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PROGRESS OF MEDICINE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTU}
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By Dr. Joun S. Biuonves, U. S. A” - cnree
Director New York Public Library.

The word “medicine,” as used in the title of this paper, includes
all branches of the art of prevention and treatment of disease and
injuries; all discoveries of methods of diminishing physical pain and
of prolonging life, and also that part of modern science which is con-
cerned with aceurate knowledge of the structure and functions, normal
and abnormal, of the human body, and of the causes of disease. In
other words, it includes not only therapeutics, medical and surgical,
but also physiology, pathology, and hygiene.

In all these branches of medicine greater progress has been made
during the last century than had been made during the previous two
thousand years. This progress has been largely due to improvements
in methods of investigation and diagnosis, resulting from increase of
knowledge in chemistry and physies; to better microscopes and new
instruments of precision; to experimental work in laboratories, and
to the application of scientific method and system in the observation
and recording of cases of disease and of the results of different modes
of treatment. The introduction of statistical methods in the study of
cases of disease and of causes of death; the discovery of general anses-
thetics; the adoption of antiseptic and aseptic methods in surgery, and
the development of modern bacteriology, each marks a point in the
history of medicine in the nineteenth century.

The scientific demonstration that some diseases are due to the growth
and development of certain specific micro-organisms in the human
body dates from about twenty years ago, although the theory of such
causal relation is much older. Since 1880 it has been proved that
anthrax, Asiatic cholera, cerebro-spinal meningitis, diphtheria, one
form of dysentery, erysipelas, glanders, gonorrhea, influenza, certain
epidemics of meat poisoning, py®mia and suppuration in general, pneu-
monia, tetanus, relapsing fever, tuberculosis, bubonie plague, and
typhoid fever are due to minute vegetable organisms known as bacte-
ria: that malarial fevers, Texas cattle fever, and certain forms of dys-
entery are due to forms of microscopie animal organisms known as
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the large intestine on the right side of the lower part of the abdomen,
inflammation of which, known as appendieitis, causes exerutiating pain
and often produces internal abscesses and death. An operation for
the removal of such a diseased appendix is now common, and, in most
eases, successful. The operation for the removal of calealus or stone
from the urinary bladder dates from over two thousand five hundred
years ago, and no one knows who first performed it. Within the last
century it has been largely superseded by an operation which crushes
the stone to powder within the bladder, and removes this powder with-
out the use of the knife. The removal of calculi from the kidney,
or from the gall bladder, and the removal of a diseased kidney are new
operations, made possible by improved means of diagnosis, anwesthesia,
and antisepsis. Wounds of the intestines were formerly thought to
be almost necessarily fatal, and nothing was done for them except to
stupefy the patient with opium. Now, in such eases, the abdomen is
opened, the lacerations of the bowel are closed, the effused hlood and
other matters are removed, and in many cases life has thus been pre-
served.

By increase of knowledge of the anatomy of the brain. and of the
distribution of nerves connected with it, it has become possible in a
certain number of cases to determine what part of the brain is suffer-
ing from irritation or pressure, and to operate for the removal of the
tumor or other substance causing the trouble, with considerable hope
of giving permanent relief. A branch of surgery which has devel-
oped into an important specialty during the last century is that known
as plastic and orthopwmdic surgery. The replacing of a lost nose by
engrafting other tissue in its place is a very old triumph of surgical
art, but operations of this kind have been greatly extended and per-
fected within the last hundred years, and much can now be done to
mitigate the deformity and weakness due to club feet, bandy legs,
contracted joints, ete., which formerly were considered to be beyond
remedy.

Many of the diseases peculiar to women have been deprived of much
of their terrors within a hundred years. In 1800 for every thousand
children born, from ten to twenty mothers died. Puerperal fever
oceurred in epidemies, following certain physicians or nurses, but
nothing was known as to its causes or nature. To-day puerperal fever
is almost unknown in the hospitals or in the practice of a skilled phy-
sician. The death rate of mothers is less than five per thousand births,
and the mechanical obstructions which a century ago would have
almost certainly brought about the death of both mother and child
are now so dealt with that more than half of both mothers and children
are saved.

The study of the diseases of the eye has greatly developed another
specialty during che century, viz, ophthalmology. The investigations
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of the remark that a certain patented form of electric light was sur-
rounded by a cloud of nonluminous verhosity. For example, the com-
mittee of the Medical Society of the State of New York reported that
yellow fever may be produced in any country by pestilential effluvia;
and Webster concluded that typhus and nervous fevers were due to
a “*conversion of the perspirable fluids of the body into septic mat-
ter"—all of which means that they knew nothing about it. Even now
we do not know the cause of vellow fever, or the precise mode of its
spread; but we are sufficiently certain that it is due to a specific miero-
organism to be confident that its spread can be checked by isolation
and disinfection properly applied—and Memphis and New Orleansare
witnesses of the truth of this.

In the year 1800 the majority of persons over 20 years old were
more or less pitted by smallpox, being the survivors of amuch greater
number who had suffered from this disease. Dr. Miller in New York
had just received from England a thread which had been steeped in
the newly discovered vaccine matter, and was about to begin vaccina-
tion in that city. To-day there are many physicians who have never
seen a case of smallpox, and a face pitted with the marks of this
disease is rarely seen. During the century there have appeared in
civilized countries two strange and unfamiliar forms of epidemic
disease, namely, Asiatic cholera and the plague, the first coming from
the valley of the Ganges, the second from the valley of the Euphrates,
and each having a long history. A really new disease was the out-
break in Paris in 1892 of a specific contagious disease transmitted
from sick parrots, and known as psittacosis. This little epidemic
affected 49 persons and caused 16 deaths. Typhus fever has almost dis-
appeared, while some diseases have increased in relative frequency, in
part at least because of medical progress. The children who would
have died of smallpox in the eighteenth century now live to be affected
with diphtheria or scarlet fever, and the inerease in the number of
deaths reported as due to cancer is partly due to the fact that a greater
proportion of people live to the age most subject to this disease,

A large part of modern progress in medicine is due to improved
methods of diagnosis and to the use of instruments of precision for
recording the results of examinations. The use of the clinical ther-
mometer has effected a revolution in medical practice. Our knowl-
edge of diseases of the heart and lungs has been greatly expanded
during the century by auscultation and percussion, and especially by
the use of the stethoscope. The test tube and the microscope warn us
of kidney troubles, which formerly would not have been suspected,
and the mysterious Roentgen rays ave called in to aid the surgeon in
locating foreign bodies and in determining the precise nature of cer-
tain injuries of the bones. Bacteriological examination has become a
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