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whole scientific world to promote bet-
ter understanding among men was
voiced by Dean Birkhoff in closing his
address.

Nervous Breakdown Cause

DIFFICULT problems will not drive
you crazy, even if they are com-
pletely unsolvable, provided you are not
forced to find an answer. Men suffer
from nervous breakdown when they are
driven by circumstances to take some
action but still can find no way to turn,
it was concluded by Dr. Norman R. F.
Maier, of the University of Michigan
from research reported to the American
Association.

“Pregnancy and the conflicts arising
from sin contribute greatly to neurotic
behavior by leaving no avenue for be-
havior and yet requiring that something
be done,” Dr. Maier said.

On the other hand, going to the elec-
tric chair, while it may produce tensions,
does not produce neurosis because the
individual knows just what he must do.

Dr. Maier’s experiments were con-
ducted with rats that had been taught
by reward and harmless punishment to
distinguish between two cards. Then,
instead of being permitted a choice, the
animal was shown only one of the cards
and yet was forced to act by a blast of
air. At sight of the “punishment” card,
the rat might resist action for as long as
15 minutes before he would jump.

Neurotic symptoms resulted. The ani-
mals would tear out of the apparatus,
run in circles on the floor, show intense
tics, and then varying degrees of coma.

The cure for human patients, Dr.
Maier indicated, seems to lie in the direc-
tion of finding a way for the patient to
act.

Maze Test Clue to Learning

HREADING with a pencil a com-

plicated maze, 60 human subjects
have led to a revision in the psycholo-
gist’s general theories of learning.

The experiment was described by Dr.
John A. McGeoch of Wesleyan Uni-
versity.

When his subjects had once found the
correct path that would lead them suc-
cessfully through the maze, they could
repeat it at will, but their individual
movements in threading it might vary
with each trip.

The learning, Dr. McGeoch concludes,
was not of a stereotyped set of move-
ments. Instead, the student learned how

to cover a general route and reach a cer-
tain goal.

A similar situation perhaps exists
when you go into a strange town and
learn the location of the post office. You
may then be able to reach it by traveling
any of a number of streets.

Psychologists, in their thinking about
learning, Dr. McGeoch indicated, must
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take into consideration a factor which
is in the nature of a “set”, or readiness,
to go in a certain direction at a certain
point in the activity regardless of the
specific acts along the way.

“We know little of its specific char-
acter,” he said, “but as a useful construct
it seems to be required.”
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Nova Star Splits Into Three;
May BeCreation of NewWorld

Two Parts Are On Their Way Rushing Out Into

Interstellar Space; Observed

HROUGH telescopes in Java and in

South Africa astronomers are now
watching a giant stellar explosion which
may be producing new worlds.

This exploding star, known as Nova
Pictoris to astronomers, has been split
up into three sections which are flying
apart at speeds of over a million miles
an hour.

Calculations of the energies needed
to bring about this stellar explosion were
reported to the American Physical So-
ciety in Washington, D. C., by Dr. Ross
Gunn of the U. S. Naval Research Lab-
oratory.

Through telescopes in the southern

in South Africa

hemisphere Nova Pictoris looks like
three tiny pin-points of light close to-
gether. The largest of the three parts
has a mass 86 per cent. of that of the sun
and the two smaller parts have masses
34 and 30 per cent. respectively of the
sun’s mass.

At last measurement the small parts
were about three light years away from
the larger part and moving rapidly to
still greater distances. A light year is the
distance light travelling at 186,000 miles
a second will travel in a year. In dis-
tance a light year amounts to 6,580,000,
000,000 miles.

The speed of recession of the small
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SUCCESS

When the archaeologists had painstakingly put together all the fragments shown on
the facing page, they had this Viking sleigh.

parts from the parent is about 540 kilo-
meters a second or well over a million
miles an hour.

Such speeds, Dr. Gunn points out,
are over 300 times the needed critical
velocity to enable the receding parts to
fly out from the gravitational field off
into space. The two parts of Nova Pic-
toris, therefore, are on their way out
into the depths of interstellar space and
eventually will be lost from the larger
part.

This situation is comparable to Dr.
Gunn’s hypothesis of the origin of our
own solar system. He believes that in
Nova Pictoris even now very small
pieces may be thrown off from the orig-
inal masses and become planets.

Dr. Gunn has suggested that the split-
ting of some large star created our sun,
the planets and at least one additional,
but now missing, star which originally
was part of the sun’s parent.

As the sun’s original parent star split
up, its two huge parts started whirling
around one another and, at the same
time, started to separate. Due to mutual
gravitational forces the two parts created
enormous tidal waves on each other.
These waves tossed off what might be
called “spray” that flew off into space
and eventually became the planets when
the pieces cooled.

Nova Pictoris, Dr. Gunn states, has
the luminosity of the usual nova type
star. While it is far brighter than most
common stars its brilliance is still far
less than the so-called “super” nova stars.

Yet mere brightness of a nova star is
not the sole criterion of the energy
which is liberated in the explosion that
called it into being, maintains Dr. Gunn.

Nova Pictoris, in fact, furnished an
excellent example of a star that liberated
an enormous amount of energy and yet
did not attain super brightness. The rea-

son is that much of its liberated energy
went into scattering its three great
masses off into space. What was left
over appeared as light.

The total energy to do all this, Dr.
Gunn calculates, is just about the same
order of magnitude as is the energy lib-
erated by the so-called “super” nova stars.

All this means that the difference be-
tween a nova and a super nova star may
well be only in the distribution of the
liberated energy and not because some
different cataclysm occurred to create
super nova stars.

Dr. Gunn’s report, in this respect, dif-
fers from the hypothesis of Drs. Fritz
Zwicky and Walter Baade, of California
Institute of Technology and Mt. Wilson
Observatory, who have suggested special
kinds of stellar explosions to account for
super nova stars.

Cosmic Rays Discussed

COSMIC ray day at the meetings of
the American Physical Society was
marked by reports of studies of these
piercing, baffling radiations from outer
space.

1. Cosmic ray electrons entering the
earth’s atmosphere have energies greater
than 2,000,000,000 electron volts.

2. The development of automatic ap-
paratus to record the “showers” of atom-
ic debris caused by cosmic rays striking
materials on earth.

3. Improved apparatus for determin-
ing cosmic ray intensities high in the
atmosphere during robot stratosphere
balloon flights has been developed.

4. No observed difference between day
and night cosmic ray intensity at high
altitudes.

5. Measurements of the “life” of the
heavy electron (mesotron) particles that
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show they last only a few millionths of
a second.

Prof. R. A. Millikan and Dr. H. V.
Neher of California Institute of Tech-
nology reported the results of 10 new
balloon flights almost to the top of the
earth’s atmosphere which give a lower
limit of energy for cosmic ray electrons
as 2,000,000,000 electron volts.

The automatic “shower” records were
described by Dr. W. F. G. Swann and
Dr. W. E. Ramsay of Bartol Research
Foundation of the Franklin Institute,
while National Bureau of Standards sci-
entists Drs. L. F. Curtiss, A. V. Astin,
L. L. Stockmann and B. W. Brown told
of their improved recording circuits de-
vised for studies of cosmic ray intensi-
ties at high altitudes.

In papers with Drs. S. A. Korff and
M. A. Pomerantz, Dr. Thomas H.
Johnson, assistant director of the Bartol
Research Foundation, described high al-
titude attempts to find a night-day dif-
ference in cosmic ray intensity and ex-
periments on the absorption of the meso-
tron particles in air and lead which in-
dicate new estimates of the “life” of
these new-found atomic particles.

Cancer-Causing Chemical

NEW biological method of detect-

ing the presence of the cancer-
causing chemical methylcholanthrene,
100 times more sensitive than any pre-
viously known, was reported by Drs.
Alexander Hollaender and Peter A. Cole
of the Washington Biophysical Institute,
National Institute of Health.

The new studies, under way only six
months, have already been applied to
study the lethal effect of methylcholan-
threne on living things. The killing of
yeast cells by the chemical in the pres-
ence of ultraviolet light has been accom-
plished. For the future lies work on ex-
perimental rats and—if continued work
shows present promise—eventually on
human beings.

The new method, a biological one,
may supersede previous tests in detect-
ing methylcholanthrene which have
made use of the fluorescent and absorp-
tion spectrum of the chemical. By the
biological method concentrations of me-
thylcholanthrene to only one part in a
billion can be detected. Fluorescent spec-
trum methods of detection can spot con-
centrations of methylcholanthrene of one
part in ten million.

In their studies the National Institute
of Health scientists placed colonies of
yeast cells in test tubes containing physi-
ological salt solution. To this they added
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small, known amounts of methylcholan-
threne.

When these test tubes were radiated
with ultraviolet light large numbers o
yeast cells were destroyed overnight.
Similar tubes, containing equal amounts
of methylcholanthrene but not radiated
with ultraviolet light, showed a stimulat-
ing growth to the yeast cells when left
over night. Care was taken to see that
the ultraviolet light used was not itself
capable of destroying the yeast cells.

It is impossible to say whether methyl-
cholanthrene caused cancer in the yeast
cells, said Dr. Cole in an interview.
Certainly the combination of ultraviolet
light and methylcholanthrene killed the
cells, but it seems possible that the lethal
effect was a photochemical one.

Such a hypothesis might also explain
surface cancers in animals and in man.
But it is difficult to see how photochem-
ical effects could create internal cancers,
reports Dr. Cole.

Large numbers of yeast cells are used
in the study so that the lethal effects can
be worked out on a statistical basis and
high accuracy attained.

Describing future work, Dr. Cole
said:

“While our work has been done only
on yeast cells, the increased sensitivity
of the method suggests that it might be
useful in animal experimentation on rats
and perhaps, eventually, on humans. If
such future work is done it would be
to detect methylcholanthrene in the
blood serum.”
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MEDICINE

Hay Fever Successfully
Treated with Potassium

HE SUCCESSFUL treatment of hay

fever with potassium salts is given a
preliminary report by Dr. Benson Bloom
of Tucson, Ariz. (Journal, American
Medical Association, Dec. 17.)

Striking benefit was obtained by 29
patients given potassium chloride, Dr.
Bloom reports.

The method is simple and no compli-
cations or “side effects” were noted, al-
though further studies are indicated, he
declares.

These salts also were successfully used
by Dr. Bloom in treating several cases of
urticaria (hives), eczema, nasal polypo-
sis, chronic allergic sinusitis and mi-
graine,

In cases of chronic asthma the same
treatment helped not at all

Science News Letter, December 31, 1938

PSYCHOLOGY

Science NEws LETTER, for December 31, 1938

Psychologists Protest Nazi
Persecution of Jews

ECLARING that no conclusive evi-
dence has been found for racial or
national differences in either intelligence
or personality, psychologists issued an
official protest against the “non-scientific
interpretations” of racial psychology
which “Fascists are using to justify per-
secution.” These theories have been de-
veloped, they said, not on basis of fact
but under domination of powerful emo-
tion.

Prepared by psychologists who are spe-
cialists on racial psychology after a sur-
vey of scientific investigations in this
field, the protest was issued officially by
the Council of the Society for the Psy-
chological Study of Social Issues.

“There is no evidence for the existence
of an inborn Jewish or German or Italian
mentality,” the statement declares. “Fur-
thermore, there is no indication that the
members of any group are rendered in-
capable by their biological heredity of
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completely acquiring the culture of the
community in which they live. . . .

“The Nazi theory that people must be
related by blood in order to participate
in the same cultural or intellectual her-
itage has absolutely no support from
scientific findings.”

Members of the Council are: Dr. F.
H. Allport, Syracuse University, Dr.
Gordon Allport, Harvard University,
Dr. J. F. Brown, Kansas University, Dr.
Hadley Cantril, Princeton University,
Dr. L. W. Doob, Yale University, Dr.
H. B. English, Ohio State University,
Dr. Franklin Fearing, University of Cal-
ifornia, L. A., Dr. George W. Hartmann,
Columbia University, Dr. I. Krechevsky,
University of Colorado, Dr. Gardner
Murphy, Columbia University, Dr. T. C.
Schneirla, New York University, and
Dr. E. C. Tolman, University of Cali-

fornia.
Science News Letter, December 31, 1938

Earth’s Magnetic Forces of
lce Age Epoch Determined

RECORDS of the earth’s magnetism
back in the ice ages, thousands of
years ago, have now been traced out by
scientists at the Carnegie Institution of
Washington, it was reported to the Phil-
osophical Society of Washington.

A. G. McNish and E. A. Johnson de-
scribed how new and delicate apparatus
makes it possible to discover that the
magnetic north of the compass in that
long past era was about 60 degrees west
of where it is today. The magnetic north
pole of the earth was then somewhere on
a line between Edmonton, Alberta, and
New York City instead of in the neigh-
borhood of Hudson Bay.

The records of the earth’s past magne-
tism have come from sedimentary layers
laid down in the ice age, said the scien-
tists. These layers consisted of silt that
dropped to the bottoms of ancient
streams and lake beds. Particles of mag-
netic materials in the silt fell so that
their magnetic properties were oriented
with the direction of the earth’s magnetic
field at that particular time.

Finally, as the sedimentary material
turned to clays and stone, the magnetic
particles became embedded and fixed in
position and have remained so, in gen-
eral, since that time.

What was needed to make the discov-
eries was a delicate instrument which
could measure the magnetism of samples
of these ancient deposits.
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Severe Liver Damage
From Sulfanilamide

IVE cases of severe liver damage re-
sulting from treatment with sulfanil-
amide, new chemical remedy used for a
wide variety of germ diseases, are re-
ported by Dr. Curtis F. Garvin of Cleve-
land to the American Medical Associa-
tion. (Journal of American Medical As-
sociation, Dec. 17.)
A case of definite sensitization to the
new drug is also reported by Dr. E. B.

Rogers of El Paso, Tex.
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