
Iadmire David Healy, but for a poten-
tially book-review-distorting reason.

Such is the case with the infamous:
their press often prejudices the public
reception of any honest effort they
might make, including the writing of a
history book. To summarize recent his-
tory: Healy, a leading historian of psy-
chiatry, is better known as the fellow
the University of Toronto didn’t quite
want to have around. According to
press accounts of “l’affaire Healy,” he
was eagerly courted for the position of
clinical director of the mood and anxi-
ety program with the Centre for Addic-
tion and Mental Health, only to be un-
ceremoniously dumped after he
delivered a lecture that was scientifi-
cally unflattering to a pharmaceutical
company that happened to be a Univer-
sity donor. This matter became liti-
gious and was settled in secrecy (along
with a good deal of speculation). So I
admire Healy for his iconoclasm in ad-
dition to his scholarship. 

The issue precipitating the brouhaha
was Healy’s lifelong bugbear: his un-
ease with the ascendancy of modern
pharmaceuticals and market-driven
prescribing practices. By voicing these
concerns in public he became em-
broiled in the foremost medical re-
search issue of our age: broadly, the
suspect role of the drug industry in
funding medical research and, more
specifically, the role of that industry in
institutions of higher learning.

This background is relevant to dis-
cussion of a book that documents the
advent and proliferation of drug ther-
apy for mental illness. In The Creation of
Psychopharmacology, Healy’s inferences
about the widespread use of drugs to
treat insanity in human history may, on

the basis of his own personal history, be
charitably thought to possess bias. For
example, Healy’s own estimation of his
book’s importance is no less than revo-
lutionary, and the introduction has a
David-versus-Goliath tone. The fol-
lowing is a mere sampling of polemic
from only eight pages of prose:

There is in fact a growing body of evi-
dence that indicates a success rate and
quota of therapeutic rationality per physi-
cian fifty years ago that are higher than
those that characterize many current
practices ...  Neither
historians nor psychia-
trists have confronted
these issues.

One of the messages of
this book is that we are
becoming less rather
than more rational. Far
from our problems
yielding to science, sci-
ence has become some-
thing of a problem. Far
from history coming
under control, things
may in fact be spinning
further out of control.

In this new world, psychiatric concepts
have become products in a marketplace in
a way that leaves the rise and fall of psychi-
atric theories subject to the vagaries of in-
dustrial regulation and patenting.

With the debate so framed, one
wonders about Healy’s motives. Is this
a self-aggrandizing exercise in sensa-
tionalism, or the product of an honest
inquiry? Healy further undermines his
objectivity with a distressing habit of
personal evangelism: in the references
for the first chapter he cites himself 10

times out of a total of 50; in the second
chapter, 10 out of 82 references are
self-citations. This practice continues
throughout the book, such that, out of
a total of 938 entries, 149 references, or
16%, are to his own work.

That being said, one’s verdict on a
book should not be based merely on
the author’s psychology. I turn, then,
to Healy’s argument and its develop-
ment. A history text concerned with
drug therapies for mental illness could
not begin without a brief overview of
the philosophical and theological un-
derpinnings of psychiatry, along with
the major trends within the field.
Healy’s first two chapters accomplish
this commendably; of particular inter-
est is his discussion of the ramifications
of laws by which previously available

psychoactive substances
could henceforth be ob-
tained only by prescrip-
tion. Unfortunately, the
brevity of these two con-
textual chapters is not
preserved through the
remainder of the book.
In fact, the main prob-
lem with The Creation of
Psychopharmacology is that
it attempts too much. In-
stead of sticking to the
history of psychophar-
macology, Healy is com-
pelled to provide the

greater context of the history of phar-
macology, the randomized trial, the
antipsychiatry movement and psychia-
try in general. In tackling several sub-
jects simultaneously and at consider-
able length, he loses focus. 

This is not to say that Healy’s main
theses are lost in detail, for his book is
as accessible as it is informative. He
convincingly shows that society’s con-
ception of mental illness has changed
along with the evolving role of drugs to
treat those illnesses. He raises impor-
tant questions about the efforts of phar-
maceutical companies to “therapize”

Healy and Goliath
The creation of psychopharmacology
David Healy
Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press; 2002 
$42.50 pp. 480 ISBN 0-674-00619-4

The Left Atrium

CMAJ • FEB. 17, 2004; 170 (4) 501

© 2004  Canadian Medical Association or its licensors

A
rt

 E
xp

lo
si

on



what have historically been variants of
normal psychological states. He docu-
ments the many conundrums, fiascoes
and contradictions of the marketing,
use and abuse of pharmaceuticals. In
fact, Healy’s major objection to the
market-driven treatment of mental ill-
ness is supported so well that I expect
this book to become a seminal critique
of the drug industry. It is to Healy’s
credit that he makes this critique a hu-
man story: amidst the PR machinations
of corporations exists a sad, hubristic
tale of egos warring for the supremacy
of pet postulates and discoveries. Healy
makes his narrative especially interest-
ing when he recounts the actions of
Nobel-seeking scientists who sabotage
each other’s reputations in the over-
weening quest for the prize.

Healy has so revolutionized my own
outlook on the fraught social context of
mental illness (and I imagine that my
perspective was typical of recent gradu-
ates of Canadian medical schools) that
I’d argue he should be offered a dual
appointment in the faculties of history

and of medicine. I wish I had been ex-
posed to a professor who might have
railed as follows,

One of the components of the trick the
living play on the dead that we call writ-
ing history is to paint a picture of
progress. Nowhere in history is this seen
more clearly than in the history of medi-
cine, where former ages are portrayed as
dark ages.

Bracing stuff for an undergraduate,
no? Particularly so is the aftermath of
this statement, wherein Healy defends
the efficacies of such derided therapies
as psychosurgery and the induction of
insulin coma. Such dogged unfashion-
ability is entertaining in itself, but more
often than not Healy lays out common
preconceptions in order to completely
destroy them. The Creation of Psy-
chopharmacology can be thought of as
one gigantic, erudite disputation of the
most familiar beliefs in psychiatry to-
day. On this point Healy sounds a sinis-
ter and cautionary note: the official his-
tory of psychiatry is amnesiac and

revisionist, in which the “new” is the
“only,” and the definitions of mental ill-
ness are written on the basis of treat-
ments and not on any intrinsic idea of
disease. He derides modern psychiatry’s
method of conceiving of mental disor-
ders in terms of therapies, implying that
the advent of a new therapy brings a
new condition that must be treated.

As the first comprehensive history of
drug treatment of mental illness in the
Western world, this work is a landmark
volume with appeal beyond the narrow
demographic of mental health practi-
tioners. Healy has convincingly in-
dicted the often bizarre and distress-
ingly commercial logic used to support
the treatment of the mentally ill. Yet,
amid the immense scholarship of this
work, I imagine that a very personal
score has been settled here. After all,
what better way to have the last word
than to write the book on the subject?

Shane Neilson
Family Physician
Guelph, Ont.
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Lifeworks

In time our physical remains will melt into the soil of the
shifting landscape. This process, part of the unapologetic

dark beauty of nature, is the sombre idea that confronts the
viewer of Sally Mann’s recent exposition of landscape pho-
tographs, Last Measure. The moody precursor for these im-
ages is eloquently described in Mann’s introduction to her
latest book, What Remains:

When the land subsumes the dead, they become the rich body of
earth, the dark matter of creation. As I walk the fields of this farm,
beneath my feet shift the bones of incalculable bodies; death is the
sculptor of the ravishing landscape, the terrible mother, the damp
creator of life, by whom we are one day devoured.1

These images were made while Mann was wandering
through sites that were once American Civil War battlefields
such as Antietam and Fredericksburg, where unknown num-
bers lost their lives. Her work depicts land as a metaphor for
loss, and offers a repackaging of a recurring theme in the his-
tory of art: the memento mori. Mann forces us to contemplate
the imperceptible and fragile boundary between body and

The measure of Mann

Sally Mann. Untitled, 2001 [Antietam #2]. Gelatin silver en-
largement, 40” × 50”, from 8” × 10” collodian wet-plate nega-
tive, with custom Soluvar varnish.
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