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LOOKING BACK…TO 1912

JP McMahon, MD, Milwaukee

Obstetric Teaching and Practice, 
Past, Present, and the Future

Editor’s note: The following is excerpted from WMJ, Volume 11 (No. 6), p. 178-180, published in November 1912. 

Friday, April 12, 2013  •  Monona Terrace Convention Center, Madison  

Wisconsin Medical Society Foundation  
Annual Fundraising Dinner and Silent Auction

5 p.m. hors d’oeuvres, cash bar and silent auction • 7 p.m. dinner • 8 p.m. program

Maaster of Ceremonies: Zorba Paster, MD

i
Change Your M nd:

Exploring thE sciEncE of Emotions

The event includes dinner, a large silent auction and 
a fascinating presentation by Richard J. Davidson, 
PhD. Named one of the 100 most influential people 
in the world by Time magazine in 2006, Dr. David-
son is founder and chair of the Center for Investigat-
ing Healthy Minds at the Waisman Center, Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-Madison. Discover your emotional 
style as Dr. Davidson discusses the power of emo-
tions and how we can change our brain to influence 
how we approach life and health. 

Exciting items available for bid at the event include:
• Complete paddleboard package
• Vacation at a condo in Cocoa Beach, Florida
• Vacation at a 4-star hotel close to  

   Disney World in Orlando, Florida
• Kayak
• Diamond necklace
• Golf packages
• Private wine tasting party
• Artwork, and much more!

We invite you to join us for an evening of networking with physicians,  
business leaders and other guests from throughout the state. 

Close to 500 health care and business leaders from across Wisconsin are expected for this event to celebrate 
the Foundation’s success and raise funds for our work supporting medical education and improving health  
for all of us. We hope to see you there!  Register today! Contact Eileen Wilson at eileen.wilson@
wismed.org or call 608.442.3722.

The term “obstetrics” means to stand before; and, when it was  
adopted by our forefathers, this was as strong a term as they could 
rightfully employ, because all they pretended to do was to stand 

before the mother, with or without the perineum exposed, and wait for nature 
to do all but to tie and to sever the cord. Fortunately for the patients of those 
days, more was rarely required. 

To us of the twentieth century, the term “obstetrics” should and does 
mean infinitely more. It means that we, as obstetricians, should be familiar 
with normal and all abnormal conditions of mother and child alike; that we 
should be acquainted with the exact physical and social condition of each 
mother during her entire pregnancy; that we should make observations as to 
position and presentation at stated intervals from the fifth month until term 
and frequently during abnormal or protracted labors; that we should have 
knowledge of just what to do and when to do it in abnormal cases; and last, 
but not least, that we should know when not to interfere, and thereby insure 
against injuring the mother and perpetrating serious and irreparable damage 
upon the innocent and defenseless offspring…

…All of the tragedies of pregnancy and labor, however, may not be 
charged to sentiment. Many of them are due to ignorance, lack of judgment 
and selfishness on the part of those to whom the expectant mothers have 
for the time being intrusted [sic] their care, welfare, and even life itself…The 
ignorance and lack of judgment are the result of improper, incomplete and 
generally inefficient instruction and clinical training…

…Inefficient training dates back to the first obstetric course offered in 
this country. The inadequate teaching of obstetrics was and still is part of 
America’s poor medical educational system. The only difference between 
the obstetric courses and other courses is that the obstetric teaching has 
been and still is less efficiently done due to the following causes: incomplete 
preliminary and professional education on the part of the teachers, lack of 
laboratory and clinical facilities, failure of scientific and research men to be-
come interested in this branch with consequent scarcity of ideal instructors 
to properly impress students, practitioners and the professors of the future…

…The general practitioner will undoubtedly continue to manage the greater 
number of labors presided over by physicians, at least until the present gen-
eration shall have retired…The least that those who intend to continue accept-
ing the responsibilities of this work should do is to avail themselves of the ad-
vanced instruction afforded in these larger lying-in hospitals. This instruction 
will imbue them with the fact that obstetric practice is surgical practice, and 
that the more difficult obstetric operations belong to major surgery. They will 
also become imbued with the tact that all cases require surgical technique, skill 
and experience; that some cases require, in addition, muscular power; that the 

management of the latter should not be attempted by the enfeebled or su-
perannuated; that the direction of the hygiene of pregnancy and the pre-
natal care of the fetus are important branches of obstetric work; and that 
the present unnecessary sacrifice of the infants’ eyes and lives is criminal. 

Medical faculties must be made to realize that obstetrics is one 
of the most important subjects in the curriculum, that better facilities 
should be furnished, and that more abundant clinical material must be 
provided. The faculties must also be made to realize that the ideal ob-
stetrician is necessarily a profound student of medicine and surgery, 
more profound than the ideal gynecologist, and a man no longer to be 
looked upon condescendingly by any confrere but rather a man to be 
looked up to as an advanced physician whose counsel should and will 
be sought. When colleges bring about the necessary re-adjustment, not 
only in the obstetric department but in all departments, the study and 
practice of medicine will become elevated to the plane upon which they 
justly belong; and their graduates will be men of only the highest ideals, 
who will be able to appreciate that the practice of medicine is not and 
should not be considered a commercial pursuit, that it is one of the three 
great professionals whose privilege and duty it is to serve humanity, and 
that the only remuneration worthwhile comes from an honest effort to 
conscientiously perform in the best manner the tasks encountered.

The obstetrical work in all schools and hospitals should be intimately 
associated with and should cooperate with the work of the gynecologi-
cal department. The practice of combining the chairs as followed in Eu-
rope should be universally adopted in the country under the caption 
of obstetrics and gynecology. A man becomes a good gynecologic sur-
geon but he cannot be a competent obstetrician without at the same 
time being a competent gynecologist…

…Future progress can be made to approach perfection by raising the 
scholastic qualification and the general standard of those entering upon 
the study of medicine, by improving didactic and clinical teaching facili-
ties, by awarding professorships to only those who have properly quali-
fied  to become ideal instructors, by extending the lying-in hospitals so as 
to afford accommodations for all who can be induced to enter them, by 
maintaining outpatient services extensive enough to have all prospective 
mothers under the care of the competent obstetricians as soon as they 
become aware of an existing pregnancy, by teaching the laity that most of 
the ills of women, except those due to tumors and specific infections, are 
the result of poor obstetric management and that the way to prevent them 
is to avail themselves of the services of only those who can qualify under 
the standard here outlined.
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