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More than a simple chronolo-
gy of drug development and
corporate events in the phar-
maceutical industry, A Social
History of Medicines in the
Twentieth Century looks at the
societal reasoning and ramifi-
cations behind modern health
and therapeutics, examining
issues ranging from folk reme-
dies to modern drug discov-
ery. The book has been writ-
ten for a wide audience, or as
author John Crellin describes
it, “for everyone who has ever
wondered how they came to
be taking one medicine rather
than another, either as self-
care or a doctor’s prescrip-
tion.” To be more accurate,
however, the book should
really include some mention
of the fact that the author
focuses almost exclusively on
medicines from Britain, Cana-
da, and the United States.

Crellin, who is John
Clinch Professor of the Histo-
ry of Medicine at Memorial
University of Newfoundland
(Canada), holds British quali-
fications in medicine and
pharmacy and has a doctorate
degree in the history and
philosophy of science. 

Crellin uses the medical
community in Newfound-
land as a historical petri dish.
Controlled by Britain until
1949, Newfoundland has
served as something of a
cultural crossroads. As Crellin
explains his focus, “By
contrast and comparison,
particularly with Britain and
the United States, Newfound-
land’s medical history is used
to weave an account of overall
trends and distinctive features
in the use of medicines on
both sides of the Atlantic.”

The author begins his
narrative with an examina-
tion of the development of
health concepts during the
age of exploration and colo-
nialism in North America,
his belief being that many of
the foundations of modern
medicine were established in
these formative years. Where
the Old World had largely
developed its folk medicines
over the previous millennia,
New World exploration
opened the doors to a new
medical age based on the
trial-and-error search for
natural products to treat
diseases like scurvy.

As the centuries passed,
however, folk remedies and
patent medicines began to
give way to “scientific” reme-
dies, and by the late 19th
century, companies began to

establish reputations for their
commitment to scientific
research and quality control.
This corporate change in atti-
tudes, perhaps not surprising-
ly, coincided with changing
regulatory environments on
issues ranging from foods to
medicines in all three coun-
tries, and in the next couple
of decades, new government
agencies, such as the U.S.
FDA, came out of the phar-
maceutical woodwork.

As he begins his discus-
sion of the 20th century,
Crellin argues that one of the
biggest motivators for the
development of new medi-
cines was the treatment of
disorders that largely centered
on malnutrition, including
general weakness, anemia,
and a predisposition to tuber-
culosis. He then goes on to
show how this problem
caused British, American,
and Canadian societies to
change their medical and
nutritional behaviors.

In subsequent chapters,
Crellin examines the role of
physicians and pharmacists,
and how the attitudes of
patients oscillated between
medicinal slavery to personal
empowerment. Similarly, he

examines the social effects of
expanding pharmaceutical
commercialization and chang-
ing mores about the ever-
wavering lines between medi-
cine, narcotic, and poison, and
how this pattern was reflected
in prescribing behaviors and
the continuing battles between
physician and pharmacist.

Crellin then discusses the
societal impact of the intro-
duction of various therapeu-
tics. For example, the intro-
duction of antibiotics opened
whole new vistas for the treat-
ment of infectious diseases
such as tuberculosis and was
instrumental in getting West-
ern armies through the world
wars. Neuromodulatory
drugs—including mother’s
little helper as described by
The Rolling Stones—were
key to battling problems such
as depression, which can run
rampant through areas such
as Newfoundland during fish-
ery off-seasons. And to many,
the availability of hormone
treatments led to the sexual
revolution and has been a
questionable panacea to the
aging baby boom generation.

Regardless of the topic,
however, Crellin approaches
his social history with a
folksy style, leavening his
academic descriptions (and
extensive notes) with anec-
dotes both humorous and
wistful. Throughout, he tries
to be open to opinions that
he does not necessarily share,
but by the end, his advocacy
of self-care and complemen-
tary medicine is obvious.
Luckily, this does not much
perturb an enjoyable read.

Randall C. Willis ◆

A Brief History of Disease,
Science, and Medicine
Michael Kennedy. Asklepiad
Press, 2004.

History of Medicine:
A Scandalously Short
Introduction, Jacalyn
Duffin. University of 
Toronto Press, 1999.

More for the Shelf


