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Synopsis

AIDS. Ebola. "Killer microbes." All around us the alarms are going off, warning of the danger of new,
deadly diseases. And yet, as Nancy Tomes reminds us in her absorbing book, this is really nothing
new. A remarkable work of medical and cultural history, The Gospel of Germs takes us back to the
first great "germ panic" in American history, which peaked in the early 1900s, to explore the origins
of our modern disease consciousness.Little more than a hundred years ago, ordinary Americans
had no idea that many deadly ailments were the work of microorganisms, let alone that their own
behavior spread such diseases. The Gospel of Germs shows how the revolutionary findings of late
nineteenth-century bacteriology made their way from the laboratory to the lavatory and kitchen, with
public health reformers spreading the word and women taking up the battle on the domestic front.
Drawing on a wealth of advice books, patent applications, advertisements, and oral histories, Tomes
traces the new awareness of the microbe as it radiated outward from middle-class homes into the
world of American business and crossed the lines of class, gender, ethnicity, and race.Just as we
take some of the weapons in this germ war for granted--fixtures as familiar as the white porcelain
toilet, the window screen, the refrigerator, and the vacuum cleaner--so we rarely think of the drastic
measures deployed against disease in the dangerous old days before antibiotics. But, as Tomes
notes, many of the hygiene rules first popularized in those days remain the foundation of infectious
disease control today. Her work offers a timely look into the history of our long-standing obsession
with germs, its impact on twentieth-century culture and society, and its troubling new relevance to

our own lives.
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Customer Reviews

Just about 100 years ago, American medical students were being taught the "germ theory" of
infectious disease for the first time as scientific orthodoxy. This theory replaced the older "zymotic
theory," which was based on the concept that the agents of infection were chemical ferments, the
products of decaying filth that could, with the right atmospheric conditions, be generated
spontaneously. Although this concept led to the preventive strategy of sanitary science, a great
paradox emerged. Despite the material and scientific progress of the 19th century, urban Americans
of all ages, classes, and races had an all-too-personal knowledge of infectious disease. Nancy
Tomes describes how the germ theory led to the spread across the United States of what she calls
"the gospel of germs,’ that is, the belief that microbes cause disease and can be avoided by certain
protective behaviors." Her evangelical terminology is retained throughout the book, and rightly so.
She makes clear that this message was spread across America with evangelical zeal by "apostles
of the germ" and "disciples of the laboratory." Tomes’s account is divided into five historical periods.
She describes the gospel emergent (1870 to 1890), the gospel triumphant (1890 to 1920), the
gospel in practice (1900 to 1930), and the gospel in retreat, concluding with an epilogue on the
gospel in the age of AIDS. This is an exciting and vivid story based on careful analysis of oral
histories, advertisements, patent applications, books of advice, and other sources. Tomes tells how
this gospel transformed the thinking of ordinary Americans and how it often also transformed their
domestic arrangements. Although similar changes occurred in other Western countries, Tomes
presents evidence that the American experience was distinctive because of the influence of
advertising and the special role of crusades against disease in American political culture. In the last
two decades of the 19th century, there was fear even at the highest level of society that a "filth
disease" such as typhoid fever could be acquired by people living in "clean houses." In 1884,
Martha Roosevelt died of typhoid fever in her clean, elegant home on West 57th Street in New York.
Such tragic events led to the concept of sick houses and revolutionized domestic arrangements.
With the advent of the china toilet and the ventilated soil pipe, which replaced the old "pan closet"
and its circuitous and unventilated soil pipe, the tiled bathroom replaced carpeted and wooden
fittings. The germ theory thus fed into the momentous changes in personal and domestic hygiene
that had begun with sanitary science. The practical applications fell into the areas of housecleaning,
child care, and food preparation -- the traditional domain of women. The vital role of the housewife

and public health nurse in the spread of the gospel is an important part of Tomes’s account.



Although no immediate cure emerged, once it was known that tuberculosis was spread by the
tubercle bacillus, it was clear that the disease could be prevented. So antituberculosis crusades
were begun. These crusades often helped people understand what it was to be Americans fighting
together against an invisible enemy, the tubercle bacillus. The gospel of germs proved triumphant
by 1920 and thereafter became part of American life. However, by the 1930s, there was a slow
waning of enthusiasm. Public health policy began to emphasize the importance of the discovery and
isolation of contagious cases while maintaining an emphasis on clean water and food supplies.
There was also a distancing of the authorities from their previous evangelical tone. By the 1930s,
the antituberculosis societies were emphasizing the funding of basic research and early detection
by x-ray screening. The germ menace became much less of a fear for Americans with the advent of
the "Pax antibiotica," which also began slowly in the 1930s but triumphed with the introduction of
penicillin during the Second World War. The idea thus arose that antibiotics were magic bullets that
made "the consequences of transgressing the gospel of germs... seem less and less serious." By
the 1980s, the rituals of germ avoidance were a little-noticed part of daily life. All this changed with
the arrival of AIDS. The failure to find a cure for this disorder destroyed the confidence bred by the
Pax antibiotica, and the gospel of germs was born again. Tragically, a campaign of harassment and
abuse against people with AIDS was related to this gospel. Indeed, for Americans, this epidemic
has taxed the limits of the concept of public health citizenship. There is also the tragic irony that
people with AIDS are at great personal risk from breaches of sanitary protection (e.g., their great
susceptibility to tuberculosis), a risk far greater than any risk they pose to those who harass them.
This is a fascinating story and a fascinating book. It is written in a scholarly manner with ample
references for the use of the historian and the physician, as well as the casual reader. Members of
the medical profession and the general public will find that this book makes for compelling and
exciting reading. It gives a vital perspective for comprehending the continuing problems that
infectious disease poses for society and public health. It seems to me that the compassionate
application of the gospel of germs is as important as ever for human welfare not only in the United
States but also throughout the world. Reviewed by J.A. Walker-Smith, M.D. Copyright A© 1998
Massachusetts Medical Society. All rights reserved. The New England Journal of Medicine is a
registered trademark of the MMS. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this

title.

Looking at the U.S. from 1870 to 1930, Tomes strove to find out how laypeople changed the ways

they lived once they had accepted the existence of germs. She not only dug deeply and widely into



popular literature, advertising, and novels but organized her findings carefully. The resulting,
engaging book explores all rooms of the home, public buildings, and transportation carriers. Tomes
presents information and analysis in readily understandable terms, aided by a wry sense of humor.
Since women were the primary housekeepers and thereby were, in a way, closer to bacteriology
than were medical students, their attitudes toward germs affected how they dressed, cleaned
house, cooked, and raised children; Tomes shows especially well how the antituberculosis crusade
and domestic science merged to the benefit of everyone. Readers who gratefully moved from an
outdoor privy to a shiny white porcelain-fixtured bathroom will have many memories stirred while
reading Tomes, and laypersons and physicians alike will appreciate her thoroughly documented

report. William Beatty --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.

The author takes this history down an unusual path. It's not a medical history nearly so much as a
sociological history. She covers the necessary medical discoveries in passing, but it's more
important to her how Americans received these new discoveries, how we understood and adapted
to them, and how we used and misused them. | found it quite fascinating and it covers aspects of
our history (like the adoption of bathrooms and toilets!) that | had never seen before. By the way, for
people interested in this type of medical/sociological history, The Great Influenza is incredibly good.
| can’t imagine how a period so devastating and important in our history gets glossed over to the

point of vanishing.

The notion of germs spreading disease acquired currency in the late 19th century. Public-health
efforts focused on better plumbing, to avoid fecal contamination of water supplies, and general
cleanliness. | was amused to read that toilets were designed to flush thoroughly, something | envy
given the current fad for low-flow "green" toilets that often require repeated flushing. Changes
promoted to promote cleanliness included shortening women’s skirts, shaving off facial hair and
reducing the clutter of Victorian-era interior design. I'd thought they’d been mere matters of fashion.
A cleaner house could be achieved by the middle and upper classes, but the unintended effect was
to make the housewife feel guilty if, despite all her scrubbing, a family member still got sick. The
poor performed many services for the middle and upper classes, but in their own unhygienic
dwellings. Improving the lot of the working poor, to reduce their rates of contagious illness, was
presented, in the early 20th century, as a way to protect the health of the middle and upper classes.
It's good for the modern reader to be reminded of the scourge of tuberculosis, a very common

disease at the time.



Excellent service! | haven’t read all of the book yet . | will be buying more of her works. We have the

same name and many of her interests!b

The only thing | wish this book had was a mention of BeChamps, the rival of Pasteur, who Louis
PAsteur conceded to on his death bed, saying ...germs (microbes are not everything...the terrain,
the place where you are healthwise, restwise, immunity wise, genetic constitution-wise is
everything), aside from that, who doesn'’t like to see the evolution of houses, homes, food prep and
all vis - a - vis germs. After all, the french accuse the americans of only two things....the fear of
communists and the fear of germs.
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