CORRESPONDENCE

Power games cause sparks
in physics, but biologists
have learnt from evolution

SIR — Ad Lagendijl, in his Fssy “Pushing
Tor power™ (Miture 438, 429; 205}, draws
a picture of the physics commaunity
domdnated by aggressive males engaged in
territonial combat and believes that these
abservations extend to other branches of
scienceas well.

We beg to differ with him. We find
binlogy to encompass a diversity of men
and wamen, juniors and seniors, from
araund the glol

At two conferences we have recenthy
attended — the Fcological Society of
America meeting in Portland, Cregon,
in August 204 and the International
Bestanical Congress in Vienna in July kst
year — womers acooinited for about a third
aof delegates and a similar proportion of
sesson organizers and speakers.

Althaugh wornen gave anly about 19%
af the keynote talks i Vienna, they were
nio Jess assertive than men in inviting
themselves ag keynoters for their sessions.
[Sessions in Portland did not have keynote
speakers, so cannot be compared.) Talks,
whether o bad, were rarely met by
harsh orunfair criticism, and we did not feel
that young scientists, non-native speakers or
wirmnen were treated differenthy.

If physicists are ta learn their lessons from
evolution, they would do well to note that
sinccess does not come only bo predatory
males "red in tooth and claw’ It requires smart
adaptation, soft power and, at more advanced
levels, o, all of which result in
substantial diversity.

Perhaps they will also find that warking
ina more diverse commuaity is maone fun
than being territorial predators.
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Power clashes limit science
and reflect archaic values

SIR — The story told in Ad Lagendiji’s Fasay
Puﬂungfnrpnl.\tr {Nature 438, 129 2005)

is very familiar o nany of us whe have

chaosen to make a living in sclence.

Asl ijk points out, the archaicand
wm{iﬁlﬁmmmﬁdmmm::
favours a limited set of outcomes, often at
the expense of scientific progress. But this
vahse system and associated hehaviours
have other, far-reaching consequences,

First, they can compromise the
integrity of the scientific enterprise

enter search ward

through tremendous pressure to publish,

Second, they may reduce the diversity
of the warkfores by attracting, rewarding
and therefore retaining those who thrive
in particular kinds of competitive
envirorniments — whoare nol necessarily
those of greatest scientific ability, insight
or crealivily

“Third, they may limit the range and
redevance of scentific pursnits and
rray devalue interactions between
seientiats and the public. Inplicitly,
this could reduce the patential to identify
and address scientific isses of more
global relevance.

“The current reward system needs
ressessing and reformulating in order
ta accommadate and reflect wider, more
inchisive values,
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doing science can be a lifelong adventure,
rather than a constant battle.
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Scienceis an adventure,
not a battle

SIR — Theworld [ inhabit, of experimental
research in hiological physics, is far from the
cut-throat one described by Ad Lagendijk in
his Fssay " Pushing for power” { Nature 438,
429; 2005).

First, i is true that grants are often hard
Lo abtain, vet almost everyone | krow whe
has been willing to resubimit bas ultimately
been funded.

Second, many of the sclentists | know —
at Jeast thase whe are iivolved in table-top
experiments — have been able to push
their cwn rescarch without being
termpted or pressured bo form egregionshy
large groups.

“Third, although physics meetings can
sesm acrimanious, referee reports by
phiysicists tend to be fair and matter-of fact.
I find this preferable to biology meetings,
where talks may be grested with "Let me
enmpliment yeu o yor wonderful data’,
st rew icleas are often regected by grant
and journal reviewers,

Fourth, in my experience many advisers
shield their pastdacs and allow them to
rrake quiet progresi.

There is.certa ressure to comiplete
projects ins.tim;ylympmncrmd DhrT‘cdjt
tor be fairly parsed. But why shoald this be
SOPN A5 an issue?

T dov ot wish to argue with Lagendiik,
hecause we work in different fields in
different countries. | simply want to let
students and junior fellows realize that

Bias may be unintentional
butit's still there

SIR — Marlene Zuk and Gunilla Rosengvist,
in their Correspondence “Fvahuation bias hits
women who aren't twice as good” (Nufure
438, 555 2005), give an interesting view

of women in science. Having been married

to each other for almost two decades while
raisirg two children and becoming professors
atour respective universities in Taiwan, we
would like to offer our perspective,

We agree that the under-representation
of wamen in science, especially at higher
levels, is primarily the result of biasin
aczdemic evaluation. The first author of this
Correspondence was warned by her female
acdviger garly in her career that women “have
tortry harder and do better than men, just to
beable o conmpete with men”

Actions intended to benefit women can
alsor be used against them, A few agn,
the Taiwan ]L‘l!;l_i}aas ture passed a uﬁ;:hff
sex-equality law, in effect imposing quotas
for women sitting on academic evaluation
committees in Taivan. One unhappy male
faculty member questioned this quata.
by raising the question, in his university
congress meetings “Thoes a sex organ help
a persan o think [when evaluating]#

Ferceptions of male-fermale mnterctions
can affect women in science too At a faculty
mieeting determiniig the shortlist for hirng
Lastyear, Y.-H. H. spoke on behalf of the
oily eligible female candidate. Afterwards, he
was ashed by a junior faculty mermber
whether the hiring of this young womarn
would “spell lmulﬁc forhuswm:m the firure.

Stavros Busenberg, a former professor
of mathematics at Harvey Mudd College
in California, who died in 1993, once:
commented on racism in the immexdiate
aftermath of the 1992 Los Angeles riot:

I order rad be a s, one st
consciously try not to beone” We wonld say
this apphes to discrimination of all types.
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Contributions to Correspondence may be
submitted to comres @ nature.com. They

should be nolonger than 500 wonds, and
ideally shorter, They should be signed by no
maore than three authors; preferably by one.
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