FADS AND FALLACIES IN THE NAME OF SCIENCE
BY MARTIN GARDNER
This book was published in 1957. That is what gives this book its unique flavor. In it, Gardner goes through the lineup of pseudoscience that was prevalent in that day. The skeptic should take notice, as depressing as it is, that - only the names have changed. Yet, giving up is not an option. No matter how slow the progress, rationalists must continue to press on, till the day comes when all humans will be freed from their own ignorance. And this book points out that ignorance - in spades.

Gardner begins with a general discussion of pseudoscientists, and what traits they tend to have in common.
Next he tackles "flat-earthers" and "hollow-earthers." While most of these are religious-based, not all of them are.

Velikovsky developed a following by successfully publishing his ideas about the formation of the planet Venus: it was a comet that erupted out of Jupiter.

Next, Gardner discusses the Forteans, whose leader Charles Fort believed that, if the earth does rotate, it takes up to a year to do so. Mind you, these people attract large followings and lots of money. They affect far more people than most "rational" people do.

Yes, I agree - that IS scary.

Gardner has a chapter on flying saucers followed by the story of the incredible Alfred Lawson. Gardner described Lawson as a 19-year professional baseball player who later, redefined the laws of physics. He was the ultimate megalomaniac whose followers worshipped him as a god.

But I had something that Gardner likely did not have access to - a baseball encyclopedia. Lawson did made it briefly to the big leagues for one season where, as a pitcher, he managed to lose all 3 games he started. I guess he spent the next 17 years trying to get a second chance. He had considerably more success as a cult leader. The stories about his ego are hysterical.
Next Gardner deals with dowsing and abiogenesis - both are areas of interests to pseudoscientists.
Then Gardner shows his Achilles Heel. Rationalists have always been puzzled how people who can apply reason and the scientific method to most concepts, usually have a pet belief that they refuse to apply those same skills to. In Gardner's case it is god. His defense of the bible is that god created everything with "the appearance of great age." It is hard to understand how someone as sharp as Gardner could accept such a pathetically weak argument when he is so adept at exposing that same fallacious reasoning in others. It shows just how powerful the threat of eternal torture can be - even to the most powerful of minds. To his credit, Gardner does not go as far as young earth creationists who deny all scientific evidence in order to hang on to their teetering belief system. However, I wonder how he feels now, over 50 years later, in 2010? (he is still alive!).
The chapter on Russian biologist, Lysenko, was very powerful. That man was able to set back Russian science decades, as science took a backseat to politics (doesn't it always?).

Gardner discusses racism; mainly as practiced by the nazis.

In the next few chapters, Gardner enlightens the reader about such topics as Atlantis, Lemuria, Noah's Ark, and Pyramidology, which attempts to discover mystical mathematical links between measurements found in pyramids and laws of nature.

Next, Gardner discusses medical cults like homeopathy, naturopathy, iridology, and zone therapy. This leads into osteopathy - the forerunner of chiropractry. He then discusses individual medical quacks.

Since psychics like to give medical advice, they are Gardner's next target. One of the earliest and most famous was Edgar Cayce.

Gardner next attacks Dr. William Horatio Bates. I said earlier that Gardner disappointed many skeptics by hanging on to his one pet belief - god. Well, the "Bates Method" was my own personal embarrassment. For many years it was my pet belief based on my own personal experience. Only by immersing myself in the study of logic and reason was I finally able to understand how I had deluded myself into accepting the method, and finally freed myself so that I can now admit my mistake: Bates is a quack. His teachings were dangerous (the father of James Randi was taken in by Bates and suffered severely as a result). Experiments have been unable to prove the efficacy of Bates' claims.

Gardner addresses eccentric sexual theories including "orgonomy."
And what book on pseudoscience would be complete without a detailed discussion on the illustrious L. Ron Hubbard? How that man was able to cajole millions is beyond comprehension. His crap is about as believable as the bible - but then, look how many billions that book has fooled.

Phrenology and palmistry are next on Gardner's hit list. He concludes with chapters on ESP and the infamous "Bridey Murphy."

It is amazing how much has changed - yet how much is still the same. The suckers never seem able to figure it out. They are the gift to con artists that just keeps on giving, and giving, and ....

This was an excellent book for providing perspective to rationalists and giving them a clear idea of just exactly what they are up against.
We've got a long, long way to go.
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