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LETTERS

“Across the boundary”

A physicist says that scientists have “basic responsibili-
ties” to explain to the public “why they and their projects
are worthy of public support.” One reader argues that
prehistoric cannibalism in the Americas is only a theory;
another provides an historic example of such activity
(right, ancient human bone with cut marks). The world’s
growing human population is discussed in relation to the
“Green Revolution,” “human-dominated ecosystems,”
and immigration policy. And events surrounding the mass
extinction at the Permian-Triassic boundary are studied.

Basic Responsibilities

In his Policy Forum “Science and technol-
ogy in foreign affairs” (1 Aug., p. 650),
former Secretary of Energy Admiral James
D. Watkins points a finger at Administra-
tions, both present (Clinton’s) and past
(Bush’s), for neglecting issues of science and
technology in conducting foreign affairs.
He shows how this neglect led directly to
the failure of the Superconducting Super
Collider project.

Judging by the subsequent letters that
appeared in Science (29 Aug., p. 1185),
scientists and a U.S. Department of
State official were quick to rise to the bait.
The temptation to find someone to blame
for failures of science policy is strong
enough to make some scientists act like
nonscientists today. Under Secretary of
State for Global Affairs, Timothy E.
Wirth (29 Aug., p. 1185), says that the
Administration treats science as an impor-
tant issue, and the other letter writers (I.
A. Lerch, 29 Aug., p. 1186; P. A. Cohen,
29 Aug., p. 1186) say that more needs to
be done.

While I can agree that more attention
needs to be paid to science in internation-
al affairs, especially if international
projects such as ITER (the International
Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor) are
to be arranged, I think it is a mistake for
scientists to expect the impetus for this to
come from the federal government. It is
primarily the responsibility of the scien-
tists themselves to explain to the public,
government officials, and the rest of the
scientific community why they and their
projects are worthy of public support.

There are many calls in Science for
scientists to do more to explain science
and technology to the government and
the public. National Science Foundation
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director Neal Lane has said it often, and

much better than I do. It is important

nevertheless, not to be absolved of our
basic responsibilities.
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Evidence of Cannibalism?

In the article “Archaeologists rediscover
cannibals” (Research News, 1 Aug., p.
635), Ann Gibbons quotes Arizona State
University bioarchaeologist Christy G.
Turner II as saying that “[c]annibalism was
practiced intensively” by early Americans,
and University of California, Berkeley, pa-
lecanthropologist Tim D. White as saying
that the “analytical rigor” of research on
cannibalism “has increased across the
board.” But Turner’s and White’s theories
of prehistoric cannibalism remain only
theories. The patterns they see in the
material are selective and taken out of
context, their application of forensics is
subjective, and their differentiation be-
tween human and scavenger action on
bone is suspect.

Sure, some of this human bone has
been modified by other humans (although
some of it, including the infamous “pot
polish,” is the result of animals); however,
the same modifications can result from a
number of different causes depending on
the motivation of the protagonists (war-
fare, ritual execution, mortuary practices,
and so on).

Cannibalism may very well have existed,
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