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Letters

Research quality and ethics

In his report on objections to the ban on
federal funding of human fetal tissue trans-
plants, Rick Weiss quotes Fred H. Gage as
saying, “None of the reasons for the ban had
anything to do with bad science or good
science.” Dr. Gage’s statement seems to imply
that ethical objections are irrelevant to deter-
mining whether a given type of research is
“bad science” or “good science” (“Bypassing
the Ban,” SN: 12/9/89, p.378).

Undoubtedly, useful knowledge could be
gained by using newborn infants or legally
incompetent adults as subjects for various
harmful or lethal procedures; nevertheless,
most would agree that such research would
be “bad science” precisely because it would
be unethical.

The current controversies over the use of
live fetuses (who will be aborted) as experi-
mental guinea pigs, or the use of dying or
dead fetuses as organ “donors,” at bottom
reflect disagreement over whether individual
human beings have intrinsic rights prior to
birth. (I say “dying” because fetal transplant
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proponents admit that for some transplant
purposes, fetal brain tissue must be “har-
vested” before the fetus is brain-dead.) The
administration policy against fetal tissue
transplants is predicated on the recognition
that each fetus is a unique, unrepeatable
member of the human family. It would ob-
viously be inconsistent with the pro-fetal-
rights position to subsidize research that
could create an ever-increasing societal de-
mand for and dependence on fetal cadavers.
Douglas Johnson

Legislative Director

National Right to Life Committee, Inc.
Washington, D.C.

Gage replies that as researchers embark upon
new lines of inquiry such as fetal cell research,
ethical considerations are “vital” and “as crit-
ical as the scientific issues.” He notes that an NIH
advisory committee, convened expressly to ex-
amine the ethics of human fetal cell research,
concluded last year that such research should be
permitted and made eligible for federal funding.
Funding decisions, Gage argues, should be
based on the quality of the research — i.e.,
whether it’s “good science” or “bad science” —
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and not on the personal wishes of individual
administration officials or policymakers.
—R. Weiss

The candy connection

In his headline, Jonathan Eberhart poses
the question: “Does the moon spark like a Life
Saver?” (SN: 12/9/89, p.375).

The answer is: Yes, the same basic phenom-
enon appears to be involved. Every instance
cited involved flexing of the molecular struc-
ture of crystals. As has long been known, the
piezoelectric effect releases a small electric
current when a crystalline structure is flexed.

Somewhere buried in the archives of sci-
enceis an old law, “For every action thereisan
equal and opposite reaction.” If it is still valid
and applicable to crystalline structures, the
mechanical energy is converted to electrical
energy. The validity of the law can be tested
by equating the mechanical energy produc-
ing the stress and the electrical energy re-
leased by the strain on Life Savers, on fault
structures and on the moon.

Weldon Ellis
Nashville, Tenn.
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