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INTRODUCTION & OBJECTIVES: Surgical regulation has been integral to the safe practice of urology through the ages. From the

Hippocratic Oath, written in the 5th Century B.C which decreed the ethical and professional conduct of surgeons, even discussing lithotomy,

to the ancient Babylonian Code of Hammurabi dating back to 1772 B.C which comprised writings instructing surgeons of specific codes

relating to payment, and punishment for malpractice. In the UK, the earliest records of regulation date back around 600 years when the

Church reigned supreme in the licencing of practitioners, with universities and professional guilds playing a role. In modern day urological

practice, several associations comprising clinicians and academics set highly specific guidelines for the management of urological ailments

and the General Medical Council (GMC), governs the regulation and licencing of all practicing doctors.

MATERIAL & METHODS: A literature review of manuscripts from the Royal Society of Medicine Archives and Wellcome Trust History of

Medicine Collection, as well as a search of online historical accounts and the internet were undertaken.

RESULTS: Hippocrates lay the foundation for modern regulation with the Hippocratic Oath. This document contains the following translation

among others:  “I will prescribe regimens for the good of my patients according to my ability and my judgment and never do harm to anyone.

I will give no deadly medicine to anyone if asked, nor suggest any such counsel”.  Indeed the specific practice of lithotomy is discussed with

the statement: “I will not use the knife, not even on sufferers from stone, but will withdraw in favour of such men as are engaged in this

work.”  This is typical of surgical practice at the time even until  recently whereby invasive procedures were not undertaken by doctors, but

by skilled non-physicians such as the “barber-surgeons”.  In ancient Mesopotamia, the Hammurabi Code alluded to specific laws regarding

surgical malpractice, compensation and payment. Payment of monetary fines and physical punishments as severe as limb amputation for

complications are discussed in detail. 

The Barber Surgeons Company of London was founded in 1540, drawing distinctions between surgeons and barbers so that they were no

longer interchangeable and barbers could only perform minor surgery such as the “drawing of teeth". The surgeons broke away in 1745,

however, their Company of Surgeons failed in 1796 and was re-founded as the College of Surgeons achieving royal status in 1800. Modern

regulation in the UK stems from the Medical Act conceived in 1858, which has undergone several revisions and gave rise to the GMC which

governs all UK doctors and even produces guidelines on the conduct and decorum of medical students.

CONCLUSIONS: The importance of regulating the medical profession is an age-old concept with scriptures dating back thousands of years.

However, it has taken this time to reach the high levels of scrutiny we currently practice under and in doing so, governing bodies ensure a

high level of healthcare for patients and help maintain the standard of practice and integrity of urologists.
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