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New ideas for old

Stress or bugs?

Sometimes scientists think they have reached an understanding of a problem but then
have to rethink it because a researcher has discovered some new data that doesn't fit in
with the agreed interpretation. A recent example of scientists changing their minds has
been in the treatment of stomach ulcers. For many years, doctéts believed that peaple got
stomach ulcers because their stressful lives caused their stomachs to make too much acid
They believed that this acid caused damage to the lining of the stomach, resulting in an

ulcer. To treat the ulcers, doctors prescribed drugs that reduced the amount of acid the

stomach produced; this allowed the ulcers to heal, but they often came back. Patients with
ulcers were advised that to keep their ulcers away they should take it easy and stop

worrying, but this didn’t always seem to help. Their ulcers kept coming back
In 1983, an Australian scientist called Barry Marshall was using a microscope to look at
pieces of ulcers, which had been removed from patients’ stomachs, when he saw
something that no one had ever noticed before — there were bacteria living among the cells
in the stomach lining. Similar tissue from people with healthy stomachs had no bacteria
For at least a century scientists had believed that no bacteria can live in the stomach. Dr
Marshall wondered if the bacteria might have something to do with causing stomach ulcers

He developed a way of growing the bacteria in his laboratory and carried out tests to find
out which antibiotics killed the bacteria. He then designed some experiments to test the
idea that the bacteria cause ulcers. He tried treating ulcer patients with antibiotics
Eventually he found a treatment that got rid of the bacteria in the stomach and, once they

were gone, the patients’ stomach troubles seemed to be much better. In the extreme, Barry
or refuse to believe it

Marshall even did an experiment in which he drank a mixture containing the bacteria. He
soon began to have the same painful stomach problems as ulcer patients

There is still a great deal to learn about

It took 10 years to convince about 10 per cent of doctors that most ulcers are caused by
ulcers successfully. There are still some, however, who either haven't heard of the new idea
how these bacteria damage the stomach

bacteria. But now many more doctors have accepted the theory and use antibiotics to treat

Perhaps stress does help to cause ulcers, but
the new understanding of the role bacteria
play in this condition has been a big help to
people with stomach ulcers. Many patients
who suffered for years with stomach ulcers

have been cured by a two-week course of
antibiotics.

Scientists had been studying the
stomach ulcer problem for years. Why did it
take so long to find this bacterium? Why did

people have to suffer stomach problems for

so many years? [t’s because the scientists
studying the problem believed that bacteria
could not survive in the high acidity of the

stomach. No scientist had ever had the idea
that bacteriz might be involved and so no

one had ever looked for bacteria in the wall
of the stomach. One of the greatest
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challenges for scientists is to keep an open

mind and to keep having new ideas. Ideas

aren't facts and other scientists may
N b N

disagree with them but science would not
be possible without them
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