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Letters

Species semantics

“Modern Humans May Need Redefining”
(SN: 4/14/90, p.228) illustrates a pair of prob-
lems facing all taxonomy: the failure to com-
pare like with like, and the fact that “species”
are concepts and not organisms.

“Modern man” is defined on a time basis —
any human living today or in the recent past.
Any of its physical traits thereby become
“modern.” But fossils are defined by their
physical attributes, on an entirely separate
basis. If “modern man” has a chin and one of
the Klasies fossils has a chin, then either the
Klasies fossil has a “modern” chin, or —looking
from the other end — the chin is an “archaic”
feature in modern man. Until each anatomical
feature is viewed separately and its changes
accurately traced through time, the arguments
over “archaic” and “modern” man will be
irresolvable because they are based on the
erroneous idea that “species” evolved in a
unitary way.

Even the few items mentioned in the article
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show that mosaic evolution exists in hominids
(the chin appeared before the large teeth
disappeared). This is in direct conflict with the
basis of “punctuated equilibria” in which one
invariant “species” (concept) is abruptly re-
placed by another concept that also shows
“stasis” (the absence of change). It is clear
from the details cited that this does not
describe human evolution.

Recognition of mosaic evolution will be
much more helpful in unraveling human evolu-
tion than semantic disputes over “species.”
The concept of Homo sapiens will always be
as impossible to define objectively as “justice”
or “truth” All concepts remain ultimately
personal, not scientific.

Alan B. Shaw
Geologist
Kerruille, Tex.

Modest effort, lofty goal

“Going for the Whole Moon” (SN: 4/28/90,
p.264) states that building a permanent lunar
outpost “requires something like the Lunar
Observer” That “something” is Lunar Pros-
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pector, a satellite in its final design stages now,
not in seven or eight years down the road.
Lunar Prospector is a modest effort coordi-
nated by the Space Studies Institute in Prince-
ton, N.J., using the remaining Apollo gamma-
ray spectrometer, which was generously do-
nated by NASA. Total costs will be, I believe, on
the order of $10 million to $15 million, all from
individual and corporate donations.
Thousands of space enthusiasts are working
for the creation of a space-faring civilization,
with a permanent and expanding human pres-
ence in space. I question whether grand,
expensive and elaborate NASA projects, de-
pendent on political commitment (an oxy-
moron?), will lead us to that goal.
William Bogen
Ann Arbor, Mich.
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