
then, is far less authoritarian and
much more based on mutual consul-
tation than the traditionalist ap-
proach. Freedman invokes the theo-
logical concept of a “covenant” to
denote the relational nature of care.

One advantage of Freedman’s re-
lational emphasis is that it makes
room for the patient’s family. The
secular approach, founded in the no-
tion of patient autonomy, deals very
awkwardly with the most intimate
social context of most people’s lives:
their families. The concept of auton-
omy is most useful in structuring re-
lationships between the individual
and the State, not the more thickly
intimate human relationships be-
tween ourselves as communal (mean-
ing historical) beings. Our families
lie at the core of our communal na-
ture. Families, with their duty to care
for each member, should have more
responsibility in making medical de-
cisions involving their own kin than
most secularists would allow.

My only real criticism of Freed-
man’s work is strictly philosophical. I
disagree with his sharp distinction be-
tween an ethic of rights and an ethic
of duty. If a duty is what I owe some-
body else (the Hebrew word chovah
means, first, “debt” and, by extension,
“duty”) then doesn’t that other per-
son have a right to my duty? (The
modern Hebrew word for “right,”
zekhut, literally means “privilege,”
something one is entitled to ask for.)
Otherwise, duties are arbitrary, and
that goes against Freedman’s desire
to present the Jewish tradition as hav-
ing a rationale. Nevertheless, that
philosophical quandary does not de-
tract from the value of so much else
in this book. Freedman certainly ful-
filled his objective of showing how
“Religion [in his case, Judaism] can
provide a fuller understanding, by
placing the questions raised within a
global and even cosmic context.”

De l’oreille gauche
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Sir William Osler is a figure for
whom I have an ambivalent affec-

tion. I have come to view him as one
might an elderly male relative, an uncle
perhaps, who possesses both great acu-
men and an embarrassing tendency to
make statements that betray his old-
fashioned prejudices. He gets dragged
out at family occasions to give speeches
that are duly applauded, and because
everyone admires him so much they are
willing to overlook his little foibles.

I’m no expert on Osler, nor am I one
of those fanatics who join societies to
ponder his words of wisdom. But, like
most Canadian physicians, I have en-
countered him from time to time over
the span of my career, like a particularly
persistent patient who keeps popping
up in the emergency room, demanding
to be seen.

I first made my acquaintance with Dr.
Osler in medical school, when I was
given a collection of his writings, Aequa-
nimitas and Other Addresses. “Many young
men,” he says in the preface, 
“… have written that the
addresses have been
helpful in forming their
life ideals.” Whenever I
didn’t feel like studying,
I would read one of 
Uncle Will’s essays — in
retrospect, a more produc-
tive use of my time than
memorizing the tribu-
taries of the superior
mesenteric artery.

Osler had none of
our modern scepticism about Duty, Hon-
our and Virtue. In his stilted Victorian
manner, he preached “loyalty to the best
interests of the noblest of callings, and a
profound belief in the gospel of the day’s
work.” Wagging his finger, he reminded
me again and again of the high purpose to
which I was committed.

I was particularly struck by the vale-
dictory address given in 1889 at the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania. In it, Osler spoke
of “aequanimitas,” describing an “imper-
turbability … indissolubly associated with
wide experience and an intimate knowl-
edge of the varied aspects of disease.”
With aequanimitas, “no eventuality can
disturb the mental equilibrium of the
physician; the possibilities are always
manifest, and the course of action clear.”
Gotta get me some of that, I thought.

At that time, during my preclinical
years, it was hard to imagine I would ever
be able to do the things expected of physi-
cians, much less with serenity and confi-
dence. Aequanimitas, as I understood it,
represented an acceptance of whatever
might result from a particular action,
without the burden of anxious rumination
and indecision. An attractive notion, to
think of attaining such a state. But I also
had a suspicion that Osler might have
considered me one of those students
“who, owing to congenital defects, may
never be able to acquire it.” I was, after

all, female, and all of his writings
(with the exception of those
intended for nurses) seemed

only to address young men.
Uncle Will, for all his encourag-
ing words, might be less wildly

supportive were we to meet
face to face.

At times I wondered if I
could ever live up to Osler’s
standards. My only consola-
tion was that he would have
considered my classmates to

be equally poor specimens. Perhaps the
medical students of the past were made
of sterner stuff. Certainly, they must have
had a better classical education to under-
stand the obscure literary allusions that
embellish his addresses. I remember my
first night on call as a clinical clerk. If
Uncle Will had been there, I would have

Room for two views

In search of aequanimitas

David Novak
J. Richard and Dorothy Shiff 
Chair of Jewish Studies

University of Toronto
Toronto, Ont.

Thou must be like a promontory of the sea, against which, though the waves beat continually, yet
it both itself stands, and about it are those swelling waves stilled and quieted.

— Marcus Aurelius, as quoted by Osler in Aequanimitas and Other Addresses, 2nd ed., 1906
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As a student, I was given very lit-
tle guidance in the management

of my own emotions, or those of my
patients. When I was a resident I had
to tell a young wife that her husband
had died from an embolus. She ar-
rived unsuspecting on the ward, and I
told her bluntly that, while we try in
such cases to prevent sudden death,
we are not always successful, and that
with her husband we were not suc-
cessful. She stared at me for a mo-
ment and then, bursting into tears,
flung herself into my arms. I was in-
ept and inexperienced, but I just held
her until she stopped sobbing.

Recently, I learned that a friend
of mine has inoperable cancer. He
has been told he has less than a year
to live. Breaking this unexpected
news, his physician described the
condition and its implications
clearly and straightforwardly. What
impressed my friend was the physi-
cian’s imperturbability, especially as
he himself was devastated and wept
copiously in the doctor’s office.
The physician remained focused on
the illness, apparently ignoring the
effect the information was having
on his patient. Later, my friend met
with a radiotherapist who, although
he was extremely busy, spent time
discussing the treatment, its role in
pain control, side effects, and my
friend’s feelings and fears. As they
talked, he even put his arm around
my friend’s shoulder. My friend
wonders why physicians are so
afraid of showing their feelings.
Close physical contact is an effec-
tive way of expressing compassion
and is probably genuinely therapeu-
tic as well.

William Osler recommended
that his students manifest a quality
of imperturbability, which he called
aequanimitas. This term conveys a
sense of compassion, of sensibility
to suffering, coupled with control in
its expression. The first passage
cited above implies that a person is
by nature imperturbable or not.
The second passage suggests that a
student, however sensitive, can and
should learn to act even callously if
the patient’s need calls for it. Can,
and should, imperturbability be
taught? Can a student who lacks a
“keen sensibility” learn nonetheless
to show compassion? One wonders
if Osler’s teachers taught him com-
passion and imperturbability, or if
he was by nature endowed with
them. How do we teach students to
act the part of a compassionate
physician, allowing the expression
of feeling to the extent required for
the patient’s good? And when
should physicians simply act like
themselves?

Nowadays, we try to focus stu-
dents’ attention on effective and
compassionate care. We try to show
that pity alone, or a feeling of help-
lessness, is unjustified. At our
school, healthy people are trained to
act the part of a patient with a spe-
cific condition, thus allowing stu-
dents to conduct an examination
without exhausting a sick person.
These portrayals are convincing be-
cause, apart from specific symptoms
and signs, the “patient” gives a his-
tory from his or her own life. Be-
cause they are trained in a particular
way, these actors are referred to as
“standardized patients.” Since my

The Left Atrium

received a firm scolding as I hid in the call
room. “The first essential is to have your
nerves well in hand,” I could hear him say-
ing. “Even with disaster ahead and ruin im-
minent, it is better to face them with a
smile, and with the head erect, than to
crouch at their approach.”

Osler could be annoyingly condescend-
ing toward patients at times, but he also
spoke of “the need of an infinite patience
and of an ever-tender charity toward these
fellow-creatures.” He reminded me of “the
likeness of their weaknesses to our own,”
something I tried to remember when I
started my psychiatry residency and en-
countered so many patients, especially those
who were anxious and depressed, who
needed a bit of aequanimitas themselves.

Through the intervening years, I came
across Osler’s name in many contexts — in
history of medicine lectures, reference
books, the name of a hospital. Osler quota-
tions prefaced articles like verses from
scripture. It was akin to seeing the name of
a colleague in print: Hey, I know him. I felt
a bit of pride, a bit of resentment.

And somehow, so gradually that I hardly
noticed it, I cultivated a degree of aequa-
nimitas. Perhaps I should not have been
surprised; after all, Osler said that “with
practice and experience the majority of you
may expect to attain [it] to a fair measure.”

But sometimes I think Osler’s notion of
aequanimitas is flawed. Surely nothing
short of pathological denial can give rise to
the peacefully enlightened state he attrib-
utes to Antoninus Pius as he lay dying:
“about to pass flammantia moenia mundi
(the flaming rampart of the world)” with
“the watchword, Aequanimitas” on his lips.

Still, I want to believe. Because there are
days — when patients’ conditions are dete-
riorating, family members are lining up to
see me, computer printers are jamming —
when it helps me to imagine myself rising
above the troubled waters of the hospital
“like a promontory of the sea.” All about
me, the swelling waves are stilled and qui-
eted, and there I stand, with Uncle Will at
my side, my hand outstretched in a bene-
diction, my face glowing in a state of per-
fect aequanimitas.

Lara Hazelton
Psychiatrist
Halifax, NS

Learning to act like a doctor
Imperturbability ... is the quality which is most appreciated by the laity though often misun-
derstood by them; and the physician who has the misfortune to be without it, who betrays
indecision and worry, and who shows that he is flustered and flurried in ordinary emergen-
cies, loses rapidly the confidence of his patients.

Keen sensibility is doubtless a virtue of high order, when it does not interfere with steadiness
of hand or coolness of nerve; but for the practitioner in his working-day world, a callousness
which thinks only of the good to be effected, and goes ahead regardless of smaller consider-
ations, is the preferable quality.

— William Osler, Aequanimitas, 1889


