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WORLDS IN COLLISION

What happens when the world of the individual
truth seeker collides with the scientific establishment

JEFF&%REENHELD

This is a strange story.
Its roots lie in the myths of ancient peoples, set down
on rock, papyrus, and in the legends of long-dead tongues.
Its scope is the breadth of the solar system, from the
core of the sun to the moons of Jupiter, and back to the
orbital paths of Mars and Venus.

It spans the globe, from the Red Sea to the tundra of
Alaska to the Aztec tribes of Central America.

Yet it is as infinitesimal—and as infinite—as the space
in a man’s mind between an old idea and a new one. For
this is also the story about how man finds the_ _and
about what kinds of men find what kinds of #Ftth. It is the
story of a man who went where he wasn
found what could not be true, and just poss:
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one Ipuwer on an ancient piece of papyrus, preserved in
the British Museum, recounting massive cataclysms, but
from a time several centuries earlier than the Exodus.
More important, in the fall of 1940, Velikovsky located a
tale of a “long night” in which the sun did not rise, in the
literature of ancient Mexico. This suggested to Velikovsky
that both the Bible and the Mexican legend were de-
scribing the same event, from opposite sides of the globe.

These discoveries sent Velikovsky into the library at
Columbia University, where for the next half dozen years
he ceaselessly pursued ancient folk tales, legends, and
myths, as well as archaeological and historical data. Each
discovery toppled another domino in the path of long-
accepted scientific and scholarly truth; each conjecture
led him further and further into proposing alternative
hypotheses, which would make the legends form some co-
herent pattern, some faithful recording of actual, historical
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Model of Truth was ultimately its undoing. For, as soon as
one “heresy” could incontestably be shown true, the entire
structure of Truth was shaken. Yeats might well have been
describing the incredulous shock of a smug Aristotelian
faced with the certainty of a single error when he wrote:

Things fly apart,

The Center cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.

But the new Scientific Model of Truth was far from
anarchy, For, while the Model of Truth was tentative and
skeptical, the substance of the truth was calm and reas-
suring. In astronomy, for example, the certainty of God’s
personal concern reflected in the Ptolemaic Model was re-
placed by Newtonian mechanics. The solar system and the
universe, however, was still a place of incontestable, per-
fectly balanced, orderly movements of the celestial bodies.
Thus, here on Earth, man might have evolved, but he was
part of an interlocking set of eternal, unaltered laws of
energy and motion, in which the Earth developed sys-
tematically, without the shocks of catastrophic interven-
tion. Indeed, if God no longer stepped into the affairs of
man directly, He had been replaced by a secure, orderly
set of natural laws.

With this order came the Scientific Method for attaining
Truth, into which Velikovsky would find himself an unwel-
come usurper. The cornerstone of this model was fact,
research, statistics, discovery, by men properly trained in
the discipline. And, as the Scientific Explosion demon-
strated the massive ignorance of men about the world
around them, each discipline required more and more
specialization, more and more knowledge, until by the
middle of the twentieth century, the World of Science was
something like a huge series of mazes, only one of which
was accessible to any truth seeker, and from which the
uninitiated were outlawed. Perforce, those who judged
the truth of any new contribution were a small group of
men, often the very men who had created the bastions of
truth that were to be challenged, all of whom retained the
scientific faith in a world of unchanging, orderly, discov-
erable truths which would reveal themselves to a properly
scholarly mind.

% * *

Velikovsky knew that he was a heretic; that he, a non-
scientist, had developed a theory which conformed to none
of the accepted notions about how the universe worked,
and about how the solar system was formed. He thus
sought to obtain scientific confirmation or destruction of
his beliefs. He selected the planet Venus as a testing
ground. If Velikovsky was right—if Venus was a “new”
planet born as a comet from Jupiter—then 1) it should still
be hot and, 2) its atmosphere should contain dense hydro-
carbon clouds, as evidence of its “tail.” He inquired of two
scientists. They replied that accepted scientific evidence
indicated that the surface temperature of Venus was cold,
and no evidence of hydrocarbons existed. Nonetheless,
Velikovsky decided to leave this hypothesis in his manu-
script on the basis of the overwhelming unanimity of the
historical records. Here was a vital decision: Velikovsky
was determined to base his thesis on a source which no
astronomer would recognize as valid in the face of ac-
cepted scientific knowledge.

Meanwhile, Velikovsky had sent his manuscript of the
first book of his theories—called Worlds in Collision—to
one publisher after another, and had been repeatedly re-
jected, despite the enthusiastic response that the manu-
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script had received at the hands of Jon O’Neill, the science
editor of the New York Herald-Tribune. Finally, in 1947,
Macmillan Company signed an optional contract with
Velikovsky and, after extensive review by outside read-
ers, including O’Neill and Gordon Atwater, curator of the
Hayden Planitarium, the contract was signed. It was at
this point that the road taken by Velikovsky—the non-
scholastic method he had been forced to choose to present
his theories—began to arouse heated opposition.

In January, 1950, Harper’s Magazine published an arti-
cle by Eric Larrabee, called “The Day the Sun Stood Still.”
Written after consultation with Velikovsky, and restrained
in tone (despite the title), the article stirred world-
wide interest. But Harper’s, after all, was not a Scientific
Journal, edited by accepted scientists. This sin, however,
paled after Fulton Oursler, religious writer for the Read-
er’s Digest, wrote a fundamentalist-oriented piece for the
Digest pointing to Velikovsky’s theories as confirmation of
the tub-thumbing school of word-for-word Belief. Further,
Collier's Magazine, against the vehement protests of Veli-
kovsky, ran a luridly-illustrated digest of the manuscript,
replete with full-color pictures of the Israelites fleeing
amidst exploding skies.

This kind of treatment only inflamed the scientific com-
munity, already put out by both the outlandish theories of
Velikovsky and his persistence in publicizing them against
the judgment of the community of scholars. What was sur-
prising was that the most respected scientists sought not
rebuttal of Velikovsky, but suppression.

The clearest sign was that Harlow Shapley, the Harvard
College Observatory director, whose help Velikovsky had
vainly sought, wrote a letter to Macmillan Company’s
trade books editor, James Putnam, reminding him of the
possibilities of intellectual fraudulence, and declaring that
publication of W.orlds in Collision would “cut off” all rela-
tions between Shapley and Macmillan. He also warned
Macmillan Company of the damage to its reputation. This
was no idle threat; Macmillan had a large textbook divi-
sion, and damage to its reputation in the academic com-
munity could have severe repercussions. The company de-
cided immediately before publication to submit the manu-
script to three readers, unidentified, for their judgment.
By a 2-1 vote, the readers gave the book their approval.

Publication of Worlds in Collision was a sensation. It is
probable that not until William Manchester’s Death of a
President has any book since received the explosive atten-
tion, the furious commentary, of Velikovsky’s theory. Look-
ing back on the writings, it is apparent that whether by
design or instinct, the scientific community almost to a man
wheeled out the heavy artillery in an attempt at instant
discrediting. And they did so while acknowledging—
indeed, boasting—that they had not read the book and did
not intend to do so.

Thus, in the February 25, 1950 issue of Science News
Letter, a publication under the direction of Harlow Shapley,
authorities in the fields of astronomy, archaeology, orien-
tology, and two other fields published denunciations of
Worlds in Collision—before the book had come off the
presses. And on March 14th, Harvard astronomer Cecilia
Payne-Gaposchkin published a piece in the Reporter
called, judiciously, “Nonsense, Dr. Velikovsky!”, in which
she accused him of deliberately misrepresenting ancient
writings to prove his thesis. The New York Times Book
Review branded the book a “remarkable farrago”; four
Yale scholars in fields touched on by Velikovsky wrote
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‘s‘éparate attacks on the theories which received banner
notices in the New Haven Register as an “exposé”.

What is remarkable about the attacks, viewed from a
perspective of seventeen years, is their utter failure to
rebut Velikovsky’s theories. Almost without exception, the
reviews by the scientific establishment consisted of witti-
cisms, invective, and assertions—undoubtedly true and
probably irrelevant—that nobody believes what Velikovsky
is telling us. For example, Harrison Brown, writing in the
Saturday Review of Literature, asserted that Velikovsky’s
“errors of fact and conclusions” would fill a letter “thirty
pages in length.” He supplied not one instance.

Another favorite response was outrage. “Science means
measuring, weighing, calculating to the tenth decimal
place,” wrote one critic. “Where are Velikovsky’s data?
What were his experiments? What are his variables, his
controls?” The whole point, of course, was that if the earth
had experienced a monumental interruption of the nor-
mal patterns of celestial mechanics, and if the proof lay in
part in historical evidence, and if the tools for empirical
verification were either lacking (a satellite probe of Venus)
or denied to Velikovsky, then the lack of such data could
be labeled a flaw in Velikovsky.

There was a more powerful weapon for the opponents
of Velikovsky, however, than invective and abuse. In May
of 1950, Velikovsky was summoned to the offices of a
Macmillan official who reported that professors at several

universities had refused to see Macmillan salesmen fog =
textbook orders because of the publication of Velikovsky’s

book. At the time, Worlds in Collision was number one og
the Times and Tribune best-seller lists. But for Macmillagy
an organized campaign against their texts could have d
astrous financial consequences.

Thus, in mid-1950, in what must be the strangest such
transaction in publishing history, Macmillan transferred
the rights of Worlds in Collision to Doubleday & Com-
pany, which had no textbook division. All participants
conceded that the transfer was the direct result of pressure
brought on Macmillan by members of the scientific com-
munity, who presumably were all dedicated advocates of
a free marketplace of ideas.

While the book continued to sell well, and became the
single biggest non-fiction best-seller of the year (although,
curiously, it is not listed among the best-sellers in the 1950
Encyclopaedia Britannica Book of the Year), Velikovsky
eventually faded into apparent obscurity. Science had
branded him a hoax, a fraud, a crank, a hoodwinker,
as one who was unwelcome in the ranks of the scientists or
whose ideas did not merit testing for truth or falsity.

Velikovsky did not stop his research, nor his publica-
tions. In 1952 he published Ages in Chaos, which set
forth his assertion that Egyptian history is 600 years too
long; that in fact events which are listed twice are super-
fluous repetitions. This reconstruction, spurred by apparent
incongruities in the recounting of calamities among dif-
ferent civilizations which, for Velikovsky, must have oc-
curred at the same time, was largely ignored by the
scientific press.

Similarly, when Earth in Upheaval was published in
1955, challenging the Lyellian principle of uniformity as
a full explanation of evolutionary and geologic develop-
ment, his work was all but dismissed. Harrison Brown,
who had written six years earlier of the “thirty page”
letter he could fill with Velikovsky’s errors, again de-
clined any specific attack on the arguments in Upheaval
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in his Scientific American article, preferring to recall Veli-
kovsky’s effrontery in presenting his cosmological theories
to the academd pmmunity.
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In December, Velikovsky suggested to the com-
mittee planning for the International Geophysical Year
that “the possibility should not be discounted that the
magnetic field above the ionosphere is stronger than at the
earth’s surface.” Such a field, he suggested, might account
for previously unexplained “rocking movements” of the
moon. The most celebrated discovery of the IGY experi-
ments was the discovery of the Van Allen belt—a far-
reaching belt of electrically charged particles.

If any doubt remained that the long-accepted notion
of a celestial sea was correct, the launching of Pioneer V
in 1960 destroyed it. As Newsweek reported the NASA
findings, “gone forever is any earthbound notion of space
as a serene thoroughfare for space travelers . . . a fantastic
amount of cosmic traffic . . . rushes by at high speeds,
circles, crisscrosses, and collides.” Magnetic fields and elec-
tric currents surrounding the earth were also charted.

As if to come full circle, the Mariner II Venus fly-by of
late 1962 nailed down what Velikovsky had recognized
more than a decade earlier as a crucial testing point for
his theory: the status of the planet Venus.

Velikovsky, as noted, had suggested that if Venus was a
“new” member of the family of planets, it was probable
that it was still hot, and probably had a unique, retro-
grade rotation. Further, its atmosphere should hold a
remnant of the hydrocarbonous tail. Mariner II found a
dense cloud of hydrocarbons surrounding Venus, and fur-
ther found a temperature of about 600°F—far hotter than
had previously been accepted.

Stated broadly, the empirical data which had so thor-
oughly overthrown the Dogmatic Model of Truth was
beginning to plague those who had insisted on the total
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invalidity of the Velikovsky thesis. As early as 1955, in the
volume Earth in Upheaval, Velikovsky could abandon the
shaky framework of simple historical texts and move to
the observable world in his presentation of the case for
cataclysmic interpretation of natural history.

If uniformity is the sole explanation of the earth’s past,
argued Velikovsky, then how do the scientists explain the
huge rifts under the seas; the Arctic Islands which have
the preserved bones of rhinocerouses and mammoths; ani-
mal bones from totally different climes commonly interred;
the undigested greens in the organs of suddenly frozen,
now extinct animals; and the whole series of anomalies
which gradual, uniform shifts in climate and geography
cannot explain? The point is not that uniformity explains
nothing; rather, Velikovsky argued, this orderly process
had been interrupted by other, natural, scientifically ex-
plainable catastrophes, which had heavy influence on the
physical and natural evolution of the Earth.

What was happening, then, in the years between 1950
and 1963 was that science was doing its job. It was find-
ing that the comfortable assertions of a decade ago would
not explain the new findings that new technology was
making available. The impossible astronomical or cosmo-
logical conditions necessary to buttress Velikovsky’s the-
ories might not be so impossible after all.

In December of 1962, Princeton physicist V. Bargmann
and Columbia University astronomer Lloyd Motz wrote a
letter to Science magazine. While making it clear that
they rejected Velikovsky’s thesis, the two scientists pointed
to separate experiments revealing that decade old predic-
tions of Velikovsky were indeed correct—Venus was hot,
Jupiter was emitting radio noises, an immense magneto-
sphere did circle the earth. They urged a restrained, objec-
tive re-examination of Velikovsky’s argument.

In August of 1963, Eric Larrabee, who had first brought
Velikovsky into public attention with his 1950 Harper's
article, wrote once again in Harper’s. Entitled “Scientists
in Collision: Was Velikovsky Right?” Wrote Larrabee,
“There is scarcely one of Velikovsky’s central ideas—as
long as it was taken separately and devoid of its implica-
tions—which has not since been propounded . . . by a sci-
entist of repute.” He called for “an act of agonizing reap-
praisal.”

The article brought a flurry of replies from scientists,
who seemed resentful that the long-dead issue of Veli-
kovsky was once again surfacing. But this time their dis-
missals were not so easily accepted; for example, Harvard
College observatory director Donald Menzel (apparently
the job carries with it an obligation to discredit Velikovsky)
argued against electromagnetism as an influence on solar
mechanics, he was rebutted not merely by humanists, but
by the theses and experiments of reputable astronomers.
Indeed, in 1952 Menzel had sarcastically observed that if
Velikovsky were right about such electromagnetic influ-
ences, the sun would have to have an electric potential of
ten billion billion volts—a total impossibility. Yet in 1960,
Australian physicist V. A. Baily calculated that the sun is
charged, and with a potential of about ten billion billion
volts.

The counter-attack grew stronger when the American
Behavioral Scientist devoted an entire issue in late 1963 to
the Velikovsky case, with special emphasis on the “politics
of science,” and the grave implications of a scientific com-
munity attempting to suppress, rather than to rebut, a
challenge to accepted theory. The magazine gained wide-
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spread currency on college campuses in particular. /

In fact,” Velikovsky was fast becoming a hero to a gen-
eration of college students. While he was still treated with
disdain by the world of science, those students who could
rejoice in a non-scientist mounting some successful chal-
lenges to the impenetrable fortress of the Scientific Fortress
took him up as a cause celebré. When he lectured at
Brown University, the student newspaper, the Brown
Daily Herald put out a special four-page supplement on
the Velikovsky case. His visit to Yale in 1966 drew a
packed crowd to hear him explain that the Egyptian
pyramids may have been chiefly used as fallout shelters to
protect the leaders from recurring catastrophes.

Because of the widespread interest in his theories, a
Velikovsky-oriented “Cosmos and Chronos” study group
was established at Princeton in early 1965. Founded by
Velikovsky’s long-time friend H. H. Hess, the club billed
itself as a “campus study group in interdisciplinary syn-
thesis”—reflecting Velikovsky’s desire, as he told his Yale
audience, that students “not be afraid to cross disciplines
to find the truth.”

* * *

The strange tale of Velikovsky is not over. Now in his
seventies, Velikovsky spends his time in further research,
readying further publications, and lecturing to his grow-
ing audiences on campuses. He is convinced that he will
ultimately be vindicated. But more important, he now has
a solid coterie of defenders, some of whom may prove to
be his worst enemies.

At one level, of course, are the genuine cranks who,
almost since the onset of Velikovsky’s publicity, congratu-
lated him on his insight and then pressed him with stories
of their discoveries of flying saucers, hidden worlds, and
the like. Even today, an ad in the New York Times Book
Review carries a pitch for a book proving the existence
of a super-race living inside the earth, and cites some of
Velikovsky’s geological evidence as “proof.”

A far more subtle, yet more dangerous, threat to Veli-
kovsky is the creation of a cult of followers. There is a
danger, small but definite, that some of Velikovsky’s ad-
herents are among the frustrated, “true believers” anxious
to strike out at the scientific establishment. In their pur-
suit, they often try to prove too much.

They cite the Motz-Bergmann letter incessantly, for ex-
ample, yet often forget to mention that these two scien-
tists explicitly expressed their disagreement with his
theories. They are anxious for debate on the Velikovsky
affair; and committed to the belief that no opposition to
Velikovsky can be sound, regardless of how restrained.

Yet such developments do not change the basic dimen-
sions of this story. The star fact remains that a man who
pieced together an impossible theory resting on the myths
of long-dead civilizations has managed to stand at least
partially vindicated in the face of a unanimous scientific
community which insisted that the portrait of the universe
painted by Velikovsky was fraudulent.

And, more important, whether Velikovsky is ultimately
proven right or wrong, the world of science has been con-
victed of conduct unbecoming a free institution; of seeking
to rest too comfortably on its serene, ordered cosmos; and
of seeking to banish rather than to correct the vision of a
stranger to their guild who dared to challenge the maps
of the world they had drawn. Suppression, retaliation, in-
vective, are poor instruments for the job they have to do. [
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