
letters
Referee policies for Physical Review Letters
I'd like to bring up for reader discus-
sion, if possible, the question of the ad-
equacy of the present publication-
screening structure for Physical Review
Letters. The two points I want to
focus on here are the question of the
suitableness of the editorial structure
for the selection of referees and the cri-
teria that are in practice used by refer-
ees for accepting manuscripts.

At present, there appears to be no
formal structure set up between receipt
of the article by a very small perma-
nent staff of non-experts and the pass-
ing on of the manuscript to the ulti-
mate expert referee or referees. Such
an intermediate structure must exist in
an informal manner, but by deliberate
design of the journal it is a "black
box." In the absence of definite
knowledge, many interesting but not
totally reassuring rumors have circulat-
ed. It would seem that such impor-
tant points as the selection of referees
and the range of the editorial function
should be better understood by the re-
search community.

My intuitive feeling is that the infor-
mal structure probably is not working
as well as it should, that its wheels
grind too cumbersomely and erratically
to be worthy of the great prestige of
the journal. I would prefer a formal
intermediate editorial structure, a
Board of Editors, as in many interna-
tional journals, consisting of specialists
to whom articles may be submitted di-
rectly, and who are responsible for
sending the article to a referee. Sure-
ly, this would result in a more efficient
screening system, which at the same
time would be more sensitive to the
average research worker and above all
be more human and less forbidding.

My second concern is with the crite-
ria for acceptance of controversial re-
sults. Most interesting new research is
in fact controversial. In practice how-
ever, Letters' referees often adopt the
conservative policy of attempting to
'guarantee" the accuracy and com-
pleteness of such research results.
This is too much of a responsibility
for a referee under time pressure and
tends to give undue weight to ortho-
doxy and the institutional credentials
of the author.

I suggest that Physical Review Let-
ters should explicitly drop some of its
"protective" function. The present
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conservative policies of the Letters
have tended to block the creative flu-
ency and openness of frontier research
and to substitute for it the notorious
bandwagon effect, the prevalent mode,
which doesn't do anybody much good.
More important than deadweight cer-
tainty are originality and heuristic
fruitfulness. This is what needs to be
protected.

ARTHUR LAYZER
Stevens Institute of Technology

Hoboken, New Jersey

REPLY FROM APS: Arthur Layzer is
right in pointing out that the selection
of referees is an important step in the
editorial function of a journal. No one
knows this better than the editors.
However, as I have stated many
times, his proposal is not a solution of
the problems we encounter.

Let me first mention that Physical
Review Letters will soon have a group
of Associate Editors, designated by the
Divisions of the American Physical So-
ciety. These will assist the editors in
difficult cases in all aspects of the pub-
lication of the journal. They are the
experts sought by Layzer. We know,
however, from past experience that for
every active expert there will be a
number of authors who consider him
biased and a competitor. We often use
as an anonymous referee a physicist
suggested by the author. When the re-
port is unfavorable, the author com-
plains bitterly that we did not follow
his suggestion.

The enormous load of up to 600
manuscripts per month for our jour-

nals, each going on the average to more
than two referees, makes it impossible
to select always the top expert. This
leads to unavoidable inconsistencies.
The editorial office has a computer-
ized record of the flow of manuscripts.
We know which referee is temporarily
not available or already overloaded.
This has reduced drastically the de-
lays caused by papers being returned,
being forwarded to a traveling reviewer
or just lost. A board of editors would
have to be guided by our up-to-date in-
formation and would frequently find
that their favorite referee cannot be
used.

Layzer's second concern is that our
referee system is biased against contro-
versial, new results. It is true that al-
most every significant step forward
represents a break with past knowl-
edge. However, papers containing
such advancements are extremely rare.
I am sure that if they are understand-
able they would not be rejected. On
the contrary, we receive and publish
too many dull letters—one more bend
observed in a curve, one more parame-
ter added to a shaky theory. Unfortu-
nately, the letters that claim to con-
tain that giant step forward are too
often written so obscurely that no one
but the author sees the point. Many
research physicists lack undergraduate
teaching experience, they have never
learned to explain ideas to those who
don't yet know them already.

S. A. GOUDSMIT
Editor-in-Chief,

American Physical Society

Astronomer for Congress
I would like to second the hope of Stan-
ley Ballard (April, page 15) that ways
can be found to assist well-trained
physical scientists to gain seats in the
Congress, and I am happy to report, in
response to your November editorial
deploring the lack of physicists in Con-
gressional circles, that there is a further
candidate making the try. He is
George A. Seielstad, a well-known ra-
dioastronomer, running for Congress in
the 18th Congressional District of Cali-
fornia.

Seielstad's research in radioastro-
nomy has been done almost exclusively
at Caltech's Owens Valley Radio Obser-
vatory at Big Pine, California. He and
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letters
his family have resided nearby in Bish-
op for several years. The concerns he
has developed while living in and inter-
acting with the people of the Owens
Valley have caused him to apply his tal-
ents in new directions, and I personally
look forward to his success and to the
encouragement that would thereby be
given to other physical scientists to
make the attempt. This type of person
is sorely needed on the Washington
scene.

R. N. BRACEWELL
Stanford University
Stanford, California

Permanent job exchanges
In all of the discussions pertaining to
the bleak academic employment situa-
tion, one class of unfortunate individu-
als seems to have been neglected.
These are people who have tenure
but, for one reason or another, find
themselves quagmired in what they
consider to be untenable dead-end po-
sitions. Perhaps such an individual
has achieved a reasonable amount of
success, but he finds that the only
openings available now are for those in
the superstar category on the one hand,
and untenured openings intended for
fledglings on the other. The latter
predominate because of the exploita-
tive "hireable only if fireable" policy of
most universities. Frustrated in his
immobilization, such a person's morale
inevitably erodes, his productivity may
decline, and, only if exceptionally
durable, will he avoid psychosomatic
illnesses, such as ulcers, and so on.
Indeed, departments exist in which
the majority falls in this category.
And departments of this kind, out-
wardly resembling a collection of fossils
embalmed in amber, can be seized
upon by hostile administrators as para-
digms of the failure of tenure.

But hark! A simple solution exists,
in principle, that may save many such
individuals, revitalize stagnant depart-
ments, and perhaps indirectly
strengthen tenure. Although particle-
hole reaction channels may now be
largely closed off, exchange reactions
can still occur. What I am proposing
are permanent academic exchanges of
tenured faculty members, tenure being
conserved, of course. Since "one
man's poison is another man's meat,"
and the "grass is greener . . . ," such ex-
changes could be mutually satisfying.
As a simple hypothetical example, A
might be an isolated high-energy theo-
rist at a department with no high-ener-
gy program. He is frustrated at having
no one to talk to and no graduate stu-
dents. His department has an interest
m hiring a solid-state experimentalist,
out is forbidden to create a new open-

ing. Somewhere, there is a solid-state
experimentalist B, disgruntled by what
he considers a low salary. His depart-
ment chairman dislikes and would
gladly dismiss him if he were unten-
ured. Their high-energy experimental
group would love to have a "house
theorist" to talk to, but again, the size
of the faculty has been limited. Clear-
ly, the exchange A . • B might prove
beneficial to all. One can envision
more complex exchanges and write
down all the appropriate Feynman di-
agrams. The possible ramifications
are too numerous to discuss here.

Academic exchanges on a temporary
basis are nothing new and, perhaps,
can be used as a prelude, like trial
marriages. What is needed, obviously
is an agency to bring interested parties
together, somewhat like computer dat-
ing. But the problem is more compli-
cated if complex exchanges are consid-
ered. Such an agency should only
serve the purpose of bringing together
the individuals, who then would have
to negotiate with their departments.
In the case of exchange of physicists,
the APS should consider providing
such a service. In contrast to the em-
ployment registry, information should
be kept confidential (unless the indi-
vidual desires otherwise).

EUGENE R. MARSHALEK
University of Notre Dame

Notre Dame, Indiana

Light flashes in the sky
Jack Epstein suggested (March, page
15) that "some of the phenomena that
have been designated as 'flying saucers'
could possibly be sightings of small
specks of antimatter in the process of
annihilation in the earth's atmo-
sphere." On two occasions the past
year, I have observed a series of ran-
dom but localized light flashes that
one might attribute to annihilation
process. The observations of what I
call the "random flash-bulb effect"
were made by continuously scanning
the twilight sky with 10 X 35 binocu-
lars. The color and duration of each
flash was similar to that of a xenon
bulb.

The explanation given by Epstein
had occurred to me because no materi-
al objects could be discerned as the
sources of these lights. The first ob-
servation was a series of localized light
flashes in a clear, blue sky, estimated
to be less than 10 miles away. Fol-
lowing this 3-4 second display, an off-
white light "switched on" and proceed-
ed slowly across the sky. Apparently
it traveled a straight path at an alti-
tude less than 10 000 feet. When
viewed through binoculars, the latter
light appeared as a single, spherical
shape unattached to a material object.
Assuming that the angular resolution
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