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Book   Looking into the body
At 6 o’clock this morning I saw very 
little. In a rush, I was struggling with 
attempting to shave my face with 
one eye on the clock. Had I been 
more alert, I may have pondered 
how trillions of cells had managed to 
get out of bed and proceed to carve 
themselves with a popular brand of 
razor. 

The Complete Human Body: The 
Definitive Guide stimulates such 
thought. Linda Geddes, in the section 

on “The Integrated Body”, brings the 
human body to life by touching on 
ideas of diversity, evolution, genetics, 
and how 75 trillion cells construct 
human body systems. Throughout 
the book the images are crisp and 
inviting, with interesting annotations 
and effective use of medical and 
microscopic imaging. I was engrossed 
by a three-dimensional representation 
of a neuron firing and considered how 
the synaptic gap looked very much 
like the Niagara falls—no joke. 

It’s a tough to job to condense 
the immaculate detail of anatomy, 
including a step-by-step guide of 
how it all ties together, but the book’s 
contributors succeed in explaining 
how body systems operate to make 
our experience. On closing the book 
I was left with the punch-lines: 
“7 metres—the length of the small 
intestine”; “10—the number of 
seconds it takes food to travel from 
the mouth to the stomach.” It’s a 
lot to stomach from start to finish, 
a 500-page whistlestop tour of 
the body with a little ode to clinical 
medicine at the end. Editor Alice 
Roberts has compiled a guide with 
qualities of how an encyclopaedia 
commissioned by Bill Bryson 
would read; full of facts laced with 
whimsical side notes accompanied 
by outstanding and elegant images.
Justine Davies, a Senior Editor at The Lancet, 
contributed to this book.
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In brief

an aspirational and a pragmatic social 
policy for Pakistan, while emphasising 
that this is not synonymous with 
setting up a welfare state because 
the country can’t afford it and its 
neoliberal political masters would not 
accept it. She maintains her position 
but allows the debate to continue 
through juxtaposing her compelling 
views for change with political reality. 

India also faces choked and parallel 
health systems and efforts are being 
made to deliver more fair-minded, 
progressive policies. As Edward Luce 
described in his book In Spite of the 
Gods: the Strange Rise of Modern India 
corruption is not just a nuisance but 
“in many respects and in many parts of 
India it is the system”. A modernising 
India is taking some steps to root 
out corruption in the health system, 
for example, with the arrest of the 

President of the Medical Council of 
India for allegedly accepting bribes. 
One innovative way of weeding out 
corruption and inefficiency might 
be illustrated by changes at the 
Indian Railways—the world’s largest 
state enterprise. Lalu Prasad Yadav, 
an allegedly corrupt but popular 
politician, was put in charge because of 
his reputation for getting things done. 
He reduced corruption by gaining 
an intimate knowledge of how the 
system worked and improved quality 
of services without increasing fares. 
The Indian Railways is now used as a 
case study at Harvard Business School. 
Perhaps there are lessons for tackling 
corruption in Pakistan?

So how has Nishtar got away with 
describing a bad situation without 
getting into trouble herself? After  
qualifying as a doctor in Pakistan 

and further training and a PhD in 
the UK, Nishtar used her extensive 
talents to set up Heartfile, a non-
governmental health think tank 
that enables her to lobby on health 
issues. Currently a member of various 
WHO and World Heart Federation 
committees concerned with global 
health, health systems, and chronic 
diseases, she recently joined the Global 
Health Policy Advisory Committee of 
PepsiCo. So has she read the emerging 
common agendas between western 
multinational corporations, a new 
market in health services for chronic 
diseases, and economic growth in 
Asian countries correctly? She is 
certainly well positioned to be a major 
player in the debates. 
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