Editorial & Letters

EDITORIAL

R T Y 18

Opening Science’s Compass

An admired mentor of mine once described the attempt to absorb the onslaught of new
scientific data as being like trying to drink from a firehose. Without question, the breadth,
depth, and pace of today’s research have never been greater. Such rapidity and ever-increas-
ing complexity pose real problems for the reader who is curious about the direction of
today’s science and trying to anticipate what new critical developments may be expected.

Surveys of Science readers suggest that some are interested in general advances in fields
outside their own, whereas others are anxious to see the latest results in their field as pre-
sented in our Research Articles and Reports. For many readers, especially those whose inter-
ests are infrequently covered in the original research section, the published research may on
occasion seem far too complex, providing no entry point for the curious scholar. For these
reasons, Science begins in this issue a new section intended to provide a better, more effi-
cient way to communicate the current thinking in the scientific community to all active
scientists and to interested observers of the scientific scene.

This new section, Science’s Compass, is placed physically in the intellectual space it
intends to fill—between the objective reporting of science policy and scientific news by our
team of journalists and the original research papers. Science’s Compass, to be coordinated by
Senior Editor Katrina Kelner, will provide views from the community by insiders with par-
ticularly broad or knowledgeable perspectives, aiming to attract the wider audience of the
global scientific community.

Initially, Science’s Compass will contain some elements familiar to our readers: Policy
commentaries (previously called Policy Forums), coordinated by Senior Editors Brooks
Hanson and Barbara Jasny from the suggestions of all editors, will offer scientists’ views on
the big policy questions of the moment. Often these will be written by senior figures but will
communicate at a level that is accessible and enjoyable for all of Science’s readers. On occa-
sion, these debates may be extended by online discussions. Books and New Media will
review important books about science that our advisors anticipate becoming major works in
their field, as well as potentially important electronic tools (both software and CDs). We
will seek here to provide information of interest to the broad readership and to cover a wide
variety of fields. The annotated harvests of our professional Web watchers will continue to
appear regularly. Research commentaries (previously called Perspectives) will continue to
reflect on the significance and opportunities found in today’s hot research papers, but with
the explicit goal of making their information accessible to the general reader. These Per-
spectives will draw on original research in all relevant journals. For now, Science’s Compass
will also contain frequent Reviews (previously called Articles) that are short enough to be
engulfed by the hungry reader with little time, yet comprehensive enough to retain their
currency and utility. Over the course of the year, other features will be added to Science’s
Compass, some of which we hope will be shaped by expressions of reader opinion about how
best to sail the often turbulent seas of the scientific literature.

Another major change begins with this issue. As announced in the past five issues,
Technical Comments will now be summarized each week in the printed journal, while the
full text will be available to all Science Online readers, not just Science Online subscribers.
This change will allow presentation of much more extensive details, data, and arguments
than was previously possible. The change also recognizes that technical details are often of
interest to limited numbers of our readers, but that these dissenting views are of great impor-
tance to all readers and to the scientific record. The change will conserve space for other
general interest items and allow our editors to accelerate the pace at which technical com-
ments are presented. Moreover, the digital archives will link to this dissent whenever an
online browser searches by topic or authors. The additional online detail should also permit
interested readers to assess our previously reported data more effectively.

“The winds and waves are always on the side of the ablest navigators.” Open Science’s
Compass and tell us how we can help you sail.

Floyd E. Bloom

*Edward Gibbon, The Rise and Fall of the Roman Empire (Strahan & Cadell, London, 1776), p. 68.

Diversity

Proposals for a mutation database ini-
tiative and a genetic
diversity survey are
evaluated. Our under-
standing of sexual vio-
lence is debated. Can-
cer therapy and a vac-
cine for AIDS are dis-
cussed. A use of indi-
rect costs is likened to
a Ponzi scheme. A
NASA digital multi-
wavelength survey,
SkyView, is pointed out. And a photo-
graph that was identified as a lizard lung
turns out to have been of a chick heart.

The HUGO Mutation
Database Initiative

In 1994, an initiative began to form a com-
munity of those interested in genetic muta-
tions and their documentation with a view to
developing a considered, integrated, and sys-
tematic approach to the massive problem of
mutation documentation. Its major aim is to
have up-to-date lists of mutations of genes
available by computer on the World Wide
Web. Its history and progress as the “Muta-
tion Database Initiative” can be seen on its
Web site (1). There has been tacit agreement
that the size and complexity of the problem is
such that the initiative should go ahead with
a system of locus-specific databases working
with central databases.

The nomenclature is nearly agreed on (2).
It is proposed that the systematic name of a
mutation be based on the nucleic acid
change, and the common or trivial name on
the amino acid change. The content of locus-
specific databases is being discussed (3), and a
method for searching dispersed databases has
been proposed (4). Future themes to be ad-
dressed include quality control, recom-
mended software, funding, publication, pri-
vacy, copyright, and collection of mutations.

The initiative has been fortunate to obtain
infrastructure support for meetings from the
Human Genome Organization (HUGO) and,
most recently, has been invited to become part
of HUGO; hence the name “HUGO Muta-
tion Database Initiative.” The March of
Dimes has also supported meetings and most
recently staff to help coordinate the initiative.

Those having suggestions and those in-
terested in assisting in the tasks of and join-
ing the initiative should contact one of us.

10 SCIENCE e VOL. 279 * 2 JANUARY 1998 e www.sciencemag.org




R. G. H. Cotton

Mutation Research Centre,

St. Vincent's Hospital,

Melbourne, Victoria, Australia
E-mail:cotton@ariel .ucs.unimelb.edu.au
V. McKusick

Johns Hopkins Hospital,

Baltimore, MD 21205, U.S.A.
E-mail: mckusick@gdb.org

C. R. Scriver

McGill University—Montreal Children’s
Hospital Research Institute,

Montréal, Québec H3H 13P, Canada
E-mail:mc77@musica.mcgill.ca

References

1. ariel.ucs.unimelb.edu.au:80/-cotton/
mut_database.htm
2. ariel.ucs.unimelb.edu.au:80/-cotton/
antonara.htm
. ariel.ucs.unimelb.edu.au:80/-cotton/scriver.htm
. ariel.ucs.unimelb.edu.au:80/-cotton/etzold.htm

M~ w

]
Sex Offenders

Sexual violence is a public health problem
of enormous proportions that receives
grossly inadequate scientific attention. We
therefore commend Science for publishing
Howard Zonana’s Policy Forum “The civil
commitment of sex offenders” (14 Nov., p.
1248). However, we question some of
Zonana’s statements about what is scientifi-
cally known about sex offenders, For ex-
ample, he states that the majority of rapists
“do not have any mental disorder other than
antisocial personality disorder.” We find the
literature inadequate to support this state-
ment; indeed, it may be incorrect. To our
knowledge, there has been no large-scale,
systematic study of mental disorders using
modern diagnostic criteria and modern di-
agnostic instruments in a broad range of per-
sons who have committed sexual crimes.
Moreover, preliminary research suggests
that sex offenders display a wide range of
major mental disorders, including para-
philias, mood disorders, and substance use
disorders (1).

Zonana concludes by saying that “Science
should not be the central question but
rather whether society can justify a social
control scheme for sex offenders.” Given
our present limited understanding of how to
prevent sexual violence, science must re-
main a central question.

Susan L. McElroy
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CEE AN B S AR R B R S R R B TR R e e

References

1. V. B. Galli et al., paper presented at the New
Clinical Drug Evaluation Unit (NCDEU) 35th An-
nual Meeting, Orlando, FL, 31 May to June 1995;
S. L. McElroy, unpublished data

The suggestion that hospitalizing violent
sexual predators constitutes “unacceptable
medicalization of deviance” is unwarranted.
In fact, it is not in accord with the 1988
conclusions of the American Psychiatric
Association’s (APA’s) Council of Psychia-
try and Law under the chairmanship of
Zonana himself. The council recommended
that the continued hospitalization of
nonmentallyill personality-disordered indi-
viduals, who have recovered from their
“mental illness” in a maximum security hos-
pital after acquittal of crime by reason of in-
sanity, is justified on the grounds that
“[t]hose who suffer from personality disor-
ders may also benefit from the special man-
agement available only in a psychiatric in-
stitution where sensitive, comprehensive,
unique and imaginative treatment programs
can often be developed to assist them in
overcoming their destructive behavior” (1).
Abraham L. Halpern

New York Medical College (emeritus),
Valhalla, NY 10595,

and past president,

American Academy of

Psychiatry and the Law,

720 The Parkway,

Mamaronek, NY 10543-4299, USA
Barbara E. O’Connell

Department of Psychiatry,

Cornell Uniwversity Medical School,

240 Brevoort Lane,

Rye, NY 10580-1012, USA

References

1. Council of Psychiatry and Law, Final Report of the
Sub-Committee to Review the Insanity Defense
(American Psychiatric Association, Washington,
DC, 1988), p. 3.

Response: In response to McElroy and Pope,
my point was that the courts are focusing on
the scientific questions as a way of resolving
legal and political issues. The courts reduce
the appropriateness of civil commitment to
the “scientific” question of whether experts
can make a diagnosis or agree on diagnostic
categories.

It is inaccurate to lump all sex offenders
under any one diagnostic category. However,
the point of noting the high incidence of
antisocial personality disorders (9 to 76%
reported in studies) in prisons is that this
disorder, if taken as a basis for civil commit-
ment to mental hospitals (as is being done
with sex offenders), transforms much behav-
ior now deemed “criminal” into a psychiat-
ric problem and thus medicalizes deviance.
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