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view of improving matters in this divection; and it is profiting by
the opportunity thus presented, that occasion is here taken briefly
to examine, what generally is the education at present received
by or required of dental practitioners; what are the qualifications
consequently prevailing among and recognised by them as sufficient
for undertaking the treatment of dental disease; and what means of
improving matters, in this respect, are left at our disposal,

With reference to the education at present required of or received
by dentists, the fact that, owing to many obvious circumstances,
dentistry must always be considered and practised as a distinet and
special, if not exclusive, department of surgery, exercises an import-
ant influence. As dental surgery, properly so called, almost un-
avoidably entails a certain proficiency in mechanical dentistry, so, on
the other hand, mechanical dentistry is necessitated, in many in-
stances, to combine with it the performance of certain surgical
operations; and it is in this necessary combination of the two de-
partments. that much of the difficulty has arisen, and is still found
to exist. Here, perhaps, more than in any other case, the qualifi-
cations for practice have become arbitrary, and, consequently, vary
according to the opinion, the intelligence, and, it may be, the honesty
of the practitioner; no definite criterion exists, by which the pro-
ficiency or fitness for undertaking such practice, or for assuming a
so far surgical title, can be ascertained. Accordingly, the system of
education now very commonly adopted in the training of dentists,
is little more than the mere apprenticeship demanded for undertak-
ing the mechanical part of the business; a few opportunities for ex-
tracting teeth ; the acquirement of a purely empirical knowledge of
some of the diseased conditions of these organs; and an equally
empirical knowledge of some modes of treatment pursued in them,
is perhaps added ; but tliis may be considered as the full extent of
instruction received by much the greater proportion of dental prac-
titioners of the present day. No acquaintance with the physiology of
the structures themselves ; of the pathological nature of their diseases ;
or of the prineiples upon which the treatment of these diseases should
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surgical qualifications among them to be correspondingly deficient.
The very mode of education thus open to, and by many regarded as
adequate for practising, in this line, is in itself an excuse for, and
more than an excuse, it is the reason of this want of suflicient
qualifications in many who undertake the treatment of dental dis-
ease. Those who cannot see that such education is insufficient,
surely must be regarded as only thereby illustrating the danger of
a little knowledge. It is exactly this mistaken view of the matter,
which leads to such an amount of instruction being here so fre-
quently considered sufficient to confer a right to assume the title of
“ surgeon.” In no case is this title more abused or more irregularly
assumed, than it is by dentists; the terms smyeamaccnucheur, sur-
geon-oculist, surgeon-apothecary, invariably imply, that the posses-
sor of any of these -titles has obtained a surgical diploma; but to
state that one half of those who assume the title of surgeon-dentist,
do so without any such warrant at all, is to speak at least within the
mark.

But, apart from the benefit of an increased acquaintance with the
subject before us to the practitioner himself, even the very limited
extent of knowledge existing on many points in dental surgery,
demands some improvement on other grounds. A very imperfect
conception of many simple matters connected with dental surgery, it
must be admitted, prevails not only among dental practitioners, but
also among some otherwise fully qualified medical men. This becomes
at once obvious, if we reflect how little is generally understood either
of the physiology or pathology of the teeth; how much ignorance
prevails regarding their mode of development and their successive
stages during dentition ; how comparatively few practitioners, not-
withstanding the very familiar manner in which the subject is every
day talked about, would undertake to give anything like a scientific
?r correct resumé, however short of the process of dentition, even in
Tts healthy state; or to deseribe correctly its different stages during
infancy and childhood ; the various epochs at which its most ordin-

ary phenomena occur; far less what the pathology of its disorders
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closes to a greater extent the importance of the subject. Indeed, in
most cases where any such full qualification being required in dental
practitioners is objected to, or considered out of place, it is in the cir-
cumstances of the case, and not in the conviction of further instruc-
tions being superfluous, that the objection consists. And this
feeling is quite excusable : however desirable it is that those who
undertake the treatment of dental disease should possess a surgeon’s
diploma, it would require time to bring a proposal of this kind intc
anything like general operation—and any measures, or legislative
enactment, unless in no way retrospective, which might at one stroke

- demand such conditions of existing practitioners, would undoubtedly

be oppressive, and be of a most injurious instead of a beneficial
tendency. That is not to say, however, but that this were it prac-
ticable, is the preferable and the most consistent—indeed the only
legitimate method, of setting matters right in this case. Those who
embark in the study and practice of medicine in any form, must
not each one respectively be competent for only one duty, and for
that one duty alone ; but each man must be able and ready in the
hour of danger—an hour which sometimes overtakes the simplest as
well as the most formidable operations—each man must then be
ready to renounce his favourite or his allotted post, and bear a hand
wherever and at whatever he may be wanted. Thus in dental
practice serious consequences, and even fatal results, occasionally
follow such simple operations as are comprehended within its sphere ;
and of late more than ever are there certain risks to be apprehended
in the performance of such operations; since the introduction of
chloroform for example, patients very naturally, and very properly,
demand its administration previously to undergoing any painful
remedial measures ; and although this agent may quite possibly be
again and again administered with impunity by the most ignorant,
yet how canwe be certain that all the resources of the most fully quali-
fied medical man may not here be demanded at a moment’s notice ?

It is however the creditable spirit of the age in which we live, not
to inquire, as such a mode of reasoning as this would imply, how
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as a special line of practice, to be elevated from the place it now
occupies ?

There seems to be no doubt that the obvious means of accomplish-
ing such ends consists in requiring of; and providing for practitioners
in this branch, a better system of education in surgery than at present
exists. Twomethods may be found forcarryingthis intoeffect, namely,
First, that every one adopting the practice of dental surgery should
be required to possess a surgical diploma or other equivalent qualifica-
tion, and have any special education in dentistry superadded to this,
Or, Second, that at least a limited and special course of instruction,
practical as well as theoretical and elementary, in dental surgery,
should be afforded, and considered imperative on such as might not
possess, or might not feel desirions of obtaining, a regular diploma.

Were it practicable, there is no question that the really legitimate
qualifications for undertaking surgical operations, or other treat-
ment for dental disease, would be the possession of some such degree
as is required of other surgical practitioners. But difficulties lie in
the way of attaining this object, as we have already remarked; and
some preliminary, or intermediate arrangement might perhaps re-
quire to be adopted in the first instance, and which might, in the
meantime, prepare the way for the more desirable and complete
qualifications being ultimately introduced. The most likely ar-
rangement, according to this view, seems to be that inculcated in our
second proposal, namely, that some limited and special instruction
In surgery, as applicable to dental disease, should be acquired by
dentists: by such means a more extended knowledge on this part of
the subject, would be conferred upon those who choose to avail them-
selves of the advantages thus provided ; and without holding ont
any such inducement as that of obtaining in this manner, a pseudo-
medical degree, or title—always a dangerous acquisition—there is
little doubt that many would take advantage of such an opportunity,
that much benefit would in this way be the result, and an essential
service be done to those who are intending to follow out the practice

of this line. But such an amount of education as this, we say, could







13

diseases of the dental system in man, appear in this case to render

such attention equally necessary.
To point out any one particular course to be pursued with such

objects, and with the view of carrying these suggestions into effect.
is not the purpose of these remarks. Their purposes are the inculca-
tion of the great necessity existing for some improvement in the
position of this branch of surgery; the enforcement of some avail-
able and general principles by which a more satisfactory mode of
instruction, along with better qualifications, might be placed within
the reach of those who adopt its practice: and, in advancing them,
it is only echoing the sentiments prevuiling among the great mass
of dental practitioners of the present day. That no arrangement has
been made long before this time, by which the practice of dental
surgery might entail the possession of at least some surgical quali-
fication, exhibits the neglect with which the subject has been treated ;
but this is no palliation of matters, nor any reason why they should
any longer be left as they are; however much may be the dis-
position to advocate liberal views in a question of this kind, not only
Justice to patients, but justice to practitioner, here demands immediate
reform. But the irregularity and inconsistence involved in the present
circumstances of dental surgery, ave too clearly perceptible to require
much comment; surely their improvement may be confidently
looked for ; and that the objects we have in view in making these
remarks will, at no distant period, be favourably regarded and ulti-
mately obtained, seems a convietion with which any one regarding
the matter impartially, cannot fail to be impressed.

I am, SIr,

Your obedient Servant,

J. SMITH.

Evinsoncn, 12, Duspas StreeT,
February 1858,







