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LETTERS 
Conflicts of Interest 

In his article "When does intellectual pas- 
sion become conflict of interest?" (Special 
News Report, 31 July, p. 620), Eliot Mar- 
shall wrongly focuses on individual passion. 
Shared intellectual passions generate much 
more powerful conflicts of interest and are a 
greater threat to scientific progress. Enthu- 
siasts for widely held ideas are in a strong 
position to promote their interests by ad- 
vancing cherished, but flawed, theories. 
Consensus among many scientists is no 
guarantee against major errors in thinking. 
Lone thinkers have only the strength of 
their arguments behind them, yet some- 
times their arguments prevail and lead to 
major advances. 

Proposals to censor unfavored ideas by 
invoking legalisms such as "conflict of 
interest" are alarming. Suppression of the 
opinions of scientists with strongly held, 
idiosyncratic points of view is profoundly 
antiscientific. Individual intellectual uas- 
sion remains essential for scientific prog- 
ress. 

Jerome L. Sullivan 
Veterans Affairs Medical Center, 

Charleston, S C  29401-5799 

There is an additional source of conflict of 
interest that is contributed by influential 
iournals such as Science. News articles in 
these journals are good publicity. They 
often include quotes and unpublished data 
from academics with commercial conflicts. 
A quick review of Science pages over the 
past 5 years illustrates the degree to which 
such publicity has appeared and may have 
affected the worth of companies, not to 
mention scientific review and publication. 

Allen D. Roses 
Division of Neurology, 

Duke University Medical Center, 
Durham, N C  2771 0 

We who work for the pharmaceutical indus- 
try are earning our salaries from the reve- 
nues made by company sales, yet 95% or 
more of the scientists in industry are top- 
class in their field. Who else but the most 
scientifically qualified, in a particular field, 
should be heading the (mostly biotech) 
companies appearing every day on the 
scene? And whv not own stock in the 
company for whidh you work? Not having a 
financial interest could also be interureted 
as a vote of "no-confidence." 

Hildur E. Blythman 
Department of Clinical Research, 

Sandoz Pharma Ltd., 
4002 Basel, Switzerland 

It is particularly easy for an astronomer to 
be, and feel, quite "pure" about commercial 
conflicts of interest, as opportunities for 
commercial involvement are rare. Howev- 
er, I was made aware of conflict-of-interest 
issues when serving as a program director 
for the National Science Foundation. Since 
then, I have often been surprised by the 
lack of awareness of the importance of 
conflict of interest among my academic 
colleaeues. " 

I am not in favor of disclosing intellec- 
tual conflicts of interest because I think 
they are fundamentally different from 
commercial ones. It is impossible to be 
sentient, conscious, and unbiased. Our 
very choice of research topics and our way 
of approaching them are biased by our 
background, taste, and interests. Thus I 
always expect an intellectual bias in any 
scientific work and anticipate that even- 
tually some balanced view will result 
through the normal duplication, question- 
ing, and testing for consistency that nat- 
urally occur in science. What is different 
about a commercial bias is that it is 
not inevitable, and hence I do not expect 
it unless I am alerted to its possible pres- 
ence. 

Peter Pesch 
Department of Astronomy, 

Case Western Reserve University, 
Cleveland, OH 44106 

Reviewers who have a conflict of interest 
should disclose this and decline to review 
a paper. However, disclosure and publica- 
tion of a researcher's conflict of interest 
are likely to open a Pandora's box of 
claims and counterclaims that will have 
nothing to do with the scientific method. 
We have already witnessed this happening 
In areas of politically charged research, 
such as fetal cell transulantation. where 
emotion can replace scientific rigor. There 
are many examples in history where a side, 
private interest in research has not de- 
creased the validity of the results; take the 
work of Alexander Graham Bell and Tho- 
mas Edison, for example. 

Michael A. Amaral 
St. Cloud Neurological Surgery, 

48 North 29th Avenue, 
St. Cloud, M N  56303 
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