
© 1994 Nature  Publishing Group

Bitter pills 
R. V. Short 

From the Lab into the World: A Pill for 
People, Pets, and Bugs. By Carl Djerassi. 
American Chemical Society: 1994. Pp. 
230. $24.95. 

SAMUEL Pepys described himself as having 
"a fine conceit", and no doubt Carl 
Djerassi would use the same epithet for 
himself. But perhaps we can forgive him 
this high opinion, because he has certainly 
achieved more than many of us could do 
in several lifetimes. As mentor to an annu
al army of 20 or more postgraduate and 
postdoctoral students in the department 
of chemistry at Stanford University. and 
sometime president of Syntex Research, 
he has always had his feet planted firmly 
in two camps, and has been driven by the 
need to find practical applications for lab
oratory discoveries. Working in a rival lab
oratory in New York in 1962, I can still 
remember our incredulity at Djerassi's sci
entific output, with almost a publication a 
week on the synthesis and spectral charac
teristics of some new steroid. The man's 
output has been prodigious - more than 
1,200 scientific papers and 13 books -
and now the American Chemical Society 
has invited him to republish a collection of 
his essays in its Creators of Modern 
Chemistry series. 

Djerassi himself obviously had some 
doubts about the wisdom of this retro
spective exercise, particularly as some of 
the essays were written in the early 1970s. 
He has already given us detailed popular 
accounts of his life's work in two of his 
books, The Politics of Contraception, a 
great read, and his less enjoyable recent 
autobiography The Pill, Pygmy Chimps, 
and Degas' Horse. So was there a need for 
a third book? Probably not. 

The title of the new work is a bit of a 
catch-all, and seems designed to further 
Djerassi's bid to be remembered as Mr 
Oral Contraceptive Pill. But herein he 
does himself a disservice; the judgement is 
best left to others, and the accolade 
unquestionably goes to Gregory Pincus of 
the Worcester Foundation in Shrewsbury, 
Massachusetts. Djerassi admits that when 
he and his colleagues at the Syntex labora
tories in Mexico City synthesized an orally 
active progestagenic steroid, norethin
drone, in October 1951, the idea that it 
might be used as one of the components 
of an oral contraceptive pill had not even 
crossed their minds. Yet it should have 
done, for the concept of using proges
terone to inhibit ovulation was well known 
to biologists in the 1930s and 1940s. It was 
Pincus, a biologist, who realized that it 
was necessary to combine an orally active 
oestrogen with an orally active gestagen in 
order to inhibit ovulation and control 
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menstruation, and it was he who organized 
the clinical trials that led to the eventual 
marketing of the first combined oral con
traceptive pill. But Djerassi is understand
ably aggrieved that Pincus failed to 
acknowledge his indebtedness to the 
chemists such as Djerassi and others who 
provided him with a range of orally active 
oestrogens and gestagens. If one message 
comes out of this book, it is that progress 
could be accelerated if chemists had more 
biological insight and biologists were more 
aware of what chemists had to offer. 

Djerassi will be best remembered for 
his landmark publication in Science in 
1970 entitled "Birth Control After 1984", 
and it is good to see it reproduced here. 
Written from the viewpoint of the phar
maceutical industry, it described critical 
pathways for the development of a hypo
thetical abortifacient for women and an 
antifertility agent for men, and concluded 
that neither would be widely available in 
the next two decades. Although we knew 
all about steroidal antiandrogens and 
antioestrogens well before 1970, there had 
been no concerted effort by chemists to 
develop an antigestagen, and RU486 
(mifepristone) was discovered by Roussel
Uclaf scientists in Paris only by accident 
while they were searching for an anti-
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glucocorticoid. It is being used increasing
ly in Europe and China in conjunction 
with an oral prostaglandin for aborting 
early pregnancies, and women seem to 
prefer a medical as opposed to a surgical 
termination. But if biologists and 
chemists had been in closer communica
tion with one another, surely the develop
ment of this much-needed abortion pill 
could have been greatly accelerated. 

Djerassi's book concludes with a 
delightful, unexpected and moving chap
ter on art patronage. Tragically, his daugh
ter committed suicide; "it took my 
daughter's suicide", Djerassi says, "to 
make me take seriously the patronage of 
the living". So he established a residential 
centre in California for visiting artists. Set 
in 600 acres of wooded country in the 
Santa Cruz mountains, overlooking the 
Pacific Ocean, it has become a place of 
inspiration for writers, painters, sculptors, 
photographers, composers and choreogra
phers since 1979. For that, he will be long 
remembered, when the 1,200 scientific 
publications that made his philanthropy 
possible are long forgotten. 0 

R. V. Short is in the Department of Physiolo
gy, Monash University, Melbourne, Victoria 
3168, Australia. 

The bell curve revisited 
Adam Kuper 

The Evolution of Racism: Human Differ
ences and the Use and Abuse of Sci
ence. By Pat Shipman. Simon and 
Schuster: 1994. Pp. 318. $23. 

THIS book, which tells the story of biologi
cal research on race, is certainly timely. 
The US media are going through one of 
their periodical convulsions about race 
and IQ, sparked off by the publication of 
The Bell Curve by Charles Murray and 
Richard J. Herrnstein. Newsweek made 
the controversy a cover-story, The New 
Republic devoted an entire issue to it and 
The New York Times ran turgid attacks on 
the authors virtually every day for a 
month. President Clinton said he had not 
read the book, but that he disagreed with 
its conclusions. 

The reason for all the publicity is, 
of course, that, notwithstanding its parade 
of graphs and tables, The Bell Curve packs 
a controversial message about education 
policy (one cannot compensate for having 
the wrong genes) and, inevitably in the 
United States, this implicates race. The 
fuss will have come as no surprise to Pat 
Shipman. She shows that research on race 
always stirs up political passions. The sci
entific arguments are also wearisomely 
familiar. Discussing earlier controversies, 
she patiently and clearly reviews the 

established and sound arguments that 
critics are now bringing in turn against 
The Bell Curve. It is notoriously tricky to 
define intelligence, and very hard indeed 
to design a measure of intellectual skills 
that is not biased in favour of children 
raised in middle-class, English-speaking, 
non-immigrant families. The racial cate
gories (Caucasoid? White? Nordic? 
Mediterranean? Jewish?) are hopelessly 
crude. And environmental effects are, as 
always, treated as a stable residual factor, 
despite the fact that, for example, the 
famous US Army IQ tests during the Sec
ond World War revealed that blacks from 
states with a decent educational system 
scored better than whites from states with 
a poor educational base. The argument 
about race and intelligence has been long, 
bitter and fruitless, and it is certainly 
worth recalling all the other bitter and 
largely inconclusive arguments that echo 
through current controversies. 

Shipman begins here story with the 
Darwinian revolution (rather than, for 
instance, with the father of racial science 
in Britain, J. C. Pritchard), evidently 
because this is, for her, the moment when 
true science enters the lists; and she gives 
a vivid account of the emergence of evolu
tionary theory. But she might have said 
more about Darwin's own, changing view 
of the human races, and his notions about 
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the role of sexual selection rather than 
natural selection in their genesis. The 
public controversy she chooses to high
light here is the one between T. H. Huxley 
and the Christians, but that was not about 
race, and she might have done better to 
consider the debates, in which the Dar
winians were embroiled, between the rival 
Anthropological and Ethnological Soci
eties, which were divided not only on the 
scientific issues but also by their views on 
slavery. This would have brought out the 
fact that Darwin and Huxley, at any rate, 
were never naive about the political impli
cations of their theories. 

The story then shifts to Germany, 
where the protagonists were Ernst Haeck
el, a Darwinian but also a romantic 
nationalist and an early scientific expo
nent of the Aryan race myth, and Rudolf 
Virchow (whose trenchant arguments 
against a Darwinism then still innocent of 
genetics are rather skimped). Haeckel 
became a champion of eugenics, revered 
in due course by the Nazis, and some of 
the leading German scientists travelled 
the terrible road from eugenics to an 
endorsement of the Final Solution. 

In the 1930s and 1940s, the political 
programme of human domestication was 
forever discredited by the Nazis. Its scien
tific basis had also been undermined by 
the new evolutionary synthesis of 
Mendelianism and Darwinism. Shipman 
captures the post-war mood in her 
account of Julian Huxley's virtuoso cam
paign at UNESCO (United Nations Edu
cational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization) against racist thinking. 
Before the war he had ridiculed the 
stereotype of the Aryan: " as blond as 
Hitler, as dolichocephalic as Rosenberg, 
as tall as Goebbels, as slender as Goering, 
and as manly as Streicher". Julian Huxley 
had played a distinguished part in the for
mulation of the evolutionary synthesis, 
and although once an advocate of eugen
ics and frankly antisemitic, he now insist
ed that "races" were social constructs 
rather than biological entities (phenotypi
cal features being a poor guide to the con
stitution of the inner man, and migration 
and interbreeding in any case hopelessly 
confusing the genetic picture). 

There was a similar reaction within US 
anthropology. Sherwood Washburn, 
Theodosius Dobzhansky and Ashley 
Montagu led the charge against the typo
logical thinking in the name of the evolu
tionary synthesis. The scientific debates 
were engulfed by political emotions as the 
civil-rights movement gained momentum, 
and there were ugly confrontations. Ship
man tells with sympathy the story of the 
humiliation of one of the old guard, the 
race typologist Carleton Coon. She dis
misses the widespread belief that he knew 
very well what political capital would be 
made from his speculations, but she is less 
charitable to his opponents, imputing 
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political motives for their rejection of race 
as a significant element in human biology. 

Having illustra,ted the unending inter
play of the science and politics of race, 
Shipman draws an unexpected moral: the 
frontier between science and politics must 
be more strictly policed. Scientists should 
press on with their studies without bother
ing about the vulgar abuses to which their 
research might lead. She quotes but dis
misses rather too easily the view of an 
Afro-American intellectual that "there 
are types of research that shouldn't be 
done, and the grounds on which I argue 
are civility". We must, she tells us, contin
ue to do research into human differences. 

But there is no way to prevent public 
debate on any research that impinges on 
race, or on the biology of difference more 
generally. As she shows, even research 
proposals can become national political 
issues. Moreover, there is still little to 
suggest that this is a line of research that 
will yield important new insights. Shipman 

implies that there are significant differ
ences between populations that may be 
explained by a more modern, more soph
isticated, more nuanced theory of race, or 
perhaps by the discovery - at long last -
of genetically controlled differences in 
personality, or sexual disposition, or pro
clivities to violence or perhaps even ratio
nality. So far, these associations remain 
highly speculative. (Oddly, she ignores 
human sociobiology, which has pursued 
this grail for 20 years, albeit without 
notable success.) Only one thing seems to 
have been established beyond any doubt, 
as her book makes very apparent. From 
the debates between the Darwinians and 
their opponents in the 1860s to the clashes 
over The Bell CuiVe, it has proved impossi
ble to insulate theories about race from 
their political implications. 0 

Adam Kuper is in the School of Social Stud
ies, Institute for Advanced Study, Olden 
Lane, Princeton, New Jersey 08540, USA. 

Huxley goes to Hollywood 
W. F. Bynum 

Huxley: The Devil's Disciple. By Adrian 
Desmond. Michael Joseph: 1994. Pp. 
475. £20. 

HE would, wouldn 't he? Adrian 
Desmond, fresh from the coauthored 
blockbuster study of Charles Darwin, has 
turned toT. H. Huxley as a natural sequel. 
The remarkable thing is that the compan
ion piece has appeared so soon. Those 
who liked Darwin, which Desmond wrote 
with James Moore, need have no fear. 
Huxley is in the same mould. It has the 
same powerful style and the same pen
chant for florid language and colourful 
imagery. It is also based on a comparable 
mass of archival research, unobtrusively 

documented. Like Darwin, Huxley is a jolly 
good read. 

In a brief prolegomenon, Desmond 
identifies the guiding principle underlying 
both of these highly imaginative biogra
phies. "Huxley uses a 'cine theory' of nar
ration, with its historiography hidden, to 
conjure up a flesh-and-blood picture of 
T. H. Huxley", he tells us, citing as the 
technique's authority a forthcoming arti
cle by Moore. In practice, this means that 
the reader is invited to forget everything 
that has previously been written about 
Huxley and pretend to be there with him 
at home and abroad, to witness the de
velopment of the Devil's Disciple. 
Desmond's narrative rarely looks ahead, 
rarely pauses to take stock, never explicit-

Huxley rages against the Pall Mall Gazette, as J. Tyndall looks on. 
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ly considers what other scholars have 
made of this or that episode, confronta
tion or discovery. Desmond's camera is 
almost always just behind Huxley's 
shoulder. 

Cynics might suggest that cine theory is 
suitable only for tabloid biographies and 
romantic novels (or films): that it is the 
dominant technique of the recent biogra
phies of Nancy Reagan and the Princess 
of Wales. Nevertheless, the technique 
works here for Desmond, for two reasons. 
One is simply his integrity. He stays close 
to his sources so that almost every para
graph in the whole volume contains one 
or more quotations, mostly from Huxley's 
correspondence. These give his narrative 
the immediacy that the cine theory 
requires. Huxley had execrable handwrit
ing but a wonderful way with words. 
Desmond deserves a prize merely for tak
ing Huxley on. 

The extent of the archival remains 
(more than 5,000 letters in the Huxley 
Archive at Imperial College, London) is 
the second reason why Desmond could 
write the kind of biography he has. It 
would be impossible to do the same for 
George Busk, W. B. Carpenter or some of 
Huxley's other close friends. It might even 
be difficult for Richard Owen, whose 
papers were carefully weeded by his 
grandson. Desmond, the silent camera
man, never offers us his reflections on 
gaps (deliberate or accidental) in the Hux
ley Archive. 

Despite the fullness of his sources, 
Desmond occasionally slips into the nov
elist's mode, even in the very opening 
paragraph of the book: 

The lanky 15-year-old sidled down fetid 
alleys, past gin palaces and dance halls. 
Sailors hung out of windows, the gaiety of 
their boozy whores belying the squalor 
around them. The boy's predatory looks 
and patched clothes seemed in keeping. 
But his black eyes betrayed a horror at 
the sights: ten crammed into a room, 
babies diseased from erupting cesspits, 
the uncoffined dead gnawed by rats. The 
scenes would scar him for life. 

This is powerfully evocative, almost 
certainly poetically true and maybe even 
literally correct. We can never be sure. 
Here, as elsewhere, Desmond the camera
man becomes Desmond the director. He 
asks, therefore, for a Jot of trust. It is 
amply rewarded. The t1esh-and-blood 
Huxley who emerges from this book is 
eminently believable, more fascinating in 
his own right than he could ever be simply 
as Darwin's Bulldog. Indeed, in many 
ways, Huxley is a more appropriate char
acter for Desmond's sensibilities than the 
rich , remote, neurotic Darwin . We are 
told on the second page (and subsequent
ly reminded several times) that Huxley 
was born over a butcher's shop. He was a 
self-made man, surrounded by free-falling 
relatives, forced to scrimp and borrow his 
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Black-eyed Tom in 1846. 

way through medical school at Charing 
Cross Hospital , London, unable to afford 
the complete set of examinations that 
could have lead to a career as a consulting 
surgeon. Instead, he chose the even 
thornier path: to become a professional 
scientist. Unlike many upwardly mobile 
individuals (a recent British prime minis
ter springs to mind), Huxley never turned 
mean, never ceased to be indignant that a 
rich country could permit so many of its 
citizens to remain poor. 

There are many good things in 
Desmond's book. Two in particular stand 
out. The first is his reconstruction of 
Huxley's years as assistant surgeon on 
HMS Rattlesnake. Almost as long (40,000 
miles, and two months short of four years) 
as Darwin's Beagle trek, this voyage 
was the making of Huxley. It committed 
him to science, established his reputation 
and taught him to love, even if his 
marriage had to wait another four years. 
No one has ever charted Huxley's experi
ences so fully, or shown how formative 
they were. 

Desmond's second outstanding 
achievement is to document the sea
change of public opinion between about 
1855 and 1870. The Origin of Species pro
vided a turning point, of course, but look
ing through Huxley's rather than Darwin's 
eyes provides a broader vision. In those 
years, professional secular science was 
established in Britain. Huxley's generation 
came to maturity. He, John Tyndall, 
George Busk, Edward Franklin, Joseph 
Hooker, William Flower, John Lubbuck 
and others of like mind found themselves 
in positions of power within the British 
scientific establishment, and with friends 
in high places in government. Huxley's 
was not simply a fight Fur Dmwin; it was a 
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§ battle on behalf of the social and intellec
~ tual value of scientific enquiry. The mili
~ tary metaphors were Huxley's. 
"- Historians have often revelled in the 

irony that Darwin's Bulldog never really 
appreciated the explanatory power of nat
ural selection, and took almost a decade 
even to value Darwin's ideas on genealog
ical taxonomy. Desmond deftly handles 
Huxley's relationship to Darwin by show
ing that, for Huxley, the stakes were high
er than the contents of any one book, no 
matter how great. 

In 1869, Huxley was elected president 
of the British Association for the 
Advancement of Science. Desmond takes 
him to his 1870 presidential address and, 
then, without explanation, leaves him. 
There is not a single word on the last 25 
years of his eventful life, nor any hint of a 
second volume. The camera simply runs 
out of film. We are thus deprived of the 
American tour, the continuing education
al activities, the presidency of the Royal 
Society, the altercation with Prime Minis
ter William Gladstone and the remarkable 
Romanes lecture. At least 1870 catches 
Huxley's intimate involvement with the 
foundation of a new weekly journal. 
"What a glorious title, Nature. It is more 
than cosmos. More than Universe". The 
words were not Huxley's, but they could 
have been. L. I 

W. F. Bynum is in the Wei/come Institute 
for the History of Medicine, 183 Euston 
Road, London NW1 2BE, UK. 

Sociological 
searchlights 
John Ziman 
- ----···----·--------

Handbook of Science and Technology 
Studies. Edited by Sheila Jasanoff, Ger
ald E. Markle, James C. Peterson and 
Trevor Pinch. SAGE: 1994. Pp. 820. $85, 
£65. 

IT was not until the 1960s that people 
interested in studying science began to 
realize that it was, above all, a social insti
tution. Turning away from philosophy 
towards sociology, they opened up a vast 
new field of research. The annual meet
ings of the Society for Social Studies of 
Science ('4S'), which was founded about 
20 years ago, are now the marketplace for 
a bewildering variety of academic wares. 
In 1988, the society set up a committee to 
prepare this comprehensive guide to their 
products. Here, in a pumpkin rather than 
a nutshell, is what STS - science and 
technology studies - is supposed to be 
about. 

This fat volume is best read as a collec
tion of 28 well informed local surveys of a 
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