The dispute between Dr. Key and the editors of the
Quarterly Review of Biology points up what seems to
me the worst feature of certain editors of biological
journals. I do not have personal experience with these
particular editors, but I have had experience with
numerous referees and editors, as well as experience
as a member of editorial boards and as actual editor
of two journals.

The aim of using a referee system is to improve
publishable papers primarily by providing the author
with the advantage of outside criticism. This criticism
presumably operates on the scientific level only, not
the literary level—unless one classes ambiguous state-
ments as “literary” rather than “scientific.” Most ref-
erees confine themselves to the science. A goodly per-
centage of editors confine themselves to the content
of scientific import, to serving as intermediary between
referee and author, and to the necessary dualings with
the printer. Sometimes there are additional legitimate
editorial questions.

Most editors of biological journals are amateurs
who perform the task either from a sense of duty
or for the prestige resulting. Several of these have
impressed me as being very good (an amateur can,
of course, be an expert). A few lax editors do little
more than act -as intermediary between author and
printer. But a few of the conscientious editors feel
that they are called upon to “polish up” the manu-
seripts. This usually means rewriting the way the
editor would have written had he been the author.
When I have disagreed and been sufficiently annoyed
to have such changes checked, the outside verdict has
been that the change was unnecessary or that the
change was inferior because it introduced a discordant
style. Sometimes the change actually introduces error,
that is the editor changes the wording to make the
author say what the editor thinks the author ought to

say! Such habits are not merely undesu'able, they
ought to be intolerable.

In publishing a book recently I found that the Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press had many editorial rules
and was more concerned about adherence to textbook-
type grammar than I. They queried numerous sen-
tences and even insisted that a few be rewritten, but
they did not presume to rewrite them for me. Herein
lies good editing. A scientific manuscript, like a lit-
erary manuseript, is the author’s baby; an editor is
privileged to accept it or not, to insist on certain rules
being followed, and to make suggestions, but he is
not privileged to make it into the editor’s baby.

On the other hand, many biologists, (at least in the
U. 8. A.) have not been effectively trained in the art
of writing. Commonly an editor has the problem of
what to do with a manuseript that seems to represent
a good piece of research but is poorly prepared for
publication. Even when a manuseript is acceptable,
improvement is usually possible and most authors
appreciate improvement, as the editors of Q. R. B.
point out. I suspect this is usually true both when
the changes are “correct corrections” and when they
are just recognizable improvements. Certainly I feel
that my own papers have been made better by both
true corrections and improvements in wording sug-
gested by editors, reviewers and other critics. But
these desirable changes have been outnumbered by
unnecessary changes to another’s mode of expression
and by “incorrect corrections.” Editors have real
headaches and are usually pressed for time but even
so they should remember that they are editors, not
ghost writers.
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