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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

OPEN aACCESS

Medical Eponyms in Africa: malady or malaria?

Dr Kennedy Saasa' and Dr MSS Patel’

'Principal General Medical Practitioner
’Chief Forensic Medical Practitioner

Dear Editor

In the publication of Medical Eponyms and
Toponyms in Tropical Africa, Vol. 51 No. 2
(2024)', the importance of recognising pioneering
achievements in medical science by doctors in
Zambia and the remedial of non-existence of
eponyms for African doctors are highlighted. Alas,
there has been no topical feedback in print from
readers and our medical association in Zambia.

A representation of medical eponyms to honour
pioneering Zambian doctors or for that matter any
indigenous doctor or a patient in Africa is long
overdue. An inadequate publicity of historic
achievements by avant-garde Zambians in medical
literature causes further delays and must be
remedied. The Zambia Medical Association is in a
privileged position to establish a focused ad hoc task
force to begin a process of bestowing medical
eponyms.

An eponym valiantly conferred upon a distinguished
Zambian scientist would be a humble beginning
proudly instituted in Zambia. Professor Lameck
Goma (1930-2004) feverishly comes to mind as the
deserving nominee. He was the first Zambian
doctorate having gained a PhD from University
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College London (UCL), Great Britain for his
entomological doctoral thesis culminating in a
textbook The Mosquito [mosca, Spanish (gnat)].***

K, personal knowledge,2,3

Put into perspective, it was ironically a massive feat
in the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland,
Central Africa (Republics of Zambia, Zimbabwe
and Malawi) under British imperial colour-bar
politics. He was a modest academician and to be
nominated for an eponymous honour would have
been acknowledged with profound humility. The
authors were privileged to have been undergraduate
science students of the professor at the University of
Zambia (UNZA).

It was far back in 1897 during British Raj when a
Nobel laureate Ronald Ross (1857-1932)
conclusively established on 20 August (celebrated
annually as World Mosquito Day) that mosquito was
the parasitic vector for transmission of the so-called
malaria disease. A link to plasmodium parasitaemia
had been made beforehand by another Nobel prize
winner Charles Laveran (1845-1922) from blood-
films of malarious patients in the French colony of
Algeria, North Africa circa 1880. Yet, 'malaria'
once-upon-a-time mistakenly known as marsh fever
remains uncorrected and deeply entrenched in
medicine by archaic medical traditions.
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Its etymon 'bad air' [mala aria, Italian] credited to
Francesco Torti (1658-1741) over 300 years ago is
an etiological misnomer ascribed incorrectly to
miasma, amiss of its parasitic causation. Lameck
Goma malady sounds a suitable substitute for
malaria with a cultural sense of African values and
homage to eminent European predecessors in
malariology. The mandatory publicity of an
eponymous rectification in medical literature and
through clinical presentations should provide a
vector for initial recognition at home and
subsequent spread across African nations. With
enduring support and optimism for it in Africa, the
encodement in WHO International Classification of
Diseases should be fulfilled eventually.

In due course, 'malariologists' may come to be
known as 'plasmodialogists', for instance
'malgeriologists' from a portmanteau 'malgeria’,
coined here for the first time to honour anonymous
Algerian patients whose blood-film preparations led
to the historical discovery under a microscope, vide
supra. It is not uncommon to adopt different
nomenclature for identical diseases in different
countries or share diagnostic tags with synonymous
diseases: a short selection is listed (Table 1).

Eponyms/Toponyms -&- Synonyms
African river blindness onchocerciasis

African sleeping sickness ~ trypanosomiasis

Bantu siderosis
Bilharziasis
Burkitt’s tumour
Framboesia tropica
Hansen’s disease
maladie de Charcot
‘malaria’

measles

rice-water flux

sickle cell anaemia

tropical ulcer

African cirrhosis
schistosomiasis
African lymphoma
yaws

leprosy

motor neurone disease
marsh fever

morbilli / rubella
cholera

drepanocytosis

jungle rot

Table 1. diseases & synonymic medical conditions

The Medical Journal of Zambia (MJZ) has
eloquently transmitted the message to put the words
boldly into action. The Zambia Medical Association
this time around surely could publish a preliminary
blueprint draft in a guest editorial. The philosophical
insights may be surveyed to gauge the prevailing
mood in medical circles and among community
healthcare workers. It could be a source of sound
bites for the press to facilitate the lexical
dissemination of a novel medical eponym in the
news media. Readers trending on social media with
interest in medical vocabulary may herald the
medical semantics for nationwide publicity.

The renaissance of medicine in Africa has been a
long time coming. Let's keep on the right side of
post-colonial history and beat the drums as
transitory custodians entrusted to foster our medical
heritage.
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