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Book Reviews

American Way of Medicine before 1860
The Formation of the American Medical Poteason. The Role of Institutions, 1780-1860.
By Joseph F. Kett. (Pp. 217+i. 58s.) London: Yale University Press.

This book gives a candid and illuminating
account of the state of the medical profession
in America between 1780 and 1860, that
is between the War of Independence and
the Civil War. The story is well told,
the style is clear, and the facts are well
documented.

In 1780 the United States were assured
of freedom though social customs were
rather backward. We are told that "Wife-
beating 'with a reasonable instrument' was
lawful in almost every state as late as 1850."
Some loyal doctors had migrated to Canada,
but there still remained many medical
graduates who had studied medicine in
Europe and a number of able physicians who
had obtained their knowledge the hard way
in the States; these were the men who had
to reconstruct the medical profession in
America. There were no long-established
institutions but there was an active medical
school in Philadelphia. The first problem
was that of licensing-who was to be licensed
and by whom ? Each State had to decide
this for itself, and most of them granted the

power of licensing to State medical societies
which were soon formed. The next step was
to train and educate those who wished to
enter the profession. New medical colleges
or schools were formed in many States but,
as might be expected, the teachers or pro-
fessors in these schools claimed the right to
examine and license itheir own pupils, and
usually their claims were successful. The
existence of two licensing bodies in the same
State soon led to quarrels, intrigues, and
sometimes chaos. The description of the
foundation and early years of the College
of Physicians of New York, as related on
pages 35 to 45, reveals a sad state of discord.
In Ohio matters were still worse, for we are
told " for sheer vituperation nothing could
quite match Ohio medical broils." Yet in
some States, as in Massachusetts, though
development was not entirely peaceful, con-
ditions were most satisfactory, largely owing
to the influence of Harvard.
The dissensions of the orthodox physicians

disgusted the laity and left the field open to
every type of irregular practice, the more

so since after 18.37 all previous laws against
unorthodox medicine had been repealed.
Domestic medicine and self-medication were
rife, quacks flourished, and every kind of
medical cult prospered. For some years the
herbal treatment of Samuel Thomson
(Thomsonianism) was extremely popular and
Eclecticism had many followers. Homoeo-
pathy gained a place almost equal to orthodox
medicine in some regions, while mesmerism
as a form of treatment and phrenology as a
help to diagnosis had a considerable vogue.
One enthusiastic phrenologist (Orson
Fowler) liked to travel in trains " because
he believed the experience charged his body
with electric energy."

Towards the middle of last century the
American medical profession at last began
to see that it needed greater harmony and
cooperation, and better and more scientific
medical education. In 1847 the Amercax
Medical Association was formed and put
forward new ideals. The terrible Civil War
unfortunately stopped progress for some time.
It took the life-long work of William Welch
and the critical intellect of Abraham Flexner
to show the way to the high scientific
standard now attained by the American
medical profession.

ZACHARY COPE.

Social Status in
Sickness

Sickness and Society. By Raymond S. Duff,M.D., and August B. Hoingshead, Ph.D.(Pp. 390+xiii. £5 6s.) London: Harper& Row Ltd. 1968.
This is the record of a five-year study by a
doctor and a sociologist of the behaviour of
persons caring for 225 patients out of a
total of 3,912 treated in an eastern American
hospital. The patients were all white,
aged 40 to 64, and- married, but otherwise
selection from the three social classes (ward,
semi-private, and private) was random The
research began with the assumption that the
care patients received was modified by factors
other than their physical disease. This was
tested by exploring the relationship between
the " core group " (patient, physician, nurse,
and spouse) and the "peripheral group "
(administrators and ancillaries). The great
differences between British and American
medical care are brought out, and one is left
with an unmistakable feeling that the care of
the patient in an American hospital is far
from what it could and should be.

British doctors who have lived in America
will realize that the standard of medical care
varies greatly over the country, but as their
work has been mainly in special or research
centres they may not be so aware of the
variation with social class which this book
shows. A great deal of the evidence points
to failure of communication being the basic
defect in the care of patients, This has been
found in hospitals the world over, not only

on the part of staff but by patients too. For
example, it is generally acceptable to be
physically ill but not acceptable to be men-
tally ill, and many patients tell of their
symptoms but not of their emotional state.
In this study the mental status of patients
was only perceived accurately by the doctor
in 11 % of cases. Nurses too, being task-
orientated rather than patient-orientated,
were often unaware of the patients' problems.
The chapter on dying and death is of great
interest, and here, too, the effect of social
status is shown. Permission for necropsy,
for examples was not pressed for in private
patients but often obtained by " turning on
the pressure " to get it for ward patients.
The book is very well planned and easy to

read, though a glossary defining exactly some
American terms would be appreciated. Each
chapter has its summary, and the last
chapter summarizes the whole book. It
should be read by all who work in hospitals
both here and in America, for it cannot fail
to have a salutary effect.

C. ALLAN BIRCH.

Important Topics in
Genetics

Annual Review of Genetics. Vol. 1. Edited
by Herschel L. Roman. (Pp. 334 +viiillustrated. $9.) Palo Alto, California:Annual Reviews. 1967.

This is the first volume of a planned series
of annual reviews of genetics. It is not
intended to review the whole field each year,

but to select the subjects in which there has
been most research activity.

It is satisfying to see that human genetics
has been chosen as the first topic for 1967
and this has been ably covered by Dr. H. E.
Sutton. He discusses mainly the discovery
of the degree to which many, perhaps a
majority, of gene loci are polymorphic, in the
sense that, as with the locus for the ABO
blood groups, there are two or more alleles
at the locus each fairly common in the popu-
lation. From cytogenetic studies he selects
the discovery of the remarkable contribution
of chromosomal observations to the causation
of early abortion, and also the discovery of
the presence of the XYY genotype in psycho-
pathic males. Another noteworthy section is
that on population genetics in which Dr. R. C.
Lewontin presents some of the rather formid-
able mathematics used to analyse the way in
which genetic variation in a population is
determined by mutation, selection, immigra-
tion, and population size. There is an
interesting account of the remarkable acridine-
induced mutations in T4 phage which con-
firmed the interpretation of Crick and his
colleagues of the nature of the genetic code
and the way in which it is read. The section
on developmental genetics shows that the
main lines of research now involve an
attempt to understand gene action in normal
development, rather than the way in which
mutant genes cause abnormality. Some of
the most elegant work based on the control
of gene activity comes from the transplanta-
tion of the nuclei of toad tadpoles into
enucleated early zygotes. Included in the
section on radiation genetics is an interesting

 on 24 M
ay 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://w

w
w

.bm
j.com

/
B

r M
ed J: first published as 10.1136/bm

j.4.5632.693-a on 14 D
ecem

ber 1968. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://www.bmj.com/

