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AN IMPORTANT ASPECT OF STEPHEN J. 
Gould's life that was only referred to in 
passing in R. A. Fortey's otherwise excel- 
lent obituary (Retrospective, 14 June, p. 
1984) is Gould's radical politics. Although 
it is not well known in the United States, 
Gould was a lifelong Marxist, and his sci- 
ence as well as the rest of his life was in- 
formed by this intellectual background. 

Gould grew up in a family environment 
that was politically to the left, and his fa- 
ther was a Marxist (1). He remained politi- 
cally active throughout his life, organizing 
demonstrations against 
racial segregation, op- 
posing the Vietnam 
war, and showing up on 
picket lines. He partici- 
pated in Science for the 
People, a radical sci- 
ence organization that 
emerged from the anti- 
war movement. 

Gould's scientific 
work and science writ- 
ing showed the influ- 
ence of his political 
background and thought. He battled with 
creationists who were trying to suppress 
scientific explanations of our origins. He 
engaged in intellectual struggles with other 
scientists and public figures who believed 
that human behavior is innate and geneti- 
cally hardwired. In particular, he responded 
to the initial public enthusiasm associated 
with the emergence of sociobiology- 
which presented the position that traits such 
as. aggression and xenophobia are geneti- 
cally based-by emphasizing the enormous 
flexibility of human behavior. Although he 
recognized violence, sexism, and general 
nastiness as biological because they repre- 
sent one subset of a possible range of be- 
haviors, he emphasized that peacefulness, 
equality, and kindness are just as biological 
and pointed out that we may see their influ- 
ence increase if we create social structures 
that enable them to flourish. 

Gould has been described as one of the 
few American scientists who came for- 
ward as a major public ally of the Left and 
as a formidable example of a supportive 
presence at Left events and causes. We 
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should not dismiss this aspect of his life, 
as it was central to his character and pro- 
vided the context of his thinking as a sci- 
entist and as a human being. 
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Correction 
IN OUR REPORT "EVIDENCE FOR AN ANCIENT 
osmium isotopic reservoir in Earth" (19 
April, p. 516), we presented isotopic data 

from Os-rich alloys from peridotite 
bodies in the Klamath Mountains, 
United States. To explain the data, we 
proposed that Os was transported in 
plumes from Earth's core to the upper 
mantle, where the alloy formed. Pre- 
viously, Bird et al. (1) presented simi- 
lar Os isotopic data from these rocks 
and proposed that these alloys formed 
in the core or core-mantle boundary 
region and were then transported up- 
ward by plumes. We should have re- 
ferred to this paper and discussed its 
similar data and conclusions. 

A. MEIBOM1 AND R. FREI2 

1Geological and Environmental Science, Stanford 

University, 320 Lomita Hall, Stanford, CA 
94305-2115, USA. 2Geological Institute, Unversi- 

ty of Copenhagen, 0ster Voldgade 10, DK-1350 

Copenhagen, Denmark. 
Reference 

1. J. M. Bird, A. Meibom, R. Frei, T. F. Nagler, Earth Planet. 
Sci. Lett. 170, 83 (1999). 

Political, Not Scientific, 
Birth Control Solutions 

IN THE ARTICLE "RESEARCH ON CONTRACEPTION 
still in the doldrums" (C. Holden, Repro- 
ductive Biology Special Issue, News, 21 
June, p. 2172), the title and lead paragraph 
assume that "there's a particularly pressing 
need for new forms of fertility control" to 
solve demographic problems. This grossly 
oversimplified cry for a technological fix 
has often been debunked (1). Holden ig- 
nores the well-documented fact (2, 3) that 
12 to 20 years is the minimal time for de- 
velopment of practical new contraceptive 
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"hardware," during which time the Third 
World's population will increase by 1 to 2 
billion. Hence, the focus must remain on 
improvements in birth control "soft- 
ware"-the crucial cultural, economic, 
public health, and women's rights issues 
that have been shown to work with exist- 
ing methods. 

The remarkable drop in birthrate in China 
(the world's most populous country) or Mexi- 
co (11th most populous) in the past two 
decades was accomplished solely through 
"software" implementation using existing 
"hardware." Even Japan's population, in spite 
of a limited birth control armamentarium (the 
Pill was only legalized in 1999), has been be- 
low replacement level for years. Thus, it is 
nonsense to think that the dismal demograph- 
ic facts of, for instance, Pakistan or Nigeria 
will be solved by some new birth control 
method. It is shameless grantsmanship to 
suggest that more money for the truly excit- 
ing scientific advances outlined elsewhere in 
the Reproductive Biology Special Issue of 
Science will lead within the next two decades 
to any new practical contraception. The phar- 
maceutical industry focuses quite under- 
standably on diseases (Alzheimer's disease, 
inflammation, cancer, and so forth) of the af- 
fluent, geriatric countries, rather than some 
new "cheap, safe, reliable, convenient, re- 
versible, and culturally acceptable" contra- 
ceptive for the pediatric, Third World coun- 
tries. It is the word "cheap" (indispensable 
for the Third World) and the long develop- 
ment times (2) that keep the pharmaceutical 
industry out of the birth control field. Calling 
skin patches, implants, or vaginal rings of old 
steroids "new" is a vain attempt to sugarcoat 
a bitter pill. Only industry can convert basic 
new science into practical birth control, and, 
as correctly stated in the article, that boat has 
sailed. Software improvements are the 
province of governments, not industry. The 
solution is political, not scientific, and it ill 
behooves Science to offer politicians an illu- 
sionary excuse. ^ 
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