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INTRODUCTION
THE small intestine is, physiologically, by far the
most important part of the gut and yet until
recently it has been studied in man far less than
the stomach and the colon, two organs which,
while useful for their storage capacity, are strictly
not essential and contribute very little to the main
function of the gut, which is the nutrition of the
body. The reason for this lack of study is very
largely the relative inaccessibility of this part of
the bowel to investigation by the methods that
have been used in the past. This inaccessibility
has prevented much physiological study in man,
and the relative rarity of disease of the small bowel
has reduced the knowledge that is gained from the
study of patients submitted to operation.

Recently there has been a great increase in
knowledge of this part of the body, due in the
most part to the developments of new techniques,
many of which are described in this symposium.
Some of these techniques, such as the use of the
radio-pill for manometric studies, are of very
recent development and are still of more interest
from the physiological rather than the pathological
viewpoint. Others, such as the use of various
isotopes, are proving both a useful tool for the
physiologist and a diagnostic weapon for the
clinician. The extent of the field opened up in this
way is shown by the fact that isotopes of chromium,
iodine, bromine, iron, nitrogen, and cobalt have

all been used in one way or another in the investiga-
tion of some of the functions of the small intestine.
A third type of technical advance has been the
development of biopsy methods by Shiner, Crosby,
Rubin and others, which have made possible direct
study of the mucosa in health and disease.

In this symposium many different aspects of the
small intestine are discussed in the light of recent
knowledge, whether acquired by these new tech-
niques or from the increased clinical interest in its
diseases. The structure of the mucosa is reviewed
by Dr. Holmes and his colleagues, whose biopsy
studies have enlarged our knowledge in this field.
While others have tried to examine the mucosa
under greater and greater magnification using the
electron microscope, these workers have shown that
much can be learnt from the use of the dissecting
microscope and that under some circumstances
this view may be more informative than that
obtained in conventional sections. It is now so
well accepted that the mucosa is abnormal in
coeliac disease and idiopathic steatorrhcea that it is
difficult to remember how recently this was
established by such workers as Paulley and Shiner.
While the small intestine is conventionally

divided into the ileum and jejunum, the differences
between these two parts are not clear. By studying
the effects produced by various resections on the
function of the small intestine, Dr. Booth has
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shown how it has been possible to learn more
about the site of absorption of various substances.
The motility of the gut is still a difficult subject

and Dr. Connell reviews the various methods that
are available to study this problem and describes
some of the results of investigation with the radio-
pill and other modern techniques with which he
has been associated.
An excellent example of the value of isotope

techniques applied to the solution of a clinical
problem is the recent delineation of the syndrome
of protein-losing enteropathy on which Dr. Daw-
son writes. Many isotopes have been used to
study absorption from the bowel, but in this
condition the labelling of human albumin with a
radioactive isotope or the use of a similarly labelled
synthetic molecule has demonstrated the loss into
the gastrointestinal tract of considerable amounts
of protein in various patients, some of whom had
been previously described under such names as
'hypercatabolic hypoproteinuemia '.
A different type of isotope, the stable '1N, has

been used by Dr. Crane to investigate protein
absorption from the bowel. In the past far less
attention has been paid in the malabsorption syn-
drome to derangements of protein absorption than
to those of fat. These new studies bring our know-
ledge of the former into line with that of the latter.
Moreover, the use of an isotope such as this,
which is an integral part of the protein molecule,
is more likely to give accurate indications of what
happens to the products of digestion than has been

obtained from the use of fats tagged with 131I by
a much looser bond.
One of the big clinical advances that has been

brought about by the development of these new
techniques and our greater knowledge of small
intestinal diseases has been the clarification of a
number of conditions giving rise to megaloblastic
anaemia. It is now possible to measure the absorp-
tion of B12 and folic acid with some degree of
accuracy and to show how this absorption is im-
paired by infection, resection or atrophy of the
small intestine. Dr. Knowles and Dr. Prankerd
review these anaemias.
As steatorrhcea is such a prominent feature of

small intestinal disease no symposium would be
complete without an article from Birmingham,
and in this number Dr. Hawkins writes on idio-
pathic steatorrhoea with all its diagnostic and
therapeutic problems.

In spite of the technical advances that have been
made, there is still place for purely clinical studies
of groups of cases, and the review of 92 cases of
pancreatitis by Dr. Norris and Dr. Good and the
follow-up study of I 5 cases of Crohn's disease
reported by Mr. Davis well illustrate how useful
this type of research can be.

It is hoped that this symposium will prove of
value to the reader by drawing together the many
advances that have been made in recent years
and indicating some of the lines on which future
progress is likely in a field which has only partly
been explored. D. K.
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