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Editorial

THE ADVANCE OF MEDICAL PHYSIOLOGY AND THE ROLE OF UNIVERSITIES
AND THE NATIONAL SCIENCE ACADEMY*

Almost a quarter of a century has passed since the rapid development of teaching and re-
search in physiology in medical colleges was initiated. At the end of the IInd World War in 1945,
there were less than two dozen medical colleges in this country and since then due to rapid but
turbulent expansions of medical education in this country, there are now over one hundred such
institutions. It is to be recorded that inspite of great stresses and strains on the already establi-
shed medical colleges to provide medical scientists for the new medical colleges, we have come
through the test fairly successfully. Today the development of education and research in the sub-
ject of physiology in the medical colleges is by no means inferior to any other science in this coun-
try.

In this regard the following institutions have played and continue to play a significant
role.

1. The Government of India, through the Planning Commission on the recommendation
of the Bhore Committee and Radhakrishna Education Commission accelerated the
expansion of medical education by establishing medical colleges all over India.

2. The Medical Council of India laid down the minimum norms of qualification, teach-
ing and research experience, of the staff to be employed and the equipment needed for
the department of physiology, all over India. Through its post-graduate committee,
it is engaged in advancing post-graduate medical education and research. It further
encouraged medical scientists by instituting awards for advanced research.

3. The Indian Council of Medical Research through its Physiology Expert Group; Sci-
entific Advisory Board and other agencies not only financed research in the depart-
ment of Physiology but also encouraged young and senior medical scientists by insti-
tuting awards under its programme.

4. Further, the role of such specialists Associations as the Indian Sciences Congress
Associations and the Association of Physiologists and Pharmacologists of India in
the development of Physiology is to be praised. The later organisation in the last
sixteen years since its inception has through purely voluntary, dedicated work been
able to bring on a common platform for scientific discussion over 700 scientists in
the field of Physiology, Pharmacology, Biochemistry and allied sciences in the country.
This endeavour has significantly contributed, particularly through its publication,

*Based on the talk delivered at the pannel discussion at Indian National Science Academy, New Delhi.
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the Indian Journal of Physiology and Pharmacology, not only in accelerating the deve
lopment of Physiology but also to raise the standard: of its research in the country.

I am aware of a vague concept put up in hush hush terms by the practicing physicians in
medical colleges that only "left overs" take to Physiology. Many respected medical men in
this coutry have made physiology as a carrier not by accident but by choice as a genuine in·
terest in this scientific discipline of medicine. Thus such criticism is not only unfair and malicious
but in my opinion highly uncharitable and undesirable.

However, for an M.B.B.S./M.D., oriented in clinical medicine, it is not easy to take to
a fundamental and basic science such as physiology. It takes extra time, initiative untold love
and devotion for this discipline at a great sacrifice of the temptation of lucirative medical practice,
financial, highly social, and even political gains. Such qualified doctors have to be honoured
and not decried. The contributions made by the Physiologists from amongst the medical
colleges and the medical research institutes are already well known.

Even if you think that enough has not been acheived in terms of quality of research in the
department of Physiology of medical colleges, the reasons are not far to-seek. The stress of expand-
ing medical education with 100-200 undergraduate medical students in the department at any
one times, and the perpetual shortage of teaching staff as recommended by the Medical Council
of India, has demanded more attention of the senior scientists towards undergraduate medical
education at the cost of research. The leagacy of the British system of hospital based medical
college has been continued by the present beaurocracy which has suited the political set up. How
does one develope a department of physiology in a medical college to the high level of research desir-
ed? The staff is recruited not at the suggestion or recommendations of the Head of Department
but the Public Service Commission, or the Ministry of Health of the state. Even if the Head of
a department through his/her charishrna of an "Allahdin's Lamp" in a few years makes a hold
attempt to muster his/her brood of research scientists, in his/her department the suspenqed sword
of Democles hanging over his/her head becomes effective, and either he/she himself/herself or any
of his/her collegue may be transfered from one medical college to the other in the State, without
taking into account the damage caused to the quality and quantity of research being carried out
in his/her department. There is no specific budget allotment for research in these departments.
The working conditions of a physiologists in a medical college with regard to research, leav
much to be desired.

Physiology as an important part of life sciences is on the brink of revolutionary develop-
ment particularly in view of spectacular advances which have already been announced from the
field of molecular biology.

It is wonderful to persue knowledge for its own sake and ones own sake but, with the
poverty abounding all around us in this country, the poor standards of human, and animal health
as at present existing, is it not pertinent to suggest that a greater emphasis be put on what I
call physiology as applied to disease and as applied t~ human and animal environment.
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By the simple act of accepting to live in a free democratic republic i.e. Bharat, the Indian
people, I presume, have accepted that the best in health care should be theirs by birth right.
Thisbelief is further deepened and the people generally expect to receive high quality care, in-
cluding the benefit of "wonders" that have been currently achieved by the advances in the sci-
enceof medicine. This goal of the best in medical care is not for some of the people, some of the
time; but for all the people all the time.

To achieve this object the contribution made by the brave medical physiologists of the
country in producing highly trained physiologists and in the advancement of physiological rese-
arch in this country cannot be belittled .

However, the future of quality research in medical college can be brightened and accelera-
ted with one bold decision. All the medical education and research must become the direct
responsibility of the Universities under the University Grants Commission (U.G.C.) or there be
created a Medical Education Committee on the line of the U.G.c. to look after medical educa-
tion and research in the country.

Alternatively, in the first instant there should now develop in each university a department
ofphysiology which when given the academic and research atmosphre of a university in collabo-
ration with department of physics, chemistry, biochemistry, mathematics and biology, I am sure
would bring about further evolution in this field.

The present system of running the important field of medical education by administrators
who are neither medical educationalists in any sense nor are they educationalist in any sense;
has not only hampered but positively harmed the interests of rapid programmes and advances in
the field of medical sciences; while the university is free for its philosophic needs, the theoretical
integrity and for the persuit of knowledge.

Indian National Sciences Academy and its role:

Within the ambict of the famous Science Policy Resolution (S.P.R.) of the Indian Parlia-
ment of 1958, the Indian National Science Academy can put its shoulders to the wheel to implement
this resolution which has remained highly ineffective on several important counts.

Science is not the private property of scientists anymore than the economy is the private
property of the business men or the Delhi School of Economics; or the government is the private
property of the politician. Academy's role need not be monopolistic for it will make scientific
freedom yet another myth in India .

You may be surprised to know the fact that powers have not only, not yet reco-
gnised but even today refuse to recognise medical physiologist as scientists under the defini-
tion of scientists and technologists with the Indian ational Science Academy. The S.P.R.



of 1958 announced the Government's decision' to associate scientists with the formulation of so-
ence policies. S.P. R. envisaged the democratication of science to eliminate the heirarchial app-
roach.

So far none of these pious concepts have been initiated.

Such important national bodies as the COST or the Indian National Science Academy
must have their policy making committees. They may look into the possibility of formation of
a Council, a Commission, Study groups or what have you for Advanced Physiological Research.
This would give a great encouragement for the development of Physiology.

The participation of medical physiologists working for undergraduate and post-graduate
medical education and research in such decision making bodies to formulate a plan for Physiolo-
gical Research, is to be considered very essential and useful. The science policy formulation
must have the concept of decentralisation at all levels, to protect the local autonomy of the
departments of Physiology in medical, or non-medical research in titution.

VISHANU D. MVLLICK
Professor and Head of Department of Physiology,

Lady Hardinge Medical College, New Delhi.


