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A history of the American Medical Association, 1847-1947.
Morris Fishbein. Philadelphia-London: W. B. Saunders,
1947. Pp. xvi + 1226. (Tllustrated.) $10.00. \

This revealing volume is not a critical analysis of the devel-
opment of the most important medical organization in the
United States, but rather a chronology of its activities during
its first century of existence, as abstracted from its Transac-
tions. Projected in 1929, the satisfactory compilation of the
book was delayed by World War II. It was pushed to publica-
tion for the centennial meeting of the AMA in May 1947 by
the driving efforts of Dr. Fishbein with hurried dictation,
scissors, and paste. The result is sometimes reminiscent of the
famous “Tonics and Sedatives” section of the Jowrnal of
American Medical Association, which Dr. Fishbein has edited
so well since 1924. Dr. W. L. Bierring’s accounts of the 101
presidents of the Association are customary professional eulo-
gies. Various Association officials offer short sketches of the
many councils, bureaus, publications, and other special ac-
tivities of the Association. From these it is clear that, in
contrast to its first 50 years, the second half-century of the
AMA has been extremely successful in a practical and financial
sense: There are chronological data in appendixes, and there
are name and subject indexes.

The American Medical Association arose a century ago in
response to serious abuses in medical education and practice.
The rapid expansion of the country, with the resulting need for
many doctors, caused a mushroom growth of medical schools
and a large output of unsatisfactory and unqualified physi-
cians. A number of abortive attempts were made to form a
national organization of competent medical men, in order to
raise standards of medical education and of medical ethics.
Thanks to the persistence and skill of Nathan Smith Davis
(1817-1904) of Binghampton, New York, this was accom-
plished. An organizational meeting was held in May 1846, in
New York, and the first convention with delegates took place
the following year in Philadelphia. The Association has con-
sistently maintained a democratic organization through dele-
gates elected by State Medical Societies. After a century of
intensive effort, it is clear that the prime purpose of the AMA
in raising standards of medical education has been brilliantly
achieved. Unfortunately, there still remains much confusion
about “medical ethics.” However, the majority of physicians
are agreed regarding their standards of professional etiquette
and general morality, and this is an important advance. There
is now growing appreciation that general principles of ethical
conduct are more significant than a multiplicity of detailed
rules.

An outstanding public contribution of the AMA has been
the gradual suppression of medical quackery. This part of the
story is told with relish, and with details of libel suits brought
by various quacks as a result of published AMA reports. There
is also much in justification of the AMA’s stand on “socialized
medicine.” ’

The official centennial story of the Association is an inter-
esting social document for scientists. It illustrates the difficul-
ties and disappointments inherent in the development of large
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professional organizations, and suggests the wisdom of fre-
quent, honest, and good-natured self-criticism in such organi-
zations for the promotion of professional standards and
practices.

CHAUNCEY D. LEAKE
The University of Texas—Medical Branck, Galveston
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