AIDS

Almost fifteen years have
passed since the disease AIDS
surfaced 1n the United States.
This immune deficiency state
which rendered patients sus-
ceptible to opportunistic in-
fections was soon recognized
fo be a sexually transmitted
disease, with the causative
agent being a retrovirus.
Originally thought to be lim-
ited to homosexual popula-
tions, AIDS was soon to as-
sume the dimensions of a ma-
jor public health problem
when heterosexual transmis-
sion and infection via blood
transfusions and contaminated
syringes in drug addicts were
established. There is no satis-
factory treatment for AIDS
and approaches to limiting the
spread of the human immu-
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nodeficiency virus (HIV) are
still to take hold. The magni-
tude of the AIDS problem 1n
India appears to be relatively
small at present; malaria, tu-
berculosis and diarrhoeal dis-
eases may still be more wide-
spread. However, the dangers
of underestimating an insidi-
ous enemy are all too clear. A
special section in this 1ssue,
edited by David Bloom high-
lights the complexity of the
problems involved in address-
ing the growing AIDS epi-
demic.
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Fifty years after a landmark

The melting of ice and the loss
of magnetism by iron on
heating are two examples of
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what physicists call phase
transitions. In the second ex-
ample, the order becomes zero
continuously at a critical tem-
perature. Various approximate
models for this behaviour have
been proposed, starting with
van der Waals in the last cen-
tury. On close examination,
they proved inconsistent, both
with the best experiments and
internally. Fifty years ago,
Lars Onsager found an exact
mathematical solution of one
model of a phase transition —
a brilliant discovery which
changed the course of the
subject. This historic event,
the prelude to 1t and its after-
math are recounted for our
readers by S. M. Bhattacharjee
and A. Khare (page 816).
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