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Medicine: science that once was art  

Jorge Sánchez-Lander* 

 

The good thing if is brief, twice good; and even the bad, if 

some, not so bad.  

Baltasar Gracián, Oráculo manual y arte de prudencia, 

1647.  

 

Medicine is an art, which gradually became a science. Its 

main driving force is, and I hope remains, compassion. It is 

in compassion where arises the need to understand the 

human condition and its roots in order to relieve him. 

From the first moment that someone came to help a 

fellow suffering, medicine was born. The intention that 

moved a Cistercian monk in the infirmary of the Abbey or 

at any wonderful Muslim, Jewish or Persian schools of ancient medicine was the deep respect for 

others. Knowledge of biology, Botany, physics or anatomy were building the foundations of a 

complex and universal art. The method of a bleeder and surgeon in the care of hydrops or the 

Roman physician by reducing the dislocation of the shoulder of a gladiator, was taking shape to 

become the modern medicine we know today. The diffusion technique and the method of the 

most advanced teachers allowed that it happens to be, as Lewis Thomas called it, the Youngest 

Science.  

Medicine, as all science should have laws that allow understanding the mechanisms underlying the 

human mind and body. Exciting respiratory physiology that explains how oxygen is exchanged, 

transported and diffused to the farthest section place of our anatomy is governed by laws. The 

diffusion of gases, the concept of dead space and the intricate structure of an alveolar basement 

membrane behave according to known laws and others still waiting for be formulated. The 

biomechanics of an ankle, the accurate contraction of the iris or the incredible process that occurs 

in the gastric cavity where the peristaltic and antiperistaltic movements allow food to be 

combined with a precise amount of acid and bicarbonate, must necessarily be based on an 

efficient and constant natural law.  Thanks to these laws can be predicted the fraction of inspired 

oxygen to be used to raise a certain point its presence in blood or the antineoplastic agent dose 

and cyclicity needed to remove a given fraction of tumor cells. This prediction occurs sometimes 

with incredible accuracy and most of the time with astonishing approximation. The laws rather 

than dogmatic and inert elements, become effective models for interpreting nature.   
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Many have tried to make that precision of biophysics and biochemistry could be applied to the art 

of diagnosing. The figure of an intuitive clinician, connoisseur of semiology, physiology, anatomy, 

and many other subjects, reaching a diagnosis of incredible precision has captivated physicians for 

centuries, seduced them by the mythical figure of Osler, Charcot, Kocher or fictional characters 

such as Ben Casey, Trapper John, Mark Greene and Dr. House.  As well claim veteran clinicians: 

treatment is simply applying strictly a recipe, as those who want to cook a good dish. The real 

challenge of medicine is to get an accurate and especially timely diagnosis.  

It's what Siddhartha Mukjerhee tries in his brief, entertaining and very eloquent book The Laws of 

Medicine: Field Notes from an Uncertain Science1, published by TED Books at the end of 2015. 

Mukherjee, who graduated from Stanford, Oxford and Harvard, Professor of medicine and clinical 

oncologist at the Columbia University Medical Center, manages to focus attention with a 

refreshing tour of crucial historical facts and anecdotes from his professional career. In its pages, 

he ventures to formulate three laws, more as an interesting discursive exercise than an arrogant 

pretense. Intelligently touches on issues such as the hipervaloration of the statistical evidence, as 

one of the major perceptual biases of the current clinical. It describes how a science that is 

increasingly more tied to figures and probabilistic element, must not deviate from the wild and 

omnipresent perceptive trait, such as is intuition. In his intelligent exposure he manages to draw a 

stimulating proposal, considering the evidence in a broad and flexible manner, so that the 

influence of the results of an experiment has the counterweight of the questioning, without losing 

sight of the invariable presence of human bias.  

A book that can be read in a few hours and that many will find further enjoyment to reread it 

carefully. With this new title, Mukherjee invites us to a few moments of introspection on an art 

that evolves into an increasingly better structured science. A rapidly changing science, which in 

that search can deviate erroneously to the path of an exact and cold science, away from 

compassion and intuition, what will be for many the end of medicine, at least as we know it.  

*Cirujano oncólogo, especialista en ginecología oncológica y mastología. Servicio de Ginecología Oncológica, Instituto de 

Oncología Luis Razetti y Clínica Santa Sofía., Caracas Venezuela. 
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