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INTRODUCTION

THE IRREPRESSIBLE OUTSIDER

The long-persisting controversy over the unorthodox theories of Immanuel Velikovsky is one that I first became acquainted with during my years as a college student in the early 1970s. Although I earned my degree in English in Poughkeepsie, New York, as one of the early male co-eds at Vassar College, my off-school breaks were largely spent with my family in Portland, Oregon, a lovely city in the Willamette Valley, where I had attended high school. Portland is an intelligent, liberal-minded community with an active curiosity for new ideas and a well-earned reputation for thinking “outside the box.” During my college years, Portland was home to Pensée magazine, a student-run publication that had been produced to “encourage continuing critical analysis of all questions raised by [Immanuel] Velikovsky’s work.”1 In those days, a person could not walk through the vibrant downtown of the city of Portland without passing by at least one street-side stand that displayed a copy of Pensée magazine. In retrospect, it seems hardly possible to have been a twenty-something student in that place and at that time without gaining at least a passing familiarity with the controversy that surrounded Immanuel Velikovsky.

Two decades later, during the mid-1990s, as the most time-intensive demands of my profession and of parenting began to ease, I found moments once again to read for personal pleasure, and my interest in unresolved mysteries brought me back again to Immanuel Velikovsky. I was now able to acquire and familiarize myself with many of his works, beginning with his books Worlds in Collision and Ages in Chaos. I also read with growing interest the arguments of various reputable critics of Velikovsky, along with a number of other books that were devoted to a more general discussion of the Velikovsky controversy itself.

Fairly quickly I came to see that the role Velikovsky had attained in relation to the scientific community—essentially that of a heretic’s heretic—seemed to have come about largely because of differences in the methodology he applied to his studies, as compared with those typically employed by a professional historian or scientific researcher. Velikovsky’s approach was often difficult for a traditional academic to accept—or sometimes even to fully understand—and so became one source of apparent frustration for some academics as the controversy played out. In some ways, Velikovsky became to traditional scientists in the 1950s what Groucho Marx had been to the social elite of the 1930s—the irrepressible outsider who, while steadfastly refusing to play by traditional rules, still threatened to beat an entrenched elite at their own game, with the potential to make them look ridiculous in the process.

It is fair to say that Immanuel Velikovsky approached his subject matter in a novel way and applied a unique brand of ample intelligence to many of the problems he researched. It was Velikovsky who, with straight-faced chutzpah, offered up ancient mythological storylines as evidence to support a controversial new astronomic theory. Velikovsky was the person who unblushingly put forth rational scientific explanations for biblical events that others had long since dismissed as unfathomable miracles—events that, for many, might properly fall somewhere closer to the realm of fairy tales than serious scientific discourse.

His theories touched on many different subject areas, and the implications of those theories often asserted themselves—without regard to traditional pedagogical boundaries—across a wide range of academic disciplines. One way to characterize the kind of brash unexpectedness with which Velikovsky’s unorthodox methods presented themselves to the scientific community of the 1950s would be to compare them to the acts of a later fictional movie hero named Indiana Jones—the swashbuckling, whip-carrying archeologist who, when faced with the losing prospect of a scimitar fight against an overmatched opponent, makes the inspired choice to go against type, pulls a gun from his belt, and simply shoots the inconvenient interloper.

It is perhaps this unusual methodology that resonates most with Velikovsky’s audience—his innate ability to infer from a small initial set of discrete facts a much broader set of patterns and implications that had remained largely undiscerned by his more traditional peers. It is this same unorthodox methodology that seems to have most inflamed his detractors, who never quite knew what to do with an opponent who refused to play by their rules. The dynamic between Velikovsky and the scientific community reminds me of a time early in my relationship with my wife, Risa, when we would often spend a pleasant evening playing the card game bridge with various friends.

Bridge is a game of skill that is often conducted by serious players according to a system of complicated rules. Each round of play is preceded by a prerequisite round of bidding, and when executed properly, each bid carries with it levels of meaning that may not be immediately obvious to the unsophisticated observer. Nonetheless, for a serious bridge player, these bids often imply to his or her partner information about the number of face cards and the relative strength of various suits that exist in the bidder’s hand. Risa and I, on the other hand, had always adopted a very straightforward, aboveboard approach to the game, in which a “one-spade” bid simply implied that one of us believed that we could negotiate a contract of one trick above “book,” with the suit of spades declared as trump. This approach, which worked quite well for our purposes, had a way of wreaking havoc with the sensibilities of the other players around us, whose impulse was to look for deeper symbolism in our bids.

Another reason for my interest in Velikovsky’s unorthodox methodology is that it resonates with my own professional mind-set. As an independent software designer and troubleshooter, my job typically requires me to analyze some aspect of a client company’s complex, mission-critical business software, then—typically on a short timeframe—make a significant change to it. Early in my career I began to notice a disturbing trend in the projects I was hired to do—that each one seemed to require me to know more and more about a client’s often unique software, but with less and less outside help or reliable guidance. I joked with myself that, if the trend continued, I would eventually be required to know everything about a client’s system with no outside assistance whatsoever. In order to accomplish this and without the luxury of sufficient time to learn all the critical aspects of the system I was about to modify, I needed to develop analytical techniques that would, on the basis of a small number of known facts and a broad overview of how business software typically works, point me in the right direction to make my changes. I think of these techniques as ways of “knowing without knowing,” and I can see similar techniques at work in Velikovsky’s methodology.

For me, there is a fundamental difference between the way a programmer and a scientist looks at the world. For most scientists, a 5-percent chance that a theory could be wrong is sufficient reason to cast doubt on the approach, while for me as a programmer, a 60-percent likelihood that a theory is right can often be ample reason to actively pursue it. While a good scientist typically works forward through a complicated theory in incremental steps, each based on carefully quantified facts, I tend to begin with a set of core facts or observations and move forward from these in much larger steps, making some choices based on approximation, probability, and inference.

This difference in approach is well illustrated by a technique that was suggested to me as a grade-school student when I was first introduced to a dictionary as a research tool. If you want to look up the dictionary entry for the word flicker, you could start by leafing through the book from front to back until you come to words beginning with “F,” then continue forward a page at a time until you eventually find the word flicker. On the other hand, you could choose to begin at the “F” tab of the dictionary, then, estimating that words beginning with “Fl” will likely fall somewhere beyond a third of the way into the “F” section, continue your search partway through that section, moving forward or backward in increments until you find the entry. Either approach will ultimately bring you to the correct page, but for me, the second approach represents a much more effective way of getting there.

This method is similar to a programming technique called a binary search, in which a programmer divides a set of sorted searchable material in two, disregards the half that he knows does not contain his entry, then continues the search using only the remaining half, which he again divides in two. The technique allows a computer program to locate one specific record (out of perhaps millions of records) with only a very small number of actual inquiries.

Another difference in methodology between a typical scientist’s and Velikovsky’s approaches to science is found in the way that known facts are seen to relate to one another. For example, a scientist given the value pi and the radius of a circle will quickly realize that he can derive other useful information from those initial facts, such as the circumference of the circle. However, when faced with two different contemporaneous ancient cultures from different regions of the globe who are known to have made the very same extraordinary claim about the unusual appearance of the planet Venus, these same scientists somehow fail to notice that important additional information can also be derived from the mere concurrence of those statements, namely, that something unusual must certainly have been happening to Venus in ancient times in order to have precipitated the matching reports.

One longstanding complaint I have with modern scientific discourse in general as it pertains to unorthodox theories such as Velikovsky’s involves the concept of coincidence. Meaningless coincidences can be a professional hazard for any theorist—orthodox or heretical—and the ability to distinguish between the meaningful interrelationship of two events and the less meaningful coincidence of two disconnected events becomes an important skill.

My complaint comes in response to an apparent double standard that often seems to be applied when evaluating unorthodox theories. For example, there would likely be little tolerance from traditional astronomers if I were to argue that single-star systems must actually be the rule in the universe and that the preponderance of binary star systems must be a mere coincidence; clearly there are far too many counterexamples to justify my view. I would expect even less tolerance if the validity of my theory depended on two or more coincidences.

For me, a good rule of thumb has always been that the need to invoke two levels of compounding coincidence is usually enough to disqualify a theory from consideration. However, in cases like the Velikovsky controversy, in which a growing number of predictive aspects of his theory have seemingly proved to be correct over the course of several decades, traditional astronomers seem to have developed an unreasonably high tolerance for coincidence as a theory of last recourse by which to explain them away.

Another aspect of Velikovsky’s theory that, for me, ultimately works in his favor is the sheer tenacity with which certain key aspects of the theory have resisted outright disproof. The state of science being what it is today, one would think that it should be a do-able task to categorically refute a theory that has been as widely critiqued and derided as Velikovsky’s. From the standpoint of traditional astronomers, there are at least a dozen points at which Velikovsky’s theory might potentially be shown to be flatly wrong (many would say that his theory has long since been flatly disproved), yet over time, as new facts emerge, these points take on new life as subtle aspects of the theory continue to be shown to be ultimately valid. To my way of thinking, surely this kind of persistency is one hallmark of a theory that is worthy of careful reconsideration.

Sadly, but in seeming fulfillment of prophesies made by George Orwell in his classic book 1984, I have seen several instances, even over the relatively brief course of my research, in which online articles I cite have since been altered, sometimes with references to Velikovsky removed or information pertinent to his theories altered. However—the Brave New electronic era notwithstanding—the principle has always been that, once published, an author’s text is fair game for quoting by others. This holds true historically even for texts that have since passed out of existence, such as certain ancient Greek texts, which we can now only quote secondhand based on references from some other Greek author. What this means (as with all online postings) is that the reader should be aware that some Internet references may have changed (or perhaps even been outright removed) since they were originally quoted. In the name of a rapidly failing ethic of intellectual integrity and cultural sanity, I steadfastly affirm that any statement included here has been fairly and accurately quoted from the Internet articles cited, as they appeared at the time of quoting.
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WORLDS IN COLLISION AND THE FIRESTORM IT CREATED

In 1950, a Russian-born psychoanalyst named Immanuel Velikovsky published a wildly popular, hugely controversial book called Worlds in Collision. Even before its release, public reaction to various promotional summaries and early critical reviews assured that the book, in which Velikovsky proposed that there had been great planetary upheaval within our solar system during historical times, was likely to foment a firestorm of controversy among the scientific community.

Although Immanuel Velikovsky had no credentials as a trained astronomer, his academic background, reputation, political associations, and professional standing were such that the scientific community could not realistically afford to simply ignore his book. He had become Israel’s first practicing psychiatrist and psychotherapist and was trained by Sigmund Freud’s famous pupil Wilhelm Stekel. Some of Velikovsky’s writings appeared in Freud‘s psychoanalytic journal Imago. In Berlin, while taking postgraduate courses in the early 1920s, Velikovsky founded and edited the journal Scripta Universitatis, on which he sometimes worked in collaboration with Albert Einstein, who prepared a section of the publication that pertained to physics and mathematics. There he also met and married violinist Elisheva Kramer, with whom he would have two daughters. In 1930, Velikovsky published the first paper to suggest that epilepsy might be diagnosed based on abnormal encephalograms. Later, Velikovsky also worked diligently, along with Einstein and Dr. Chaim Weizmann, to establish the Hebrew University in Jerusalem.

In 1939, on the winds of impending war, Velikovsky moved with his family to New York City (an intermediate stop on their way to Princeton, New Jersey, which would also become an eventual home for Einstein), intending to spend a sabbatical year researching his book Oedipus and Akhnaton. While in the process of conducting this research, Velikovsky came upon ancient Egyptian texts (such as a papyrus containing a poem called “The Admonitions of Ipuwer”) whose references to a great catastrophe in Egypt recalled a time when the rivers ran red and fires blazed in the sky and seemed to provide an historical basis for events described in the biblical book of Exodus, when Moses and the Israelites left Egypt at the time of the Ten Plagues. Velikovsky’s interest in this material ultimately stole his attention, caused him to stray from his intended project, and led him instead to focus on research that ultimately produced Worlds in Collision.

Velikovsky’s manuscript for Worlds in Collision was submitted to and rejected by eight different publishing houses before it was ultimately accepted and published by Macmillan and Company in 1950. As early reviews of the book came to suggest, soon after publication Worlds in Collision became the catalyst for a fierce intellectual debate—one as intense as any in recent memory. The debate pitted an entrenched scientific orthodoxy against an upstart theorist and was carried out with a kind of ferocity the world had seldom seen since 1610, when the Catholic Church prosecuted Galileo for challenging the then-prevailing Earth-centered concept of the solar system.

Perhaps the first point of upset for many scientists regarding Worlds in Collision was that a nonscientist—a doctor of psychiatry who had also developed an abiding interest in ancient studies—could have the sheer audacity to offer obscure references from ancient myths and texts as serious evidence to support what most considered to be a radical astronomic theory. Velikovsky’s sources, which seemed clearly unorthodox when offered as evidence in an astronomic setting, were not only unfamiliar to most of these scientists, but also were largely seen by them as having little more scientific validity than a child’s fairy tale. Nor did it help Velikovsky’s case that he expressed views in his book that ran directly counter to the conventional scientific wisdom of the day. Moreover, many of the predictive statements (or as Velikovsky preferred to call them, “advance claims” or “prognostications”) that Velikovsky cited as logical consequences of his theory were deemed by traditional scientists to be flatly impossible.

We might rationalize some of the intensity of the scientists’ reactions to the book if we consider the professional stakes that seemed to be at risk for these scientists, some of whose careers might well have hung in the balance of the controversy. As many of them must have known, the ultimate outcome of the debate rested largely on the degree to which a much less scientifically aware public might eventually come to embrace or reject Velikovsky’s theories. No doubt some scientists felt that if Velikovsky’s book were to somehow gain broad popular acceptance, then many of the bedrock assumptions of modern astronomy might come into question. From this perspective, the book could be seen as both a highly embarrassing public slap in the face to the astronomic community and as an outsider’s potentially damaging challenge to then-established astronomic theory.

Another likely reason for the intensity of the reaction to Worlds in Collision was that the book committed what amounted to an inexcusable faux pas in 1950: both its thesis and its author brazenly dared to cross the invisible boundaries that are traditionally observed between a number of different academic disciplines. In doing so, Velikovsky may have thrown many scholars within those disciplines off balance by essentially challenging many of their key assumptions on the basis of evidence that was drawn from fields other than their own. Astronomers of the day were not accustomed to having to give account for themselves or their theories to historians. Nor were they inclined to accept fragmentary testimony or ancient references that had been obscured by the sands of time and framed in some archaic language on the same footing as traditional empirical scientific evidence. Consequently, few may have known quite how to respond to what they saw as an unorthodox attack on their field of study or felt up to the more challenging task of trying to definitively refute Velikovsky’s broader theory, portions of which may have fallen outside of their own field.

In Worlds in Collision at its simplest, Velikovsky posited—based on statements and observations extracted from written texts, myths, words, and engraved artifacts of ancient cultures from around the globe—that, contrary to prevailing scientific belief, the planet Venus (which is thought by traditional scientists to be billions of years old) must be a relatively recent addition to our family of planets. Furthermore, he proposed that Venus had made its first appearance in our solar system a mere 3,500 years ago—around 1500 BCE—and then behaved not as we would expect a planet to behave, but rather like a brilliant comet. Venus was described by several ancient cultures as having a long “tail” or “beard” and was said to have brightened the entire heavens, moving erratically across the sky and creating havoc for centuries prior to settling down into its familiar role as one of the most orderly planets in the solar system. Furthermore, it was Velikovsky’s personal contention that the movements of this comet could explain—and might ultimately provide an historical basis for—many of the seemingly miraculous events of the Bible, reported to have occurred at the time of the Exodus of the Israelites from Egypt. No wonder that this would seem to the average scientist of the day as a frontal assault on science and as a wholesale attempt to reassert what he or she saw as an outmoded religious paradigm, one that the scientific community had worked diligently for decades or even centuries to supplant.

From the perspective of many of the scientists, Velikovsky’s book threatened to resurrect a brand of catastrophism that had long since gone out of style, one that had dominated religious and scientific thought for many generations beginning in ancient times and had continued through the mid-nineteenth century. This era of the dominance of religion ended in 1859 at the time of the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. With Darwin’s book, the idea that our universe could be a place of recurring catastrophes (a belief that had become associated with the old-time religions and was characterized by the term fire and brimstone) was abruptly superseded by the then new theory of evolution, which required long eons of uninterrupted uniformity in order to accomplish its almost imperceptibly slow, deliberate work.

From this same perspective, Velikovsky’s theory could also be seen by traditional scientists as a threat to uniformitarianism, a principle that was required to support Darwin’s theory of evolution. The uniformitarian view presumes that the natural laws and processes that can be seen to operate in the universe today have always operated in the universe in the past and can be presumed to apply everywhere in the universe. The concept effectively holds that all things continue as they were from the beginning of the world, and it is contradicted by the unsettling notion of a solar system that might still be under threat of potential upheaval.

Perhaps even more crucial to the modern scientific outlook fostered by Darwinism is the idea of progress; in fact, my good friend Egyptologist John Anthony West often disparagingly refers to modern science as the Church of Progress. By this he means that modern science, which he feels has come to be nearly as dogmatic in modern times as the Catholic Church was in the days of Galileo, is predicated on a long history of sustained growth in human knowledge and capability. This growth of progress is imagined to have begun at a very crude state sometime in remote antiquity and to have slowly but persistently improved, right up until the present moment. Within this mind-set, it is reasonable to think of each generation as being somewhat more advanced and capable than the one that preceded it. Also inherent in this view is the unspoken assurance that ours—the most recent generation—must therefore also be the most knowledgeable, technologically advanced, and capable one ever known in the history of the planet.

Since the publication of Worlds in Collision, many articles and books have been written about the controversy it engendered. These include detailed analyses of the fierce debate within the scientific community over Velikovsky’s proposed scenario for the birth of Venus, about the scientific feasibility of the sometimes astonishing motions and behaviors of the various astronomic bodies he describes, and about the specific predictive outcomes he cites as points for the eventual validation of his argument. C. Leroy Ellenberger, a one-time supporter and later vocal critic of Velikovsky’s theories, wrote in a 1986 letter*1 to the Skeptical Enquirer journal titled “A Lesson from Velikovsky,” “The less one knows about science, the more plausible Velikovsky’s scenario appears, especially when most of the discussion is hand-waving.”1

Writer and editor Eric Larrabee made the following conclusions in a 1963 article for Harper’s Magazine titled “Scientists in Collision: Was Velikovsky Right?” “Velikovsky’s theory is overpoweringly unorthodox. It is simply too much to take. Only someone who is willing to carry open-mindedness beyond the average limits of scholarly practice is likely to give it a moment’s consideration, and only someone who can brook the massed disdain and scorn of Academia can afford to give it public support.”2

Astronomer and skeptic-at-large Philip Plait has argued steadfastly against the propositions raised by Velikovsky in Worlds in Collision. He states in an online blog regarding Velikovsky, “I wrote a chapter in my book about V[elikovsky]’s theories, and could easily have written a whole book on just his terrible astronomy claims. I can’t remember a single thing V[elikovsky] said in his book “Worlds in Collision” that was astronomically correct. It’s an astonishing collection of rampant wrongness.3

Other critics of Velikovsky, such as astronomer J. Derral Mulholland, took a more evenhanded approach, both to Velikovsky and to his subject matter. He writes in Scientists Confront Velikovsky:

If it is the function of science to explain man’s relation to his universe, then these are questions of serious significance and should be dealt with seriously. Velikovsky’s challenge is not one to be decided on a basis of belief or unbelief. He does not say, “Trust me”; he says, “This conclusion is suggested by the observations.” He strives, it seems to me, to build physically plausible solutions that involve testable ideas. He is not a mystic. He doesn’t use little green men with three ears; he uses real planets. It is not sufficient to reply that his ideas are absurd: there are too many examples of absurd ideas come true.

Are the explanations plausible? From at least one vantage point, yes indeed. If a planet-sized object were to pass close by the Earth, then giant tides would be raised; there would be global earthquakes; the north pole would change direction; the day, the month, the seasons, the year would all change. Faith is not involved here; these are unavoidable consequences of the laws of motion as we presently know them. We must accept that the dynamical aspects of Velikovsky’s visions of hell on Earth are largely acceptable. This is not to admit that the events he described ever happened, for there remain three questions that need to be resolved. Does our knowledge of the laws of motion permit or deny the possibility of encounters between the known planets? Are Velikovsky’s interpretations of certain information the best available ones? Are there uncited observational data that confirm or refute the hypothesis of repeated cosmic catastrophe?4

It is with Mulholland’s spirit of generosity and Ellenberger, Larrabee, and Plait’s clear statements of caution firmly in mind that we state our purpose in writing this book. Because the causative relationship Velikovsky assigns to Venus as the likely agent for various biblical miracles has no direct bearing on these unresolved astronomic questions, let us be clear from the outset that it is not our intention here to reexamine or reevaluate many of Velikovsky’s biblical claims.

Rather, we will take another look at the remarkable Velikovsky controversy from the fresh perspective of a new century, highlight many of the unanswered scientific questions on which various aspects of the controversy still turn, and reexamine some of the predictive implications of Velikovsky’s theories in the light of the many recent scientific findings that relate to Jupiter, Mars, Venus, the moon, and the study of comets. Our purpose is not necessarily to offer up definitive proof for or against Velikovsky’s much-embattled theories, but rather to ask the more general question of whether—and in what ways—recent findings might be seen to uphold or refute Velikovsky’s controversial viewpoint.

I propose to revisit many of the most controversial aspects of Immanuel Velikovsky’s Worlds in Collision theory, this time from the perspective of science that is nearly a half-century more mature than when Velikovsky was last able to personally defend it. In the decades that have followed his death, I for one, have watched with eager anticipation every new scientific announcement relating to Venus, Mars, Jupiter, or the formation of the planets or comets, wondering each time whether this new announcement could be the one that would finally put to rest a longstanding controversy. Now, in the immediate wake of recent scientific projects such as the European Space Agency’s Venus Express probe, seems like an opportune moment to reacquaint ourselves with the work of Immanuel Velikovsky, review his personal history, and reconsider the salient details of a theory that, in its day, inspired such controversy as to turn the entire astronomic world on its head.
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