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Editorial 

 

Bibha Chowdhuri (1913–91) was the first woman particle physicist in India. She carried out path-

breaking research (1939–44) on identifying cosmic particles with D.M. Bose. This work formed 

the basis of the subsequent discovery of mesons and was acknowledged by C.F. Powell. She did 

her Ph.D. in University of Manchester with P.M.S. Blackett on Extensive Air Showers. She had 

the distinction of being the first woman scientist of both TIFR (1949–53) and PRL (1966–76).   

Later she continued to work in Kolkata with scientists of SINP, Univ. of Calcutta and IACS, and 

remained an active researcher till the end. While her male contemporaries both at TIFR and PRL, 

went on to make substantial mark at national and international levels, unfortunately                    

Bibha Chowdhuri remained on the periphery in subsequent years and was forgotten by the 

scientific community. Any form of recognition and accolades eluded her. Throughout her life, she 

remained unfazed by all the inattention, immersed in the pursuit of science.   

This special issue is triggered by her biography “A Jewel Unearthed: Bibha Chowdhuri” (written 

by Rajinder Singh and S.C. Roy). We have tried to showcase both the scientific works done 

Dr. Bibha and the sheer leap of courage it must have taken almost a century ago, to plunge in a 

male-dominated field in order to pursue science. This issue also illustrates the isolation and 

difficulties inherent to women physicists –then and now.  

The issue contains an article by S.C. Roy and Rajinder Singh, which tells the tale of                       

Bibha Chowdhuri’s life— especially portrays her indomitable spirit in the face of desolation. We 

reproduce her CV from PRL records (1962). A valuable account of her research at PRL and 

persona is detailed by her student Yogesh Saxena. The cosmic ray research history at PRL      

(1947–72) by R.P. Kane also highlights Bibha’s role at PRL. Reminiscences by her former 

colleagues at PRL and TIFR, bring out different facets of her personality.  Sreerup Raychaudhuri 

unravels the story of the cosmic-ray research in India, while Rohini Godbole describes the 

discovery of elementary particles – from electron to Higgs Boson. Some of the latest developments 

in cosmic muons and astroparticle physics research are presented in the articles by Sunil K. Gupta 

(GRAPES3), Rameez and Sarkar (IceCube), Archana Sharma (Cloud Chamber to TPC),            

Moon Moon Devi (INO) and Manimala Mitra (Muon g–2 anomaly). Has life been any easier for 

women physicists in India, successors of Bibha Chowdhuri? This question is discussed in the 

articles by Bindu Bambah and Sumathi Rao. Additionally, a report on the IPA50 panel discussion 

“Women in Physics: where do we go from here?” provides important inputs for addressing gender 

imbalance.  

Other articles included are – IPA50 webinar series report; APS International Young Leaders 

Forum 2021 report; a review of the book “A Jewel Unearthed: Bibha Chowdhuri”, Profile of the 

Physics Department, University of Calcutta – from where Bibha Chowdhuri did her M.Sc. in 1936 

as a sole woman in her class. The regular features Meet the Scientists and Backscatter also tell the 

stories of women scientists.  

This microhistory does not intend to push for individual exceptionalism, but looks to the past to 

collect the stories of women like Bibha, to create an intergenerational network of solidarity. This 

aspect is further emphasized in this issue, with articles by both senior and junior women particle 

physicists in the country. We hope this story of Bibha will prove to be a ray of light and will inspire 

future generations, in particular women, to take up the challenges of physics research.  

Thanks to IPA, for giving us the opportunity to pay a tribute to this legendary scientist. 
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