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“From the moment of publication o¥Worlds in Collision in April 1950,
Velikovsky was branded a crackpot. There was no careful coasa®e no
engaged debates about the book's status within the scieatifitmunity.
Velikovskianism was, so to speak, born pseudoscientifidithael Gordin

“l have again read ifWorlds in Collision. It is a book of immeasurable
importance, and scientists should read?iAlbert Einstein

The furor attending Macmillan’s publication of Immanuedliovsky’s Worlds

in Collision in 1950 was as memorable and vitriolic as any in thtoryisof
American publishing. A runaway bestseller at the tinMacmillan was
eventually forced to withdraw the book under threat of boycfr deing
deluged by criticism from outraged scientists acrosslahd, many of whom
had yet to read the book. All but forgotten nowadays, thealed“Velikovsky
Affair’ is recounted in great detail and with mucheand evenhandedness in
Michael Gordin's engrossinghe Pseudo-Science Wars. Immanuel Velikovsky
and the Birth of the Modern Fringe.

Gordin would appear to be ideally suited to tackle the coetsyvsparked by
the publication oforlds in Collision. In addition to being a historian of science
at Princeton University—one who is fluent in Russiarelikbvsky’'s native
language—Gordin had ample opportunity to take advantage oac¢hehfat that
University’s Firestone Library serves as the finaltirgy place for Velikovsky's
voluminous archives, which he mined for countless anesdmte behind-the-
scenes commentaries on the dramatic events in quebtduaded among the
scientists quoted by Gordin on this or that aspect of th&kdXesky Affair are
some of the greatest figures of the™2€entury, including Albert Einstein,
Harlow Shapley, Otto Neugebauer, Polykarp Kusch, and Hanmag. U

Gordin’s research into the Princeton archives enables thinprovide an
enlightening glimpse into Velikovsky's background as a psycdiyat, Zionist,
and heretical historian. As Gordin documents, Velikovskggidhness” is
absolutely central to understanding both the man himself las attempt to
revise and reconstruct ancient histoiiydeed, Velikovsky’'s fateful foray into
ancient history was originally inspired by the desire to r&igmund Freud’s
thesis inMoses and Monotheism, which Velikovsky viewed as an egregious
insult to the Hebrew religion and its traditional histoRreud had argued that



Moses was an Egyptian and that the idea of monotheislhvitge an Egyptian
invention).

At the outset of his inquiry Gordin makes it clear that intention is not to
analyze or debate the pros and cons of Velikovsky's particukorical
reconstruction or the many rejoinders offered by the leadlgigs of the
scientific community. Rather, his primary purpose is t@legnthe Velikovsky
Affair as a focal point and divining rod for investigatitige very important
guestion of how to distinguish pseudoscience from mainstresance. With
this in mind, Gordin seeks to delineate a number of parabetween the
Velikovsky Affair and similar controversies associated wlitysenkoism in
Russia, Henry Morris and Creationism in the Unitedt€3taand eugenics. Yet
unlike these other controversies, the Velikovsky Affaierse to have exposed
an especially raw nerve in the scientific community:

“There remain, of course, fundamental questions aboutofesing volley in

the pseudoscience wars. What, precisely, was it abdikioVeky's vision of the

universe that so enraged the astronomers (and their st@mamical

colleagues, such as physicists, who joined with thenh)® Wére they so certain
he was wrong? And, perhaps more directly, why did the ti®mreact so
vehemently to this publication, in language and behaviat asymptotically
approached hysteria, when the typical response to ‘pseudoscie date had
been to ignore it altogether—why, that is, respond to Vellkgssborder

incursion with full-scale warfare?”

There is no simple answer to this question. Part oféhean for the scientists’
outrage, no doubt, were the sensationalist claims made haif lo¢ Worlds In
Collision by various popular periodicals prior to its publication, some futhv
hinted that the book vindicated certain Biblical traditionshsas the report that
the Sun“stood still” at some point in the mid-second agnBCE. Although
Velikovsky himself was embarrassed by these popular attetmgisblicize his
book, it is also true that his entire research programasiggally launched in
an attempt to provide a natuild scientific explanation for traditional Hebrew
history.

Equally important in rousing the scientists’ ire—that a$tronomers in
particular—was Velikovsky’s claim that a near flyby oé thlanet Venus in the
mid-second millennium BCE inspired the famous account ofgkedus in the
Old Testament. As Einstein and others pointed out verly @a;, this idea
stretches credulity to its very limits and is seenyingicompatible with the
central tenets of modern astronomy and physics.

Velikovsky’s attempt to use myth and sacred traditions tp élkicidate ancient
historical events was also anathema to numerous st&gnéis contemporary
records testify in no uncertain terms. The commentsstbaomer Walter S.
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Adams of Caltech are representative in this regard:

“l cannot help feeling that you have overestimated traduev of this
[mythological] material as evidence. Primitive peoplesmmall countries, with
littte or no means of outside communication, are, likedebil, prone to
exaggeration.®

Gordin’s book is primarily concerned with the events betwE#s0 and 1979,
the period beginning with the publication\&brlds in Collisionand culminating
in the author's death at age 84. Yet Velikovsky's ideasndidgo to the grave
with him in 1979—far from it, in fact. In the meantimenamber of independent
researchers and scholars, both within America and abraac &ought to
further clarify and expand upon Velikovsky’'s work of historice¢onstruction.
Alas, as is the case with any field of study, itas to say that some of these
endeavors have proven more fruitful and scientifical®dile than others.

Gordin’s chronicling of the events surrounding scieritisfiseat to boycott

Macmillan for publishingWorlds in Collision is endlessly fascinating and
should be required reading for all students pondering a ciarseience. Yet as
Velikovsky himself mused, the more important questionelguis whether or

not there is any substance or validity to his centahd: “Who cares, besides
the defenders of civil liberties, if a wrong idea is suppeel?'®

If it is conceded that Velikovsky's thesis identifying Wen as the
extraterrestrial cause of the Exodus events is impostiblequare with the
physical scienceand that his attempt to radically reconstruct anciestoty is
thus flawed from the outset, what if anything remaarishis revolutionary
thesis? In the first few pages of the book Gordin offersrg precise summary
of Velikovsky's fundamental challenge to modern science: likgesky
presented his argument as three nested claims, eaehspecific than the last:
‘(1) that there were physical upheavals of a global dtaran historical times;
(2) that these catastrophes were caused by extratedresgents; and (3) that
these agents can be identified™In the final analysis, Velikovsky will be
remembered—or not—Nby the factual nature and continuing impanest three
simple hypotheses, hypotheses that were deeply unsettlihg§50 and remain
revolutionary today?

What, then, have been the principal findings to comegtd In the thirty-three
years since Velikovsky's death? To take but one of numeraigess-that
regarding Venus’s possible comet-like past, arguably thet mmstroversial
claim in Velikovsky’s entireoeuvre. Here the evidence is simply overwhelming
that the planet Venus only recently presented a cokeetdippearance to
terrestrial skywatchers around the globe. Although th@eege in question was
barely touched upon by Velikovsky himself and remains vigtuahknown to
the scientific community to this very day, it is sciffintly compelling to
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vindicate Velikovsky's general thesis of planetary datghe—i.e., that the
solar system was radically different in appearance @w@r in very recent
historical times.° In fact, to return to the three central tenetsWorlds in
Collision, enumerated above, there is a wealth of evidence in falveach
provided you add the prefix “pre” before historical in hypothesis (i.e., recent
research has confirmed that the planetary dislocationscedddoy Velikovsky
occurred in the relatively receptehistoric period and not during the middle of
the second millennium BCE, as he believed).

Far from offering the final nail in Velikovsky’'s coffin, Gain’s book might
actually inspire modern readers to revisit the greaeigintific controversy of
the last century. This would be a most welcome developamhtould prove to
have unforeseen and far-reaching ramifications on amybar of fronts.
Velikovsky’s star, | suspect, will never fade away gyi@tko the night for just
when you think he’s been discredited and has nothing lefsatp of any
relevance, he surprises you and rises to the occasionagage like a Phoenix
appearing from the ash heap of history. Not unlike Bilh®oh, Velikovsky is
never going to disappear entirely from the public scendh®rsimple reason
that his unique insights into the Earth’s history ahé thuman condition
command attention and reward further study. Velikovsky omtheof recent
planetary catastrophism continues to resonate with modaders because it is
based on an insightful reading of the abundant ancient tstitestimony
that modern science continues to ignore to its own dettiarehperil.
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