
reason. Systematics is not simply the identi- 
fication of specimens, it is the reconstruction 
of evolutionary history; and it should be 
supported not just because it has practical 
applications (which it does) but because it is 
a fundamental scientific discipline. 

Systematics is important because all living 
things are the product of history, and we can 
understand little about the diversity of orga- 
nisms without knowledge of their history- 
the phylogenetic knowledge provided by 
systematics (1) .  One might just as well try to 
understand the current political conflicts in 
Central America or the Middle East without 
understanding the history of the people of 
those areas. 

Oliver correctly deplores the placement of 
major systematics collections in "mainte- 
nance storage," and we further deplore the 
disposal of other collections (2) and the 
retreat of university biology depamnents 
into nonevolutionary disciplines. Many of 
the biological "laws" that such disciplines 
discover may be bounded by clade and 
place, and only systematic research-re- 
search on evolutionary history--can discov- 
er those bounds. 

Other recent calls for the support of sys- 
tematics (3) have also emphasized its practi- 

cal and cataloging aspects. We agree strong- 
ly that systematics is insufficiently support- 
ed, but we fear that these arguments based 
exclusively on "usefdness" will backfire in 
the long I&. Systematics will not attract the 
brightest students-the true innovators of 
theory and practic-if it is portrayed as an 
identification service. Svstematics must 
command attention because of the intellec- 
tual challenge it represents, in and of itself, 
as the study of evolutionary history. 
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Mesoamerica, Not the New World 

I was enjoying Roger Lewinys essay on 
agricultural origins (Research News, 20 
May, p. 984) until I found myself misquot- 
ed. Lewin quotes me as seeing no evidence 
"anywhere in the New World" to suggest 
that population pressure was responsible for 
the beginnings of agriculture. What I said 
was that I saw no such evidence anywhere in 
Mesoamerica (a culture area stretching rough- 
ly from central Mexico to Honduras). 

I would never have extended my com- 
ments to the whole New World, because I 
know that some areas, such as the Pacific 
Coast of Peru, had much higher population 
densities than Mexico. It is still too early to 
rule out population pressure in Peru. 
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