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Scholars and the general public have long been inter-
ested in the role of disease in early America. Influential
works, such as Alfred CrosbyâsThe Columbian Exchange:
Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (1972) and
Jared Diamondâs Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Hu-
man Societies (1997), long ago laid out the crucial part
disease played in shaping colonialism, and particularly
European colonialism in America. In Disease and Dis-
crimination: Poverty and Pestilence in Colonial Atlantic
America, Dale L. Hutchinson dismantles narratives of dis-
ease that portray early America as a place in which all
were equally susceptible to pathogens. He argues instead
for the importance of contextâsocial, political, economic,
and ecologicalâin properly understanding the nature of
disease. Building on recent scholarship (especially stud-
ies of indigenous societies) that challenges claims about
the universality of pathological processes, Hutchinson
aims to demonstrate that diseases âare processes, not
things, and they exist within an ecological and social con-
textâ (p. xviii).

Hutchinsonâs narrative takes the reader through a se-
lective overview of disease in coastal American colonies,
ranging from the period of first contact between Eu-
ropeans and native peoples through nineteenth-century
urban environments that struggled with typhoid and

cholera. The organization is roughly thematic, rather
than chronological, although the two often overlap. Part
1 provides general grounding on the interactions be-
tween behavior, ecology, and disease, noting for example
how disease interacted with the evolution of sedentary,
agriculture-based cities in ancient times, and explaining
why models of so-called virgin populationsâfor such dis-
eases as syphilis and tuberculosisâare flawed and sim-
plistic. Part 2 focuses on the early colonial period, from
the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries. It ex-
amines the role of commercial and merchant networks,
colonial warfare, and population displacement in modi-
fying colonial environments; Hutchinson identifies how
these environmental changes facilitated the transmission
of smallpox, Lyme disease, and other health challenges.
The final two sections provide selective overviews of
the ways in which developments in plantation and ur-
ban life interacted with pathogens and health, reiterat-
ing Hutchinsonâs argument for contextual understand-
ings of disease.

The claim that diseases are processes and not things,
and thus that historical epidemiology is a complicated
undertaking, is widely accepted among academic readers.
This means that the book does not reveal much that will
surprise informed readers. Within the scholarly com-
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munity, few still advance mono-causal frameworks, or
disregard ecological, social, economic, or cultural factors
when examining public health. Although nineteenth-
century developments in germ theory encouraged a view
of universal rates of disease transmission, scholarshipâin
both the sciences and the humanitiesâhas come to recog-
nize the role of broad context (whether socioeconomic or
ecological) since the mid-twentieth century. As Charles
E. Rosenberg, one of the formative historians of medicine
in America wrotemore than fifty years ago inTheCholera
Years: The United States in 1832, 1849, and 1866, âa dis-
ease is no absolute physical entity but a complex intellec-
tual construct, an amalgam of biological state and social
definition.â[1] As a result, the strength of Hutchinsonâs
book lies in its dismantling of simplified interpretations
of disease. Hutchinson not only makes use of historical
examples but also highlights the limitations of biomedi-
cal explanationsâfor example, of early twentieth-century
interpretations of tuberculosis that linked its high inci-
dence on Indian reservations to so-called virgin-soil vul-
nerability, rather than to socioeconomic conditions.

Likewise, Hutchinsonâs broad premise, that disease
is shaped by multiple factors and thus best interpreted
through multiple types of evidence, will be welcomed by
all scholars of all disciplinary approaches. Hutchinson
notes that it is his training as an anthropologist that en-
courages him to âsee peopleâs lives and the web of rela-
tionships in which they are situated from multiple per-
spectives, and those multiple perspectives require mul-
tiple sources of informationâ (p. 11). Yet this seems a
missed opportunity to pin down how an anthropologi-
cal approach differs from those of other disciplines, par-
ticularly history. For example, Hutchinsonâs ecological
contextualization is much stronger than his sense of his-
torical context, and historians will likely quibble with
what can be awkward summaries of the complexities

and dynamism of early colonial society. Even the no-
tion of âpoverty,â listed in the subtitle as a major fac-
tor, is not explored as a shifting historical concept. Like-
wise, schemas of pathogen transmission and timelines of
epidemics will strike historians as treating disease as an
event rather than a process. Different disciplines make
use of disease and read its evidence in different ways,
and more methodological awareness of such differences
would have strengthened the bookâs claims.

In part, this can be explained by the bookâs intended
readership. It appears to be aimed at US undergraduates,
those who, Hutchinson notes, are âstunnedâ to learn
about the 1918 influenza pandemic occurring even âhere
in Americaâ (p. 182). Hutchinsonâs various snapshots
of disease complexity are readable and instructive, and
his schemas showing a pathogen transmission chainwith
numerous intervention points at which pathogens, vec-
tors, and environmental factors may or may not interact
certainly demonstrate the intricate nature of disease to
undergraduate students. Yet given that Hutchinson pro-
vides snapshots, his overview is best used as a compan-
ion to those narratives he dissects and criticizes, rather
than as a textbook that can replace them. The bookâs
value to specialists is thus in pointing to a deep divide be-
tween popular and academic scholarship. Since scholars
are well aware that disease is a process, but students still
need to be taught why unsophisticated biology-centered
models of disease are misleading, Hutchinsonâs book
might serve as a clarion call for scholars to translate
their academic work into readable and compelling popu-
lar narratives.

Note

[1]. Charles E. Rosenberg, The Cholera Years: The
United States in 1832, 1849, and 1866 (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1962), 5.
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