Rare and Singular Talent

[ object to the usurpation of the word “sa-
vant” to refer to a clever autistic individu-
al—and to the destruction of its original
meaning of a scholar, a person of learning in
literature or science—as used by Oliver
Sacks in his letter “Musical ability” (5 May,
p. 621).

When the talents of some of these autis-
tic children were discovered, the seeming
paradox gave rise to the term “idiot savant.”
The word “idiot” has apparently become
politically incorrect, so was dropped, with-
out any replacement.

[t is ironic that this usage is perpetuated
by one of the foremost true savants of our
day, Oliver Sacks, as well as by his respon-
dents. Can we compromise by using “autis-
tic savants?”’

Harvey S. Frey
552 12th Street,
Santa Monica, CA 90402, USA

Response: 1 share Frey’s objections to the
misuse of the word “savant” (in such terms
as “idiot savant,” “savant syndrome,” and
so forth) even though this usage goes back
more than a century. One needs an entire-
ly different word for these rare and singu-
lar skills, which sometimes seem so remote

from anything in common experience.
I do not think that “autistic savants” is
a satisfactory compromise, for it not only
perpetuates the misuse of the word “sa-
vant,” but implies that such skills may be
confined to the autistic. Although they
are, indeed, far commoner in the autistic,
by a factor which may approach 1000,
they may, on occasion, appear in “normal”
people too. This is especially true of ex-
traordinary calculating gifts—and these,
interestingly, have a markedly increased
incidence in mathematicians, although no
consistent relation to general mathemati-
cal powers. Thus, while prodigious cal-
culating powers appeared in early child-
hood in Euler and Gauss, there was no
hint of these in Newton, Leibniz, or Ga-
lois (1). The talent is thus analogous, in
this and other ways, to absolute pitch.
Oliver Sacks
Institute for Music and
Neurologic Function,
Beth Abraham Hospital,
612 Allerton Avenue,
Bronx, NY 10461, USA
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IL-12 Possibilities

In his Research News article about the cy-
tokine interleukin-12 (IL-12) (9 June, p.
1432), Stephen S. Hall lists some of the
diseases that might be treated or prevented
by the use of IL-12 as a drug (AIDS, leish-
maniasis, malaria, tuberculosis, and schisto-
somiasis). This list reads like Niger’s serious
disease roster. Later in the article, a drug
company executive is indirectly quoted as
saying that developing a drug for a disease
that affects people in primarily poor coun-
tries could be a “disaster” for a company, as
this could lead to huge costs and little or no
revenues (p. 1434).

In a land where suffering is an everyday
occurrence, it is both extraordinary and
ordinary that there could be an exploit-
able link between the illnesses listed—
extraordinary because we have the oppor-
tunity to relieve some of this pain, ordi-
nary because this chance could be aban-
doned for the sake of profit. What is
the purpose of science if not to aid
humanity?

Rachel Jameton*
Lyceé Amandou Kouran Daga,
Zinder, Niger, West Africa

*Peace Corps volunteer, science teacher
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zygous detection.
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overlap and filtering problems and heightens the signal-to-noise
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out clean, clear data you can check, you reduce operation time.
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about an hour, you gain the type of speed that’s difficult to match.
As high-speed separations are equally important in fragement
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So easy that after only a two-hour introduction, six out of
eight people with good lab experience—who had never used an
automated DNA sequencer—got the kind of results that begin to
prove this important point: you won’t need a supervising technician
in your lab with ALFexpress. And that was just the first test.

Why not arrange to take your own? To start, just call us at
1 (800) 526 3593 in North America, or +46 18 16 5011 from the
rest of the world; and ask for a brochure. It will give you more facts
about the entire ALFexpress package. That’s right, facts—because

the last thing anyone needs is more inaccurate documents.
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Although IL-12, as described by Hall, ap-
pears to be one of the most promising of all
cytokines, I regard the results obtained so
far with guarded optimism.

The studies on IL-12 are still relatively
few, as revealed by a quick database search.
Considering the potential harmful effects
noted by Hall (symptoms resembling toxic
shock, atherosclerotic plaques, and aggrava-
tion of other ailments), thorough laboratory
studies should be conducted before clinical
trials begin.

Most of the studies to date have been
about the ability of IL-12 to switch immune
responses from a pathogenic to a protective
type by modulating the development of T
cell phenotype. However, IL-12 is apparent-
ly unable to induce these changes in the
absence of endogenously produced interfer-
on gamma. The adjuvant-like activity of IL-
12 is important, but for IL-12 to be useful in
vaccination, the repertoire of relevant anti-
gens for the diseases in question needs to be
identified. Also, the antigens considered pro-
tective in the developed world may not be
protective in developing countries; the tuber-
culosis vaccine is an example of variations in
effectiveness from country to country.

Treatment of clinical disease, which will
require the modulation of an ongoing im-
mune response, is critical to developing an

effective therapeutic approach. Few IL-12
studies have addressed this issue.

Shyam S. Mohapatra

Department of Immunology,

University of Manitoba,

730 William Avenue,

Winnipeg, Manitoba, R3E 0W3 Canada

E-mail: mohapat@cc.umanitoba.ca

[
Funding Italian Research

In the article “Funding reform fights on
against researchers’ apathy” (News &
Comment, 30 June, p. 1843), Susan Biggin
reports the views of several Italian inves-
tigators, including myself, on Italy’s Na-
tional Research Council (CNR) and the
creation of “national institutes” for the
different sciences.

I told Biggin during a short phone in-
terview that I was not updated on the
specific plans of the Biotechnology Com-
mittee for the national institutes, and be-
cause | knew the committee was working
on them, [ advised her to directly contact
its members for more information. My re-
marks do not justify Biggin’s statement
that “the biotechnology committee is lag-
ging behind.” On the contrary, the Bio-

technology Committee has always been

active in pressing ahead with innovative
proposals.

Silvano Riva

Director,

Istituto di Genetica Biochimica ed

Evoluzgionistica,

Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche,

Via Abbiategrasso 207,

27100 Pavia, Italy

Biggin reports about the alleged new trend
in the CNR’s funding policy. If only this
trend were in operation! One example: 1
May 1994 was the deadline for submitting
funding proposals. In accordance with
CNR'’s new policy of favoring large consol-
idated projects rather than the many single
ones financed in the past (this latter the
so-called “rainfall” funding), researchers
were encouraged to propose “coordinated”
projects involving several groups. In late
June 1995—more than 1 year later—none
of the applicants had yet been officially
notified of the outcome of their applica-
tions. Nonetheless, as is CNR’s tradition,
progress reports on the previous year’s work
under the mythical grants “awarded” were
requested along with funding proposals for
1996. Finally, single projects were “coordi-
nated” officially by CNR committees: Sev-
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