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Letters
Biological glitches in glitz

The problems described in “Going for Glitz”
(SN: 10/9/93, p.232) are not limited to the phys-
ical sciences.

You may be familiar with brain topographic
mapping, in which voltages from a limited
number of scalp electrodes (usually 24 or 32,
sometimes 64) are used by a mapping algo-
rithm to produce a multicolor topographic
map not unlike a colored weather map. The
mapping algorithm takes a very small number
of voltage values and uses them to assign
colors to a very large pixel array. The number
of pixels used depends on the graphics resolu-
tion used, but it can be as high as 256,000. This
graphic treatment involves enormous data
smoothing that introduces a false sense of
structure.

As an experiment, | generated topographic
maps by assigning random numbers to the
voltages. Some neurologists seemed quite will-
ing to diagnose my random number generator.

Responsible users of this technology would
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stress that no conclusion should be based on a
single topographic map. They would argue that
only consistent, time-dependent changes in
the maps are significant. Many of these indi-
viduals would, however, admit that some of
their colleagues do not exercise this degree of
rigor.

Paul E. Rapp
Professor of Physiology
Medical College of Pennsylvania
Philadelphia, Pa.

Predicting the past

David Schramm is entirely correct in assert-
ing that proponents of quasi-steady state cos-
mology are engaging in postdiction rather than
prediction (“New Challenge to the Big Bang?”
SN: 10/9/93, p.236). But isn’t that what cosmol-
ogy is all about? .

One is hard put to design a meaningful
double-blind cosmological experiment. Unlike
biologists, who can plant petunias in the
monastery garden to their heart’s content, or
behavioral scientists, who can run as many
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rats through mazes (or graduate students
through questionnaires) as they please, cos-
mologists are largely relegated to the role of
observer and historian.

Even proponents of the Gamow Singularity
(popularly known as the Big Bang) are limited
to fitting their hypotheses to observations of
past cosmic behavior. What we seek, of course,
are predictions regarding future cosmic expan-
sion or collapse, but one has difficulty recruit-
ing researchers who will stick around while the
data trickle in.

H. Paul Shuch

Professor of Electronics
Pennsylvania College of Technology
Williamsport, Pa.
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