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If you get interesting in something like UFOs -- in my case it was Loch Ness monsters --- it’s 
natural to think that you’re doing what science does, what scientists do: trying to understand some 
aspect of the natural world. But you’re not. Being aware of the differences can help to avoid some 
of the frustrations and annoyances that come with this territory. 

The biggest difference is that we’re amateurs whereas scientists are professionals. That means 
we have some advantages, but I’m going to talk first about the disadvantages. 

Scientists nowadays enjoy a tremendous supporting infrastructure that we don’t. We rarely get 
financial support, and rarely have secretaries or assistants or back-up. We can rarely communicate 
our findings in mainstream publications, so we rarely reach all the people who might be interested. 
We don’t have the benefit of peer review; and no matter how infuriating, incompetent, unfair peer 
review can be -- and I’ve had my share of those -- it does help safeguard against committing 
blunders. Our subjects typically touch on several fields of knowledge, nobody can possibly be 
competent in all of them, so advice from specialists would be invaluable; but the mainstream 
experts usually brush us off, often unkindly, and so we make more mistakes than we might 
otherwise. Any mistakes we make are seized on by the defenders of the orthodoxy, and we’re in a 
vicious circle: our research demands getting into diverse fields, it makes some mistakes inevitable, 
and those are then held against us by those who refused to help us avoid the mistakes in the first 
place. 

We’re aware of the advantages that scientists have through their organized associations and 
societies, and so we establish our own. But there’s a great difference between associations of 
professionals and associations of amateurs. The professional associations bring a certain social 
standing and recognition, and spokespeople for them usually get a certain amount of respect from 
the media and therefore the public; our associations don’t. Scientific societies bind and discipline 
their members with both carrots and sticks. The carrots are awards, prestigious positions, career-
promoting credentials, opportunities to meet people who can help with jobs and grants; and side 
benefits like cheaper insurance premiums, including professional liability insurance. The sticks 
include the opposite of some of those things: careers can be and have been damaged when 
professionals step out of line in behavior and when they question too directly or fundamentally the 
prevailing intellectual paradigm. 

By contrast, our associations have little or nothing in the way of carrots ands sticks. The main 
carrot is our mutual interest in the subject. But that interest doesn’t reside within an established 
paradigm, as the interests of mainstream scientists do. So we find a great range of differing 
viewpoints among those who have supposedly the same interest as we do, and it’s typically the 
case that we split into separate and more-or-less competing -- and even sometimes antagonistic -- 
groups. That further discredits us in the eyes of the mainstream. I think such schisms are 
essentially unavoidable and systemic, but they play out through the actions of individuals; for 
example, the best association we had for cryptozoologists, with a couple of decades of meetings 
and a very respectable journal, just disappeared because of the willfulness of a single individual. 
You can fill in for yourselves, analogous doings in ufology, about which I know only vaguely; but 
one of the main themes at the last meeting of the Society for Scientific Exploration was ufology, 
and I could observe at first hand the disparate, conflicting views of people like, say, John 
Alexander, James Carrion, Jerry Clark, Paul Hellyer, Claude Swanson, Robert Wood; and I’m 
aware of the divisions over things like contactees, hypnotic recovery of memories, the 
extraterrestrial hypothesis, and Roswell.  

In purely intellectual terms, too, we can’t do what science does. Basically, science ignores 
anomalies, things that don’t fit in, until such time as they can be fitted in or, rarely, they get so 
troublesome that they bring about the sort of revolution described by Thomas Kuhn. By utter 
contrast, we’re interested precisely in the things that don’t fit in. One trouble is that those things 
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are very unlikely to be reproducible on demand -- that’s one of the reasons why science shoves 
them aside, can’t do anything with them. No one knows how to get more information about Loch 
Ness monsters. A few people have spent most of their lives with binoculars, cameras, boats, sonar, 
fish-bait, cages, every conceivable method that might work, and so far nothing has. Scientists are 
professionals, they have to get results, and looking for Nessies just isn’t likely to bring results in 
any foreseeable timeframe. 

Around 1980, Peter Sturrock realized that people like ourselves need a scientific-type of society 
and publication. So astronomers and physicists interested in UFOs joined with parapsychologists 
and cryptozoologists and founded the Society for Scientific Exploration to provide a forum for these 
subjects that would be as disciplined and rigorous intellectually as mainstream science, and that 
would publish a journal equally as rigorous and disciplined as any scientific periodical. I was lucky 
enough to be in on the founding of that Society. I’ve gained enormously from it, I was the first book-
review editor of the Journal of Scientific Exploration, and for seven years I was editor-in-chief. That 
brought home to me the perhaps quintessential, inescapable difference between science and what 
we call “anomalistics”. We’re dealing with subjects about which not enough is known to sustain 
truly objective peer-review. (Not that peer review ever is truly objective, but the failings are usually 
owing to the people who do it, not to the lack of sufficient background understanding). It’s so much 
harder for us than it is in established fields, to distinguish between unlikely yet possible on the one 
hand and, on the other hand, so unlikely as to be not worth publishing. 

There’s no good basis for really understanding the phenomena we’re interested in. Scientists 
don’t have that disadvantage. Even cosmologists can envisage scenarios potentially capable of 
explaining their phenomena -- in part, of course, because they’re happy to think that equations that 
work constitute a satisfactory explanation even when they’re quite absurd, like an infinite number of 
universes increasing in number all the time, or string theories that bring in some ridiculous number 
of so-called dimensions. The main thing is, their phenomena and the speculative theories cohere 
in some way. That’s not the case with our subjects. We have no really good explanation, an 
explanation so good that all the main evidence fits into it so well that all, or at least most, of the 
other people interested in the matter agree with our explanation. The best fit with eyewitness 
accounts and photos and film of Loch Ness monsters are creatures that died out 60 million years 
ago, the plesiosaurs; but if there are plesiosaurs in Loch Ness, they ought to be seen much more 
often because they breathed air. There isn’t anything in known non-air-breathing creatures that 
ever looked even remotely like Nessies or was anything like that big. There just isn’t a good 
explanation, or at least no one has come up with one. But there’s a film that unquestionably shows 
a very large creature moving very fast in Loch Ness in 1960. 

One of the sorest differences between science and what we do is the way we have to rely a 
great deal on eyewitnesses. Bob Rines likes to remark that people have been hanged on less 
evidence than there is for Nessies; he’s a lawyer, and courts of law have established ways of 
testing and accepting eyewitness evidence. But we’re often trying to get science to accept 
eyewitness testimonies, and the criteria in science are much more rigorous than in the law. It’s also 
true that we can be fooled by the evidence of our own eyes. In periods of a few weeks at a time, in 
total I’ve spent a year or two at and around Loch Ness, a good part of the time actually looking at 
the water, because we rented a holiday cottage overlooking Urquhart Bay. I’ve seen many things 
that can simulate a Nessie sighting, and I even filmed one. Through good binoculars, I’ve identified 
quite a few phenomena that the unaided eye could easily believe to be a Nessie. I’ve never 
actually seen one for sure. Nevertheless, I trust some the people who have: Tim Dinsdale, who 
had three sightings besides the one he filmed; Bob Rines, and some others. Still, I can’t be quite 
sure WHAT they saw, because I once saw a UFO that wasn’t. Four of us were having dinner 
outside a restaurant in Lexington KY, early evening, grey skies but plenty of light. A round object 
approached at some height, with lights flashing on and off underneath it. All four of us were excited 
enough to leave the meal -- telling the waiter we’d be back to finish it; we rushed to the car and 
followed the UFO for as long as we could, but it soon disappeared. So we went back to our meal. 
And the thing came back! But this time its path was exactly overhead, and we could see that the 
lights spelled out GOODYEAR. It was a Friday, and there was a football game coming up the next 
day, and the blimp had already arrived. So there were 4 reasonable people all of whom agreed 
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originally on its being a UFO, and if it had not come back straight overhead, that’s what we would 
have believed to this day. 

So anyone can be wrong, groups of people can be wrong; and yet some of the best and most 
reliable evidence we have stems from eyewitness reports. Years later, at Loch Ness, my wife and I 
watched a shiny object quite far away in the sky, that just got smaller and smaller and then 
disappeared. My guess is that it was an earth satellite, but that’s obviously just a guess. 

Anyway, we have not only organizational problems and intellectual problems that mainstream 
science doesn’t, we also have people problems that science doesn’t. There are some individuals 
who claim to be interested in Loch Ness monsters just as I am, but who are more willing to go 
really far out with explanations --- people who think Nessies are psychic phenomena, or who 
connect them with UFOs, say. In mainstream fields, there’s usually no problem judging who really 
is a kook and who isn’t and in keeping out the kooks -- though of course they make mistakes 
sometimes and exclude the wrong people, and even sometimes let in the wrong people, but on the 
whole their judgments suit their purpose and it doesn’t damage their enterprise in the short run, 
and usually not even in the long run. But we can’t really judge who is likely to contribute usefully to 
our work and who isn’t; and anyway we don’t have a mechanism for keeping them out even if we 
could identify them. We had quite a few discussions about this in the Society for Scientific 
Exploration over the years. On the one hand, we tried to emphasize scientific-type rigor and 
discipline by having a high and traditional barrier for full membership: PhD or equivalent, tenured 
academic position or equivalent, and mainstream publications. (Some of us would laugh in private 
as we described some of the really kooky people who have all those qualifications.) But the trouble 
--- and we keep talking about it in the Society -- is that some of the most important work in the 
fields we’re interested in is done by people who don’t have those credentials. We compromised by 
making the programs of our meetings more open than the peer-reviewed journal; and as a result, 
many of us consciously grit our teeth and bite our tongues at some the presentations that this 
open-door policy brings in. But there’s no certain way to draw a dividing line, no criteria available 
for judging accurately what’s potentially sound and what’s never going to be. I like to quote my 
friend Jack Good, a truly eminent and widely respected statistician and philosopher: “Cranks are 
geniuses who happen to be wrong, and geniuses are cranks who happen to be right”. Einstein too 
once remarked that there’s no way of telling which is which, except by later hindsight, sometimes 
much later. 

A great disadvantage we have, that scientists don’t, is that some people feel perfectly free to 
say things about us that stop just this side of the legal definitions of libel or slander, and sometimes 
go over that limit. I suggest that the best antidote to that is to be aware of the advantages we have 
over scientists. 

As to name-calling, it can’t hurt us the way it can hurt professional scientists. When a scientist’s 
work is trashed, that threatens livelihood and career; it doesn’t threaten us in that way, because 
we’re amateurs. I’ve often said over the years that because in academe I practiced chemistry, 
history of science, and had some administrative stints, I was free to pursue Nessies and similar 
subjects as a hobby; but if I had been a biologist, interest in Nessie would have been  a career-
stopper -- it has been for at least one American and one British biologist I know of. Milton Friedman 
is credited with the observation that academic freedom is enjoyed most by tenured full professors 
approaching retirement; but it’s enjoyed even more by fully retired professors -- and by amateurs. 

I used to argue with ignorant criticisms by reviewers of my professional work in chemistry and 
in science studies, because it was important to me to overcome their objections, to get published. 
But nowadays I find I’m able to just ignore that sort of thing and put it out of my mind. Not long ago 
I got 2 reviewers’ comments that  had obviously been solicited with the sole purpose of rejecting 
my MS., one was one sentence long, the other was a couple of pages of character assassination 
by guilt of association; and I didn’t even finish reading it, it’s so obviously not worth the time and 
the journal is obviously not worth pursuing.  

When we’re wrong about something, it’s no skin off our livelihood. When the fanatical 
defenders of the orthodoxy, like the science groupies in such so-called “skeptics” groups as the 
Committee for Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal, call us names and denigrate 
our evidence, we can bear in mind that those people are to be pitied: their fanaticism reveals a 
tremendous need to feel utterly secure in their beliefs. A friend who is a member of the Society for 
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Scientific Exploration but who also attends a skeptics group regularly did a survey to test one of his 
observations, that it seemed as though many of these fanatical nay-sayers had been brought up in 
overly strict religious households and had rebelled against them; and the survey amply confirmed 
his hypothesis. People raised to be unquestioning believers don’t become moderate, questioning 
thinkers if they lose that belief, they have to find another belief to be unquestioning about, in this 
case whatever it is that science happens to say at a given time. They typically don’t realize that 
science is usually right -- when it’s right at all -- only in the short run, as the history of science tells 
us. To these pseudo-skeptics, as Marcello Truzzi called them, it’s a psychological catastrophe to 
be wrong about something. Yet even a moment’s thought should be enough to recognize that 
human beings are wrong about all sorts of things all the time. Of course it hurts my pride if I find 
I’ve been mistaken about something I believed, but if someone tries to make me feel worthless 
because of that, I can respond, “What? How awful! I was wrong --- unlike you and all the other 
people who are never wrong?” 

“Amateur” is often used in a disparaging sense, but I’m using it in the original and primary 
meaning: Someone who does a thing for the love of it, not as a hired hand. It’s not so long ago that 
the Olympic Games were restricted to amateurs. In my favorite sport, cricket, it was within my living 
memory that British international teams were always captained by an amateur, a “Gentleman”, not 
a professional, a “Player”. 

Doing something for the love of it is actually how modern science began. Up to the 17th century, 
there weren’t any professional scientists, people making a career from doing research. The word 
“scientist” was first coined in the early 19th century, and it was toward the end of that century before 
one could earn a living doing research as well as teaching. For many decades, professional 
scientists could still keep their practices fairly close to the amateur ideal, choosing and following 
projects purely because they seemed a way to understand more about the natural world. There 
was, admittedly, a certain conflict of interest because making acclaimed discoveries could be good 
for one’s prestige and career, but the limited rewards on offer didn’t make those conflicts of interest 
too influential. Disputes about who discovered something first were waged largely for reasons of 
ego and personal competitiveness. But starting in the mid-20th century, science became “Big”, 
research required increasingly large amounts of financial and infrastructure support, applications 
could make a discoverer wealthy in short order in fields like computers and molecular biology, and 
conflicts of interest have become very prominent in science. Together with that, there have been 
many incidents of scientific fraud, faking results, stealing other people’s work, and so on -- to the 
extent that there’s now a burgeoning academic industry in “research ethics”, “bioethics”, and the 
like, holding conferences about those things, publishing journals and books about them. And the 
resistance that mainstream consensus has always offered to startlingly new ideas and evidential 
claims has become terribly strong, because a mainstream consensus can harness support from 
granting agencies, journals, and the media, so that in an increasing number of fields there now 
exist what I’ve called knowledge monopolies and research cartels. In several cases, the 
mainstream consensus is clearly contradicted by published data in mainstream scientific journals, 
yet the monopolies are maintained by censorship and persecution. I’ve seen that at first hand in 
the case of AIDS, where the evidence is conclusive that HIV is not its cause; and I’ve seen it at 
rather close second hand in the case of drug approval and marketing, and I’ve seen it at second 
hand in the cases of cold fusion and of global warming.  

So we should bask in our amateur status, and be conscious of its advantages.  
 
It’s just great to be an amateur researcher, free to follow whatever fascinating leads appeal to 

us, free to make mistakes, but also free to pursue the really long shots, the things that will really 
make a  difference when we come to understand them. It’s like the old story: professional scientists 
have to fish where they know there are fish, even if they’re tiddlers and hardly worth eating; but we 
amateurs are free to go fishing where no one has ever before seen a fish, because if and when we 
do catch one, it’s a whopper and makes history! 


