An Ecologist Looks at the Record

Lest the article by Carter (“National
Academy of Sciences: Unrest among
the ecologists,” 19 Jan., p. 287), create
the impression of a sour-grape syn-
drome among ecologists, I venture the
following:

In 1953 a committee on the Present
Needs for Research on the Use and
Care of Natural Resources was set up
by the National Academy of Sciences—
National Research Council. Six profes-
sional ecologists were members or con-
sultants. Of the remaining 12, the ma-
jority were well qualified by experience
to understand their assignment.

Their report, NAS-NRC publication
No. 288, includes a recommendation
for an Institute of Applied Ecology,
strong statements on the need for a
population policy, recommendations
with respect to biological and mineral
resources, and the importance of better
communication. Chiefly missing in the
light of present experience is more
than brief mention of pollution. Nor
did urban problems then command the
attention they are now receiving after
more than 40 million people have been
added to our population and traditional
rural life has become an economic
anachronism. This report is now out of
print. . . . Meanwhile, we hear the charge
of ineffectiveness and even timidity on
the part of ecologists. . . . It has various-
ly been ascribed to temperament, pre-
occupation, and lack of recognition
within the field of science.

The late C. C. Adams saw clearly the
vital role that ecology should play in
public policy, urging with a vigor
worthy of his friend, Theodore Roose-
velt, that the gap between that field and
the social sciences be bridged. After his
death, the Ecological Society of America
appointed a study committee. So far as
it reached a consensus, this was on the
critical need of better public under-
standing of the nature and role of ecol-
ogy. As a direct aftermath of its dis-
cussion Where There Is Life {P. B. Sears

(Dell, New York, 1962)] was prepared

under the auspices of Science Service. ...
It should be noted that professional
groups, such as ESA, enjoy a tax-free
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status which inhibits political activity.
They must, instead, rely largely on the
informed action of. their individual
members as citizens. If the record be
examined, it will show that, both as
individuals and public servants, ecolo-

gists have been far from passive and

that, so far as restrictions permit, their
society is steadily expanding its effec-
tiveness.

One of the greatest handicaps under
which ecology labors is the fact that
much of its material cannot be applied
for immediate financial profit, but must

be used for the less appealing, long-term

benefit of society. Nor do its problems
lend themselves readily to the precise
and satisfying experimental control so
productive in genetics, biochemistry,
and similar fields.

Unfortunately, too, the brilliant suc-
cess and obvious utility of the experi-
mental sciences have crowded ecology
into the background so far as a great
deal of the teaching of future citizens
is concerned. It is not so important that
it be included as a rubric in the curricu-
lum as that the point of view which it
represents be infused into the many
fields of knowledge upon which it draws
and to which it should contribute.

As this point of view is now develop-
ing, it must involve the organism that
has become dominant on earth. But un-
like human anatomy and physiology,
this does not fit neatly into existing
academic systems. I should add that,
great as the need for further ecological
research may be, many of the diffi-
culties faced by our civilization are due
to the failure to apply what is already
known.

Sheer necessity has led to the estab-
lishment of splendid institutes and pro-
grams dealing with various aspects of
the environment such as atmosphere
and ocean. Yet a strong case can be
made for developing an institute of
ecology, urged long since by Adams,
noted in 1953 in an NAS-NRC re-
port, and now a major concern of the
Ecological Society of America.

PauL B. SEARS
Department of Biology,
Yale University,
New Haven, Connecticut 06520

Student Unrest

In the discussions about student par-
ticipation in. the administration of in-
stitutions of higher education (“Student
unrest,” 27 Oct., and Letters, 12 Jan.),
two considerations seem to have been
overlooked.

The first is that students are only
temporary participants in the affairs
of the institutions and, having no per-
manent connection with them, have no
right to participate in decisions affect-
ing the long-term program of such
colleges and universities. No business
could last long if it had to pay much
attention to the complaints or the de-
mands of temporary employees. Neither
will institutions of higher education, es-
pecially since students as such are not
responsible for their financial solvency.

The second point is that professors,
deans, and presidents are supposed to
know more about the requirements of
education and the process of acquiring
it than students. If they do not, the in-
stitution better find some who do,
quick.

THOMAS BYRD MAGATH
1038 19th Avenue NE,
Rochester, Minnesota 55901

Moral Engagement
of the Scientist

Julian Steward’s response (Letters,
12 Jan.) to Eric Wolf’s review of Con-
temporary Change in Traditional So-
cieties expresses a view which I find
unacceptable. Steward argues for neu-
trality as a necessary point of vantage
in anthropology, and for that matter in
all the social, natural, and physical sci-
ences. It is only from such a vantage
point, he claims, that the social sciences
can attain that predictive competence
which is their major function.

As a contributor to the work in ques-
tion, and as an anthropologist centrally
concerned with the question of the
meaning of anthropology, I must state
that I believe neither in the notion of
neutrality nor in that of dissociated
prediction. So far as the former is con-
cerned, we all work with assumptions,
that is to say, every science has a meta-
physical basis, in Collingwood’s sense.
In anthropology, in particular, we are
direct descendents of the western Euro-
pean enlightenment and have inherited
its view of civilization. Anthropology is
a symptom of civilization; its only justi-
fication is a greater understanding of
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