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Confucius descendants to
be identified by DNA tests

Chinese scientists will verify through DNA
tests whether those who claim to be de-

scendants of Confucius actually belong to the
lineage of the founder of Confucianism. Lack-
ing proof, some people who want to be regis-
tered in the Confucius family tree turned to
scientists after DNA research identified Florida
accountant Tom Robinson as descendant of
Genghis Khan. The Beijing Institute of Ge-
nomics (BIG), part of Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences, has embarked on setting up a database
of descendants of Confucius with DNA tests.
Testing instrument can read the genetic infor-
mation of a person within one day, and by
comparing with the database it is easy to tell
if he or she is a descendant of Confucius, said
BIG official Deng Yajun. Confucius (551-479
BC) was the founder of Confucianism, which
advocates the building of a harmonious socie-
ty through an individual•s self-refinement in
manners and taste. The pedigree of Confucius,
respectful term of address for Kongqiu, is cur-
rently under revision, which is proved to be a
difficult task, said Kong Decheng, who is in
charge of the revision. Some people surnamed
Kong believe they are descendants of the
great philosopher, however, they do not have
a pedigree or an idea which generation they
belong to, Kong said. Now the modern scientif-
ic way may be an idea solution, Yajun said. 

Schizophrenia link to child abuse: We
know the hallmark symptoms: hallucinations,
delusions and hearing •voicesŽ. But the causes
of schizophrenia are more obscure. Is it mostly
linked to inheritance or, as controversially
claimed this week, the result of child abuse?
•Environmental influence has been under-
played,Ž says Paul Hammersley of the Univer-
sity of Manchester, UK. He and John Read of
the University of Auckland in New Zealand ar-
gued in a debate at London•s Institute of Psy-
chiatry that two-thirds of people with schizo-
phrenia have been physically or sexually
abused as children. After analysing 40 studies
of people with schizophrenia, Hammersley
and Read suggest that abuse might trigger
permanent changes in brain structure or
chemistry leading to hallucinatory flashback-
like symptoms not unlike those seen in pa-
tients with post-traumatic stress disorder.
They also argue that much of the evidence
linking genes to schizophrenia is flawed. 

Soap that works for days: A Scottish
company has claimed to develop an anti-bac-
terial soap that can protect the skin against
superbug MRSA and other germs even days
after its use. Ayr based Giltech has said that
the soap leaves a residue of silver - an anti-
bacterial agent, which is water resistant and
stays on the hands for even up to three days
after washing. Microbiologist Hugh Penning-
ton from the University of Aberdeen however,
said there was nothing new in using silver in
anti-bacterial soap. Surgeons and medics have
been using silver and other heavy metals for
at least 200 years for controlling infection. 

SHORT CUTS

By 2025, One In Five Diabetics In The World Will Be An Indian: Research

Full face transplant
on anvil in London

London: Just months after pioneer-
ing partial face transplants in China
and France, a London hospital is set to
give the go-ahead for a surgeon to con-
duct the world’s first full face trans-
plant. Peter Butler, a consultant plas-
tic surgeon at the Royal Free Hospital
in London, has been contacted by 29
disfigured volunteers willing to un-
dergo the procedure. The hospital’s eth-
ical committee is expected to announce
it will approve the first operations, ac-
cording to the Observer.

“My aim is not to be first, but to do
it on the right patient,” Butler was
quoted as saying. “It would be very dan-
gerous to look at it as a race because it
could harm the patient and (the repu-
tation of) the procedure,” he told the
Sunday Times newspaper.

A spokesman for the Royal Free
Hospital, contacted by AFP on Sunday,
declined to comment until the green
light is given. Butler said one poten-

tial candidate was a 22-year-old who
was badly burned as a child.

Last year, surgeons in France car-
ried out the world’s first partial face
transplant. Isabelle Dinoire, 38, had
her nose, lips and chin replaced after
being savaged by a dog. In April, a hos-
pital in China conducted what is be-
lieved to be the second partial face
transplant on Li Guoxing, 30. Butler’s
30-strong team have spent 10 years
studying face transplants.

“We have done everything we can
to prepare for this surgery, and we
would like to go ahead,” he told The
Observer. “We don’t know how people
will react. Does the government want
us to go ahead with this? We just don’t
know. But a huge amount of work has
been done with the group of patients
who might benefit from this surgery.
“Many of them have very disfiguring
injuries and spend their lives indoors
so for them, this is not just life-en-
hancing surgery, it is life-saving be-
cause it gives them back the chance to
join society.” AFP

New plane
set to beat
bounce and
air sickness

Vikram Sheel Kumar

O
ne of my favourite evo-
lutionary theories is the
thrifty gene hypothesis
that was proposed back
in 1962 by the late James

Van Gundia Neel. Simply stated, the
theory describes how thousands of
years ago hunter-gatherers were pro-
tected during periods of famine by
having metabolisms efficient enough
to allow survival on small amounts
of food. In other words, those who sur-
vived were somehow wired to be able
to use minimal amounts of energy,
and store the rest (as fat) for the next
famine. Neel, noted as one of the fa-
thers of modern genetics, posited that
a specific “thrifty gene” existed in
those who survived and has since pro-
liferated through the gene pool. In to-
day’s societies where famines are rare
and sedentary lives common, the ef-
ficient metabolism driven by the
thrifty gene stores unused energy as
fat to adversely affect populations by
tending them towards obesity, and
thereby diabetes.

This would explain, at least in part,
why there is a rising epidemic of di-
abetes in urban India. With a densi-
ty of approximately 29,000 people per
square kilometer in Mumbai, there
simply isn’t enough space for every-
one to be anything but sedentary! The
lack of activity coupled with the ris-
ing consumption of fast food doubles
up to put on the pounds. Some critics
argue that while scientists have been
searching for the past four decades
for the thrifty gene (some claim to
have found it in an insulin sensitis-
er), we already know that obesity is
the culprit and should direct efforts
on ways to curb it.

But life is not that simple. A com-
mon sense in biomedical science is
that most diseases occur according to
the “two hit” hypothesis. So not every-
one who is overweight develops dia-
betes, however most who have dia-
betes (95% of Pima Indians for in-
stance) are overweight. Thus, being
obese is necessary but not sufficient
for the development of diabetes. The
thrifty gene could explain the in-
creased susceptibility that some pop-
ulations have to develop diabetes
when they are obese. That has more
to do with insulin signaling and is yet
being worked out.

In a recent study by Dr Yajnik from
King Edward Memorial Hospital and

Research Centre in Pune, Indian dia-
betics were considerably lighter than
matched counterparts in the UK. He
has also shown that Indians have
thinner limbs and greater central obe-
sity than those in the UK. It is this
thin-fat body composition that is as-
sociated with greater levels of dia-
betes in Indians. Where fat is located
becomes important, as it has become
clear that fat is not just a passive en-
ergy store, but active tissue that se-
crete various signals to regulate me-
tabolism. And it turns out that fat
around the belly is especially bad.

Now let’s move to rural India. One-
third of Indian babies are born mal-
nourished with birth weights below
2.5 kg. If the argument is that being
overweight is a necessary condition
for diabetes, why do so many people
in rural India have diabetes? The ex-
planation for this comes from the
“thrifty phenotype” hypothesis. Hales
and Barker in 1992 proposed this the-
ory to explain how a harsh in-
trauterine environment could set a
system towards altered regulation of

blood sugars.
Another intuitive theory, imagine

that when an embryo sees poor food
from its mother, it needs to conserve
as much energy as possible. It be-
comes programmed to live as though
in a state of chronic malnutrition.
Take this person to a more affluent
environment through rural to urban
migration, and all of a sudden the
body does not know how to handle the
higher calories. Strong association
studies have shown that low weights
at birth correlate with higher inci-
dences of diabetes.

India has more diabetics than any
other nation. And diabetes in India is
an epidemic—it has risen from under
3% of the population in the 1970s to
greater than 12% in 2000. It is pre-
dicted that by 2025, one in five dia-
betics in the world will be Indian. And
as described through the thrifty gene
and thrifty phenotype hypothesis, the
causes are multifactorial and will re-
quire further genetic and nutrition-
al studies along with active pro-
grammes to educate the public on the

benefits of simple exercise and
healthy diets.

To address diabetes in India, in-
terventions have to range from re-
ducing levels of food intake in the
cities to improving maternal nutri-
tion in the villages. Ultimately, in the
race for urbanisation and material
progress, it is important that re-
sources be applied effectively to halt
this rising epidemic of diabetes. The
simple cost to the nation for manag-
ing a chronic disease such as diabetes
is otherwise unbearable. In the US,
diabetes cost an approximately $132
billion in medical expenditures and
lost productivity in 2002. That is near-
ly India’s total foreign reserves! Won-
der what Mr Chidambaram has to say.

The author is a resident of Clinical
Pathology at Harvard Medical School
and the inventor of a video game for

diabetic kids. In 2004, he was named by
MIT•s Technology Review magazine

among the world•s Top 100 technology
innovators under 35, making him the

youngest Indian to receive the honour

Diabetes double whammy 
breaks urban-rural divide

For the Japanese, cute also
makes a lot of business sense

Tokyo: Cute is cool in Japan. Look any-
where and everywhere: Cartoon figures
dangle from cell phones, waitresses bow
in frilly maid outfits, cherries and bows
adorn bags, even police departments boast
cuddly mascots. These days, Japan Inc.,
known in the past for more serious prod-
ucts like Toyota cars and Sony Walkman,
is busy exporting the epitome of cute—
Hello Kitty, Pokemon, Tamagotchi virtu-
al pet, just to name a few.

The obsession with things cute has the
world’s second biggest economy engag-
ing in serious soul-searching, wondering
what exactly is making its people gravi-
tate so frantically toward cuteness. A big
reason for the emerging debate: Cute-wor-
ship is gaining such overseas acceptance
it’s rapidly becoming Japan’s image.

Nintendo, which makes Super Mario
and Pokemon video games, recorded $3.1
billion in US and European sales in 2005.
The entertainment content business in
Japan totals some $116 billion, the equiv-
alent of about two-thirds of Toyota’s sales.

Skeptics say Japan’s pursuit of cute is
a sign of an infantile mentality and wor-
ry that Japanese culture—historically
praised for exquisite understatement as
sparse rock gardens and ukiyoe wood-
block prints—may be headed to doom.

On the other side of the argument
stands Tomoyuki Sugiyama, author of
“Cool Japan,” who believes cute is root-
ed in Japan’s harmony-loving culture.

Collecting miniatures like mementos
for cell phones can be traced back 400

years to the Edo Period, when tiny carved
“netsuke” charms were wildly popular,
said Sugiyama, president of Digital Hol-
lywood, a Tokyo school for computer-
graphics designers, video artists and game
creators. “Japanese are seeking a spiri-
tual peace and an escape from brutal re-
ality through cute things,” he said.

Model-cum-actress Yuri Ebihara, 26,
widely viewed here as the personification
of cute, commands such influence the
clothes she sports in a fashion magazine,
such as lacy pastel skirts, are instant sell-
outs. “I never forget to smile,” said Ebi-
hara. “If someone doesn’t find me cute, I
want to know why because then I’ll work
on it to get better at being cute.”

“Japanese women see value in youth
and want to combine childishness and
cuteness with sexiness and glamour,” says
Sakae Nonomura, researcher with a cos-
metics company. “Cute has grown so
widespread, types of cute coexist.”

Nobuyoshi Kurita, professor at
Musashi University in Tokyo, says cute
is a “magic term” that encompasses every-
thing acceptable and desirable—this na-
tion’s answer to the West. He thinks it’s
important to watch Japan’s youngsters,
who see the bustling streets of Tokyo as
the centre of their universe. AP

CUDDLY WAY TO PROFIT

The average
distance from
the moon to the
Earth is 384,403
km. The moon•s
diameter is 3,476
km, which is 25%
of earth•s
diameter. The

first photograph of the Moon was taken
in 1840 by J W Draper with an exposure
time of 20 minutes. The Moslem
calendar today is still based on the
Lunar calendar, where the average
month has 29.5 days. Only 59 % of the
Moon•s surface is visible from earth.

DID YOU KNOW?
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Paris: Time to put away the barf bag. Boeing
is designing a new passenger jet aimed at coun-
tering the effects of turbulence. The 787 Dream-
liner, which is expected to enter service in 2008,
will have sensors that detect strong gusts of
wind and automatically adjust the movement
of the aircraft to prevent it from being buffet-
ed around. Turbulence, which occurs most fre-
quently when a plane enters the vicinity of a
thunderstorm, is believed to be the biggest cause
of injury to passengers and crew on flights.
Even for those who are securely strapped into
their seats, sudden jumps in a plane’s path can
trigger a bout of motion sickness.

The new development by Boeing, the US air-
craft manufacturer, is designed to reduce the
effects of the lateral and vertical gusts and ed-
dies caused by irregular flows of air in the at-
mosphere. Sensors on the 787, which will have
a capacity of 250 passengers, will identify
changes in air pressure and determine “the an-
gle of attack”. The aircraft’s flaps and wing tips
will then be moved accordingly so they count-
er vertical gusts, while the rudder will be ad-
justed to reduce side-to-side “tail-wagging”.

“We have done studies showing that on the
787 we can reduce the amplitude of the verti-
cal motion by two-thirds,” said Mike Sinnett,
director of the 787 systems team. “It won’t spell
the end of the in-flight sick bag—it may take
the elimination of the drinks cart for that—but
it should reduce the occurrence of motion sick-
ness,” he said.

The innovation will not be able to counter
all forms of turbulence, particularly when it
occurs in “clear air”. For example, if the air is
free of the moisture found in thunderstorms,
onboard radar may not be able to detect the tur-
bulence and instruct the plane to take pre-emp-
tive action. Other comfort-related innovations
planned for the 787 have been made possible by
the fact that 50 of the aircraft, including the
fuselage, tail and wings, will be made from plas-
tic and carbon-fibre composite materials in-
stead of aluminium. As composites are less
likely than metals to suffer from fatigue over
time, Boeing claims it will decrease cabin pres-
sure so the air pressure in the plane will be
equivalent to 6,000ft above sea level rather than
8,000ft, the norm at the moment. SUNDAY TIMES

Former Pakistani cricketer Wasim Akram interacted with children suffering from diabetes at the Juvenile Diabetes
Foundation in Andheri earlier this month. India has more diabetics than any other nation. Diabetes in India is an
epidemic„it has risen from under 3% of the population in the 1970s to greater than 12% in 2000
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