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brought the industry to power.
Roland Gerritsen van der
Hoop, MD, PhD
RGH Pharma
Consulting LLC
West Chester, Pennsylvania

Pharmaceutical Progress
Dr. Reynold Spector provides
solid evidence that the pharmaceutical industry produced
numerous valuable medications to treat or ameliorate diseases over the past fifty years
(“A Skeptic’s View of Pharmaceutical Progress,” SI, July/August 2010). It appears the
article was written primarily to
“rate” the usefulness of this
segment of our society in view
of its rapidly deteriorating
public image. Of course Big
Pharma is not a collective but
an amalgamation of very different companies, most of
whom are purely driven by a
desire to make money.
What I submit is that
maybe the reason for the perceived moral downfall of Big
Pharma in the past decades is
the peculiar environment in
which it operates. There is encouragement of development
of “marginal” products that can
still be marketed profitably, be-
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cause in this un-free market
the one being marketed to (the
doctor and—through TV
ads—the patient) is not the
one paying for the drug, at
least not directly. Because the
development of dubious drugs
is often less risky than going
after truly innovative compounds, board members will
change their attitude toward
support of worthy products
only if the commercial incentive for marginal products decreases. This has happened in
many countries through limiting reimbursement, and it will
also happen in the United
States, though with some
delay, through the same
process. One other change that
may occur in pharmaceutical
research and development is a
shift from looking for small
improvements for many patients to looking for large improvements for select patient
groups, something unfortunately not compatible with the
blockbuster concept that

Reynold Spector’s article “A
Skeptic’s View of Pharmaceutical Progress” is a great disservice to the readership of SI.
His misrepresentation of
statins as “ideal drugs” with
“near universal agreement …
that moderate doses of statins
… substantially decrease death
… and heart attacks and
strokes” disregards the
decades-long outcry from
MDs, PhDs, and science writers who have provided a thorough analysis of the lack of
justification for the use of
cholesterol-lowering medication. For the benefit of SI’s
readership, I urge SI to request
a rebuttal to Spector’s inaccurate portrayal of the safety and
effectiveness of statins as a
treatment for coronary heart
disease (CHD) from scholars
who have written extensively
on this subject, such as Uffe
Ravnskov, MD, PhD; Duane
Graveline, MD; Joel Kauffman, PhD; Paul Rosch, MD;
William Stehbens, MD; Barry
Groves, and Anthony Colpo.
A thorough response to
Spector’s assessment of the
value of statins to CHD
treatment would require a
review of the history of the
fallacy that cholesterol causes
CHD (which has been
provided by the individuals
named above). Here, I’ll provide three of the five flaws
in Spector’s so-called
“conservative” estimate that
statins could save the lives of
600,000 Americans, which he
proposed based on the findings
of the Scandinavian Simvastatin Survival Study (4S)
(1994). First, the 4S study was
limited to people with
hypercholesterolemia—the average cholesterol level for the

subjects was 264 mg/dl. Only a
minority of people with CHD
exhibit hypercholesterolemia,
which thereby limits the application of the 4S findings to a
small subset of those with
CHD. Second, the 4S study
showed no significant effect of
statin treatment on all-cause
mortality in women. Only
fifty-two women died in the
trial, twenty-five in the placebo
group and twenty-seven in the
statin treatment group, which
means that its findings are relevant only to hypercholesterolemic men. Finally, Spector
suggested that different treatments in combination with
statins would produce an additive factor in promoting survival, a statement that is not
supported by any scientific evidence. Indeed, the authors of
the paper Spector cited stated
they “could not find differences in outcome among patients receiving ACE
inhibitors with or without …
lipid lowering therapy” (Baker
et al. 2009, 868). Thus, Spector’s estimate of 600,000 people saved by statins is derived
more from his imagination
than empirical evidence.
Once we realize that the
absolute difference in survival
is a mere 1.2 percent in statintreated vs. untreated subjects
under ideal experimenter-controlled conditions, and we consider the hazards of low
cholesterol levels on health
and mortality (reviewed in
Colpo 2006; Groves 2008),
then the appeal of statins loses
its luster. Overall, with the obvious pharmaceutical-friendly
bias in Spector’s article, SI
failed to provide its readership
with a sufficiently skeptical
perspective on the limited effectiveness of statins to reduce
CHD-related mortality.
David Diamond, PhD
Professor, Depts. of
Psychology, Molecular Pharmacology, and Physiology
University of South Florida
Tampa, Florida
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Reynold Spector replies
to David Diamond:
Diamond appears not to have
read my paper carefully. First,
I was talking about secondary
prevention. References to
primary prevention are not
relevant. I would point out that
there is a lot of other work that
supports the mortality
advantage of statins in secondary
prevention, such as the
huge five-year Long-term Intervention with Pravastatin in Ischemic Disease (LIPID) trial
(which studied coronary artery
disease [CAD] patients with
lower cholesterol concentrations)
and showed a 22
percent reduction in mortality
(P< .001) with pravastatin
versus placebo. I also was very
conservative in my estimates.
I assumed that there were ten
million patients with CAD who
took statins, but there are actually twenty million such patients
in the United States; I thus underestimated the potential benefit. Second, there are two large,
recent, controlled trials in
women that show the benefit of
statins. I could go on and on, but
Diamond selectively references
the literature and needs to do his
homework better. I imagine that
if he developed CAD, his physician would put him on 40 mg of
simvastatin and he would probably take it and have no side effects. Because the drug is generic,
he could find it at low cost. Is he
somehow different than the patients in the 4S, LIPID, and
Heart Protection Study trials?
Reynold Spector’s article “A
Skeptic’s View of Pharmaceutical Progress” includes several
observations about how certain
drugs have improved outcomes
(e.g., “reducing cervical cancer
in women by about 70 percent”), while failing to provide
actual values—from how many
women, to how many? A reduction in deaths from two in
ten to one in ten and a reduction from two in a million to

one in a million both represent
the same percentage reduction,
but in the first case the difference is very significant while in
the second, it just doesn’t matter. Failing to provide actual
numbers of those who are affected makes the information
virtually useless.
Reporting research results
in terms of percentage improvement without providing
context can make even insignificant improvements seem
very impressive. I don’t know
whether it’s the researchers or
the reporters who produce the
articles who are responsible,
but either way it’s potentially
very misleading.
Isaac Wingfield
San Jose, California

Reynold Spector replies
to Isaac Wingfield:
According to the American
Cancer Society, over 300,000
women worldwide die of cervical
cancer each year. Hence, if all
young women received the
human papillomavirus (HPV)
vaccine, there would be 200,000
fewer deaths from cervical cancer
per year. This is obviously not
a trivial number.

Blindsided
by Disinformation
Thanks for the insightful article by Alan J. Scott, which distills a great deal of information
about how big money often
frames the debate and distorts
(or fabricates) scientific information (“Blindsided by a Culture of Disinformation,” SI,
July/August 2010).
The classic examples in the
United States include the tobacco lobby’s suppression of
information on the health
dangers of smoking, the health
insurance and pharmaceutical
industries’ distortion of the
operations of the Canadian
healthcare system, the fossil
fuel interests’ denial of the re-

ality of the global climate crisis, and the crass efforts to
market homeopathic and
other “alternative” medical
practices.
However, there are other
disturbing examples of disinformation not so readily tied to big
money. Perhaps the worst is the
suppression of information
about evolution, so that roughly
half of our children are never
taught about this fundamental
cornerstone of science. In this
case, the denialism is largely
driven by organized religion.
There is also the widespread
belief that aliens are visiting us
and that the governments of
the world are concealing this
information.
More recently, and of particular interest to me, is the
conviction held by substantial
numbers of people that the
world will end, or at least
that there will be a global
catastrophe, on December 21,
2012. There is no evidence
whatever for this fear of a
2012 doomsday, which has
been manufactured out of
nothing through Internet
blogs and YouTube videos.
The existence of such weird
ideas lacks the danger of the
big lies about tobacco, health
care, climate change, and homeopathy—however, these
ideas are propagated in much
the same way, primarily
through disinformation campaigns on the Internet. They
also are often framed in terms
of government conspiracies to
suppress the truth. The “culture
of disinformation” and its
corollary—distrust of government and the scientific community—has become a part of
our landscape, and not all of it
is driven by big business.
David Morrison
Director, NASA Lunar
Science Institute
david.morrison@nasa.gov

Physics professor Alan J. Scott
is on firm ground until he says

. . . working for social and
economic justice . . . compels us to resist deficit
spending. Some people will
counter this argument with
intellectually bankrupt reasoning such as “Deficit
spending is OK provided
the economy continues to
grow and it is only a small
percentage of our GDP.”
These arguments are an institutionalized economic/
environmental pyramid
scheme waiting to come
unraveled.

Talk about disinformation!
Apparently Mr. Scott considers
three of the world’s leading
economists to be “intellectually
bankrupt” and engaged in
maintaining a “pyramid
scheme.” Nobel laureate Paul
Krugman has been uncompromisingly clear that immediate
growth and job creation
through further stimulus
spending trumps the dangers
of the deficits that such spending creates; a glance at some of
his recent columns in the New
York Times is instructive. Nobel
laureate Joseph Stiglitz echoes
Mr. Krugman, speaking widely
on the dangers of deficit reduction (particularly in a poor
economy with high unemployment) and going so far as to tell
President Obama not to give in
to “deficit fetishism.” Even the
more conservative economist
Nouriel Roubini has stated that
although he is extremely concerned about the deficit,
he remains equally concerned
about unemployment and
slow growth. In fact, his
all-but-exclusive recommendation for correcting both problems is raising taxes—something
that the GOP in particular is
simply never going to allow to
happen.
Ian Alterman
New York, New York

I was dismayed to read Alan J.
Scott’s article, not because it is
incorrect but because it deals
with politics rather than science. Of course there is a lot of
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disinformation disseminated in
politics, whether or not science
is involved, but that disinformation is generally on all sides,
and it is necessary for a thinking person to discriminate between the noise and the data.
Although I think the author of this article believes he
is unbiased, his biases with respect to corporations and government are clearly evident
from his one-sided examples.
Governmental, scientific, educational, and environmental
organizations can represent
“special interests” just as much
as corporations can. Though
this subject is interesting, it
does not belong in a scientific
journal. As a long-term subscriber to SI, I would like to
see the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry stick to science and
avoid politics, which usually
doesn’t lend itself to skeptical
inquiry.
Allen Ginzburg
Aptos, California

Climate Wars Coverage
Re: “Climate Wars” and the
“Follow-Up” section exchanges
in the July/August 2010 issue
of SI:
Perhaps the most prescient
thing about Al Gore’s Inconvenient Truth was his choice of
title. It appears that the truth
of any issue of economic or
ideological importance cannot
or will not be agreed upon as
either true or false, because
convenience trumps truth
every time. Consider some examples, which I have divided
not by “truth” but by “convenience.” Among convenient
claims I offer: the ozone hole,
lead in paint and gasoline, asbestos, secondhand smoke,
health foods and supplements,
diets and exercise, and religion
of all sorts. I categorize these
as “convenient” because they
are problems that have ready
and profitable solutions, or
they appeal to the ideology of
the majority of people.
Taking just the first item,
the ozone hole, as an example,
62
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it really doesn’t matter if the
ozone hole will lead to environmental damage (increased
skin cancer among polar bears
or penguins?) because alternatives to Freon will be readily
available and are conveniently
more profitable once the use of
cheap CFCs has been assassinated. One can go through the
rest of the list and make similar arguments. I have intentionally chosen items that
most skeptics would rate as
ranging from “certainly true” to
“certainly false” to emphasize
my point that truth doesn’t
much matter if the claim is
“convenient.”
My list of “inconvenient”
claims is shorter: global climate change, world overpopulation, and biological
evolution. Each of these is an
issue for which there is not a
“convenient” (read “profitable”)
solution, and/or they represent
ideological conflicts of conscience. Even though it would
seem that an “inconvenient
untruth” should be a nonstarter, the “truth” of each of
these items has been challenged, obfuscated, and even
denied, leaving the general
public ignorant of whether the
claim is true or not. So again,
convenience trumps truth, and
we are left with the dismal
conclusion that any claim of
economic or ideological importance cannot be proved to
general agreement, either way.
Perhaps the best guide in such
controversies is “follow the
money.”
Alan Harris
La Cañada, California

I found the exchange between
Robert Sheaffer, Mark
Boslough, et al., in the July/
August SI (“Climate Wars
Follow-Up”) disappointing for
two reasons: first, Robert
Sheaffer, who is usually a thorough and reasonable skeptic,
made so many erroneous
claims. Second, the responses
to him failed to do two things
that adequate responses
should: They failed (with few

exceptions) to rebut his errors,
and they didn’t acknowledge the
parts of his critique that were
correct or put them into proper
context. Yet this should have
been quite easy to do—in fact,
there is a website that already
does it, John Cook’s Skeptical
Science.
As an example of the former, Sheaffer lists “40 percent
of the Amazon rain forest is
threatened by global warming”
as a false claim of the 2007
IPCC AR4 report. In fact, the
claim is correct; the only error
in the IPCC AR4 report was
to cite the wrong source for
the claim. The “Amazongate”
charges originated with poor
research by Richard North and
were promulgated in a Sunday
Times (United Kingdom) story
by Jonathan Leake. The Times
was forced to retract and apologize for the erroneous story,
as described on the Real Climate blog (www.realclimate.org
/index.php/archives/2010/06/l
eakegate-a-retraction/).
As an example of the latter,
Sheaffer is correct that the
IPCC WGII report on Himalayan glaciers was in error, as
has been widely reported. I
think it’s important to distinguish between the three IPCC
working groups—WGI, research on the physical basis of
climate change; WGII, research
on scientific, technical, environmental, and social aspects of
climate change (e.g., vulnerability and adaptation); and
WGIII, research on mitigation
of climate change. It’s my impression that the work in
WGII has received more substantive criticisms than that in
WGI (e.g., by Roger Pielke Jr.,
who has complained about his
own work being misrepresented
by WGII yet supports the results of WGI [see, for example,
http://lippard.blogspot.com/20
09/11/roger-pielke-jr-on-clima
te-change_07.html]).
Cook’s Skeptical Science
website addresses most of the
claims Sheaffer has made in a
numbered list sorted by recent
popularity (www.skeptcalscie
nce.com/argument.php). As of

this writing, the site addresses
116 arguments from climate
change skeptics, including the
following from Sheaffer:
global warming is due to the
sun (#1), the weather hasn’t
warmed since 1998 (#7), we’re
heading into a new Little Ice
Age (#9), the “hockey stick” is
broken (#18), the Medieval
Warm Period was warmer
than today (#56), the IPCC
was wrong about Himalayan
glaciers (#75), Michael Mann
performed a trick in Nature to
“hide the decline” (#77), and
the IPCC was wrong about
Amazon rainforests (#94).
Jim Lippard
Phoenix, Arizona

I have just lost all respect for
Robert Sheaffer. His take on
SKEPTICAL INQUIRER’S coverage of “Climategate” is a verbatim recitation of the thoroughly
discredited received “wisdom” of
anthropogenic global warming
(AGW)-denier orthodoxy. He
didn’t miss a note. Almost
everything in his piece is false,
misleading, or non sequitur, as
well as simply a parroting of
widespread AGW-denier talking points, showing no critical
thinking on his part. Sheaffer’s
response is too long and too
silly to rebut every point in a
letter to the editor, but it is
laughable that AGW deniers
think that personal enrichment
through science grants and subsidies for alternate energy development is in the same league of
corruption-inducing financial
influence as the vast profits and
entrenched interests of the
fossil-fuel industry.
It is distressing that a selfidentified skeptic would be
incapable of viewing AGWdenier nonsense with a skeptical eye. It is certainly true that
the IPCC report contains
some errors, but none of them
overturn the massive body of
evidence that AGW is real and
a threat to our civilization.
Sheaffer and the rest of the
AGW deniers have uncritically
bought into a pseudoscience
cynically perpetrated by the
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fossil-fuel industry. They hold
legitimate climate scientists to
an inhuman standard of perfection yet give AGW deniers
a free pass on logic, evidence,
accountability, and integrity.
Jason Spicer
Washougal, Washington

Robert Sheaffer’s argument
that climate scientists are lying
about global warming to get
funding for their research
made a lot of sense to me.
Imagine a young man, desperate to make his fortune, deciding what to study in college.
Should he study business or
environmental science? Well,
the decision seems obvious.
Nobody’s ever made any
money in business. Scientific
research into weather . . . now
that’s where the money is!
And yes, I’m being sarcastic.
R. Allen Gilliam
Winter Park, Florida

Computer Security
As a skeptic who happens to
work in the security software
industry (I’m the country
manager of a German software
company that develops antivirus software), I want to
briefly comment on some
points in Adam Slagell’s article
on computer security (“Thinking Critically about Computer
Security Trade-offs,” SI,
July/August 2010).
Slagell is absolutely right
that there is no such thing as
100 percent security, and
people should be skeptical
about offers making this claim.
He also correctly states that
security software relying on
only “traditional” signaturebased malware detection is
no longer an adequate form
of protection.
My main objection to Slagell’s argument concerns his
explanation of why he leans
toward use of a virtual machine
(instead of running antivirus
software) to be able to “do
something that may risk infec-

tion of your computer, and revert back to that clean state afterwards.” The danger here is
in the underlying assumption
that the computer user will always be aware of the fact that
his or her computer is infected.
This is certainly no longer the
case for the average computer
user: malware these days is
usually no longer intended to
cause damage—but rather to
infect your computer and remain hidden for as long as possible, thus allowing the
cybercrime community to use
your computer (e.g., for sending spam or storing illegal content). The malware industry is
big business, and the average
computer user is not in a position to judge the ever-changing
threats adequately.
As for Slagell’s remarks
that security software is using
an excessive amount of computer resources and that local
firewalls are often generating
quite cryptic messages: this indeed was the case a couple of
years ago, but great improvements have been made in the
past two years. The latest generation of security software
uses a multitude of techniques
(virus definitions, behavior
blocking, heuristics, cloud
technology, white-listing, etc.)
to reach detection levels that
are indeed very close to 100
percent. Most vendors provide
a free trial version on their
website, so you don’t have to
simply take my word for it.
You can also find comparative
information on independent
websites like www.av-comparatives.org and www.avtest.org.
One last piece of advice—
from an insider—on FUD
(Fear, Uncertainty, and Doubt):
Please don’t believe those security vendors that try to sell you
an antivirus solution for your
smartphone. There are only a
handful of viruses for those operating systems (compared to
millions for desktop-based
Windows versions), and none of
them is a real threat or has a
money-earning system behind
it (the driving force in the malware industry). So there is no

reason whatsoever to pay that
$30 or $40 fee every year. The
biggest threats to your smartphone are having it stolen or
forgetting to take it out of your
pocket when putting your
trousers in the laundry basket.

first is protected to the max,
and the second is also super
protected but with different
products that might otherwise
conflict.
Rudy Iwasko
wararcher@comcast.net

Jan Van Haver
Hamme, Belgium

Adam Slagell’s “Thinking
Critically about Computer
Security Trade-offs” is good,
but I do have a comment
about effective (home)
computer security.
His comment about virtual
machines is excellent and
correct, but I use a different
system. I use two computers
(one I was about to donate
after upgrading to a newer
machine). The older, slower
machine is now exclusively for
browsing the net. It has an operating system, a browser, and
some security (not much: Spybot and the MS firewall). The
newer, faster machine is for
everything else and is very secure. The important point is
the “secure”
machine cannot connect to the
web. Period. I run the two
machines with an MKR switch
that lets me run the two with
one keyboard/mouse/monitor.
If I absolutely must transfer
something between the two
machines, I manually plug in
a thumb drive and manually
move it over to the other
machine.
If the browser machine gets
anything at all, I reformat the
hard drive (or even wipe it
completely if it looks really
nasty) and reinstall from a
clean backup, which I make a
few minutes after I finish
installing software. This takes
about twenty minutes, most
of which is wait time.
My system can be called
“parallel,” but I have a geeky
friend who uses the more sophisticated “series” method.
This friend has two machines,
and everything must pass
through the first machine before reaching the second. The

The section on “password
mythology” in Slagell’s article
missed one myth: that changing passwords periodically
makes them more secure. This
will provide protection only if a
password is changed during an
actual password attack, and
even then it’s highly unlikely.
Requirements for periodic
password changes typically use
an interval of months, whereas
an attack takes hours at most.
What frequently changing passwords does achieve is increasing
the difficulty of remembering
them, which leads to the users
leaving passwords in places
where someone can find them.
Dick Dunn
Hygiene, Colorado

Science and
Moral Questions
Massimo Pigliucci asks, with
Sam Harris, if science can answer moral questions (“Thinking about Science” column,
July/August 2010).
Harris says yes; Pigliucci
wonders. I say that science has
its own internal morality. Science is a social endeavor, and
therefore it requires its own
social norms to survive. Science’s values include honesty,
self-honesty, precision, clarity,
rigorous logic, skepticism, curiosity, open-mindedness, respect for evidence, irreverence
for illogical authority, and
much else.
Science enforces its internal
values by reward and punishment; that’s normal for morality. Some of these values are in
conflict (e.g., open-mindedness and rigor); that too is normal for morality. So there’s
no such thing as value-free
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science, nor should there be.
But science’s internal morality,
though real, is not universal because other vocations have different moralities. Irreverence
for illogical authority, for instance, is not well regarded in
religion or in the military.
Nathaniel Hellerstein
San Francisco, California

Massimo Pigliucci, in his discussion of Sam Harris’s book The
End of Faith, takes the position
that morality cannot arise from
science. At least the model proposed by Harris cannot.
I disagree. Here is a model
of such.
Let’s build an argument
that pulls morals, values, good,
evil, and religious beliefs out of
the equation. Let’s take an argument that affirms something
and build that argument on
science. Some of the very basic
laws of science are the three
laws of thermodynamics—or
the laws of entropy.
Without getting technical,
the three laws are:
1. You can’t win.
2. You can’t break even.
3. You can’t leave the game.
But there is another side to
the universe that works against
entropy called syntropy, a word
invented by Buckminster Fuller
as the direct opposite of entropy. While entropy runs
things down, syntropy build
things up. The main driver of
syntropy is life—living systems—which contests the entropy of the physical world by
creating order and designs of
ever more advantageous and orderly patterns for growth. That
which supports growth is syntropic. That which supports destruction is entropic. Those
beliefs and actions that are advantageous to the advancement
of life are syntropic. Those that
are not are entropic. That
which creates environments for
creativity, like personal freedom,
is syntropic. That which stunts
personal freedom is entropic.
Syntropy is good for human be64
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ings. Entropy is not. What’s
right for entropy is wrong for
syntropy.
Thus, what we call morality
and values are syntropic, and
our personal, social, and cultural actions should encourage
that which is syntropic in order
to build a moral system.
Frank Fiore
Author of CyberKill
ffioreaz@cox.net

Psi Rationalism #1
In the July/August “Letters to
the Editor” section, Chris
Carter stated: “With psi we
have the added complication
that we are dealing with a purported human ability, and few
human abilities are perfectly
replicable on demand. To use a
baseball analogy, home runs are
not perfectly replicable on demand, but that does not mean
that home runs do not exist.”
This argument is often used to
explain why some people, some
tests, and some people on some
days, etc., either display or do
not display psi abilities. This
seems to be a much-believed
condition of human beings,
and it is used to dismiss the
negative results (misses).
This made me wonder: out
of all the vast human abilities—instinctive/innate (like
the senses), learned—both
mentally and physically (everything from reading to walking
to mental arithmetic; throw in
all the abilities shown at the
Olympics, too)—are there any
other human abilities that have
been given this excuse?
I suspect the answer is no.
If psi ability is rooted deep in
the brain yet is somehow this
variable, why aren’t other
human abilities the same?
“Hmmm, that’s weird. I can’t
smell the coffee this morning.
My sense of smell is not functioning. This happens a few
times a month.”
Although the degree of performance does vary from day to
day among athletes, they never

simply can’t perform an ability
that they were previously documented as having. Has Lance
Armstrong ever woken up and
said “Sorry, guys. I just can’t remember how to ride a bicycle
today.” Has your accountant,
doctor, or bus driver ever completely lost their abilities for a
single day?
So why do the psi researchers use this explanation
of psi abilities?
Joel McGinley
Merritt Island, Florida

Impossible or
Merely Unlikely?
Robert Sheaffer’s “UFOlogy vs.
Truth” in the July/August 2010
issue is a fascinating essay.
The fact is that alienspaceship UFOs are impossible
because they violate simple
principles of physics and
chemistry. The amount of
energy required to launch an
alien ship is so huge—because
of the vastness of interstellar
space—that no civilization can
possibly get such a vehicle off
the ground. The figures are
given in the June 2008 Skeptical
Briefs on page 3.
It is unfortunate that honest
investigators and skeptics have
spent so much time chasing an
impossible dream (or nightmare) that can be demolished
with a few familiar and simple
energy equations.
Sid Deutsch
Sarasota, Florida

Robert Sheaffer replies:
Impossible is an awfully strong
word, Mr. Deutsch! You say that
such a vehicle could never be gotten off the ground. Neither could
the International Space Station,
which is why it was assembled in
orbit. I agree with all your calculations showing the extreme difficulty in generating sufficient
energy to accelerate payload (and
return fuel!) to sufficient velocity
for interstellar travel and then to
decelerate decades or centuries

later, at the very minimum.
Another difficulty somehow has
escaped notice: the difficulty of
predicting what natural selection
will do inside the ship’s ecosystem
after a few hundred or thousand
generations of organisms. A ship
might arrive at its stellar
destination with its interior filled
mainly with green slime mold.
But none of these are the same
as “impossible.” Interstellar travel
might possibly be accomplished
should some factor such as the
following apply: a race with an
extremely long lifespan for whom
centuries are not considered
“too long” to travel; a ship with
an entirely robotic crew that can
operate for tens of thousands of
years or more; an intelligent race
with an insect-like social structure
that would willingly dedicate
many generations to the exploration. All of these suppositions
strike me as unlikely in the
extreme, but I would not call
any of them “impossible.”

Famous Strategies
with Cranks
Related to Martin Bridgstock’s
article about responding to
“dissenters” (“Encounters with
Aliens [the Local Kind])” SI,
March/April 2010) and the resulting Letters to the Editor
(SI, July/August 2010), it is not
surprising that Albert Einstein
was apparently contacted by
early dissenters. I have a 1931
letter that Einstein wrote to
just such an individual, a Mr.
Krumm who apparently sent
an inquiry about a certain
“problem.” Interestingly, Einstein actually replied.
The German translates to
something like this: “Very honored gentleman, It has been
scientifically proven that the
problem you mention cannot
be solved. Anyway, as I am already overwhelmed with work,
I cannot devote any time to
such a hopeless case. With excellent [could possibly be
translated as greatest] respect,
Albert Einstein.”
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While pointing out that this
is a “hopeless case,” Einstein
is still respectful to the “Very
honored gentleman” he replies
to “With excellent respect.”
Perhaps his responding and his
being respectful demonstrates
something about Einstein,
because most of the time the
scientist who receives such a
communication ignores it.
It appears that Einstein
did not use stationery but
simply grabbed the nearest piece
of paper for his response. The
paper seems to be an 834⁄ by 1114⁄
sheet from a graph paper pad
that physicists and scientists
frequently used and often
had about their offices or
laboratories.
Tom L. Smith, PhD
Principal Statistician
Dept. of Psychiatry

School of Medicine
University of California,
San Diego
Philip McEvoy’s memory is at
fault (Letters, July/August
2010). It was not Isaac Asimov
but Sir Arthur C. Clarke, in his
essay “Dear Sir” (found in his
book Voices from the Sky), who
said that cranks could be dealt
with by sending a reply—purporting to be from one’s
secretary—saying that it would
be brought to the intended
recipient’s attention when he
was again permitted to deal
with his mail, or by sending
a deliberately illegible handwritten letter.
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