
experiment and research on human physiol- 
ogy in low gravity. But not all scientists moni- 
toring space research are Mir boosters: The 
notion of conducting research on Mir has 
provoked plenty of criticism, mostly directed 
at the allegedly low quality of the research 
environment aboard Mir. 

The protein crystallization experiment 
seems to be the NASA project that's firming 
up the quickest. Three crystallographers- 
Marshall's Daniel Carter, the University of 
California (UC), Riverside's Alex McPher- 
son, and the University of Alabama, Bir- 
mingham's Larry DeLucas-will ask 60 of 
their colleagues to suggest specific proteins 
to crystallize and protocols to follow. Unlike 
protein crystallization experiments on the 
space shuttle, which are limited to 2 weeks in 
duration, the experiment on Mir is expected 
to run 5 months. "This gives us a lot more 
flexibility in the kinds of experiments we can 
run," Carter says. 

The NASA team won't be the first U.S. 
group to try to grow protein crystals on Mir- 
a group led by Penn State crystallographer 
Gregory Farber is gearing up for a third run 
on Mir in October. Their experiences have 
led the NASA researchers to k e e ~  their ex- 
pectations modest. "Mir was never con- 
structed to provide high-quality micrograv- 
ity," asserts UC's McPherson. The problems 
with Mir are twofold, he says: temperature 
fluctuations and vibrations that tend to dis- 
turb crystal growth. McPherson says these 
problems will be hard to address beforeNASA 
sends up its samples late next year. He adds 
that temDerature fluctuations and vibrations 
would be expected to pose less of a problem 
on Space Station Freedom. 

An even tougher challenge for NASA 
scientists will be to design human physiology 
experiments aboard Mir. The plans for these 
experiments are still nebulous, but NASA 
officials say they are likely to be extensions 
of Russian and U.S. work on questions such 
as how to counteract the bone and muscle 
loss that occurs progressively in space. To 
that end, NASA scientists hope to outfit Mir 
with Western monitoring equipment, such 
as bone densitometers and blood analvzers. 

But space physiologists aren't sure that 
Mir will accommodate the kind of con- 
trolled human studies they eventually hope 
to do on a U.S. mace station. NASA scien- 
tists had designed a centrifuge that would be 
able to approximate Earth's gravity aboard 
Freedom and provide a control for low-grav- 
ity effects. But "Mir's just a damn tin can" 
that's far too small to accommodate the cen- 
trifuge, says Haddy. "The bottom line is that 
Mir is not asophisticated laboratory," he says. 

NASA officials acknowledge Mir's defi- 
ciencies but ~ o i n t  out that the ex~eriments 
they're planning are essentially freebies, be- 
cause thev fall under the scientific exchanee 

u 

agreement. And some space analysts think 

that even if the U.S. space station eventually Mir's, NPO Energia has modified the solar 
flies. Mir mav hold some attractions for re- ~ a n e l s  to ~ r o v i d e  twice as much Dower 
searchers. "hhr is going to be permanently &bout the 'same as Freedom), which Lould 
occupied and Freedom is not," predicts John give Mir 2 plenty of capacity to run sophis- 
Pike, a space policy analyst at the Federation ticated medical monitoring equipment. 
of American Scientists. Therefore, he savs, And if Freedom gets nixed. Mir will be the , . 
some long-duration human physiol'ogy stud- only game in to&. Then it would be even 
ies could be done only aboard Mir. more important for NASA to get in on the 

Mir 2 is shaping up to be more attractive action. "Obviously," Pike says, "you'd rather 
than its predecessor: Although Mir 2's core have some data than no data." 
module will be roughly the same size as -Richard Stone 

Oxford Rebels Protest Women's Status 
It has been dubbed the biggest faculty rebel- 
lion at Oxford University since academics 
blocked the award of an honorary degree to 
then-Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in 
1985. Last week, Oxford's Congregation, the 
parliament of the university's faculty mem- 
bers, took the unprecedented step of voting 
to block the creation of about 15 new posts 
with the rank of professor-a title that, in 
Britain, is reserved for only the very top tier 
of academic staff. The reason: Few, if any, 
women were expected to be among the fac- 
ulty members to win a promotion. 

It might sound like a trivial internal 
squabble, but last week's 182 to 37 vote- 

era1 board, which manages the university's 
academic affairs, must now do exactly that. 
Not everyone is happy with that outcome, 
however. There is a need for more professors, 
say academics who supported the original 
promotion scheme. Last year the govern- 
ment lifted the ban on polytechnics-which 
have traditionally offered more vocational 
courses-calling themselves universities. 
This instantly created 39 "new" universities 
in Britain and they have been "scattering 
around [professorships] like confetti," says 
Oxford chemist Keith McLauchlan. Com- 
pany executives with money to invest in aca- 
demic labs are now "constantlv assailed" by 

like the anti-Thatcher says MC: 

protest of 1985-has Lauchlan, and take 
come to  svmbolize some convincing. to 
deep dissatisfactions 
within British univer- with academics lack- 
sities. It has focused 
national media atten- uld be shifted up 
tion on the universi- lfie list of priorities.'; [ isn't just women who 
ties' dismal equal op- are upset about Ox- 
portunity recoid. on ly  ford's record in career 
4.9% of UK univer- development. David 
sity professors are fe- smith; who heads 
male and they are paid, on average, $2,300 a Oxford's pharmacology department, esti- 
vear less than their male colleaeues. Until mates that one-third of those who voted " 
now, women academics had argued their 
case quietly, garnering little attention. But 
for Oxford neuroscientist Susan Greenfield 
-a lead campaigner against the new profes- 
sorships-it was time to make a public stand. 
"Everyone pays lip service to equal oppor- 
tunity," she says, "but it should be shifted up 
the list of priorities." 

What so incensed many women academ- 

against the new professorships were mo- 
tivated by a broad dissatisfaction with the 
career structure at Oxford. The university's 
intensive tutorial system, he says, combined 
with the demands of running a large re- 
search group, puts scientists under intol- 
erable pressure. New readerships will help, 
says Smith, as readers have a reduced teach- 
ing load. 

ics was that the university authorities wanted The university authorities have now 
to spend all of their promotions budget on promised a thorough review of Oxford's 
creating new professors-for the second con- promotions system. But the victorious pro- 
secutive vear and aeainst the advice of testers want to see r a ~ i d  action. As a first " 
Oxford's own promotions committee. Most step, says Greenfield, the university should 
women academics are stuck at the lowest combat "covert discrimination" bv ensuring. - 
rung of the career ladder, with the title lec- that there is more than one "token woman" 
turer, and Greenfield and her allies argue on each of the facultv committees that con- 
that the money would be better spent Go- trol academic appoiAtments. "The eyes of 
moting a larger number of academics to the the world are on Oxford," she says. "[We] 
middle-ranking position of reader. ought to set the trend." 

Thanks to last week's vote, Oxford's gen- -Peter Aldhous 
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