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Bad Astronomy

The opinion of 10,000 men is of no value if none of them
know anything about the subject. - Marcus Aurelius
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The North Star

 Belief: the North Star is the brightest star.

 Truth: the brightest star is the Dog Star, Sirius.
 The North Star, Polaris, is about the 50th brightest.
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Shooting Stars

 Belief: shooting stars are falling stars.

 Truth: they are bits of dust, and have nothing
to do with stars.
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Name a star after your girlfriend!

 Belief: there is a company that will
name a star after your girlfriend or
boyfriend--for a fee.

 Truth: no company has the right to
name stars after anyone. Such
names are not recognized by
astronomers.

 Stars are not named after people;
asteroids and comets are.
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Moonrise
 Belief: the Moon rises at sunset.
 Truth: The  moon rises at

sunset only when it is full.
 After full moon, the Moon rises

1 hour later each day.
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Moon Phases

 Belief: the moon's phases are caused by the
Earth's shadow.

 Truth: they are caused by the Moon's own
shadow, not the Earth's shadow.

 When the Earth's shadow falls on the Moon, itÕs a
lunar eclipse.
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Blue Moon

Belief: ÒBlue MoonÓ means there is a
second full moon in a calendar
month.

Truth: ÒOnce in a blue moonÓ means
never.

Astronomy 20/25
8

Bad Astronomy

Dark Side of the Moon
 Belief: there is a dark side of the Moon which

is always in night.
 Truth: there is a side we never see (the Far

Side), but it is not permanently dark.

 The Moon, like the Earth, has day and night.

The Far Side of
the Moon
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Moon Landings
 Belief: the Moon landings were filmed in a

studio in Burbank.

 Truth: the Moon landings were an astounding
achievement that took years of hard work on
the part of thousands.

White, Grissom, Chaffee
Pete Conrad, Apollo 12



Universe 4

Astronomy 20/25
10

Bad Astronomy

Practice Question

 The full moon rises atÉ

A. Sunrise
B. Noon

C. Sunset
D. midnight
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The Flag on the Moon
 Belief: the flags on the Moon can be seen in a telescope.
 Truth: no way. The Moon is 250,000 miles away. The

smallest objects that can be seen from Earth are about 1
mile across.

Gene Cernan,
Apollo 17
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The Great Wall of China

 Belief: the Great Wall of China is the only man-
made object visible from space.

 Truth: it can't be seen even from an airplane.

The Great Wall of China as
seen from the International
Space Station
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Practice Question

 Q. The brightest star in the sky is:

A. Polaris, the North Star
B. Sirius, the Dog Star

C. Venus
D. The Sun
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Summer Heat
 Belief: summer is hot because we are closer to

the Sun.
 Truth: summer is hot because the Sun is high in

the sky.

 We are closer to the Sun in winter, but that fact
doesn't affect the temperature much.

January July
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Sunset

 Belief: the Sun sets in the west.

 Truth: it sets in the west,
northwest, or southwest.

 It sets exactly west on the
equinoxes (March 20 & Sept. 22).
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Eggs on the Equinox

 Belief: eggs will
stand on end
only on an
equinox.

 Truth: eggs can
be balanced on
their end any
day of the year. Dr. Phil Plait, author of

"Bad Astronomy"
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Mars Face

 Belief: the "Mars Face" was carved by
Martians to send us a message.

 Truth: It's just a mountain.

Mars Global
Surveyor, 1997

Viking Orbiter, 1977
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The Asteroid Belt

 Belief: the asteroid belt is littered with
constantly colliding asteroids.

 Truth: asteroids are millions of miles apart.
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The "8 Planets"

 Belief: there are 8 planets in the solar system.

 Truth: there are 15 or more worlds of planetary size,
some called Òplanets,Ó some Òmoons,Ó some Òdwarf
planets,Ó some Òasteroids,Ó some ÒKBOs.Ó

Callisto Europa Ganymede
Moon Io Titan Triton
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The Sun

 Belief: the Sun is burning.

 Truth: the Sun shines because it is hot,
but it is not on fire.
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Solar Energy

 Belief: Solar energy consists of exotic rays,
perhaps ultraviolet rays.

 Truth: Solar energy is light.
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The Sun's Demise

 Belief: the Sun will blow up when it dies.
 Truth: the Sun will die someday, but it won't

explode.
 Near the end, it will swell up to become a red

giant.
 It will end its life as a white dwarf star.
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Black Holes Suck

 Belief: Black holes go
around sucking up
innocent planets.

 Truth: it's nearly
impossible to fall into a
black hole.

 A typical black hole is
40 miles across.
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The Universe as a pea.

 Belief: In the beginning, the Universe was the
size of a pea.

 Truth: the Universe probably was infinite from
the beginning.
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Practice Question
 Q. There are ____ planets in the

Solar System.
A. 1
B. 8

C. 9
D. Depends on what you mean by

the word ÒplanetÓ
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It's Only a Theory
 Belief: if something is a theory, it's probably untrue.
 Truth: some theories are known to be accurate;

some are known to be inaccurate.
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The Dark Side

Nature is often hidden, sometimes overcome, seldom
extinguished. - Francis Bacon.

New
Orleans,
2005


