A Science Service Publication
Volume 132, No. 18, October 31, 1987

E.G. Sherburne Jr.
Joel Greenberg
Dietrick E. Thomsen

Laurie Jackson
Wendy McCarren

Bruce Bower
Richard Monastersky
Stefi Weisburd

Diane D. Edwards,

Publisher
Editor

Senior Editor/
Physical Sciences
Managing Editor
Production/Design
Director

Behavioral Sciences
Earth Sciences
General Science
Life Sciences/

Rick Weiss Biomedicine

Janet Raloff, Policy/Technology

Ivars Peterson

Jonathan Eberhart Space Sciences

Janice Rickerich Assistant to the
Editor

Steve Eisenberg Science Writer
Intern

Jane M. Livermore Books

Donald R. Harless Advertising/Business
Manager

Copyright © 1987 by Science Service, Inc.,
Editorial and Business Offices,

1719 N St., N.W., Washington, D.C. 20036.
Republication of any portion of SCIENCE NEWS
without written permission of the publisher is
prohibited.

Subscription Department
231 West Center Street, Marion, Ohio 43305

Subscription rate: 1 yr., $34.50; 2 yrs., $58.00.
(Foreign postage $6.00 additional per year.) Change of
address: Four to six weeks' notice is required. Please
state exactly how magazine is to be addressed.
Include zip code. For new subscriptions only call

(1) 800-247-2160. Printed in U.S.A. Second class
postage paid at Washington, D.C., and additional
mailing offices. Title registered as trademark U.S. and
Canadian Patent Offices. Published every Saturday by
SCIENCE SERVICE, Inc., 17719 N St., NW.,,
Washington, D.C. 20036. (202-785-2255)

ISSN 0036-8423

XIENCE NEVD'

The Weekly Newsmagazine of Science

This Week

276 Stars Wars Lasers: A Question of Technical Integrity
276 A most powerful X-ray machine

277 K-T mass extinctions: Abrupt or what?

277 Interleukin-1's secret message to ACTH

278 Has the biosphere done a flip-flop?

278 How effective are bulimia treatments?

278 Cosmos 1402's uranium remains

279 NRC to vote on new evacuation rule

279 Hologram: New dimension for X-rays

Research Notes

286 Astronomy

286 Behavior

287 Biomedicine

Articles

282 Ring Around the Galaxy

284 Extinctions on Ice
Cover: These mastodons represent one of the many classes of
large mammals that became extinct or disappeared from North
America at the end of the last Ice Age around 11,000 years ago.
Scientific explanations of their abrupt demise are far from settled,
but theories include intensive hunting by humans and climate
change. (lllustration: New York State Museum, Albany)

Departments

274 Science on the Air

274 Books

275 Letters

Science Service Institution for the public understanding of science founded 1921; a nonprofit corporation.
Board of Trustees — President, Glenn T. Seaborg; Vice President, Gerald F. Tape; Treasurer, Willis Harlow
Shapley; Secretary, Hilleary F. Hoskinson; Joseph W. Berg Jr.; Edward Bliss Jr.; Bowen C. Dees; David A.
Goslin; J. David Hann; Milton Harris; Elena O. Nightingale; O.W. Riegel; H. Guyford Stever; John Troan;

Deborah P. Wolfe.

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

Letters

Not a transistor

Karen Hartley’s excellent article on high-
temperature superconductivity (SN: 8/15/87,
p.106) contains a small error: Josephson
junctions are not transistors.

The Josephson junction is intrinsically a
threshold device, usually used as a current
steering switch as opposed to a current ampli-
fier. Two states are exhibited: one supercon-
ducting (the OFF state), the other a nonlinear
resistance state (the ON state) providing a
nonzero resistance to current flow. Starting
out from (i.e., biased in) the OFF state, gate
current is switched to an output load resistor
by the addition of a small signal current that
switches the device into the ON state.

In transistors (the term derives from a
contraction of transfer resistor), an amplifying
action is produced by transferring a current
from a low- to a high-resistance circuit. Al-
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though transistors are also used in logic

circuits as switching elements, their three-

terminal structure and current amplification

ability set them apart from Josephson junc-
tion devices.

Adam Philippidis

Information Analyst, Engineer

The Institute of Electrical and

Electronics Engineers, Inc.

New York, N.Y

A rationalization?

Those, like David Goldstein (Letters, SN:
9/5/817, p.153), who pooh-pooh human ra-
tionality get hoisted on their own petard. If all
our explanations were bogus — e.g., mere
rationalizations — this would cover Gold-
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stein’s idea that “[Man] does what he wants to
... and then provides himself with explana-
tions.”

A more sensible view is that too often,
perhaps, we do this, but we can also be careful
and avoid it. Being a rational being only
enables us to live rationally; it does not
guarantee that we will do so. That is an
accomplishment of some measure, as Aris-
totle already knew. Surely any scientist strug-
gling to get things as right as possible also
must know this.

Thus we can also distinguish, for example,
between Goldstein’s and other people’s hy-
potheses about human rationality. Some-
times we can discover one that succeeds,
while often we find only those that amount to
no more than rationalizations. Goldstein’s
sloppy generalization on this topic most likely
fits the latter bill.

Tibor R. Machan
Auburn, Ala.
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