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Letters

Languishing languages

[ was disappointed by the tone and atti-
tude of the reader responses to your article
on endangered languages (SN: 5/6/95, p.275).

The preservation of an endangered lan-
guage is often central to the preservation of
a minority group’s culture. Ultimately, it is
the decisions of that group that determine
the survival of the language, but linguists
can be of help by bringing knowledge and
technology to the preservation effort. Once
vanished, however, a language is exceeding-
ly difficult to revive, even if there are written
or video records of it.

It is doubtful that linguistic differences are
at the root of most conflicts in the world.
Both Bosnia and Rwanda are staunchly
monolingual societies.

Anthony R. Davis
Menlo Park, Calif.
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Latex gloves source of allergen?

According to “Latex allergies from right
out of thin air?” (SN: 4/22/95, p.244), a num-
ber of allergists contend that airborne latex
particles are responsible for the alarming
increase in serious allergic reactions, some
of them fatal. A more likely source is the
conscientious dentist.

The mucous membranes of the mouth are
permeable to many chemicals. The rapid
relief from angina provided by sublingual
nitroglycerin tablets and the equally rapid
nicotine surge from smokeless tobacco are
clear indicators of oral membrane perme-
ability.

Prior to the late 1980s, very few dentists
routinely used gloves; today, latex gloves are
used for even the most mundane proce-
dures. This means that virtually every poten-
tially allergic person in our society over the
age of 3 has been sensitized by a topical
application of latex allergen. Moreover, this
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sensitization is exacerbated at 6-month
checkup intervals.

Some of us in dentistry have watched
these changes with dismay. The surgical
soaps, disposables, autoclaves, and chemi-
cal disinfectants, in conjunction with com-
mon sense that we used in the 1970s and
1980s worked very well. Furthermore, there
is no scientific evidence that latex gloves
provide an added benefit for either the den-
tist or the patient. Yet we are experiencing
an alarming increase in allergic reactions,
both in the general population and in dental
health workers.

Because of pervasive attitudes and fears,
no one can advocate a return to gloveless
dentistry. But in the future, before we decide
to “fix” something as basic as the delivery of
dental services, maybe we should be first
required to show that it’s really broken.

Stephen D. Carter
Stone Mountain, Ga.
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