Physical Review Letters. The
reason: If the paper is correct, it
could spell disaster for some
aspects of Einstein’s famous
theory of general relativity.

Certain  solutions  to
Einstein’s equations for general
relativity produce regions of
infinite gravitational fields. If
exposed to the rest of space,
such “naked singularities”
would render events in nearby
regions completely unpredict-
able. Because such a notion is
repellent to causality-minded
physicists, they have hypoth-
esized that all singularities must
come “clothed” with an “event
horizon”—a kind of cosmic
censor that seals off singularities
from the rest of the universe.
Black holes, by definition, fall
into this category.

Now a supercomputer simu-
lation by two respected Cornell
astrophysicists suggests that
naked singularities might exist
in nature. Stuart Shapiro and
Saul Teukolsky used Einstein’s
equations to approximate the
gravitational collapse of foot-
ball-shaped, pressureless gas
spheroids made up of point-
sized objects, and found that
such a collapse could theoreti-
cally create a naked singularity.
If their results stand up to

scrutiny, relativity theory could
be in serious trouble, as it would
lose all predictive power near
such singularities.

Not surprisingly, many physi-
cists remain skeptical. “[Their]
computer simulation is quite
idealized,” says David Hobill, a
relativity expert at the University
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
who says that someone will
probably find a limitation in the
Shapiro-Teukolsky simulation
model. For instance, Hobill
notes that since computers only
deal with finite numbers, it is
very hard to tell whether gravi-
tational fields are really infinite
or just extremely large.

Physicists are likely to spend a
good deal of time looking for
just such weaknesses in the
simulation. And if they don’t
turn up, they’ll face the more
daunting task of finding the
limitation in Einstein’s revered
theory.
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(rather than when they’re anx-
ious, as others have suggested),
so people with more word op-
tions to choose from will use
fillers more often. This doesn’t
imply that scientists suffer in-
nate linguistic impoverishment;
rather, the psychologists believe
that science lecturers more often
follow precisely worded defini-
tions—saying “atom” instead of
“molecule” won’t do. This lim-
its verbal options and constrains
those ugly pause words.

To test the hypothesis, the
Columbia group compared 17
of the university’s science lec-
tures with 13 humanities lec-
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tures and 11 social science lec-
tures. On average, they report
in this month’s issue of The
Journal of Personality and
Social Psychology, the hu-
manities professors said “uh”
four times more often than did
the scientists (see chart).
Among natural scientists, bio-
logists won first prize, with the
fewest “uhs” per minute, fol-
lowed closely by mathemati-
cians and chemists; social scien-
tists fell between humanities
profs and natural scientists.

These results don’t mean that
scientists always use fewer filled
pauses than nonscientists. When
the researchers conducted in-
terviews with the lecturers on
identical subjects, they found
no difference in “uhs” per
minute between the disci-
plines—more evidence that the
subject matter ultimately deter-
mines how frequently people
say “uh” or “er.” Still, the next
time you hear an English pro-
fessor criticize scientists for their
technospeak, remind her that
she might want to, uh, improve
her own fluency.

]
Correction

A recent item (Science, 1
March, p. 1019) incorrectly
connected a proposed gene
therapy protocol to the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania. The pro-
tocol was actually proposed by
the University of Pittsburgh.
Science regrets the error.
S ——

BRIEFINGS 1567






