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COVER: For all the diversity of the world’s numerous
languages (top to bottom: Armenian, Classical
Greek, Buginese, Arabic, Punjabi, Batak, Amharic,
Sanscrit, Cherokee, Oriya) the capability for lan-
guage is a universal element in the human mind.
The differences and similarities are the raw material
for the science of linguistics, whose origins are the
subject of the first half of Robert Trotter's two-part
series on the evolution of language. See p. 332.
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Grant titles from history

‘‘Grant Titles from History’> (SN:
10/25/75, p. 266) was cute, but I think it’s
worth noting that all the great scientist-re-
searchers referred to in the piece did their
work without ‘‘benefit’” of government sub-
sidy. (It’s true that Charles Darwin did his
field work in a vessel of the Royal Navy,
but his father footed his bills.)

Scientists concerned about political med-
dling in scientific endeavor (a concern I
share) ought to seek support for their work
in the private sector. Political money inevi-
tably brings with it political meddling. Poli-
ticians and private citizens—including sci-
entists—concerned about misapplication of
taxpayers’ dollars ought to see to getting
government completely out of the grants-
manship racket. The truly silly projects
would evaporate just as soon as the public
trough was closed to the scientific (?)
grantsmen. ‘‘Se tu sarai solo, tu sarai tutto
tuo.’’

Karl T. Pflock
Arlington, Va.

Your article ‘‘Grant Titles from History’’
under the heading ‘‘Off the Beat’’ is just
that. The criticisms of the fictional grant
proposals read more like those of a National
Science Foundation project director than of
a Congressional legislative aide. The ques-
tion to ask is not whether Congress would
not approve these ideas, but whether the NsF
would!

The article misrepresents the efforts of
some concerned Congressmen to improve
the NsF for the benefit of scientific research.
Rep. Conlan of Arizona and Sen. Helms of
North Carolina have introduced legislation
(H.R. 9892 and S. 2427) aimed at trying
to establish a fair and honest peer review
procedure and at getting the NSF back to
supporting basic rather than fashionable re-
search.

I doubt whether the NSF would fund any
of the listed proposals. The first might have
a chance if the title were altered to read
‘‘Perturbation of space and time at extreme
velocities with implications for mass-energy
relationships and especially for bio-inor-
ganic pollution control and cancer therapy.”’
The others are hopeless.

Philip C. Keller
Tucson, Ariz.

More on SI units
There can hardly be a quarrel with the
basic considerations that prompted Professor

Horn’s letter regarding the International
System of Units (SN: 10/18/75, p. 243). But
Horn appears not to recognize certain diffi-
culties that arise with a sudden, total rejec-
tion of all other traditional units, some of
which are discussed in your editorial com-
ment on his letter.

In spite of the desirability of a universally
recognized and understood system of units,
some aspects of jumping suddenly to exclu-
sive use of the International System seem
to me unfortunate and probably unwise. Not
too long ago the cGs System seemed to be
universally understood and useful interna-
tionally. It still has some advantages asso-
ciated with general usage, and it is still in
rather widespread use. To discard some parts
of it will involve a good deal of difficulty
in interpreting a great bulk of still-important
earlier scientific literature. If we abandon the
angstrom, study of immense amounts of past
literature in the area of spectroscopy will
become substantially more difficult to dove-
tail with future literature. Similar consid-
erations exist regarding abandonment of the
gauss in the area of magnetism. Substitution
of ‘‘hertz’’ for cycles per second, while
appropriate as a recognition of Hertz’s dis-
covery in the field of electromagnetic waves,
has the disadvantage of losing the obvious
physical implications of the older notation.

I think such arguments as these are im-
portant to students and to the lay public to
which SciENCE NEws is largely addressed,
and are not negligible to the scientists who
read it for information in other fields as well
as their own.

Philip S. Riggs
Professor of Astronomy
Drake University

Des Moines, Iowa

Amniocentesis
An article on amniocentesis (SN:
11/8/75, p. 294) refers to ‘‘babies afflicted
with mongolism or other serious chromoso-
mal defects—defects that could be detected
and averted before the child is born.”” As
you probably know, the only way to avert
such defects is not to allow the child to be
born. Although it may be possible to remedy
certain simply inherited defects if detected
by amniocentesis, this does not apply to
chromosomal aberrations. I believe readers
who are not biologists may misinterpret the

foregoing quote.
David C. Rife, Ph.D
Clewiston, Fla.
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