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Rang and Dale’s Pharmacology 
Eighth Edition Preface

In this edition, as in its predecessors, we set out not just 
to describe what drugs do but also to emphasise the mech-
anisms by which they act. This entails analysis not only 
at the cellular and molecular level, where knowledge and 
techniques are advancing rapidly, but also at the level of 
physiological mechanisms and pathological disturbances. 
Pharmacology has its roots in therapeutics, where the aim 
is to ameliorate the effects of disease, so we have attempted 
to make the link between effects at the molecular and cel-
lular level and the range of beneficial and adverse effects 
that humans experience when drugs are used for thera-
peutic or other reasons. Therapeutic agents have a high 
rate of obsolescence, and more than 100 new ones have 
been approved since the last edition of this book. An 
appreciation of the mechanisms of action of the class of 
drugs to which a new agent belongs provides a good start-
ing point for understanding and using a new compound 
intelligently.

Pharmacology is a lively scientific discipline in its own 
right, with an importance beyond that of providing a basis 
for the use of drugs in therapy, and we aim to provide a 
good background, not only for future doctors but also for 
scientists in other disciplines who need to understand 
how drugs act. We have, therefore, where appropriate, 
described how drugs are used as probes for elucidating 
cellular and physiological functions, even when the com-
pounds have no clinical use.

Names of drugs and related chemicals are established 
through usage and sometimes there is more than one 
name in common use. For prescribing purposes, it is 
important to use standard names, and we follow, as far as 
possible, the World Health Organization’s list of recom-
mended international non-proprietary names (rINN). 
Sometimes these conflict with the familiar names of drugs 
(e.g. amphetamine becomes amfetamine in the rINN list), 
and the endogenous mediator prostaglandin I2 – the 
standard name in the scientific literature – becomes ‘epo-
prostenol’ – a name unfamiliar to most scientists – in  
the rINN list. In general, we use rINN names as far as 
possible in the context of therapeutic use, but often use 
the common name in describing mediators and familiar 
drugs. Sometimes English and American usage varies  
(as with adrenaline/epinephrine and noradrenaline/
norepinephrine). Adrenaline and noradrenaline are the 
official names in EU member states and relate clearly to 
terms such as ‘noradrenergic’, ‘adrenoceptor’ and ‘adrenal 
gland’ and we prefer them for these reasons.

Drug action can be understood only in the context of 
what else is happening in the body. So at the beginning 
of most chapters, we briefly discuss the physiological and 
biochemical processes relevant to the action of the drugs 
described in that chapter. We have included the chemical 
structures of drugs only where this information helps in 
understanding their pharmacological and pharmacoki-
netic characteristics, secure in the knowledge that chemi-
cal structures are readily available online.

The overall organisation of the book has been retained, 
with sections covering: (1) the general principles of drug 
action; (2) the chemical mediators and cellular mecha-
nisms with which drugs interact in producing their 

therapeutic effects; (3) the action of drugs on specific 
organ systems; (4) the action of drugs on the nervous 
system; (5) the action of drugs used to treat infectious 
diseases and cancer; (6) a range of special topics such as 
adverse effects, non-medical uses of drugs, etc. This 
organisation reflects our belief that drug action needs to 
be understood, not as a mere description of the effects of 
individual drugs and their uses, but as a chemical inter-
vention that perturbs the network of chemical and cellular 
signalling that underlies the function of any living organ-
ism. In addition to updating all of the chapters, we have 
covered the receptor-related topics of biased agonism, 
allosteric modulation and desensitisation in more detail 
in Chapters 2 and 3, as well as revamping the section on 
nuclear receptors. A new Chapter 27 on the pharmacology 
of the skin has been added, and Chapters 17 and 18  
on local hormones have been revised. Additional material 
on cognition-enhancing drugs has been included in 
Chapter 48.

Despite the fact that pharmacology, like other branches 
of biomedical science, advances steadily, with the acquisi-
tion of new information, the development of new con-
cepts and the introduction of new drugs for clinical use, 
we have avoided making the 8th edition any longer than 
its predecessor by cutting out-dated and obsolete mate-
rial, and have made extensive use of small print text to 
cover more specialised and speculative information that 
is not essential to understanding the key message, but 
will, we hope, be helpful to students seeking to go into 
greater depth. In selecting new material for inclusion, we 
have taken into account not only new agents but also 
recent extensions of basic knowledge that presage further 
drug development. And where possible, we have given a 
brief outline of new treatments in the pipeline. Reference 
lists are largely restricted to guidance on further reading, 
together with review articles that list key original papers.
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