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AIDS Politics 

I was amazed but not amused by Jon Co- 
hen's perception of the current state of HIV 
(human immunodeficiency virus) research 
(Special report: AIDS, "The changing of 
the guard," 28 June, p. 1876). For example, 
the "Heavy hitters 1993-95" list purporting 
to show the emergence of some new wave is 
taken from an article entitled, "AIDS: NIH 
stands out" (1). The Science list is made up 
of several individuals who usually, but not 
invariably, publish as a group. A summary 
impact score (citation per paper) for these 
groups would be 
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and Robert Gallo's figures were not even 
included in this list. In this case of statis- 
tics of scientific esteem. readers should 
recall a statement paraphrased from Eu- 
gene McCarthy on  football coaches, that 
one has to be smart enough to understand 
the principle, but not smart enough to lose 
interest. 

HIV disease and its ultimate symptom, 
AIDS, is a tragedy that transcends politics 
and factions. A proper sociopolitical his- 
torv of HIV research would reveal that 
coteries and cabals in this field are neither 
new nor have they been a particular source 
of original ideas or novel approaches 
for dealing with the disease. More im- 
portant, factionalism is not the best way 
to produce new scientific concepts but 
is a symptom of lack of direction. Assign- 
ing the categories "old guard" or "new 
guard" does little for creative unity in 
disease research, whether they are accu- 
rate or not. 
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Schrodinger's Cat at Hand 

When the Schrodinger cat paradox was first 
proposed in 1935, it was difficult to envi- 
sion an experimental system in which to 
model Schrodinger's experiment. But C. 
Monroe et al. describe such a system in their 
research article "A 'Schrodinger cat' super- 
position state of an atom" (24 May, p. 
11 3 1 ). In an accompanying Research News 
article (24 May, p. 1101), Gary Taubes 
writes 

. . . Erwin Schriidinger described a cat shut up in 
what he called a "diabolical device": a closed box 
also containing a small amount ot a radioactive 
substance. Over the course of an hour, the radio- 
active substance has a 50-5C chance of decaying. 
If it does, the decay is detected by a counter, 
which shatters a flask ot deadly acid, killing the 
cat. If it doesn't, the cat lives. 

But for the experiment to  be a true 
paradox, the box must contain only one 
radioactive atom, as specified by Schro- 
dinger. If there are numerous atoms in the 
box, it is a statistical certainty that at least 
one atom (but we cannot know which 
one) will decay in the course of the exper- 
iment, and the unfortunate cat will un- 
doubtedly be killed. If, on  the other hand, 
there is only one or very few atoms in the 
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