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Dear Gould 

- .  
-AS you know,' I am a f a i t h f u l  and admiring reader of your column i n  
Natural History. A s  such you may allow me t o  express strong dis-  

agreement with your l a t e s t  contribution,  "A quahog is a quahogn. Here 
is why. 

1. You want your zeaders'  t o  choose be'tween nomtnali~m.;(~~Species are 
ju s t  a r b i t r a r y  though convenient groupings") and t h e  t h e s i s  t h a t  - 
species  a r e  e n t i t i e s ,  i .e .  r e a l  th ings on the  same foot ing with 
chairs  and atoms. But t h i s  i s  not a dichotomy. There is room f o r  a 
tertium, namely t h a t  species a r e  concepts but not a r b i t r a r y  ones: 
they  represent ob j e c t  i ve  commonalities . 

-. 2, The concept of a n a t u r a l  kind, which you seem t o  r i d i c u l e  at  t h e  
beginning, is t h e  one you adopt when you r e j e c t  t h e  claim t h a t  spe- 
c i e s  a r e  a r t i f i c i a l  kinds. I would add tha t ,  although t h e r e  a r e  
severa l  ways of defining a na tura l  kind, t h e  .best -is t h a t  devised . 

by p h y s i c i s ~ t s  and chemists, and not yet  adopted by biologi.sts. 
This is t h e  de f in i t i on  of  a c l a s s  (species,  genus, o r  what have you) 
by a s e t  of laws. Example: i n  physics t h e  f i e l d  genus is definable 
a s  t h e  col lect ion of  th ings  spread out  i n  space, eapable of  propa- 
gating,  lacking a mass, e tc .  --in sum sa t i s fy ing  some f i e l d  equations, 

3. If biospecies are na tu ra l  so a r e  t h e  higher taxa.  To s t i c k  t o  
one c r i t e r i o n  i n  def ining species only t o  adopt nominalism with regard 
t o  genera is not  only methodologically inconsistent but  a l s o  at variance 
with your sc ien t  iEic  pract ice .  Thus when you measure t h e  dis tance bet-  
ween species i n  a ce r t a in  genus, or  even family, by means of  t h e  so- 
ca l led  mleculzp clock (protein  differences) ,  you adopt t h e  notion of 

1 a na tura l  c l a s s  (genus, family, e tc .  ). 
1 

-1'. 
.d 4. To claim t h a t  species  must be r e a l  s ince they ape recognized cross- 

c u l t u r a l l y  is l i k e  arguing f o r  t h e  supernztural  on th> s t rength t h a t  
most peoples bel ieve t h a t  there  a r e  supernztural agencies. Only a 
conceptually muddled c3ap l i k e  E. Mayr could have or iginated such 

(d 
0 

a l i n e  of defense. 
a 

, The conclusion I draw from t h i s  s to ry  is, of course, t h a t  t h e  discussion 
on the  r e a l i t y  o r  un rea l i t y  of species is s t i l l  a hot t op i c  among biolo- 
g i s t s  because they refuse t o  exactify t h e i r  concepts t h e  way physicis ts  
learned th ree  centur ies  ago, namely with t he  help of mathematics. 
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