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LETTERS

Parasitology Issues

The extensive coverage given to parasitol-
ogy in the issue of 24 June (pp. 1857-1886)
was an important, positive gesture, and the
articles and news items were informative
and well presented. The topics discussed are
among those which represent major direc-
tions of research and development in this
field and are well suited to attract the at-
tention of the wider scientific community.
What neither the introductory editorial (p.
1827) nor the rest of the issue makes clear
to the nonspecialist reader, however, is that
parasitology is more than tropical medicine
and hygiene, more than the study of molec-
ular biology of pathogens causing tropical
diseases. Parasites are also of major public
health importance in the temperate zones.
Waterborne parasitic infections (giardiasis
and cryptosporidiosis, for example) repre-
sent significant challenges for municipali-
ties, while toxoplasmosis and microsporidi-
osis are sadly prevalent in immunocompro-
mised patients with, primarily but not ex-
clusively, acquired immunodeficiency
disorder. Research and development in
these areas is of critical importance. The
significance and economic role of veteri-
nary parasites should also be mentioned.
Research on the latter is economically re-
warding for the pharmaceutical industry,
with spinoffs for human parasitology. The
successful fight against African river blind-
ness was made possible by the generous free
supply of a drug that has been developed for
the veterinary field and has been successful-
ly marketed.

As the special issue makes clear, a for-
merly unexpected plethora of unusual
mechanisms of cellular processes is revealed
in parasitic organisms. Study of the biology
of parasitic organisms provides an insight
into the limits of specialization of eukary-
otic cells. While the expression and pro-
cessing of genetic information in parasitic
organisms are of interest, one should be
aware that the diversity of many other as-
pects of their organization is equally pro-
nounced. It remains to be established which
of their peculiarities represent adaptive
changes elicited by a parasitic mode of life
and which are relics of their earlier evolu-
tionary history, necessarily encompassing
free living ancestral forms. Some major par-
asitic protists are probably descendants of
the earliest, possibly premitochondrial,
branches of the eukaryotic tree. These or-
ganisms might harbor clues about what the
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earliest eukaryotes looked like. Biochemical
and cell biological studies clearly show that
mitochondria are not obligatory constitu-
ents of eukaryotic cells. They also disclose
the existence of unusual organelles of me-
tabolism (glycosomes and hydrogenosomes)
and unusual metabolic processes in certain
groups of parasites. These results demon-
strate that the eukaryotic cell mode of life is
much less stereotyped than hitherto as-
sumed. Further studies of parasitic organ-
isms thus promise a clearer view of eukary-
otic evolution in addition to benefits to
human and veterinary medicine.
Miklos Miiller
Laboratory of Biochemical Parasitology,
' Rockefeller University,
1230 York Avenue,
New York, NY 10021-6399, USA

“Culture Wars”

Bennett M. Berger’s critique (Book Re-
views, 13 May, p. 985) of Higher Supersti-
tion: The Academic Left and Its Quarrels with
Science by Paul R. Gross and Norman Levitt
(Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, Baltimore,
MD, 1994) effectively neutralizes the po-
lemic of authors Gross and Levitt. Never-
theless, the review and its reference to
“culture wars” can only exacerbate the
perceived discord between social scien-
tists and the scientific disciplines they
study. To the extent that he portrays the
extreme views of Gross and Levitt as rep-
resentative of mainstream science, Berger
offers a caricature that is as inaccurate as
the leftist, antiscience bias attacked by
the authors. Rational discourse requires
mutual respect born of a desire to unite
these divergent cultures.

My dual hard-soft (wet-dry?) graduate
training in chemistry and science and tech-
nology studies at Rensselaer Polytechnic In-
stitute has made me painfully conscious of
the gap that often divides the social scienc-
es and humanities from the physical and
biological sciences. Instead of hostility, the
prevailing relationship is benign indiffer-
ence. Natural scientists, barely aware of the
existence or content of science studies, do
not bother to question the legitimacy of
such scholarship; it is considered irrelevant
to the practice of science. If history, philos-
ophy, and sociology are ever to be regarded
as fundamental rather than “ornamental,”
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