Responsibility

As a very “average” person, I would
like to address myself to the apparent
controversy between Joseph Weizen-
baum and L. Stephen Coles (Letters,
10 Nov., p. 561) stemming from the
article “On the impact of the computer
on society” (12 May, p. 609).

I picked up Science magazine for the
first time only because I am a secretary
at the University of British Columbia
in Canada for a professor who has a
subscription. I am not an intellectual or
in any way connected with science, or
particularly intelligent for that matter.
So, since the academic community can
become pretty exclusive at times, I
thought you might be interested in the
average person’s reaction to a statement
like “Concerning another point, the
self-esteem of the average person has
survived intact the revelation that the
earth is not the center of the universe.
It takes a rare person to spend more
than a few hours pondering the philo-
sophical implications of that proposi-
tion.”

There are different kinds of intelli-
gence, and Coles has displayed one of
them. But don't belittle the average
human being. My friends and I have
spent many hours just talking among
ourselves about the impact of technol-
ogy and computer sciences and the
modern society on ourselves and others.
And there is no way that I could ac-
count for all the hours I have won-
dered and worried and tried to under-
stand our fragile position here on Earth.
As for the people who are not vocal
about it—believe me, they feel it.

I am in no position to make a judg-
ment, except maybe a personal one, on
the advisability of computers. The
point I want to make is that Coles
seems to care primarily about one side
of things, that is, the analytical mind,
research, and so forth. Weizenbaum
appears to concentrate more on the
human, emotional, and sociological as-
pects of life. Both men make valid
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contributions. But I am inclined to feel
that the Coleses in the world should try
to understand and heed the warnings
of the Weizenbaums. Science is a good
thing, but we are in control of our des-
tinies here on Earth, and there are no
supermommies and superdaddies to fix
things for us if we go too far.

Remember Revelations, remember
Hiroshima, remember Brave New
World, and, at the risk of becoming
overemotional, remember Horton Hears
a Who by Dr. Seuss. It is all our
responsibility.

ANNE ELIZABETH HOLMES

154 West 11 Avenue,
Vancouver 9, British Columbia, Canada

A Private Experiment

In reference to the article by
Plumb and Bridgman (9 June, p. 1129)
do we really need another theory of
sap ascent? The old Dixon-Joly one
looks quite adequate to me, and the
evidence for the new one is ineffably
tenuous. Both before and after Scho-
lander et al. (Science, 16 Apr. 1965, p.
339) used Dixon’s (/) pressure bomb,
quite sophisticated work has implied
that xylem sap tension does indeed
exist. For instance, Milburn and John-
son (2) detected vibrations they inter-
preted as being produced by the col-
lapse of sap columns under tension. In
ring-porous species like oak, there are
many small-diameter vessels, even in
the earlywood, which could retain intact
sap columns long after those in the
typical earlywood vessels collapse. A

very old, very simpleminded, but very

effective experiment to “prove” that
tension exists is to insert a dissecting
needle into the bark of species such as
oak, and then withdraw it. With a shal-
low insertion, and the luck of hitting a
sieve tube, very sweet phloem sap will
exude, under pressure. Reinserting the
needle more deeply, and then remov-
ing it. will rupture a xylem sap column,

and the tension in this column will be
released by inrushing air (and the
phloem sap). The hissing can be heard
for several seconds. Is that syneresis?
The experiment should be performed
out of view of the public, whose worst
fears may be confirmed by the sight of
tree pricking, bark licking, and intent
listening.

JOHN WORRALL
Faculty of Forestry, University of
British Columbia, Vancouver, Canada
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Clever experiments are needed to
decide whether the method for con-
structing columns of liquid higher than
a barometric column by means of
chemical activity gradients is used by
nature. There is the germ of an idea
for such an experiment in Worrall’s
letter.

Perhaps avoiding the public would
lead to an interesting result. We suggest
the hours just before dawn or the sec-
ond day of a continuous rainstorm—
when all normal people know better
than to be out tramping in the forest.
Relaxation of a dynamic transpiring
column when it is punctured is con-
sistent with the chemical activity gradi-
ent theory which we have proposed.
However, it would surprise us if hissing
could be heard in a static column such
as would obtain when “water stresses”
are relaxed and the tree trunk is at full
turgor.

ROBERT C. PLuMB
WILBUR B. BRIDGMAN
Department of Chemistry,
Worcester Polytechnic Institute,
Worcester, Massachusetts 01609

The Shipment of Carcinogens

On recently receiving a 100-gram
quantity of dimethyl nitrosamine
(DMN) from a well-known chemical
distributor, we were most disturbed to
find that this had been shipped via
regular United Parcel Service, and that
the bottle label contained no reference
whatsoever to the highly toxic and vola-
tile nature of the contents.

The carcinogenicity of N-nitros-
amines has been well known for more
than 15 years. They are remarkable
for their potency (a dose of 1 part per
million may suffice to produce tumors)
highly sensitive bioassay. This would be
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