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and arguments marshaled by its supporters
and opponents inside and outside science
and recounting the political maneuverings
and legislative actions by which the project
was launched and eventually canceled. Not
only the obvious budgetary considerations
but considerations of international compet-
itiveness, quasi-religious associations, and
claims regarding spin-off figure in his ac-
count. Writing in 1987, a time he charac-
terized as a “prosperous calm,” Kevles ob-
served that a theme of his book is that “in
good times as well as bad, the relationship
of physicists to the American democracy
has been marked by special tensions.” Now,
he concludes, “Physics in the United States
has been irreversibly incorporated into the
conventional political process, making it a
creature of political democracy, its fortunes,
like those of other interest groups, contin-
gent on the outcome of the fray.”
Katherine Livingston

Fifty Years of Antimicrobials. Past Perspec-
tives and Future Trends. P. A. HUNTER, G. K.
DARBY, and N. J. RUSSELL, Eds. Published for
the Society for General Microbiology by Cam-
bridge University Press, New York, 1995. xii,
376 pp., illus. $115 or £60. From a symposium,
Bath, UK, April 1995.

Among the events of World War II that are
being painfully revisited in this 50th anni-
versary year there is at least one that might
give some cause for general satisfaction, the
advent of antibiotics. Fifty Years of Antimi-
crobials is in part a commemoration of that
advance (and also of the founding in 1945 of
the Society for General Microbiology). The
work begins by reprinting a 1946 lecture by
Alexander Fleming, delivered just at the
point when penicillin was becoming avail-
able for general use. Fleming begins by de-
scribing the means of local chemotherapy
(antisepsis) available before the advent of
penicillin. By the time Fleming began his
career Lister’s techniques of antisepsis had
been rather displaced by the adoption of
aseptic procedures and were used only spar-
ingly because of their toxicity. The war of
1914-18 again made sepsis a major medical
problem. Fleming describes treatments that
were used at that time, especially one in-
volving instillation of sodium hypochlorite
(Dakin’s fluid), which according to his ob-
servations owed its efficacy as much to its
ability to drain wounded tissue as to direct
antisepsis, and recounts studies of the inter-
actions of such chemicals with leucocytes,
including what to him was “the most impor-
tant series of experiments I have ever done,”
determining the range of concentrations at
which the substances were effective. He
then proceeds to discuss Ehrlich’s Salvarsan,
“the first real success in the chemotherapeu-
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tic treatment of a bacterial disease,” and the
development of sulfonamides before passing
quickly over the development of penicillin,
streptomycin, and other antibiotics to com-
ment on research needs of the time. The
remaining 14 papers in the book are largely
focused on current issues. A number are
concerned with specific categories of antibi-
otics: non-azole antifungals for use in hu-
mans (Hunter), beta-lactam antibiotics (Ro-
linson; Cohen and Aharonowitz), fungicides
for the protection of plants (Russell et al.),
quinolones (Chu and Shen), antimalarials
(Pudney), natural antibiotics produced as
secondary metabolites (Demain), virus in-
secticides (Bishop et al.), antiviral nucleo-
side analogues (Darby), antiprotozoal drugs
(Croft), and antiseptics and disinfectants, or
“biocides” (Russell and Russell). Other pa-
pers (Zihner and Fiedler; Ryley; Kerr and
Lacey) address more general questions re-
garding the continuing need for develop-
ment of new antibiotics. Among the factors
that figure in the answers are the persistence
of certain tropical diseases, the emergence of
previously unknown diseases or of resistant
strains of known pathogens, and environ-
mental and demographic stresses.
Katherine Livingston
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