LETTERS

“Distinctions of race,
nationality, colour, and
creed are unknown within
the portals of the temple
of Asculapius”

This remark by William Osler (1849-1919),
delivered in an address to the British Med-
ical Association in Montréal on Sept. 1,
1897, is relevantly lacking in a recent
CMAJ article by Persaud and colleagues
attributing racist sentiments to Osler.2

The subject of racism in medicine has
come increasingly under the spotlight over
the past few years, although the broader
issue of inequality in health care has been
studied for much longer. It is understand-
able, even desirable, that physicians from
minority communities should be engaged
in resolving such injustices, but a responsi-
ble rather than resentful approach is
required. The insinuation that William Osler
— modern medicine’s most beloved profes-
sional icon®* — was racist is remarkable, and
a considered study of his life and writings
will make this abundantly clear. Osler’s bib-
liography is brimming with both explicit
and implicit remarks decrying divisiveness
in all its forms and encouraging social har-
mony. His above-quoted remark is just one
of many unambiguous statements encour-
aging professional tolerance and cohesion.

Persaud and colleagues? seem to
believe that Osler did not live up to his own
stated ideals. “Not by the lips, but by the
life,” they might well say with Osler, “are
men influenced in their beliefs.”* However,
throughout his life, William Osler was a
warm and approachable supporter of
minority physicians, whenever he had con-
tact with them. Walter Sydney Atkinson
(1881-1978),5 Wu Lien-teh (1879-1960)°
and John Andrew Kenney Sr. (1874-1950)"
are good examples of racialized physicians

who spoke highly of Osler’s influence and
character. Additionally, Osler was particu-
larly indiscriminate in praising good med-
ical work, and referenced contributions
from diverse backgrounds in his lectures on
The Evolution of Modern Medicine (April
1913).% In July 1913, he specifically sought
out the Kurdish physician Dr. Sa’eed Khan,
with views to personally restoring the
Hamadan tomb of the Persian polymath
Avicenna (circa 980-1037) — “one of the
greatest names in the history of medicine,”®
— aclear instance of Osler’s respect for
medicine’s international heritage.® Finally,
Osler was strikingly liberal in his personal
dealings with foreigners. Consider his
observations regarding “the Musselman at
prayer” during his 1911 visit to Egypt: “it
seemed the very apotheosis of worship —
so simple, so fitting in its attitude and with
words so appropriate to human feelings.”*

William Osler was not racist, and he
cannot be held personally responsible, as
Persaud and colleagues imply, for the nor-
malization of racial inequalities in medi-
cine. The historical record is unequivocally
clear concerning Osler’s most attractive
quality — his unconditional love for others
— and this is consistently brought out in
the reminiscences of his former colleagues
and by those wishing to revitalize his leg-
acy in more recent times. Osler may
indeed have made a few offhand com-
ments that we would disagree with if
repeated today, but these remarks did not
define him as a person and should not be
used to denigrate his character 100 years
after his death. Rather, he should be
upheld as a powerful advocate for a pro-
fession free from racism.
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