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ability to lead happy and productive lives, and she
provides ample reasons to ask ourselves the ques-
tion “Why not change minds instead of bodies?”

Gretchen Worden, B.A.
Mütter Museum, College of Physicians of Philadelphia
Philadelphia, PA 19103

Editor’s note: Gretchen Worden died in August, while this review 
was in press.
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his book is “about the making of the

human body.” Armand Leroi, a reader in evo-
lutionary developmental biology at London’s Im-
perial College, thus joins the multitude of writers
who are attempting to gratify our narcissistic focus
on “the body.” His slant is genetic, and his approach
is to employ the story of variation, hence the title
and subtitle of his book. Leroi takes vignettes from
famous historical cases of human “mutants” to pro-
vide interest and background for his discussions of
the principles of developmental biology (what used
to be called “embryology”). The nature of the sub-
ject leads him to emphasize genes and morpho-
genesis, certainly a fascinating area in recent years.

Leroi starts his discussion with famous “mon-
sters” in history — some mythical, some well
known, and some obscure, but all quite interesting.
Famous examples include cases of conjoined twins,
persons with hypertrichosis, and cyclops. The au-
thor is at his best in his lively writing regarding the
historical context of these cases. He takes up exam-
ples of limb malformations, disorders of stature,
and cases of intersex (more commonly known as
hermaphroditism). The mysteries and medical the-
orizing of the past are presented in a sensitive voice
and are followed by explanations of the current bi-
ologic thinking about the processes that appear to
underlie these disorders.

Leroi’s accounts of the human lives touched by
these variations are revealing of our historical bias-
es. For example, he illuminates the curious associ-
ation between ectrodactyly (the lobster-claw syn-
drome) and the cruel punishment of two religious
dissenters in 1685 and shows how the connection
reflects the pervasive belief that malformed children
are born as retribution for parental transgression.

These stories exhibit the wide range of human vari-
ation as well as the sometimes astonishing ways in
which the affected human beings have managed to
fit within their culture and society.

In trying to craft scientific explanations that fit
the tone and detail of the historical account, the au-
thor runs into a few problems. It is always difficult
to convey complex ideas about, say, transcription
factors and their role in sex determination to a read-
ership that presumably does not have a detailed
knowledge of the entire process of transcription.
As the biologist Lewis Wolpert has noted, much of
modern science is counterintuitive, so Leroi’s task
is especially daunting. He has attempted much, but
it seems to me that his explanations are apt to be
more mystifying than edifying to many readers. To
the student of current biology, these passages will
be a useful summary, but for the hypothetical “gen-
eral, well-informed” reader, discussions of morpho-
gens, cell receptors, and aromatase are likely to be
underappreciated. Although Leroi simplifies and
streamlines as best he can, there are some places
where this approach can seem to be misleading —
for example, when he asserts early in the book that
mutations are “deficiencies in particular genes.” To
be fair, toward the end of the book, he tries to reverse
this rather flat-footed definition of mutation. Some-
times, too, the distinction between genetic causes
and nongenetic developmental accidents (e.g., virus
infections) is not made sufficiently clear. Read this
book for the fascinating tales of human variation
and the lives of those affected; the clinical genetics
may also be of interest.

William C. Summers, M.D., Ph.D.
Yale University School of Medicine
New Haven, CT 06520
william.summers@yale.edu

the world of deaf infants: 

a longitudinal study

(Perspectives on Deafness.) By Kathryn P. Meadow-Orlans, 
Patricia Elizabeth Spencer, and Lynne Sanford Koester. 266 pp., 

illustrated. New York, Oxford University Press, 2004. $46.50. 
ISBN 0-19-514790-1.

remendous changes in the identifi-

cation of, intervention for, and outcome of
children with permanent hearing loss have occurred
in the United States in the past 10 years. Data pub-
lished as recently as 1986 by Gallaudet University
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