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misbehaviour, and it is of interest that, in real terms,
alcohol is much cheaper than it was 20 years ago. In the
middle of the 18th century, there was an epidemic of
crime and social disintegration, particularly in London,
due to easy access to cheap gin. An Act of 1751, by taxing
spirits heavily and forbidding their sale in shops and
retailers, had an immediate beneficial effect, though its
introduction nearly caused a riot not, however, to be con-
fused with the Gordon riots 30 years later which had a
rather different cause.
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JOHN BLACK

Better Medical Writing in India. Stephen Lock, Jane
Smith, William Whirnster , Alex Paton. The National
Medical Journal of India, New Delhi, 1987. 55pp, Rs 25.

This slim volume is based on a course in 'Better Medical
Writing' held at the All India Institute of Medical Sciences
(AIIMS), New Delhi, in March 1986. The course was
organized in collaboration with the British Medical fournal
(BMf) and comprised a team of four speakers: the editor
and assistant editor of the BMf, a professor of pathology
at King's College Hospital, London, and a representative
ofthe British Postgraduate Medical Federation, London.

The four chapters outline four different but unavoidably
overlapping aspects of how to plan and execute a medical
article. After each topic are some questions raised by the
audience. The four chapters are followed by a General
Discussion and a Panel Discussion. For the beginner there
are useful tips on various aspects of writing medical articles,
such as how to structure the title of the paper, compose
the abstract, write the materials and methods and results,
organize the tables, diagrams and graphs, and finally how
to phrase the covering letter.

Some points, I think, are of special relevance to India.
The first concerns. the authorship of medical articles. The
book suggests that names of only those persons should be
included who have made a definite contribution to the
article and are in a position to take 'intellectual responsi-
bility' for it. The practice of including the professor's
name, very often as the first author, even if he has no
knowledge of the project, is morally wrong. This deprives
the principal worker of his due credit, and may place the
professor in an embarrassing position of defending an
article with which he may not agree. There have been
instances of professors retracting papers after publication.

Secondly, the book cautions against the use of pompous

language-our national pastime! Thirdly, the book advo-
cates that the language of an article be simple and the
sentences short. Long incomprehensible words should be
avoided. Fourthly, only those references need be quoted
which have actually been read. Often, the references are
reproduced from a previous article and the mistakes of the
first author repeated in subsequent articles.

There are other interesting titbits of information: about
one-third to one-fifth of all published articles are never
quoted; only 5% of cited articles are from the Third
World, the remaining 95% from the West; although there
are about 25 Indian medical journals listed in the
Cumulated Index Medicus, only 3 are in the Science Cita-
tion Index; only 5% of all published articles influence the
practice of medicine; about 80% of the articles rejected
by the BMf were published elsewhere, often without
alteration. For those who believe in the motto Publish or
Perish, there is the disquieting example of a candidate in
a British University who was refused promotion from the
post of lecturer to reader simply because he had published
too much!

I thoroughly enjoyed this book, largely because of its
easy-to-read style; it is the kind of book you can take to
bed and not go to sleep. Obviously it has been edited by
someone who has taken an intensive course in better
medical writing! However, I am not sure whether it would
improve the quality of writing in India. Certainly, it would
be a useful guide to the beginner. In my opinion the only
way to write well is to practise and seek the advice and
guidance of colleagues who are more gifted in this art.

Finally, it should be pointed out that during the course
of this workshop the need for a first-class Indian medical
journal was discussed. The seeds sown then have flowered
and the result is in your hands.
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