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Letters

Ediacara: Questions of identity

The oldest animals of the latest Precambri-
an have been the center of controversy for
many years, but the idea that they were actu-
ally lichens is unfounded (“The Ediacaran
Enigma,” SN: 7/8/95, p.28). True, paleontolo-
gists can't agree on the exact affinities of
some of these soft-bodied fossils, but cer-
tainly on anatomical grounds most, if not all,
of them were “animals.”

The statement that the Ediacaran do not
contain any species still extant is a bit mis-
leading. Ediacaran stragglers that survived
well beyond the mass extinction at the end
of the Precambrian are well documented. By-
the-wind sailors (floating, jellyfishlike chon-
drophories) are a notable example.

George D. Stanley Jr.
Professor of Geology
University of Montana
Missoula, Mont.
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Monastersky states that lichens are algae
living symbiotically with either fungi or bac-
teria. He has it backwards. Lichens are fungi
in association with photosynthetic partners,
which can be algae, cyanobacteria, or both
at once.

By convention, the scientific name of the
composite organism applies only to the fun-
gus. The algae and cyanobacteria have their
own names.

Sylvia Duran Sharnoff
Berkeley, Calif.

Noise and fuzzy logic

People have used stochastic resonance for
decades to enhance a processed signal's coher-
ence (“Using network noise to boost detec-
tion,” SN: 7/22/95, p.55). Examples include tap-
ping on the face of a meter or compass.

Stochastic resonance is an instance of a
branch of mathematics called fuzzy logic.
Fuzzy logic includes the mathematics of
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obtaining precise results from imprecise,
noisy inputs. The process involves a large
number of components and some sort of com-
bining engine, such as a “summation center.”

This mathematics has been around since
1965, so it should have come as no surprise
that, for a large number of components, a
processed signal’s coherence did not depend
upon fine-tuning stochastic resonance.

Another aspect of fuzzy logic systems is
that suddenly removing a single component
does not degrade system performance
much, if at all. If the system is also capable of
learning, one might have to disable several
components before degradation sets in. This
is one of the attractions of fuzzy logic
process control systems.

Noise sometimes enhances this adaptive
response, which may help explain some of
the results reported in “Mimicking the Brain”
(SN: 7/22/95, p.63).

Jay Frederick Ransom
Gainesville, Fla.
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