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In ancient Greece there was a group of philosophers called Physikos. They were noted for gaining 
their knowledge of nature from thinking rather than studying it first hand. From these thoughts they 
taught biology and medicine, and were called doctors ("to teach "); their students, "physicus", or 
physician. Physicians who worked with their hands were called "surgeons." Being well versed in the 
theory of diseases and their treatment, surgeons were distinguished from the ancient Greek chiropodest 
(who worked on patients' hands and feet). Subsequently, 5th century Roman barbers and Medieval 
European barbers were also doing surgical procedures - things like extracting teeth, treating wounds, 
and bleeding patients. Unfortunately, their operations - draining blood from sick patients (to release 
fevers and evil spirits) and "cuttings" to remove bladder stones-generally caused more harm than 
good. Since their practices commonly caused suffering and death, European surgery was not held in 
high esteem. 

The word "surgeon" came into English in the 14th century. It designated those medical practi-
tioners who, instead of administering drugs, performed manual operations on the body. Considering 
blood-letting as demeaning, they left it to the barber surgeons- known as "surgeons of the short robe. " 
It is from their bloodletting that the red and white stripped barber pole developed-the red standing for 
blood, the white for the bandage, and the basin for the vessel used to receive blood. The importance of 
the pole was that it represented a "medical care" symbol which people could easily recognize since, in 
these times, few people could read. For these reasons, pictures and emblems of barber poles were used 
as shop signs. To compete with barber surgeons of the short robe, France introduced "surgeons of the 
long robe." In early Renaissance France and England, the long robe physician surgeons were known 
primarily for working with their hands in a non-invasive way. They also performed external 
manipulations of a given patient's body. In the 14th century, they switched over to performing invasive 
procedures. This switch was triggered by the high class medicine of the Byzantine and Arabian sur-
geons. More urgent was the public demand for better results than they were receiving at the hands of 
itinerant barbers and wandering quacks. Up to this time, an upgrade in surgery had been slow to 
develop because of: (1) a lack of anesthesia; (2) an ignorance of the nature and control of infection; (3) 
an absence of understanding anatomy; and (4) an inability to control hemorrhage. Progress in surgical 
technique was associated with progress in medical education. 

When "doctor" came into English in the 13th century, it took on the Medieval Latin meaning of a 
religious teacher, adviser, scholar, and father of the Christian Church-all in the sense of "to make to 
appear right" and "a shower of the way." This allowed the title of "doctor" to be split into collegiate 
and medical circles. Since the late 19th century, a doctor of medicine has been generally thought of as 
a general practitioner. Until recently, almost any graduate of a medical school could display a sign 



saying "Physician and Surgeon." However, they usually started working with older and more experi-
enced surgeons in the hospital so as to gradually acquire techniques, the confidence, and a good 
reputation to do surgery on their own account. 

Today, "doctor" is applied both to a person with a doctoral degree in a non-medical subject (e.g. 
philosophy), as well as to physicians and surgeons. All qualified physicians and surgeons, being 
doctors of medicine, are distinguished from non-medical doctors by the symbols M.D. (medical 
doctor) or D.O. (doctor of osteopathy) at the ends of their names. These symbols indicate that they are 
trained to handle life-or-limb threatening situations. 
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