoning. You have a patient,
we will suppose, over whose heart there is heard, on apply-
ing your ear to the chest, instead of the soft murmuring
sounds of health, a harsh and rasping note. This change in
the character of the sound is one element in the solution of
the question before you. Suppose next, that as you move
your ear from below upward, you find the sound increasing
in loudness and harshness, and finally attaining its greatest
intensity at a certain point situated at the base of the organ;
and lastly, suppose that the unnatural sound occurs at that
period of the heart's action when the ventricles are con-
tracting.

Some of you can already appreciate these points; others
will learn their value and how to apply them, I trust, long
before this session is over.

Now, provided these signs be typically expressed, you
may 'infer, with the most assured conviction, that your pa-
tient is SUffering from an obstruction to the blood-flow at
the orifice of the aorta.

I speak of this as only one out of many other kindred
facts, which, in the clinical teachings of the winter, can be
made clear to each one of you who will devote himself
earnestly and thoughtfully to the science of auscultatory
diagnosis: a science which, to my mind, has about it the
special charm of beautiful precision, so that its objects are
in many cases attainable with nothing less than absolute
certainty.

But if these illustrations serve to show that in some of
the departments of Medicine we may attain certainty, and
that its study may, therefore, be used as a means for culti-



16
vating exact methods of reasoning, it must, nevertheless, be
admitted that to many of the questions which meet us as
physicians, no positive answer can be given; and our only
guide to action must be an estimate of probabilities.

A charge very commonly brought against Medicine, and
urged in opposition to its claims to be considered a science
in the strict sense of the word) is that it is not commensurate
in the certainty of its results with the other physical
sciences; that its aims are often indefinite, and that it does
not supply its votaries with exact and uniform means for
t,he accomplishment of those aims.

Now, this charge must be admitted to be) to a certain ex-
tent, true; and when you consider what it is that Medicine
has ultimately to deal with and act upon, you will see that
from the very nature of the case it must be true.

The life-force itself, whether it be regarded as an inde-
pendent power, or rather as the aggregate of all forces acting
within the organism, is still, as to its origin and modifying
circumstances, involved in obscurity; and until the nature
of life be determined, those departures from normal action
which constitute disease, must also present many points of
uncertainty.

Hence, doubts sometimes arise as to the exact nature of
disease; and hence, from the intimate union and sympathy
between all the functions and organs of the body, it is often
very difficult to say in which one of its parts processes of
disease have first arisen, to be extended or reflected to other
regions, in which they chiefly manifest themselves.

But if uncertainties of this kind sometimes constitute a
disadvantage in the practical application of Medicine, as
undoubtedly they do, I am inclined to think that they
render its study even more valuable as a means of mental
discipline.

They give skill in reasoning upon probabilities, in dis-
covering analogies, and in estimating uncertain indications;
and it is by just such skill and discernment that the really
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able and wise physician is chiefly distinguished. It is by
just such skill that in many of the difficulties and trials
with which this world of probation is beset, men are best
enabled to discern the true from the false.

I have endeavored, gentlemen, to show you how the pro-
fession you have chosen may be made instrumental in the
development of your intellectual and moral natures; a task
that is assigned to each one of us, and for which each will
be held responsible. I know of no better help to you in this
great work, apart, of course, from the study of revealed
truth, than is afforded by the labors and studies of the Medi-
cal life.

See, then, that they effect their work inwardly upon your
own hearts and minds, refining, elevating, purifying and
strengthening you.

Remem bel' always, however, that "none of us liveth to
himself;" others need your labor, and while seeking your
refreshment and solace in the "pure air of delightful
study," yet be it your duty ever to go about doing good,
following in the footsteps of Him, who, through the mys-
tery of the Incarnation, took once to wear forever the form
of that humanity which it is yours to minister unto here.

But the whole history of man points to a higher develop-
ment yet to be attained- .

The one far-off divine event
To which the whole creation moves;

and hereafter that nobler humanity, the most exalted of all
created things, in its two-fold aspect, corporeal and spiritual,
with greater powers and larger endowments, and set finally
above all changes that disease or death can work, and alive
forevermore, may be the subject of your contemplation
throughout the ages of eternity, when the former. things
shall have passed away, and all are become new. Look
upon your calling, gentlemen, in this light; keep ever in
view its claims and its capabilities; and then most earnestly
and from my heart, I congratulate you upon your choice.


