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Letters

Go gentle into linguistic night?

In but a single issue, SCIENCE NEWS covered
some misguided folks’ plans to “save” dead
or rapidly dying Native American languages
(“Languishing languages: Cultures at risk,”
SN: 2/25/95, p.117), while demonstrating the
costly stupidity of such Quixotic endeavors
(“Indo-European Pursuits,” p.120).

If archaeolinguists can reconstruct the
10,000-year-gone Indo-European Ur language,
it'’s just more politically correct grant-grab-
bing to establish a program that attempts to
resuscitate terminal native languages. Lin-
guistic science, with the help of computers,
is more than up to the task of very precisely
maintaining these disappearing tongues —
and with no linguistic drift.

CORRECTION
In “Warming may disrupt pace of seasons”
(SN: 4/8/95, p.214), the two definitions of a
year differ by about 20 minutes a year, not 20
seconds a year.
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The historical landscape is littered with
dead, dying, and mutated tongues — French,
for example. We may not like it, but that’s the
way of the world. Let libraries store these
languages for posterity, and let what'’s left of
the cultures that once used them evolve.

J. Michael Schell
Westminster, Colo.

Why are these language gurus bemoaning
the loss of Native American languages when
they could tape the elders who speak cor-
rectly and thus save the subtleties intact?

The apprentice tack is fine, but elders
teaching preschoolers would be the best
way to preserve the language.

Vehig S. Tavitian
Wappingers Falls, N.Y.

Cultural identification, including linguis-
tic diversity, is a strong force behind the con-
flicts in Bosnia, Chechnya, and Rwanda.

The fact that the reduction in the total num-
ber of languages will “facilitate communica-
tion between different peoples” far outweighs
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the loss of dialects as active first languages.
Preserve and publish their knowledge and
outlook, yes, for we need to search the wis-
dom of these world views for clues to the
preservation of our world as a whole. But
welcome the necessity for clear communica-

tion, as for common currencies of all types.
John L. Hitchcock
Amesbury, Mass.

The statement that Northern Pomo suc-
cumbed recently with the death of its last
speaker turns out, happily, to be an over-
statement. Subsequent to making it, I was
given the good news that there is still a

CORRECTION
The photograph of a nemertine worm and its
prey that appeared in “Sea Worms and Plants
Spur New Drugs” (SN: 4/8/95, p.212) was tak-
en by Stephen A. Stricker, Assistant Professor,
Department of Biology, University of New
Mexico, Albuquerque.
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