
 

 

 

 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: Arrowsmith by Sinclair Lewis 

The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 

specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 

forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 

some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 

In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 

to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 

us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 

focus for communication. 

Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 

We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 

impact etc – as well as about the book.   

Arrowsmith (1924) describes the life of Martin Arrowsmith, a doctor, whose passion 

is research but whose career leads him along different routes, where he encounters 

a range of individuals, professions and attitudes. The development of controlled 

research experimentation is relatively new in 1924 – it is only 50 years or so since 

the pioneer microbiologists including Pasteur and Koch made their discoveries – and 

aspects of clinical research design, ethics, commercialism, publication are touched 

upon. This same lightness of writing style, weight of irony and satire is evident in 

Lewis’ novel.  

Questions 

1. Did you enjoy the novel? Writing style? Story? 

2. Did you like the characters? Lewis is known for his portrayal of women – did 

you feel that Arrowsmith’s two wives, and other women in the novel were 

described well – did you like them? Were they strong women? 

3. Gottlieb is Arrowsmith’s hero. Was Gottlieb’s character modelled on anyone? 

Was Gottlieb well equipped for a career in research? Management? 

Commerce/business? What characteristics did Arrowsmith’s fellow students 

display in their subsequent career choices?  
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4. Arrowsmith was faced with many choices throughout the novel. Do you think 

he made correct choices – what do you think of his personality? Did he make 

an heroic journey? 

5. Is the pursuit of scientific research accurately described? Are issues of 

commercialisation of research, and funding of relevance today? What about 

the celebrity scientist? The publication of research – open access to findings, 

and the publication of negative results? 

6. How relevant is the phage discovery to today’s science? Phage therapy was 

somewhat abandoned when antibiotics were discovered, but there is a 

relative resurgence now – why might this be? How accurate was the phage-

related science? How successful was phage in the treatment of the cholera 

outbreak? 

7. How was research in virology progressing at the time the book was written? 

8. Was the laboratory practice of microbiology portrayed well? Would you have 

been comfortable in the anthrax class?. 

9. During Arrowsmith’s work in Public Health, many different diseases were 

encountered. What were they, and were the measures taken appropriate?:  

10. The book was written between the wars. Is there any evidence of this in some 

of the personalities/prejudices/activities. 
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