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Self-fulfilling hemisphere myths

Theories about right-left brain differentia-
tion and its relation to the way we think are
always fascinating and are having a great
vogue. Unfortunately this popularity often
means that speculations and claims are made
without being critically examined. As an
example, in your recent article (April 3), the
‘‘striking preponderance’® of the right-
handed Inuit carvers’ holding their stones to
their left sides is offered as a prediction of
some theory about brain structure. Yet any-
one who works with his hands knows that
it has only to do with body structure: The
action of cradling something in the left hand
and pushing firmly on it with an implement
in the right hand happens to be rather clumsy
when the object is held to the right, but less
so when it is held to the left. (Readers with
arms of equal length who try the obvious
experiment will learn that their wrists do not
fiex equally well in all directions.) Of the
two pictures in SCIENCE NEws, the one
where the carving is not cradled in the left
hand shows it pretty much in the center of
the visual field.

The assertion that American English is the
most analytic of languages is also puzzling.
The French have a tradition of analysis and
precise definition unknown in our tongue,
and our cousins the British have at least the
reputation for analysis that we do. If there
really is an objective linear classification of
all languages, which happens to put English
at one end and Inuit at the other, that re-
markable fact is only obscured by using the
terms ‘‘analytic’’ and ‘‘synthetic,”’ which
already have their share of technical mean-
ings. Linguists do not usually hesitate to
make up new words, but old ones are more
suggestive, and hence help keep the specu-
lation and the fun going.

Evans M. Harrell
Princeton, N.J.

The universal division-of-labor between
the hands of right-handers (who constitute
about 90 percent of the population in most
cultures) is indisputably hemisphere-based.
The tendency toward left-right visual scan-
ning (which has not been systematically in-
vestigated cross-culturally, and certainly has
exceptions as far as some writing systems
are concerned) is probably also hemi-
sphere-related. However, it is not at all clear
how Professor Katz’s observations on hand-
use and scanning in Inuits (SN: 4/3/76, p.
220) differentiates these people in any way

from artisans in any other culture, or indeed
from anyone in any culture, whether he
chooses to sculpt, write, or what-not.

The fact is that ever since asymmetry in
hand-use evolved, right-handers have used

the right for acts which require greater pre-
cision or strength, while relegating the left

to the subordinate role of positioning mate-
rials for the right to act upon. Bruner has
called the division-of-labor ‘‘holding’’ vs.
‘‘operating,’’ and it obtains equally whether
sculpting or writing are involved. When
there is a trade-off between the right hand’s
own specialties (strength and rhythmic pre-
cision vs. dexterity) then sometimes the left
hand is required to become more ‘‘dex-
trous’’ (as in violin-playing), but in general
a kind of economy is the rule, with the right
taking as much of the ‘‘upper-hand’’ in a
particular activity as is most efficient. In this
light, imagine how awkward it would be for
the Inuits to ‘‘hold’’ with the left and
‘‘operate’’ with the right while positioning
the material in the right visual field.

I might add that there is no evidence
whatsoever that an intact brain ‘‘seems to
have two ‘minds’ that can operate inde-
pendently and differently (p. 19).”’ This is
one of many self-fulfilling ‘‘hemi-
sphere-myths’” which have become all too
popular today. Researchers and amateurs
alike gleefully ascribe their pet polar dicho-
tomies to the hemispheres, and to the indi-
viduals and populations in which one or the
other purportedly predominates; and this
with hardly more than a figurative glance at
the evidence, on which the mythology is
literally imposed, like the interpretation of
a dream, rather than being inferred, as hy-
potheses and predictions. Hardly surprising,
then, is an ‘‘almost perfect relationship be-
tween the right hand doing the detailed,
analytical kinds of activities and the left
hand doing all the spatial and touch activi-
ties.”’

Stevan R. Harnad
Dept. of Psychiatry
Rutgers Medical School
Piscataway, N.J.

Pauli’s postulation

I enjoyed reading about the new limit on
the mass of the neutrino (SN: 4/17/76, p.
244), but the credit for predicting the exist-
ence of the neutrino belongs to Wolfgang
Pauli rather than Enrico Fermi. Pauli pre-
sented the suggestion for the neutrino to
conserve energy and angular momentum in
1930. It was only three years later that Fermi

gave the neutrino its name.
Jay M. Pasachoff
Hopkins Observatory
Williams College
Williamstown, Mass.

SCIENCE SERVICE

Institution for the Popularization of Science founded 1921; a nonprofit corporation

Board of Trustees—Nominated by the AMERICAN ASSOCIATION FOR THE ADVANCEMENT OF
SCIENCE: Deborah P. Wolfe, Queens College of City University of New York; Bowen C. Dees, The Frankiin
Institute; Athelstan Spilhaus, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. Nominated by the NA-
TIONAL ACADEMY OF SCIENCES: Gerald F. Tape, Associated Universities; Allen V. Astin, Bethesda,

Md.; Glenn T. Snbor%‘(President), University of California, Berkeley. Nominated b \
rald Holton, Harvard University; Joseph W. Berg Jr., National Research Council;

RESEARCH COUNCIL:

the NATIONAL

Aaron Rosenthal, National Academy of Sciences. Nominated by the JOURNALISTIC PROFESSION:
Edward Bliss Jr., American University; Julius Duscha, Washington Journalism Center; O. W. Riegel
(Secretary), Washington and Lee University. Nominated by E. W. Scripps Trust: Milton Harris (Treasurer),
Washington, D.C.; Edward W. Scripps Il (Vice President and Chairman of the Executive Committee), Edward

W. Scripps Trust; John Troan, Pittsburgh Press.

Director: E. G. Sherburne Jr.; Assistant Director: Dorothy Schriver; Business Manager: Donald R. Harless;

Things of Science: Ruby Yoshioka.

Science Service, Inc. is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to 2
Science News. MINORY

291

www_jstor.org



