
volume 16 number 1 2010 WWW.SKEPTIC.COM 5

Aristotle onassis’ charming quip on the
female disposition, that if “women
didn’t exist, all the money in the world
would have no meaning.” in all fairness,
robinson wasn’t saying that women had
to act this way. rather, he said that we’d
be happier if we understood our drive
toward bling and power. Still, the whole
exchange smells a little 1950s. 

i’m also wary of any analogy that
uses domestic violence to prove a point.
robinson compares people’s veneration
of flawed governments to “battered wives
who still profess undying love for their
abusers.” As well, i was a bit disturbed by

a statement he made about single moth-
ers and poverty. Arguing that inequality
is temporary among demographics,
robinson writes: “there are many
causes: being a student or a single
mother, illness or disability, job loss, re-
cent immigration. but many single moth-
ers will marry, many ill people recover,
most students graduate into the work
force, most unemployed find jobs, most
immigrants assimilate and prosper.” call
me crazy, but it seems like robinson is
suggesting that single mother’s route out
of poverty is marriage. there’s that 1950s
eau de toilette again.

of course robinson might have a
few words to say about this critique. i
might be lumped with the pessimists,
chastised as a member of, as robinson
describes it, the “bumper crop of carp-
ing crybabies” that’s ruining America.

what’s important to remember is
that none of what i’ve said about robin-
son’s book really deals with the merits of
its idealogical goal, but rather the
strength of robinson’s arguments on its
own. Unfortunately its a weak one. but
i’m optimistic that such a good idea as
rational optimism won’t go too long
without a better-suited spokesperson. 

Scott Sigler writeS bookS with
an eclectic mix of elements drawn from
science fiction, horror, and thrillers with
a heavy emphasis on real life science.
Skeptics can take heart in knowing this
science is (within reason) true to life,
and without the supernatural and meta-
physical aspects that color so much
genre fiction. Sometimes this alchemy
produces exciting results, like Sigler’s
well-received Infected, and sometimes,
like the medieval hunt for the philoso-
pher’s stone, the outcome is just a little
bit short of expected. Sigler’s current
release, Ancestor, is something akin to
the results of an alchemical experi-
ment—interesting, but not exactly
what was intended.

Ancestor begins as the story of a
genetic research laboratory clandes-
tinely attempting to perfect the trans-
plant of organs from genetically
modified animals into humans. they
call the artificial creatures they make
by sequencing DNA “ancestors” be-
cause their genetic code is based on
their best guess about the DNA of the

earliest mammalian ancestors. these
creatures can be manipulated to avoid
crippling immune responses in the hu-
mans into whom their organs will be
transplanted. After a series of setbacks,
the team ends up on a remote island in
lake Superior where the ancestors are
born, but turn out to be something a
bit different than the placid herbivores
the company had expected. 

Sigler’s use of science in the story
is clever, and much of the novel recalls
Michael crichton’s many books on the
same theme, including Jurassic Park,
the lost world, and Next. Unfortu-
nately, the comparison is sometimes
too apt, and while the novel’s set pieces
about genetic science and rampaging
monsters are quite good (the first ap-
pearance of the creatures is especially
terrifying), they are also very similar to
scenes in crichton’s novels without
contributing anything new to a very fa-
miliar story.

Ancestor also suffers from having
far too little of the title creatures, who
don’t show up until about two-thirds of

the way through the book, and don’t re-
ally start rampaging in earnest until the
final pages. by this point, the novel’s real
plot has already been revealed: it’s actu-
ally a thriller about a psychopath trying
to kill off the island’s residents to cover
up the lab’s illegal genetic research. this
plot strand is not as strong as the part
devoted to the monsters, and at times
the novel’s rapid-fire pacing works
against the story, leaving too little time
to fully develop the book’s characters.

overall, Ancestor is a fast-paced
read that uses real science facts to weave
an interesting web of science fiction-in-
fused horror. though crown is releasing
Ancestor with a copyright of 2010, a ver-
sion of the book was first published by a
smaller firm in 2007 and had been a
podcast before that. it is one of the au-
thor’s earlier works, and the rawness
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shows. the novel’s rough but serviceable
language (not for the easily offended)
and fast pacing must have worked espe-
cially well in audio form in weekly in-
stallments, rather than consumed all at
once. Still, skeptics can enjoy the fact
that there is at least one horror/thriller
author who takes his science as seri-
ously as he does his storytelling.

Scott Sigler Interview
Jason Colavito: You’ve described yourself

as a skeptic and have appeared on
the Skepticality podcast. what got
you interested in skepticism? How
is this reflected in your work?

Scott Sigler:Quite frankly, Skepticality
was what got me interested in
Skepticism. i had just discovered
podcasting and was researching the
top podcasts. Skepticality was one,
so i started listening to explore
what went into a podcast that could
hold a large audience. the content
largely blindsided me—i hadn’t
even known skepticism existed in a
larger sense. Finding a whole com-
munity of like-minded people felt
like coming home. Finding an un-
expected world of rationality made
me more confident to use these
traits in the characters i create. 

JC: the promotional materials for your
books call your style a “trademark
blend of thrills and cutting edge sci-
ence.” How do you employ real life
science in your novels?

SS:My primary goal is telling captivat-
ing stories. i find that science roots
the story in a rule-set that many
people already know. by using ac-
tual science, the story feels
more real, more possible, and cre-
ates situations where the reader
may think, “i know this is fiction,
but the way it is laid out, i can see it
really happening.” this makes my
creations plausible, which lets the
readers give themselves permission
to dive further into the illusion. 

JC:How does your work differ from tra-
ditional science fiction in its appli-
cation of science?

SS: the majority of what’s sold as science
fiction is actually fantasy, where the

“magic” is explained away as some
future technology that we modern-
day people couldn’t possibly under-
stand. while i use that same
technique when necessary for pur-
poses of telling a great story, i strive
to use real science as much as possi-
ble. three other things set me apart
from most science fiction, namely
setting, biology and “peer review.” i
put my stories in modern-day set-
tings. Most science fiction deals
with the near future, the far future,
or the ever-popular “dystopian fu-
ture.” i also focus on real biology
and achievable bio-hacking for the
story’s “big idea,” where many scifi
stories focus on physics, sociology,
or “exploring the human condition.”
the final difference is i subject my
stories to what i call “peer review,”
which is giving the full manuscript
to three biology-related Ph.D.s who
make sure everything reflects accu-
rate science, or is at the very least
plausible based on what we know.
Submitting the manuscript to them
creates enormous amounts of re-
writing, and often wipes out large
swaths of my planned plot. How-
ever, in the end the extra effort is
worth it. when people who actually
do science for a living email me and
say “thank you for doing your
homework, i loved it,” that makes it
all worthwhile. 

JC: Ancestor is about xenotransplanta-
tion. How much of the science in
the novel has already occurred?
How likely is it that someone will
attempt what your characters try?

SS:Most of the xenotransplantation
listed in Ancestor has already hap-
pened. we’ve been using the hearts
of primates since 1964. the digitiza-
tion and reverse-sequencing of the
mammalian genome was done by
David Haussler at the University of
california Santa cruz. oligo ma-
chines and protein synthesis are
real, and conceptually allow one to
create a full, computer-engineered
genome. craig Venter has created an
artificial bacterium—an actual liv-
ing organism created from scratch.
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Agresearch in New Zealand is ac-
tively inserting human genes into
sheep to see if the animals will pro-
duce human proteins in their
milk. imutran (a division of Novar-
tis) has invested heavily in research
to put human proteins into pig
genomes, trying to create permanent
replacement organs. every last ele-
ment in Ancestor is real, is happening
right now—for the purposes of
telling a kick-ass story, i just take all
of this real science and bump it up a
couple of notches. Although no one
is going to try the combination of
technologies that are listed in Ances-
tor, gene modification and cloning
are already here, and xenotransplan-
tation is a multi-billion-dollar market
if companies can overcome the im-
mune reaction response. 

JC: the plot of Ancestor recalls the
overreaching genetic scientists in
Michael crichton’s Jurassic
Park and Next. to what extent
were stories like these an inspira-
tion for your own? what sets your
novel apart?

SS: i’ve never read Next, but Jurassic
Park is a classic biological sci fi
thriller that takes established sci-
entific concepts and extrapolates
them to make a fascinating and
fun fiction story. that novel, along
with Relic, by Douglas Preston and
lincoln child, really helped shape
my subject matter. i’ve always
been mesmerized by biology and
by the storytelling of Stephen
king, so the work of crichton, Pre-
ston and child showed me that i
could combine the two. 

JC: Many skeptics have a negative opin-
ion of horror, a genre associated with
the supernatural. why do you think a
skeptic would enjoy Ancestor?

SS: You are right that most horror sto-
ries involve the supernatural,
which is why many skeptics brush
off the genre. when you seek a
world of rationality, random
shapeshifting, unexplained undead
and a general total whitewashing of
the laws of nature and physics just
smack of woo-woo and lazy story-
telling. My work, on the other
hand, is firmly rooted in actual sci-
ence and doesn’t use woo-woo cop-
outs or insult anyone’s
intelligence. Ancestor is fiction, a
thriller, but the real-world setting
makes it a very acceptable form of
escapism for skeptics.

tHe DArwiN celebrAtioNS oF
2009 led to a glut of books about evolu-
tion, which took a wide variety of ap-
proaches. Most books were written by
biologists, paleontologists, or historians
trained in the subject; others were
written by the creationists trying to
counter all the Darwin publicity. Yet
there are books that fall into neither of
these categories. what Darwin got
wrong by Jerry Fodor and Massimo Pi-
atelli-Palmarini (abbreviated FPP here-
after) is a wrongheaded effort by a
philosopher and a cognitive scientist
(neither of whom has any firsthand re-
search experience relevant to evolu-
tionary biology) to critique natural
selection. 

the confusion begins with the
title. the authors state up front that
they are both atheists, accept the fact
that life has evolved, and do not sub-
scribe to creationism or “intelligent de-
sign”—yet they used a title that is
bound to boost sales by giving creation-
ists the impression that this is a serious
scientific critique of evolutionary biol-
ogy. in particular, the use of Darwin’s
name in the title (talking about “Dar-
winism” rather than modern evolution-
ary biology, or even 1950s-style
“Neo-Darwinism”) is a classic creation-
ist tactic. in fact, modern evolutionary
biology only vaguely resembles what
Darwin thought 150 years ago. So what
if Darwin got a few things wrong?

we’ve learned a lot in the past century
and a half! what is remarkable is how
much Darwin got right despite the fact
that he knew nothing about genetics,
and very little about the fossil record.
throughout the book, FPP resurrect
some of the hoariest discredited cre-
ationist arguments (such as “natural
selection is tautological”), showing
that they have not only failed to ac-
quire any relevant training in evolu-
tionary biology, but also have not
understood the disproofs of to these
creationist canards.

Since FPP don’t deny that life has
evolved, or that all life is related by a
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