
THE ORIGIN OF TOXICOLOGY 

CAN BE TRACED TO EARLY MAN 

AS HE LEARNED WHICH PLANTS 

WERE POISONOUS AND WHICH 

WERE SAFE TO EAT. THE 

EMPIRICAL OBSERVATIONS OF 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 

TOXIC CHEMICALS {TOXICANTS) 

AND REPRODUCTION IS NOT 

WELL DOCUMENTED. Early 

observations were primarily on that of 

adverse pregnancies. In the Old 

Testament (Judges 13:7) the woman 

who was to bear Samson was warned 

"Behold, thou shalt conceive and bear 

a son: and drink no wine or strong 

drink." This citation indicates that 

there was some knowledge of the 

effect of alcohol consumption on 

adverse pregnancy. In 1736 in a report 

on the "gin epidemic" which was 

submitted to the English parliament 

this relationship was again noted: 

"The contagion has spread even to 

the female sex. Unhappy mothers 

habituate themselves to these distilled 

liquors, whose children are born weak 

and sickly ... " 

Incredibly, fetal alcohol syndrome was 

not recogn.ized until the mid 1970s. 

In the fifteenth century, Catharine 

Deshayes (also known as La Voisine) 

was noted as a paid poisoner with 

skills including abortions and love 

22 

potions. However, not until this 

century have the effects of toxicants on 

pregnancies become an important 

area of study. This area of research 

was spurred by the major tragedies 

resulting from the therapeutic use of 

thalidomide and the environmental 

exposure of mercury in Minamata Bay, 

Japan. These experiences illustrated 

that human fetuses were at risk due to 

chemical exposures. 

There is less information on male 

reproductive toxicology than 

developmental toxicology. In 1775 the 

English physician, Percival Pott, 

reported a high incidence of scrotal 

cancer in chimney sweeps. This 

observation led to safety regulations in 

the form of bathing requirements for 

these workers. This represents one of 

earliest occupational safety 

interventions involving the male 

reproductive system. While male 

reproductive toxicology had been an 

area of interest during the intervening 

200 years, it was not until the findings 

by Whorton in 1977, studying the 

effects of dibromochloropropane 

(DBCP) on male workers, that this 

area of human toxicology was firmly 

established. As early as 1961, animal 

toxicologists reported that DBCP 

reduced testicular weights in rodents. 

However, their report went essentially 

unnoticed until workers became 

infertile and in some cases sterile due 

to occupational exposure to this 

pesticide. 

In the 25 years since the DBCP 

discovery several other human male 

reproductive toxicants have been 

identified. These include lead, other 

pesticides, and organic solvents. The 

most common request to the 

Reproductive Health Assessment 

Section of the National Institute for 

Occupational Safety and Health 

(NIOSH) is a request for a list of 

known reproductive toxicants. The 

requestors are quite surprised to find 

there is not a list of reproductive 

toxicants affecting either the male or 

female. There are lists describing 

positive studies and there are lists of 

examples of reproductive toxicants; 

but there is not an all inclusive laundry 

list of bad chemicals. 

The next question is why is there not a 

list and why are we not making one. 

The first reason dates back to the late 

middle ages . Philippus Aureolus 

Theophrastus Bombastus von 

Holhenheim-Paracelus (1493-1541) 

introduced the following concept: 

What is there that is not poison? All 

things are poison and nothing (is) 

without poison. Solely the dose 

determines that a thing is not a 

poison. - Paracelsus 
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