
Letter from Chicago: Perfume
pig lives in an

apartment on
the street next

to ours, in the
heart of downtown
Chicago. Vietnamese
by birth, it weighs
150 lb (68 kg),
and its pot belly
almost trails on the

/ ff | frg ground. Its adoring
/4S, 1 r > owners keep it as

a pet, causing the
neighbours to com-

plain to the police. But the judge said that
there was nothing in the condominium rules
against pigs living in the building. Its
immigration papers were in order, the green
card obtained legally and not through a bogus
marriage.
Why should the neighbours object so

much? Are they afraid of bumping into their
new neighbour in the elevator or at the
laundromat? Do they think he will bring
down property prices and put off Japanese
investors? But the pig is polite, house trained,
practically noiseless and odourless.
Yet people could understandably be re-

vulsed by the thought of a pig next door in a
society that has banished all smells from man

or beast. For here the deodorant reigns
supreme, in creams and sprays and roll on
bottles. Aluminium is still the main ingre-
dient, but worry over Alzheimer's disease
has spawned an interest in more "natural"
deodorants. One highly recommended brand
contains aloes, coriander, non-alcoholic
witch hazel, vera gel, camomile tea, and
xantham gum-the latter reassuringly des-
cribed as vegetable.

Americans may not be alone in their aver-
sion to odours. Some Buddhists find smells
so repugnant that they spend days purifying
themselves with incense. In the Book of
Esther the young virgins shortlisted to
replace Queen Vashti underwent 12 months'
purification, six months with oil ofmyrrh, six
with sweet odours, but none with deodorants.
Some human smells, however, function as
pheromones: "I am coming home," wrote
Napoleon to Josephine, "don't wash."
There must be millions of substances, each

with its own characteristic smell, all of
potential diagnostic value. Fetor hepaticus is
well known, as is the fishy smell of non-
specific vaginitis; also the uraemic breath,
probably caused by amines formed in the gut
by decomposing bacteria. In former days old
nurses were said to be able to diagnose
typhoid fever by the smell. Scientists have

tried to characterise some of these sub-
stances by chromatography, but often ended
up merely with pages of unidentifiable
squiggles.

In the future better methods of on line
separation and characterisation may expand
our diagnostic capabilities. Meanwhile imagi-
nation has anticipated science in the fictitious
Grenouille, hero of Patrick Suskind's Per-
fume. This odd creature had an extraordinary
sense of smell and could recognise people
or identify the ingredients of even the most
complicated perfume by merely sniffing
them. To him even milk was quite different
each day, depending on how warm it was,
what cow it had come from, or what the cow
had eaten. Every girl smelled differently and
they overwhelmed him with such a plethora
of odours that he would fall violently in love
and then strangle them to forever possess the
precious scent.

Imagine a physician, endowed with such a
gift, walking around a ward and diagnosing
by smelling all kinds of diseases, some old,
some not yet even described. He would need
no autoanalysers, not even routine blood
tests. But he would also find it intolerable
to have a pig next door.-GEORGE DUNEA,
attending physician, Cook County Hospital, Chicago,
USA

Adding up to disaster
W hat has mathematics got to do with

the current appeals for help for
cholera victims in South America,

for starving Africans, and, earlier this year,
for the cyclone victims of Bangladesh? The
connection is exponential growth, a mathe-
matical concept which seems difficult or even
unknown to most people and most politicians
-yet is is essential for an understanding of
the way that human populations develop.
Anyone over the age of 35 or 40 will be

familiar with one example of exponential
change-money inflation. How much did it
cost to buy a book, a shirt, or a meal in a
restaurant 20, 30, 50 years ago? Incomes have
risen to take account of these changes, so they
do not hurt too much. But those of us aged
over 50 have also seen with our own eyes the
multiplication of motor vehicles, tourists,
and-if we are travellers-the world's popu-
lation.

It is population growth that underlies most
of the recent disasters that have occupied
our television screens. Why were millions
of Bangladeshis living on low lying silt
bars along the coastline, vulnerable to the
cyclones that occur every few years-and will
become more frequent and more devastating
as an effect of global warming? There was
nowhere else for the growing population,

which has doubled in less than 30 years
despite an appallingly high child mortality
rate. Africa used to be self sufficient in food,
but its population is growing at around 3% a
year and its food production is falling. Even a
fertile country such as Kenya has become a
net food importer, but it now has three times
as many mouths to feed as when the British
left in the mid 1960s and five times as many as
in the 1930s.

Politicians confronted with figures of this
kind tend to brush them aside, saying that
growth is now slowing down-which it is.
But do they really understand the way an
exponential change operates? The frighten-
ing thing about population growth is that
even if it does slow a little the annual increase
does not: it continues to get bigger every
year. In the late 1950s the world's population
rose by one million every eight days. It now
takes only four days for another million to be
added to the total, the reason being that 1 7%
of 5 5 billion is a lot more than 2 1% of 3 5
billion. Even in stable, developed Europe the
population is expected to rise from 850
million now to over 950 million by 2025.
Why, then, do aid agencies say so little

about population growth and politicians
shrug it aside? It is, I believe, partly because
so few people have' been taught maths

properly. It is
ignorance of basic
mathematics that
allows people to go
playing roulette, to
believe that an hour
spent in a traffic jam
can be caught up by
fast driving for an
hour on the motor-/
way, and to borrow
money at ludicrous
rates of interest. Even totals such as five
or ten billion are beyond most people's
comprehension.
The second and more sinister reason is that

to suggest that countries with high growth
rates should be given help with family plan-
ning programmes is to risk not only criticism
for racism and neocolonialism but also loss of
support from Roman Catholics, fundamenta-
list Christians, and many other religious
groupings. International agencies with pro-
grammes that include contraception and
abortion are likely to have their funding
withdrawn by countries such as the United
States. Yet what size aid programmes will be
needed in the next century if we go on
avoiding the issue of population growth?-
TONY SMITH, associate editor, BMJ
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