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in 1884, William Osler (1849-1919) reported rising

antisemitism in Germany.! Were Osler alive at the
time of this writing, the Israel-Hamas and Russo-Ukrai-
nian wars with their nuclear overtones would sadden
but not surprise him. During his last public lecture,
given at Oxford to the Classical Association on May 16,
1919, in the aftermath of World War I, he addressed the
implications of increasingly destructive weapons for the
future of humankind. He asked whether science “can rule
without invoking ruin” and asserted the need for “a very
different civilization or there will be no civilization at
all”23 We revisit Osler’s concerns in the context of grow-
ing recognition of the possibility of human extinction
within the near future.+¢

Osler’s outwardly sunny optimism masked disqui-
etude about the dark side of human nature. At least
five of his addresses between 1894 and 1919 contain
two themes: whether science will ultimately prove a
force for good rather than evil and the human propen-
sity to subordinate reason to emotion in matters of
vital importance.

In 1894 at the University of Pennsylvania, he spoke
on “The Leaven of Science”” He rejoiced that science
“has done much, and will do more, to alleviate the
unhappy condition in which so many millions of our
fellow-creatures live,” and suggested that science “leav-
ens in some slight degree the whole social fabric” Yet,
“Passion rules the world, and rules alone.””

In 1904 at Harvard, he pointed out that while

In the previous article, Dr. Jeftrey Fisher recalls how,

The Pharos/Winter 2024

scientific advances “may make us feel that Reason is
King,” we remain “under the dominion of our emo-
tions, and our deeds are the outcome of passion and
prejudice...”8

In 1910 at the University of Edinburgh, he celebrated
beneficent science, notably medical science, as “man’s
redemption of man” while conceding that malevolence
toward fellow humans is “written in blood on every page
of history?

In 1915 at the University of Leeds, as the Battle of
Loos raged across the English Channel, he called sci-
ence “the best friend war ever had,” making “slaughter
possible on a scale never dreamt of before” He lament-
ed, “We are still in the childhood of civilisation [sic]”
and are “hindered by passions and practices, strong as
animal instincts...” 10

Finally, in 1919 at Oxford, he observed how “the
finer sense of humanity has been shocked to paralysis
by the helplessness of our civilization and the futility of
our religion to stem a wave of primitive barbarism” and
how the war “changed me into an ordinary barbarian”2
Among the British war dead was Osler’s son, Second
Lieutenant Edward Revere Osler (1895-1917). Striving
to end on an upbeat note, Osler evoked Hippocrates:

There is a sentence in the writings of the Father of

Medicine upon which all commentators have lingered...

the love of humanity associated with the love of his craft!

—philanthropia and philotechnia—the joy of working

joined in each one to a true love of his brother. Memo-

rable sentence indeed! in which for the first time was
coined the magic word philanthropy, and conveying the
subtle suggestion that perhaps in this combination the
longings of humanity may find their solution, and Wis-
dom—philosophia—at last be justified of her children.2

These were the last sentences Osler published dur-
ing his lifetime, his valediction to humanity.
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Osler's gravest prognosis: Extinction

Clockwise from upper left: William and Grace Revere Osler with their son, Edward "Revere" Osler
(1895-1917), at Oxford in 1909; Revere in uniform, 1915; Revere with trout in June 1917, on his last visit
home, about two months before he was killed by an artillery shell in WWI; Revere's temporary grave
marker in the Dozinghem Military Cemetery, Viteren, Belgium. Osler Library of the History of Medicine, McGill

University
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Philanthropia, philotechnia, and philosophia
Philanthropia, philotechnia, and philosophia loosely
translate to “love of humankind,” “love of science and
technology,” and “love of wisdom,” respectively. Physi-
cians, we suggest, could advance the cause of postpon-
ing human extinction by practicing and promoting
these qualities as existential virtues.!!
Medicine at its best, Osler suggested, promotes
a sense of oneness of humankind, opposing fictive
constructs that divide us socially and politically. He
made this clear in an 1897 address to the British
Medical Association:
Distinctions of race, nationality, colour, and creed
are unknown within the portals of the temple of
Zsculapius. Dare we dream that this harmony and
cohesion so rapidly developing in medicine, obliterating
the strongest lines of division, knowing no tie of loyalty,
but loyalty to truth—dare we hope, I say, that in the
wider range of human affairs a similar solidarity may
ultimately be reached?2

Osler expressed love of humankind mainly through
small, frequent acts of kindness.!? A medical student
remarked that Osler’s motto seemed to be, “Do the
kind thing and do it first”** He was also curious about
people. Faith T. Fitzgerald (1943-2021) (AQA, Univer-
sity of California School of Medicine, 1969) a longtime
member of The Pharos Editorial Board, correlated
medical students’ curiosity with humanistic qualities
as judged by their preceptors.!> A colleague wrote of
Osler, “It was from his humanity, his extraordinary
interest in his fellows, that all his other powers seemed
to flow."16

These traits—transcendence of nationality, skin color,
and creed; frequent small acts of kindness; and interest
in people—shine in letters Osler wrote his wife and oth-
ers from Egypt in 1911, his only significant exposure to
Arabic-speaking Islamic people. He called Islam “a great
religion;” he marveled at “the Musselman at prayer” as
a “magnificent tribute to the majesty and immanence
of the one God;” and he quipped from Cairo, “I have...
decided to become a Mahomedan after seeing the big
mosque here—in its simplicity and grandeur””

Osler often quoted the memorable line from “Abou
Ben Adhem,” a poem by Leigh Hunt, “Write me as
one who loves his fellow men””’8 One colleague de-
scribed how Osler, “like Abou-ben-Adhem, loved his
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fellow man despite faults and frailties toward which
he was always willing to turn a blind eye or a deaf
ear”® Another called Osler “the Abou ben Adhem of
my spirit’1?

The term philotechnia derives from the Greek word
techné, from which Sir Thomas Browne (1605-1682),
whom Osler considered his “lifelong mentor;,” coined
the term “technology’”?0 Few Greek terms incite more
debate among philosophers and classicists than does
techné.?1-26 During the Greek Enlightenment of the fifth
and fourth centuries BCE, techné status mattered to
both the Hippocratic school on Cos and the Platonic
Academy in Athens for the same reason: to establish
hegemony over competitors, since anyone could prac-
tice medicine, and anyone could claim to teach virtue
(arete) and wisdom (sophia).

Osler used a key passage from Plato’s Gorgias as
an epigraph for his 1892 textbook, The Principles and
Practice of Medicine. The passage reads, “And I said of
medicine, that this is an art which considers the consti-
tution of the patient, and has principles and reasons in
each case”?’

Plato took Hippocratic medicine as the model for
a techné as opposed to a “knack” (empeiria) such as
rhetoric. He established three criteria for a techné:
specific knowledge (epistéme) of the subject matter
as opposed to opinion or belief; the ability to provide
and defend a reasoned account of the subject matter;
and orientation toward a “good” that promotes human
flourishing.?* However, despite mentioning techné in
one or another of its forms 675 times in his dialogues,
Plato never gave a satisfactory unifying definition of
this term.22 “Technology” remains a surprisingly slip-
pery concept,?8 and our problem is whether it—how-
ever defined—will ultimately shorten or prolong our
survival as a species.

In a 1905 address to the Canadian Medical Asso-
ciation, Osler opined, “the profession of medicine is
distinguished from all others by its singular beneficence
[the italics are in the original] 293 Images from the
Russo-Ukrainian and Israel-Hamas wars, of health care
workers toiling amidst raining missiles and rubble, cry
out for the need for “goodness” requirements for dual-
use technologies (technologies that can serve both
military and civilian purposes).31-33

Osler confessed that he “never mastered philoso-
phy” because “cheerfulness was always breaking in.” 34
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He was conversant with Plato and Aristotle, whom he
called “the great idealist” and “the great realist,” respec-
tively. He stands accused of ignoring some of the more
recent philosophers such as Adam Smith, Immanuel
Kant, and Seren Kierkegaard.?> That said, it is unclear
whether classical philosophy has much to contribute to
the project of postponing human extinction.® Nascent
movements within philosophy include “antihumanism,’
which asserts Earth would be better off without us, and
“transhumanism,” whereby new forms of intelligent life
would replace Homo sapiens.?”-3° These movements
aside, should we define “the good” as survival and flour-
ishing of the human species, the preservation of sentient
life forms, or the maximization of individual freedom?

“A very different civilization...or no civilization
at all”

Osler began his 1896 address to the American
Medical Association by stating that humankind’s three
great enemies are “fever, famine, and war” He recited
19th-century progress against the first two enemies
and quoted scripture (Isaiah 2:4) regarding the third:

It will be in another democracy, in another century,

perhaps far distant, that the race will realize the earnest

longing of the son of Amos [sic; the prophet Isaiah was
the son of Amoz, not Amos] that “nation shall not lift

up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any

more....In some development of socialism, something

that will widen patriotism beyond the bounds of nation-
alism, may rest the desire of the race in this matter; but
the evil is rooted and grounded in the abyss of human
passion, and war with all its horrors is likely to long
burden the earth.%

Postponing human extinction will surely require en-
forceable global political solutions, as Osler recognized.
He called nationalism “the great curse of humanity”” 2

We could update Isaiah’s swords-to-plowshares
metaphor by diverting global military spending into
collaborative efforts to rid Earth’s atmosphere of green-
house gases.*! We could then address other existential
risks such as stockpiles of nuclear weapons, biologic
and chemical weapons of mass destruction, uncon-
trolled artificial intelligence, and hazardous uses of
gene editing.

Our species urgently needs paradigm shifts whereby
philanthropia extends to planetary health, philotechnia
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insists on beneficent use of science and technology,
and philosophia defines “the good” as perpetuation of
higher life forms on Earth, not just happiness for pres-
ently living individuals.

Contributing to the postponement of human
extinction should, we suggest, be included among the
goals of medicine.
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