
THE

POSTGRADUATE
MEDICAL JOURNAL

London July 1958

EDITORIAL

Doctor or Mister
Visitors from overseas are often mystified by the

fact that in Britain a medically qualified surgeon
and perhaps a holder of a doctor's degree prefers
to be called mister. The first thing one has to
explain is that in Britain the majority of medical
practitioners do not hold a doctor's degree and
therefore are strictly not doctors at all, but
registered medical practitioners. Our universities,
unlike those of the U.S.A. and Canada, award on
qualification a batchelor's degree, a doctorate being
given later as a higher qualification. But the pre-
ference for mister goes deeper than this.

In the days of the barber surgeons there was
no doubt about the fact that surgeons were not
doctors. With the formation of the Royal Colleges
of Surgeons in Great Britain the status of surgeons

was raised, but they preferred to retain the title of
mister, even when possessing an M.D. degree.
This preference has persisted and developed into a
kind of inverted snobbery, a snobbery which is by
no means confined to the surgeons. In several
hospitals the resident's photograph depicts the
house physicians at ease in lounge suits, whilst
the surgeons wear white coats, indicating perhaps
their humble origins from mere hairdressers.
We understand that Britain is the only country

in the world where the practice of calling surgeons
mister has persisted as a universal practice. Even
in Australia, New Zealand and South Africa many
surgeons now prefer to be called doctor. Traditions
can do good, they often do harm; this one appears
to be harmless and a pleasant reminder of the past.
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