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I offer this latest version of my
favorite book to my wife Joan, who has
always been a source of encouragement for
my periodic literary outbursts.














PREFACE

To The Revised Edition


The interpersonal strategies that surround the act of doing good science—hereafter referred to loosely as “scientific game playing ”—have received sporadic published attention, and many game rules have become almost axiomatic among successful practitioners of science. There is a need, however, to review periodically what we know and what we think we know about the art, and to add new insights as they become available. This new edition of Winning the Games Scientists Play is a response to that need; it has been written for science practitioners and onlookers of the new century, drawing on insights and perceptions gained from victories and defeats of the waning decades of the 20th century.

Let me make it perfectly clear at the outset that this book is not about games with rules that can be formalized mathematically. It has nothing to do with “game theory” as developed by mathematicians at Princeton and elsewhere beginning with the work of von Neumann in 1944. Its strategies cannot be analyzed quantitatively, because they are essentially subjective, and constitute in their best expression an art form rather than a formal discipline.

It seems especially important that the strategies and rules of scientific game playing be reviewed critically as we move into the next millennium, since some (but not all) of those rules have undergone varying degrees of change during the 1980s and 1990s. Those decades saw shrinkage in faculty size and in federal grants. The university climate has been less than perfect. Long lines of candidates have formed for good and even mediocre faculty positions; good Ph.D.’s languish interminably in post-doc positions; tenure has been questioned; and part-time instructors have proliferated amazingly on many campuses.

In times of stringency scientists adapt, and scientific game playing achieves new heights of precision and worth. This book is an introduction to the new era, borrowing from the relevant past, for scientists old and new who will be (as politicians and bureaucrats are fond of saying) “facing the challenge of the future.” It is an attempt to blend some serious, hard-earned, occasionally misconceived, but usually practical advice on selected topics important to a professional career, with other, less serious, and probably equally misconceived principles of interpersonal behavior in science. The goal, in other words, is to achieve a readable mix of the “how to” with the “joy of” science—the techniques with the pleasures, and the realities with the fantasies. At times it may seem difficult or downright impossible to separate fact from fiction in some of the following chapters; I suggest that in those instances the choice should be fiction, since there is little that is factual (in the sense of being amenable to conclusive demonstration or quantification) in this book. Treat it like a book of poems, some of which may have meaning and relevance to you, and some of which are merely words pinned to a line in a maze. Much of what is described herein could probably be defined as “common sense” but it seems not to be “common” in the sense of universal understanding or acceptance of the pertinent rules of scientific games presented.

Some may feel after reading this book that the real world of science is simpler and purer than that portrayed here—that there is less opportunism, fewer calculated steps, and none of the maneuvering described in this book. I think this is a naive (one of the worst epithets in science) viewpoint, but I would deny no one his or her comfort blanket. I simply want to make explanations available when the blanket is snatched away, as it almost inevitably will be, usually by a practicing player. Whether a scientist chooses to participate in games or not, he or she should be aware of their nature, if only to avoid being drawn in unwittingly or being used as a pawn in someone else’s game.

It should, however, be absolutely clear that lam in no way and at no time denigrating honest, persistent scientific effort, sustained research productivity, or brilliant insights, since these constitute the real substance of science. I am simply outlining another dimension which, if taken into account, can enhance those fundamental characteristics and make the joys of a scientific career even greater. Stated succinctly, the core of game playing is starting with a base of scientific excellence and making the most of it by following simple rides. Game players must have credibility and integrity to be successful—otherwise they will be looked upon as manipulators and “operators.”

Writing this new edition of a book on the interpersonal games that scientists play has provided me with a unique opportunity to restructure the universe to fit my own personal perceptions—and to add a few insights as well as to make a minimal attempt to correct some outmoded attitudes (my wife refers to them as “anachronistic” attitudes). Many scientists have contributed, wittingly or unwittingly, to this effort, but they will remain forever anonymous (often at their own strongly worded insistence) although they should recognize themselves somewhere in the text.

I would like to thank Perseus Books for offering me a rare occasion to reassess all those firmly held convictions presented so confidently in the first edition, and to tweak a few elements to make the present edition a good source book for a world of science and scientists that has just plunged into a new century.

I would also like to acknowledge the hospitality of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, for providing facilities for writing and contemplation at South Pond in the Savoy Mountain State Forest, high in the northern Berkshires. Without drawing too many gratuitous parallels, South Pond is in many of its characteristics the present-day equivalent of the well-known, but now despoiled, Walden Pond (located in the eastern part of the Commonwealth) as it was more than a century ago during Henry David Thoreau’s tenancy there.

The development of this new edition has been a source of great pleasure and stimulation for me, and has led to the appearance of a few new perspectives on the interpersonal areas of science as practiced in this country and elsewhere—as well as to a comforting reaffirmation of some strongly held earlier viewpoints.


Carl J. Sindermann


Easton, Maryland
September1, 2000
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