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1 Medicine in Britain – The Big Story from c.1250 to the present
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You are about to study 800 years of medical history. That’s a lot of history! What’s even more astonishing is that by page 9 you will be able to tell – in outline – the whole story of medicine since 1250. Once you have that outline in your mind you will start building up more detailed knowledge but, first, what are the questions at the heart of this Thematic Study?
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1.1 The History of Medicine – the big questions

The History of Medicine is about some of the most important questions in the whole of history. Today we live far longer than our ancestors did. We are healthier and have more chance of surviving major illnesses. We are incredibly lucky to be living now and not 500 or even 100 years ago. So why has medicine – and our health – changed so much over the centuries? Why do we live, on average, so much longer than our ancestors?

There will be many other enjoyably puzzling questions too – about the changes in medicine and the continuities, the things that have stayed the same. There’ll also be plenty of intriguing questions about why there have been changes and continuities.
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ASKING GOOD QUESTIONS

One of the skills we want you to develop is the ability to ask your own good history questions.


	a)  What questions do you want to ask about the shape of the graphs below?

	b)  What answers can you suggest to your own questions?



Use the question starters below as prompts for your questions. Think back to what you learned in Key Stage 3 about different periods of history to suggest answers.

Why …?    How …?    What …?    Who …?    Was it really …?    What happened …?
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AVERAGE LIFE EXPECTANCY

The graph shows the average life expectancy of men and women over the last 800 years. Average life expectancy is the average age that people can expect to live to when they are born. Of course, many people have always lived longer than the average. For example, in the Middle Ages there were people who lived into their 70s and 80s even though the average life was much shorter.
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1.2 Becoming a master of chronology

Lots of things you learned in Key Stage 3 history lessons are going to be exceedingly useful in your GCSE course. One example is your knowledge of chronology – the names and sequence of the different historical periods. As you are going to study such a long span of time you will have to talk and write confidently about a variety of historical periods. We will say more about this on pages 4–5 but, to begin with, can you answer the questions below?
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IDENTIFYING HISTORICAL PERIODS


	1.  Place the four historical periods below in chronological order.



The Industrial Revolution

The Middle Ages

The twentieth century

The Renaissance


	2.  Which picture on this page comes from each chronological period? Give one reason for each choice.

	3.  Roughly which dates does each period cover?




	4.  a)  What seems to be happening in each picture?

	     b)  What can you work out from each picture about medicine at that time?
For example they could tell you about:


	–  ideas about what causes disease and illness

	–  methods of preventing disease and illness

	–  methods of treating the sick

	–  who cared for the sick.





A
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B
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C
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Getting better at history – why we are making learning visible

We’ll come back to chronology in a moment, because it’s an excellent and important example of a much bigger topic – what do you have to do to get better at history?

In this part of your GCSE course the answer sounds straightforward – you have to build up your knowledge and understanding of the History of Medicine. However, it won’t always be straightforward. You will keep meeting new information and sometimes you are going to feel puzzled, maybe even totally confused!

What do you do when you feel puzzled and confused? You have two choices:
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Choice A
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Choice B



Choice B is a lot smarter than Choice A! With Choice B you are taking responsibility for your own learning and your own success. It may sound strange but one crucial way to get better at history is to admit when you’re confused and getting things wrong – then you can start to put things right.

We emphasised one very important word in Choice B – identify. You cannot get better at history unless you and your teacher identify exactly what you don’t know and understand. To put that another way, you have to make that problem visible before you can put it right.
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Visible learning

It’s OK to get things wrong. We all do. And often the things we get wrong and then correct are the things we remember best because we’ve had to think harder about them. Saying ‘I don’t understand’ is the first step towards getting it right.

Throughout this book we will identify common mistakes that students make and make them visible so that you can see them. Then you have a much better chance of avoiding those mistakes yourself.
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The importance of getting the chronology right

One of those very common and very important mistakes – an issue that confuses students every year – is chronology. It’s so important that we decided it had to be made visible at the very beginning of this book. If you get the chronology wrong you will end up writing about completely the wrong things in an exam. There are plenty of examples of students being asked about developments in one period but writing about an entirely different period because they have confused the name or dates of the period. For example, lots of students have been asked in the exam about changes in medicine in the nineteenth century and written about events between 1900 and 1999. That’s a big mistake and a lot of marks to lose.

Why is the chronology confusing? It’s because the history of medicine covers 800 years and so includes a number of different periods of history. What you need to do is:


	•  get the periods of history in the right sequence

	•  know the approximate dates and centuries of the periods

	•  know that some periods have more than one name.



So the purpose of the activities is to help you identify (that word again!) what you know, what you get wrong and what confuses you. That makes those mistakes visible and you can put them right as soon as possible.
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CHRONOLOGY


	1.  Why is it important to identify the things you don’t understand and make them visible?

	2.  Is 1784 in the seventeenth or eighteenth century and can you explain why?

	3.  The tabards below are in the wrong sequence. What is the correct chronological sequence?
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	4.  Look at the two boxes below – Period A and Period B.

	a)  One name in each box is the odd one out. Explain which is the odd one out in each box – and why.

	b)  The three remaining names in each box are given to roughly the same historical period – but they mean slightly different things. Explain the differences between them. You can use dates to help you and check the timeline below if it helps.





Period A
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Tudors and Stuarts    The Renaissance    The age of the Black Death    Early Modern period
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Period B
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The Victorian age    The twentieth century    The Industrial Revolution    The nineteenth century
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1.3 The Big Story of Medicine

On these two pages you can read the whole History of Medicine since 1250! Starting the book with this Big Story helps solve another problem some students have. They know the details of individual events but they cannot ‘see’ the whole story – the overall pattern of changes and continuities in the History of Medicine. This is a serious problem when you need to write about long-term changes and continuities in your exam.

The four cards outline this Big Story. Each card has the same sub-headings – and these sub-headings are similar to those in the triangle. This triangle is hugely important because it shows the link between what people thought caused disease and illness and how they tried to treat and prevent them. Ideas about cause are at the top of the triangle because they are the most important part of medical history. Those ideas dictate the methods people used to treat and prevent sickness. Make sure you understand that last sentence before moving on – it’s crucial!
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TELLING THE BIG STORY OF MEDICINE


	1.  Read the four cards to get a first impression of the overall story.

	2.  Explain why the symbol on each card is important.

	3.  Use a new sheet of paper for each of the four periods. Note down the major features of medicine in each period under these three headings:

	–  Understanding of the causes of disease and illness

	–  Methods of treating disease and illness

	–  Methods of preventing disease and illness




	4.  Across the top of each page write down two or three short phrases that sum up medicine in that period. Use at least one of the following words in your phrases for each period:
change    continuity    turning point    progress


	5.  This is the core activity on this page. You have up to two minutes to tell the outline story of medicine. Work in a group of three to plan and tell your story.

	6.  After you have told your story – write it down. This is important to help it stick in your brain. Think about how to make it memorable by:

	–  using headings

	–  using colours to identify changes and continuities

	–  adding drawings.
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MEDICINE IN MEDIEVAL ENGLAND C.1250–C.1500

Ideas about the causes of disease and illness

If you were sick, you might have thought God had sent the illness to punish you for your sins or that you had breathed in bad air. Specialist doctors called physicians treated the rich. They would blame your sickness on the four Humours (liquids) in your body being out of balance. This Theory of the Four Humours had been developed by Hippocrates and Galen, who were doctors in Ancient Greece, and people still believed their ideas many centuries after they died.

Methods of prevention and treatment

You could pray to God, asking him to forgive you and make you well. You could also take herbal remedies (made from plants) which had helped friends or relatives with the same illness. If you saw a physician he checked the colour, smell and taste of your urine to see if your Humours were out of balance. Then he balanced your Humours by bleeding (taking blood from your body) or making you vomit. He might also suggest exercise and a different diet.
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Some remedies helped people recover but nothing stopped the Black Death, a plague that arrived in 1348. It killed nearly half the population. People worked hard to keep streets and water supplies clean, but could not stop plague spreading.
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THE MEDICAL RENAISSANCE C.1500–C.1700

Ideas about the causes of disease and illness

When you were sick you believed that God or bad air was the cause or that your Humours were out of balance.

Methods of prevention and treatment

Prayer and herbal remedies remained common treatments. Physicians still followed the ideas of Hippocrates and Galen, so bleeding the sick to balance their Humours was a common remedy. Barber-surgeons carried out simple operations on the outside of the body but internal surgery was impossible without effective anaesthetics.
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There were new discoveries. Andreas Vesalius improved knowledge of anatomy (the structure of the body) by dissecting dead bodies. William Harvey discovered that the blood circulates round the body. Knowledge of these discoveries spread quickly because books were now printed instead of written by hand.

These discoveries built up accurate medical knowledge but they did not cure anyone of their illnesses! In 1665 there was a terrible outbreak of plague in London but, just as in 1348, no one could stop it. They cleaned the streets, cleansed the air and quarantined the sick but still they died.
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MEDICINE C.1700–C.1900

Ideas about the causes of disease and illness

In 1861 Louis Pasteur published his germ theory which said that bacteria (germs) cause diseases. He carried out experiments to prove his theory was correct. Some people still believed that bad air caused disease because they spread rapidly in the dirty, smelly industrial towns.

Methods of prevention and treatment

There were breakthroughs before Pasteur’s germ theory. In 1798 Edward Jenner used vaccination to prevent people catching smallpox which killed thousands every year. However, this ‘one-off’ discovery did not lead to others.

Pasteur’s theory did lead to other discoveries such as vaccines to prevent killer diseases. Germ theory also led to the development of antiseptics to prevent infection during surgery and helped persuade governments to pass laws to provide sewers and clean water.

Not everything changed. People still used herbal remedies, some of which did help the sick. People still had to pay to see a doctor and nearly one in five babies died before their first birthday. However, life expectancy was beginning to rise. By 1900 people on average had a life expectancy nearer to 50 than 40.
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MEDICINE IN MODERN BRITAIN C.1900 TO THE PRESENT

Ideas about the causes of disease and illness

In the 1950s scientists discovered the existence of DNA, the ‘building blocks’ of the human body. This led to much more research which identified the individual genes that cause some illnesses.
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Methods of prevention and treatment

Developments in science and technology greatly improved surgery, for example by identifying blood groups which made blood transfusions effective. The discovery and development of chemical drugs and then antibiotics in the 1940s have saved millions of lives. In 1942 the Beveridge Report created the plan for the National Health Service (NHS), which began in 1948. For the first time the NHS provided everyone with free treatment from a doctor, so people were more likely to get help before an illness became serious.

More recently, discoveries about DNA and genes have led to the possibility of preventing diseases which people are born with. This may turn out to be the biggest medical breakthrough of all. The result of these developments is that people born today will, on average, live at least twice as long as people born in 1800.

[image: ]





[image: ]

This is a simple outline. It is not the complete story. You will learn more important details later in the book.



1.4 Why changes happened – and didn’t happen

The Big Story on pages 6–7 described the changes and continuities in medical history but it did not say much to explain those changes and continuities. This page introduces the factors that explain the continuities and changes in medical history.

Each factor is shown as a ‘factor diamond’ below. You will see and work with these diamonds throughout the book, because explaining why medicine has changed at some times or stayed the same at others is central to understanding its history. It’s also central to your exams!
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Factors

Factors are the reasons why medicine changed or stayed the same in each period of history.
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In the diagram below there are two groups of factors:


	a)  The factors to the sides of the triangle have had the most regular impact on medicine, affecting its development throughout history.

	b)  The factors below the triangle have been important in particular periods of history but not so consistently through time as the factors to the sides the triangle.
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Only factors relevant to the question being asked or the period are included in the specific enquiries in each chapter.
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THINKING ABOUT FACTORS


	1.  It’s time to make good use of your Key Stage 3 history knowledge again.

	a)  Work with a partner and choose two of the factors on the right.

	b)  For each factor, decide when you think it had most effect on medicine.
Choose from the four periods identified on pages 6–7:


	–  the Middle Ages c.1250–c.1500

	–  the Medical Renaissance c.1500–c.1700

	–  the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries c.1700–c.1900

	–  c.1900 to the present.



A good way to do this is as follows:


	–  Brainstorm what you know about each period (not just the medical history). For example, who governed the country? Was there a great deal of change?

	–  Make sure you are clear about the pattern of medical development in each period (see pages 6–7), especially whether each period saw little or lots of change.

	–  Now suggest when each of your factors probably had the most impact and whether they helped medicine change or prevented medicine changing.

	–  Finally explain why you have chosen that period.
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	2.  Look at the three key moments in medical history below. Which factors are influencing the people or events described in each one? (Don’t worry if you’re not certain – you will find out exactly why each one took place later in the course.)
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1. 1628 – William Harvey’s great discovery

In the 1620s William Harvey carried out experiments to prove that blood circulates around the body. However, it was 50 years or more before teachers at universities began to teach their students about Harvey’s discovery. Most doctors believed that Harvey’s idea must be wrong because he was contradicting the work of Galen, the great Roman doctor. Doctors believed that Galen had discovered everything important about medicine and had written it all in his books. They still believed Galen was right and Harvey must be wrong.



2. 1875 – The Public Health Act

In 1875 the government passed a new law, the Public Health Act, which said that it was compulsory for local councils to improve sewers and drainage and provide clean water supplies. In 1848 an earlier Act said councils could improve these things but did not force them to do so. Then, in 1861, Pasteur published his germ theory, proving that bacteria in dirt and water caused diseases. Then, in 1867, a Reform Act gave many working men (the people who lived in the dirtiest conditions) the vote for the first time. These new voters were most likely to vote for the politicians who would do most to improve their living conditions.



3. 1928 – The discovery of penicillin

In 1928 a scientist called Alexander Fleming noticed that the mould in a dish in his laboratory was killing bacteria in the dish. The mould was penicillin. Fleming wrote articles about penicillin but nobody developed the idea. It was only during the Second World War that others scientists followed up Fleming’s work and began to give penicillin to dangerously ill patients. When the American and British governments realised that it could cure soldiers with infected wounds they invested huge amounts of money into mass-producing penicillin, the first antibiotic medicine.




1.5 Language is power!
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Lots of classrooms have word walls. So what’s the idea? Why have history teachers been filling their walls with words?

There are three good reasons:


	1.  To help you understand the meaning of technical words and phrases that are part of the History of Medicine.

	2.  To help you communicate clearly and precisely so you say exactly what you mean. This definitely helps you do well in your exams.

	3.  To help you spell these important words correctly. Marks are lost in exams for poor spelling.
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Do not leave all the work to your teacher! You have a much better chance of doing well in your exams if you take responsibility for your own learning. You need to identify words:


	•  whose meaning you are not sure of

	•  you can’t spell correctly every time



and make sure you find out their meaning and spelling. One way to do this is to create your own word wall, maybe on a large piece of A3 paper, and add new words to it as you go through your course. Enjoy learning new words and create a sense of achievement for yourself by showing them off and using them correctly!



[image: ]

Glossary words

When you see a box like this on a page it contains an explanation of what a word means. You can also look up words shown in red in the glossary on pages 163–64.
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THE WORD WALL CHALLENGE


	1.  There are four groups of words on the wall, each in a different colour. What are the four groups?

	2.  You need to be able to use the words in the word wall in sentences and paragraphs as well as knowing their meaning. Here is a challenge that will develop your ability to use these words effectively:
Write a paragraph of about 100 words using as many of the words in the wall above as you can – and use words in at least three of the colour groups. Underline the words from the wall that you use in your paragraph. Here’s a sentence to get you started:

When I began my enquiry into the History of Medicine I discovered that herbal remedies have been used for many centuries. Another long-lasting idea …
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