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Great Women of Sciences. Asoke K. Bagchi. Konarak
Publishers, New Delhi, 1994. 204 pp, Rs 250.

Although there is now a wealth of literature on various
aspects of the 'woman question', certain areas remain
unexplored. Among these are the sciences including
medicine, physics and chemistry and Asoke Bagchi's mini-
compilation is thus a welcome addition to these archives.
I use the word 'mini' quite deliberately; the book under
review is a compilation of some 16 different sciences under
which pioneer women are grouped. About 120 women are
listed and under some headings the numbers are quite
meagre. Seismology, for example, has only one woman.
There must have been more women in the sciences the world
over, and perhaps a different kind of effort would be
required to uncover the stories of women in the sciences
more comprehensively.

Most of the entries are about western women. This is not
surprising given that this compilation must have been based
on secondary sources, where most published material is
unfortunately, western. Where there are Indian entries,
they are meagre and their choice sometimes puzzling. For
example, while mention is made of Hypatia, there is no
word about the young Lilawati, who was known to be a
mathematical genius. Then, while there are other relatively
unknown Indian names in the section on polar exploration,
no mention is made of Bachendri Pal, the first Indian woman
to scale Mount Everest. These are lapses that could have
been avoided.

Nonetheless, the book provides interesting information
and we learn, for example, that in the past women were
highly regarded as comforting healers, and that there were
female medical practitioners in ancient Sumeria, Babylonia,
Egypt, Greece, Rome and pre-Columbian Africa. The
author tells us that in the Middle Ages the principal medical
activity of women was midwifery but there were also skilful
female doctors practising both secretly and openly. Many
of these women were from lineages of doctors and in the
Christian religious orders women treated the sick throughout
the medieval period. Not surprisingly these activities came
in for a great deal of antagonism and disapproval by men.

Disapproval notwithstanding, there were other; more
entertaining sides to this story. As late as the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, we learn that Dr James Barry, a
medical officer of the British army and a respected surgeon,
was discovered, after his death to have been a woman!
Apparently, so embarrassed were the War Department and
the British Medical Association that the autopsy findings
were hidden and Dr James Barry was buried as a man!

Somewhere or other, in every book, sexist biases creep
in and this compilation is no exception. Presenting women
achievers in the sciences should, rightly speaking, mean
omitting the usual female stereotypes. Yet the editor tells
us-alongside a picture that shows Min-Ka-Re of Egypt
'with his wife' who remains unnamed-that the practice of
nurturing evolved from the 'natural instincts of mothers to

care'. He says, 'One of the concrete evidences of the concern
of a woman for a man can be seen from the Egyptian statues
of the fourth dynasty Egyptian king, Min-Ka-Re whose wife
is seen standing beside him in an ambient and protective
gesture. The gesture must have been a spontaneous one of
her natural maternal concern.' Maternal concern for whom,
one might ask. For her husband? What leads the editor to
conclude she felt this-and if she did surely it was mis-
directed. And why should such a homily have a place in a
book such as this?

These few hiccoughs apart, Dr Bagchi's book is a useful
document and makes a beginning in a neglected area.
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Endocrinology, Metabolism and Diabetes (Volume 2).
N. Kochupillai (ed). Macmillan India, New Delhi, 1994.
Rs 450, pp 291.

An international conference (EMD-90) was held at the All
India Institute of Medical Sciences, New Delhi in December
1990 to promote the growth and development of the specialty
of endocrinology, metabolism and diabetes in India. Major
advances in the field were reviewed and there was a sharing
of experiences by specialists from India, USA and the UK.
The proceedings of the conference have now been organized
in two volumes under the editorship of Dr N. Kochupillai,
Head of the Department of Endocrinology at the All India
Institute of Medical Sciences. The book reviewed is the
second volume.

It consists of 29 papers representing the clinical and
research experiences of Indian health professionals. There
are five papers on diabetes mellitus, three each on the
thyroid, reproductive endocrinology, the pituitary and
bone mineral metabolism, and two on adrenal disorders and
hirsutism. In addition, the volume includes a clinico-
pathological conference on a patient with hypercalcaemia
and five technology update papers. The latter are aimed
at demonstrating how it might be feasible to adapt new
technical developments for routine use in India.

The book is a well prepared and a carefully edited
compendium of important new knowledge and clinical
experience of many endocrinologists in India and abroad.
The articles are competently written and provide important
references to previous work. The book should be useful not
only to those interested in the field of endocrinology, but
also to those curious to learn how a developing country such
as India tries to help its masses by bringing new knowledge
to its health professionals.
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