LETTERS

Markings

The technology for “quick and precise” analysis of airborne particles may, or may
not, be at hand. The “vast majority” of public debates about evolution are said to
decrease public support for it. Desplte new information prov:ded by genetlc anal-

ysis, is this “the best time” to reorganize the classi-
fication of living things? Altering cotton genetically so
that it can resist pests has allowed thousands of
farmers to “entirely eliminate insecticide spray treat-
ments,” according to the Monsanto Company. And
do fossil stromatolites provide evidence that animals
originated on Earth at least 1 billion years ago?
(Right, the arthropod Marrella, approximately 19 mil-
limeters long, lived about 530 million years ago.)

Linnaean Categories

Solomon W. Golomb (Letters, 8 Nov., p.
902) suggests introducing the rank of “em-
pire” to denote the highest division(s) of the
living beings. I hope that any sympathetic
attitude toward this proposal will be checked
against the following considerations:

1) Carl Woese’s divisions of life on
Earth are not “categories.” Bacteria, Ar-
chaea, and Eukarya are “‘taxa,” as are Aves
(the birds), Coleoptera (the beetles), or
Homo sapiens. Categories are those things
(for example, the species, the genus, the
phylum) to which Golomb would like to
add another term (the empire).

2) These Linnaean categories, in spite
of their long traditional use, are not unques-
tionable. An increasing number of students
are arguing for abolishing them as arbitrary
and, in one opinion, even nonsensical and
overtly misleading (I). These matters are
admittedly controversial, but this does not
seem the best time for introducing new
formal ranks.

3) The threefold basal split of living be-
ings that seems to be “gaining acceptance”
so as to require introducing this highest rank
of “empire” has two obvious weaknesses: (i)
it corresponds to an incompletely resolved
phylogeny, and (ii) it takes for granted the
monophyletyic character of each and all of
the three taxa, that could be true (as as-
sumed in the archea theory) but might not
be so (as assumed by the eocyte theory).

4) The term “imperium” is all but new.
Linnaeus (2) used the term “Imperium Na-
turae” as the whole embracing his three
kingdoms (animals, plants, minerals), and
the same term has been recently revived,
more or less intentionally, by a few modern
authors (3).
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Debating Creationists

Paul R. Gross (Letters, 6 Sept., p. 1321),
Michael J. Erpino (Letters, 8 Nov., p. 904),
and David Edge (Letters, 8 Nov., p. 904) all
take issue with my position against formal
debates with creationists. [ find the “duty to
defend science” argument pales next to that
of “above all else, do no harm.”

Our goal in such debates is quite differ-
ent from creationists’ goal to inspire their
adherents to proselytize teachers about how
evolution is a “theory in crisis” and how it
would be great if we could introduce this
new “science” of creationism into our
schools. More people will come to a debate
than to a lecture in a church basement so,
of course, creationists will try to get a sci-
entist to oppose them. After the debate,
citizens influenced by the creationist posi-
tion proceed to write letters to the editor,
talk to their kids’ teachers, and so forth.
This intimidates many teachers, who then
may be tempted to “skip evolution this
year.” Hardly our side’s goal.

My position is not to ignore creation
science, but to confront these ideas in the

SCIENCE

VOL. 274 e« 20 DECEMBER 1996

NEED AN
e EASY-TO-USE HIGH SPEED .......
: BOTTLETOP FILTER? :

Vacuum
Filter Up

To 20L In
Minutes!

Sterivac™-GP
bottletop filtration units let you
prepare up to 20 L of fissue culture
media, buffers, and biological

fluids in minutes. Ideal for high
throughput applications, the Sterivac-
GP10 and Sterivac-GP20 are the
newest devices that use the high
flow, low-binding Millipore Express™
(PES) membrane for filtering up to
1.5 L/ min without loss of protein.

These disposable vacuum devices
are easy fo use as well. No pumps
required. No clumsy bottle changes
because our unique “start & stop”
action lets you stop and restart
filtration with one push.

Call or fax for more information.
U.S. and Canada,
call Technical Services:
1-800-MILUPORE (645-5476).
To place an order, call Fisher
Scientific:  1-800-766-7000
(in Canada, call 1-800-234-7437).
In Japan, call: (03) 5442-9716;
in Asia, call: (852) 2803-9111;
in Europe, fox: +33-3.88.38.91.95

MILLIPORE

http:/ /www.millipore.com/sterile

......................................................

Circle No. 22 on Readers’ Service Card





