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History of Science, Technology, Environment, and Medicine
in India edited by Suvobrata Sarkar is an important addition
to the literature on the history of science in modern India.
It covers many themes, representing a newer generation of
researchers from various disciplines from most regions of
the country. It begins with an introduction to the concept
and relevance of HISTEM (History of Science, Technology,
Environment, and Medicine), with reference to the history
of colonial and postcolonial South Asia. Tracing its evolu-
tion from the establishment of the East India Company to
the early decades after India’s Independence, it examines
the ways in which the subject has changed over the years
and how various influences have shaped it. It covers the
East—West encounter, appropriation of new knowledge, its
transmission, electricity, hydrology, natural fuel, epidem-
ics, indigenous medicine, gender and healthcare, as well as
environment and development.

The 15 chapters of the book, divided into four sections,
offer an inviting menu for the readers to choose the plate
they like. Its wide range of coverage is rare. In his long
Introduction, Suvobrata Sarkar discusses various issues
that have come up in research in the field of history of sci-
ence and technology (S&T) in the past years in India. Start-
ing with the concept of science, its colonial mode, and its
diffusion, it discusses the indigenous response to Western
science and efforts at synthesis. This is done with diverse
perspectives, concepts, and methods employed to examine
them, which sets a background for the readers to relate to
and negotiate through the chapters that follow.

Sarkar draws attention to the intricacies of the study of
the history of science in the colonial context, wherein I
agree with the view that such history has to be intrinsically

< J.N. Sinha
jnsinha@rediffmail.com

! University of Delhi, New Delhi, India

‘multiple histories’ (p.7) before any effort is made to cat-
egorize it under any universal traits. In most studies, colo-
nial outreach, through exploration, military expedition, and
administrative measures, is a persisting voice, indigenous
knowledge and skills are only occasionally called for, and
geographical factors are almost always overlooked. The
work of Jared Diamond, an Anthro-biologist, has, in the
meanwhile, emphatically underlined the impact of the local-
ity and needs of its inhabitants on their knowledge system
and skill and the overpowering impact of geography on all
progress everywhere (see Guns, Germs and Steel, Vintage,
2005). Likewise, Fritjof Capra hints at the co-existence of
diversity and a type of universal unity existing side by side
in nature (The Turning Point, Simon & Schuster, 1982). Can
we perceive sciences in the different zones of the world as
parts of the universal pool of knowledge? Recent break-
throughs in such areas as quantum physics, biological sci-
ences, and cosmology will likely provide valuable insights
into the evolution of the sciences and the societies and
their internal interactions. However, they also unravel the
complexities of Nature and the hurdles lying on the way
of understanding it. Naturally, the study of ‘environment’
is still at a crossroad, struggling to find its proper position.
In view of its intricate and expansive nature, let us allow it
to remain an independent discipline, wherein the historians
of science or any others may work according to their needs
and perspectives.

The first section of the book under review begins remem-
bering some early popularizers of science—Soorjo Coomar
Goodeva Chukraburty, Ramendra Sundar Trivedi, Balaji
Prabhakar Modak, and the Kerala Sastra Sahitya Parishad.
The section II deals with the interaction between technol-
ogy and culture, with the emergence of Bengal Engineering
College, Sibpur (ch. 6). Chapter 7 discusses the geologists
and water-diviners in the mid-twentieth century. Chapter 5
on electricity and 8th on oil are topics increasingly relevant.
Suvobrata Sarkar has already brought out a landmark study
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on electricity but mainly focused on Bengal (Let There Be
Light, 2022); as such, studies on other areas of the coun-
try should be encouraged. The issue of oil imperialism was
raised by M.N. Saha as early as the 1930s, along with other
issues of power generation, environment, and ecology. I
dwelt on them and others in my book, Science, War and
Imperialism: India in the Second World War (Brill, 2008);
but I have not seen much work on them thereafter, from the
angle of the history of science. Therefore, the presentations
of Y.S. Rao and Sarandh Jain are important.

The environment under Section III is our everyday con-
cern. Actually, environmental studies are currently in an
adjustment and reshuffle mode, trying to find their appro-
priate location while various disciplines are trying to appro-
priate their various characteristics and phenomena. The
subject is inherently rooted in the natural sciences, but its
over-arching influence on everyday life and the realities of
existence cannot be overlooked. In such a situation, histori-
ans, especially those of science, have a rightful claim over
it. The simple-looking three chapters in this section, as by
Sahara Ahmad, Himanshu Upadhyay, and Nirmal Kumar
Mabhato, are invitation to visit the mining activities of eastern
India, through the pastures of the planes and, finally, into the
forests of Purulia. All of them closely concern environment
and finally our social progress.

Section IV starts with reflections on man’s encounter with
medicine and Ayurveda (J. Bhattacharya), and therapeutic
practices of tuberculosis in the Madras Presidency (B. E.
Rao); but, I am particularly attracted to the essays by Dhrub
Kumar Singh on homeopathy (ch. 14), and by Ch. Radha
Gayathri on the female medical missionaries (ch.15). The
history of homeopathy in India is little explored; as such,
Singh’s interesting paper on it is worthy of note. Homeopa-
thy was a new and unique discipline, conceptually close to
India’s cultural ethos, and economically affordable for her
poor masses. However, despite its origins in the West, the
colonial government in India overlooked it, apparently to
save its stakeholders in allopathy from the expanding reach
of homeopathy in India. The ambiguities about its systemic
actions and effectiveness of cure have been a perpetual prob-
lem with homeopathy; although it has survived globally and
has also thrived in certain pockets. Recently, research by
Rustom Roy, an India-born-US- founding- father of Materi-
als Research, has vouched for its efficacy and that of Ayur-
veda as an alternative systems. Studies on medical mis-
sionaries are not uncommon, yet more research is needed to
discover many more of them, especially the females. There
are biographies of such missionaries as Ida Sophia Scudder
(1870-1960), but there were others, too. And what about the
faceless, humble dais, the traditional midwives who have
helped millions of rural women during pregnancy for cen-
turies all over India?
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Some of the themes discussed in the book are old, but
their perspectives are new, and they are approached differ-
ently, thanks to the growing interest of researchers from
other disciplines. This highlights the necessity of interdisci-
plinarity in the history of science. Here, I would like to point
out that many of the current burning issues were raised and
discussed way back in the 1930s at the National Planning
Committee (NPC), through the Second World War, up to the
introduction of the Five-Year Plans. The NPC was appointed
by the Indian National Congress under Jawaharlal Nehru
as chairman and top brains of the country on its different
committees to plan for India’s future development. Under-
standably, the colonial government maintained a calculated
indifference to its deliberations and reports. Moreover, a
section of the participating Indians were not ready to accept
the revolutionary changes the NPC envisaged; after Nehru,
their takers vanished swiftly. Why have Indian historians
overlooked that grand NPC exercise in planning for develop-
ment based on modern science and technology is puzzling?
This silence is perceptible also in this book.

I hope these budding scholars will revisit India’s
1930s—40s to pick up those crucial issues and address them
with reference to our problems today, such as environmen-
tal degradation, AI (TV, internet, and mobile), and modern
warfare. Curiously, a considerable part of our development
today is increasingly shaped by the compulsions of power
politics and the market economy rather than their actual
necessity and affordability. The greatest environmentalists
and saviour of the planet are calling for prudence and frugal-
ity while using its resources; the grand developmental pro-
jects—huge dams, highways, gigantic industries, and instal-
lations of the war industry—are the antithesis of this concern.
It is high time we remembered Mahatma Gandhi for his
experiments at Champaran and elsewhere. In the fanfare of
his satyagraha experiment, we have forgotten that he also
experimented to provide an alternative model of progress
for an environmentally and ethically just society. Now, his
spirituality is interpreted as humanism, deep ecology, and
environmentalism. His work and ideas on such subjects as
food deserve attention (see J.N. Sinha, “Food for thought,”
Frontline, 11 Sep. 2019).

The history of science in India is badly lacking in cov-
erage of the post-independence decades. Deepak Kumar’s
recently published Science and Society in Modern India
(Cambridge, 2023) is a welcome lead; hope the contributors
to the present volume and others will extend their studies to
post-independence India. The book under review appears
to be a good beginning. It should attract all interested in
the history and society of modern South Asia—from sociol-
ogy, anthropology, and cultural studies to gender studies and
the like. Routledge deserves all praise for bringing out this
beautiful volume.
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