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Skeptics investigator in
abduction shock!
While touring New Zealand
recently, Harry Edwards had a
close encounter with a UFO.
Harry, having stopped for a coffee
break, was startled when, out of
nowhere, swooped a UFO, which
hovered and tried to beam him up.

Recalling The Exorcist, he took out
his Australian Skeptics badge (the
Oval one, $5.50 including p & p)
and made the sign of the cross.
The UFO promptly evaporated
into the clouds.
Or, at least, that’s his story.

Victoria
Australian Skeptics (Vic) Inc:
GPO Box 5166AA
Melbourne VIC 3001
Tel: (03) 9391 9101
Fax: (03) 9391 9101
contact@skeptics.com.au
htto://www.skeptics.com.au
Queensland
Australian Skeptics (Qld):
PO Box 6454
Fairfield Gardens QLD 4103
Tel: (07) 3255 0499
Gold Coast Skeptics:
PO Box 8348
GC Mail Centre QLD 4217
Tel: (07) 5527 9884
Fax: (07) 5577 4784
stear@onthenet.com.au
South Australia
Skeptics SA:
PO Box 91
Magill SA 5072
Tel: (08) 8277 6427
Fax: (08) 8277 6427
lakes@senet.com.au
Western Australia
WA Skeptics:
PO Box 899
Morley WA 6062
Tel: (09) 448 8458
waskep@omen.net.au
Tasmania
Tasmanian Skeptics:
97 Gillon Crescent
Mount Stuart TAS 7000.
Tel: (03) 6234 1458
thornett@netspace.net.au
Northern Territory
Darwin Skeptics:
PO Box 809
Sanderson NT 0812
Tel: (08) 8932 7552
Fax: (08) 8932 7553
sooze@taunet.net.au
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The more prosaic truth
The photograph above shows an
uncommon lenticular cloud
formation, often mistaken (by
those with a proclivity to believe)
for a UFO. Resembling a double
convex lens it is an ovoid-shaped
cloud with usually clean edges,
found at all levels, and
characterised by a tendency to
remain stationary for long
intervals, despite constant
evaporation.

The photo on the cover is not of
our intrepid investigator about to
be abducted by an alien spacecraft,
but, with the help of a friend,
Graham Morris, and Adobe
Photoshop, he shows just how
easy it is to create a ‘genuine’
photo of a UFO.
The look of anguish on Harry’s
face is, however, genuine; his wife
had just driven the car over his
foot! .
Vol 17, No 3

THE SKEPTIC

Convention report

1997 Convention a great success
Barry Williams
The 1997 National Convention, held in Newcastle dollars spent by oil and mineral exploration compaon August 9-10, was one of the best we have ever nies on seeking reserves could be saved if only the
experienced, with a list of topics that kept the creationists were right.
At the end of the morning session,
audience intrigued throughout. It is
Skeptic editor, Barry Williams anregrettable that more Skeptics did not
nounced that the Bent Spoon for 1997
avail themselves of the opportunity to
(presented to the perpetrator of the
hear leading speakers on a number of
most preposterous piece of pseudovital topics of concern.
scientific piffle) had been won by leadThe convention was opened when Dr
ing anti-immunisation advocate, Dr
Richard Gordon, president of the NSW
Viera Scheibner, with a strong challenge
branch, introduced Bob Baldwin MP,
from the runner-up, the National Marirepresenting the Minister for Science. Mr
time Safety Authority. He then anBaldwin spoke approvingly of the work
nounced that the Australian Skeptics
the Skeptics are doing in supporting sciDistinguished Skeptic of the Year had
ence and education and questioning
been awarded to Prof Peter Doherty
various popular myths.
(see story of these awards elsewhere in
The first paper of the morning sesBob Baldwin MP
this issue). It was also announced that
sion, “Creationist Codswallop” was presented by Prof Ian Plimer, head of the o p e n s t h e C o n v e n t i o n Prof Ian Plimer had been made a Life
Member of Australian Skeptics, in recSchool of Earth Sciences at the Univerognition of his herculean efforts in exsity of Melbourne, who charted his reposing pseudoscience.
cent litigation against a creationist in the
The Saturday afternoon session,
context of his long, and often lonely, task
“Cure-all Quackery”, commenced with
of exposing the pseudoscience that masa paper by 1996 Australian Skeptics
querades as creation ‘science’. As alEureka Prize for Critical Thinking winways, Ian was scintillating in his presner, Trevor Case. Trevor spoke of the
entation and compelling in his argureasons for the persistence of superstiment.
tious beliefs and described his experiHe was followed by fellow geologist,
mental testing of people’s need for cerand Hunter branch member, Michael
tainty and their acceptance of superstiCreech, who gave a fascinating expositious explanations.
tion of how the evidence gained from
John Foley, secretary of Skeptics SA,
plate tectonics, or continental drift, exspoke of the “Brick Walls of BureaucDr Richard Gordon
poses creationist claims about a recent
racy” that have frustrated his efforts to
global flood for the patent nonsense that
it is. In a telling, and highly amusing talk, he ex- force government agencies to apply the same conplained how sumer protection to
the billions of users of ‘alternative’

Prof Nik Bogduk
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Col Maybury and Steve Roberts
discuss oenology

Prof John Dwyer

5

health treatments as they do to the consumers of any a number of paranormalist promoters.
Dr Steve Roberts from the Victorian Skeptics
other product or service. John remains undaunted
started the Sunday morning proceedby this and promises to continue his efings with a light-hearted look at the
forts to make the proponents of alternasimilarities between the growing UFO
tive therapies responsible for their acmovement and literalist religion. He
tions.
made the suggestion that such were the
He was followed by Prof Nikolai
similarities that the Skeptics, in quesBogduk, professor of anatomy and mustioning UFOlogists, were in danger of
culoskeletal medicine at the University
infringing the claimants religious beof Newcastle. Nik looked at the use of
liefs.
“tradition and wisdom” in mainstream
James Gerrand, the founding secremedical practise, and made an impastary of Australian Skeptics, and an ensioned plea for “evidence-based medigineer, looked at the mythology surcine” and more scientific testing of prorounding the health effects of electrocedures and treatments used by medimagnetic radiation from power reticucal practitioners.
lation and household appliances (his
These themes were developed by
paper is in this issue).
Prof John Dwyer, professor of medicine
Prof Vic Stenger
He was followed by the host of the
at the University of NSW and head of
convention, Hunter branch president,
the School of Medicine at Prince Henry
Dr Colin Keay, who spoke in detail on
and Prince of Wales hospitals. He also
the scare-mongering by activists, that
spoke of many worthless devices that
has successfully curtailed debate on the
are being sold to alternative practitionviability of nuclear
ers, using
generated electricthe fact
ity . Colin’s paper is
that they
also in this issue.
a r e
Our
special
“listed”
overseas guest, Prof
by
the
Vic Stenger, profesTherasor of physics and
peutic
astronomy at the
Goods
University
of
AdminisJohn Foley
Hawaii,
and
author
tration as
Trevor Case
of the sceptical R i c h a r d L e a d
evidence of their efficacy. He pointed out
that listing by the TGA was no guarantee of anything, books Physics and Psychics and The Unconscious Quanand paid a glowing tribute to local nurse, Cheryl tum, spoke of the claims in New Age circles, that
Freeman, for her work in trying to make the respon- modern physics, especially quantum physics, in
sible authorities act on worthless devices (see a pro- some way validates many paranormal claims. Based
on his work in particle physics and astrophysics, he
file of Cheryl in Vol 17, No 2).
showed that no such
Dr Richard Gordon
validation can be
concluded this section
claimed.
with an analytical deDr Huw Price, reader
scription of the soin the School of Philosocalled “self-evident
phy at the University of
truths” that underlie
Sydney, and Time’s Armany alternative therarow and the Archimedes
pies.
Point, disputed the reAt the dinner, the
cently popular notion
guests were entertained
that chaos theory exand enthralled by the
plains the “arrow of
prodigious performers
time”.
of prestidigitation,
The afternoon session
Steve Walker, Peter
began as economist, colRodgers and Kent
umnist and cultural
Blackmore, and heard
critic, PP McGuinness, in
our overseas guest
a hard hitting presentaspeaker, Prof Vic
tion, equated the trend
Stenger, speak of his
in many intellectual
courtroom battles with
At dinner: Roland Seidel, Steve Roberts and Ian
circles, of denigrating
Plimer maintain the Victorian reputation for sobriety.
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1997 Bent Spoon
Barry Williams
Julie McCarron-Benson announces the venue for
the 1998 convention(Canberra)

economics as a serious subject, with the anti-science
“millennial irrationalism” more familiar to Skeptics.
The first half of Paddy’s paper is in this issue and
the second half will appear in the next .
Tax expert and newly elected treasurer of the NSW
branch, Richard Lead, looked at the tax advantages
and privileges held by religious institutions, including some very peculiar fringe organisations, and the
effect this has on the economic wellbeing of the national economy.
Roland Seidel, president of the Victorian Skeptics,
made a thoughtful dissertation on “How we can tell
from make-believe”, describing how the brain is very
adept at convincing us the truth of things that just
aren’t so.
Final speaker was Prof Nik Bogduk, with a clarion
call to Skeptics to keep up their efforts at exposing
irrational beliefs, despite the difficulties, and the ease
with which people fall for simple and attractive
(though wrong) alternative views.
The convention wound-up with a richly- deserved
round of applause for Colin Keay and his small, but
dedicated, band of Hunter Skeptics for one of the
most thought provoking conventions ever.
The
Canberra Skeptics have volunteered to host the 1998
convention .
Some papers from the Convention appear in this
issue and more will be contained in the next.

Barry Williams and Paddy McGuinness dispute
the scurrilous claim that Skeptic’s conventions
are “for fat blokes with beards”.
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The 1997 winner of the Australian Skeptics Bent
Spoon Award, presented annually to the Australian
“perpetrator of the most preposterous piece of
pseudoscientific piffle”, was announced at the
convention.
The unanimous choice of the judges was Dr Viera
Scheibner for her high profile anti-immunisation
campaign which, by promoting new age and conspiracy mythology and by owing little to scientific
methodologies or research, poses a serious threat to
the health of Australian children.
Unlike most previous recipients, Dr Scheibner
responded to her award with a demand that she be
allowed space to present her case. As the Skeptic does
not seek to silence its critics, we have offered her
space in the next issue.
Interviewed on her award by Dr Paul Willis, for
the ABC Health Report, Dr Scheibner asked, rhetorically, “Have you seen the acronym of the society, I
looked it up when I was looking for a fax number.
It’s Australian Skeptics Society - ASS.”
The trouble is, there is no such organisation and
she should have known better, having received at
least two fax messages and one letter from us on the
letterhead of Australian Skeptics Inc, the acronym
for which is ASI. We wonder if this is an example of
the rigour she applies to all her research.
A very strong late entry in the competition, the
national Maritime Safety Authority, was the runner
up. This government agency has adopted an official
policy of treating seriously, offers of assistance from
“clairvoyants” in finding missing people.
In the first recorded case of this extraordinary misuse of public funds, in early July the MSA chartered
an aircraft, at a cost of more than $7000, to search for
the crew of a NZ yacht, Queen Charlotte, on an uninhabited island near New Caledonia, based on messages from five NZ clairvoyants. Needless to say, the
search was unsuccessful and wreckage of the yacht,
which sank in the Coral Sea with the loss of five lives,
was later found on the coast of North Queensland.
More tragically, we have heard that accurate positions for the vessel had been received by AMSA
after the crew had activated two distress beacons,
which AMSA chose to ignore for over 12 hours, also
ignoring International Maritime Organisation protocols that require a positive response.
We understand that questions are being asked of
the Authority in the Senate Estimate’s Committee.
We will keep a watch on the story and bring readers
further information as it emerges.
7

1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
News
1234567890123456789

Around the traps
Bunyip
The study of ancient history will be
have to be drastically reviewed and
Skeptics may be forced to revise
their doubts about claims that
highly technological civilisations
preceded our own, by an
astonishing recent discovery.
Skeptics and historians alike
have long viewed with disdain
claims that ancient Babylonians, and
others, had used batteries and had
access to electronic technology.
However, this discovery, made in no
less a temple-of-doubt than the Editorial Suite of the Skeptic, and by no
less a professional doubter than the
Editor himself, may change all that.
On July 24, the Editor had occasion to remove four AA size batteries from the official Skeptics transistor radio. The batteries seemed, at
first sight, to be standard and unremarkable representatives of the
common Energiser brand until
some inner compulsion caused him
to study one of them in detail (something he had never done before).
There, in the space reserved for the
use-by date, he discerned the following chilling message Best Before
Sep 2000 BC.
With evidence like that, we can
only apologise to all those we formerly categorised as pseudoarchaeological ratbags.
*

*

*

But for a fortuitous computer glitch
that delayed publication for a few
days, this space may have contained
an item that, as events transpired,
would have been tasteless in the
extreme.
It concerned a report we saw in
the SMH of August 16, regarding the
prognostications of “leading” British psychics, including a Mr Geller,
on the future happiness and marital prospects of the Princess of
Wales.
8

In the light of her tragic death, we
are relieved that our publication
was delayed, however, it is instructive to note that not one of these
characters foresaw her imminent
death, nor even offered advice on
the wisdom of wearing seat belts.
*

*

*

While on that sad note, Glenn
Brady of Belmont, Vic, tells us that
within minutes of the death of the
Princess being announced, items
were appearing in conspiracy lists
on the net, claiming that her death
had been arranged by elements of
the British security services. By
now, we understand, such
conspiracy theories are proliferating
at a great rate.
We certainly do live in a sick
world.
*

*

*

We are grateful to David Hagar of
Oak Flat, NSW, who sent us a
clipping about a NZ horoscope hotline that has reduced this rip-off to
its logical conclusion. Callers to the
$2.99 per minute service received
exactly the same recorded reading,
regardless of their birth dates
(shades of the Adelaide Advertiser
horoscope that recently gave every
star sign the same reading). Come
to think of it, this is precisely as
useful as any other advice one is
likely to get from such a source.
*

*

*

David also sent us a sheet describing
a new holistic treatment (or at least
it is new to us). Called Holistic
Pulsing, the blurb describes it as “a
very special, deeply healing form of
treatment” and also as “a diagnostic
tool, when we need to identify or
locate the blockages in the system”.

It promises a lot of things, it not
only cures many physical and emotional ills, but it works even if you
have none of them, plus you can
actually “heal yourself while healing others”.
Naturally, this product is ‘natural’,
but nowhere does the blurb tell us
what holistic pulsing is, though we
suspect that it runs on the natural
substance referred to in the following item.
*

*

*

Thanks to new subscriber, Bill
Lovett, of Kuranda, Qld for this gem
of professional wisdom.
Bill is an agronomist, so he knows
whereof he speaks when he says
that, “bullshit is useful in the propagation of plants, but not in the pollution of people’s minds”.
*

*

*

William Grey from the Qld Skeptics
alerts us to dubious claims being
made in, of all places, the world of
professional cycling.
It seems that some teams in the recent Tour de France were using a
new type of sports fabric for their
kit, containing, among other things,
titanium and platinum. The Japanese manufacturer claims “scientific
proof” that this fabric brings about
a magnetic field and an electromagnetic field that, it is claimed, “reduces the rate of lactate production
in the body and thus slows the onset of fatigue”. That’s the sort of scientific evidence we’d like to see.
*

*

*

Handy Household Hint
If you are unlucky enough to spill
salt on your carpet, you should
immediately pour red wine on the
spill.
Vol 17, No 3
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Victorian Attitudes
Kathy Butler
How far are teachers prepared to go
for science? For the Australian
Skeptics
inaugural
Science
Symposium they came far indeed!
Bendigo, Tasmania, even a car-load
from Gippsland.
In May this year, teachers, Skeptics
and interested observers came to
Scienceworks to see five talented science educators demonstrate their
craft.
Harry Gardner, our first speaker,
came equipped with a host of science
goodies, to show how he keeps 30 preschoolers enthralled for three hours
and gives them a taste of science along
the way. Using songs, toys, and a flair
for entertaining youngsters, Harry introduces them to balances and weighing (using a see-saw and three dolls)
water and steam (do you know I’m a
little teapot... ?), measuring, shapes,
and finally they are able to make their
own eucalyptus oil from gum leaves .
The pre-schoolers take home a
hands-on science experience which is
never forgotten. No wonder Kinder
teachers have Harry booked up for
months in advance.
Catie Morrison was another of our
speakers with a flair for inspiring budding scientists. She came armed with
a mobile demonstration to show how
she puts on a show at Discovery Science and Technology Centre in
Bendigo.
How do you construct hands-on science displays for bus-loads of boisterous schoolchildren? Handcuffing our
Committee secretary to an audience
volunteer was her first demonstration;
a human lesson in topography.
Other experiments included the
body balance biomechanics test, flaming potassium permanganate,
firewalking in Bendigo (an unrelated
event) and the cola density test. (Will
a can of Coke sink or float in water?
What about Diet Coke? Why?).
Catie and her team are an invaluable resource, educating and enthralTHE SKEPTIC
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ling our country kids. Above all they
make science exciting and accessible
to the thousands of children and
adults who have visited the centre.
Graeme O’Neill, probably Melbourne’s best-known science journalist, spoke about the power of the media to promote science - or pseudoscience. With a world too hard to comprehend, it is easy for some to turn to
pseudoscience. A science journalist, he
explained, cannot do so.
Graeme explained how this has
spawned an unfortunate proliferation
of advocacy journalism. As the world
becomes increasingly complex, journalists must turn to experts for explanation. They, in turn, can then become
‘expert commentators’; only a short
distance from there to telling the
reader what to think.
He sees his job as seeking the most
balanced information and presenting
it in a way that is most comprehensible to the layman. At the end of the
day, he says, readers must make up
their own minds, based on the information he has presented.
Speaking of how science journalism,
in irresponsible hands, can become
sensationalist, he used as an example
the Newfarm incident. When
Greenpeace disrupted waste outflow
at the Newfarm plant, they claimed
they had found dangerous levels of
dioxins in the effluent, a story which
sparked much horror and sensationalist reporting.
Graeme analysed the science involved using what he calls the sceptical filter: dioxin is nowhere near as
toxic to humans as to guinea pigs, the
animal of choice in toxicology tests.
What, he asked, did a measurement
of dioxins in parts per trillion mean,
in practical terms? Only a few years
ago this would have been an
undetectable level.
He spoke of how he became the target of hate-mail when he critically
analysed pseudosciences close to

readers’ hearts: articles on homoeopathy, anti-vaccination and organic
foods all triggered a flood of abusive
mail. It is a major challenge to get information across to people who have
a near-religious belief in pseudoscience.
Graeme likes to keep his views honest by adjusting the sceptical filter.
Like photography, he said, it is not so
much a matter of keeping an open
mind but selecting the right aperture.
If you select f22, all sorts of rubbish
floods in. He keeps his permanently
at f1.4 - 2.8.
Ian Plimer flew in from Broken Hill
to highlight the insidious danger creation ‘science’ represents to our
schools. He explained, in a nutshell,
the difference between science and
creation ‘science’.
Science collects data, makes a theory
to explain it, gathers more data and
refines the theory, and so on, for ever.
It has predictive value, even if things
cannot be proven outright: we cannot
prove that a ball will succumb to gravity the next time it is thrown, but we
are confident enough in our predictions of gravity to make aeroplanes
and travel by air.
Creation ‘science’, however, begins
with dogma (God created heaven and
earth) and then attempts to prove it.
From that came the idea that the earth
is 6000 years old and that the earth
was once covered in a flood. Evidence
must then be sought to fit the theory.
This, says Ian, has forced many creation scientists to engage in lies and scientific fraud.
From this, Ian began a trip through
his court battles against creationist
Allen Roberts and his Ark endeavours. After five years, six lawyers and
hundreds of thousands of dollars, the
matter is still not closed. Ian finished
by showing some slides of his many
Turkish trips, including the Noah’s
Ark visitors’ centre, local keepers of
the Ark-site and the Ark itself, which
9

is actually a syncline, a hardened mud
flow that took on a boat-like shape.
We could not run such functions as
the science symposium without the
assistance of speakers, Skeptics, and
other volunteers, willing to use their
time freely in the cause of the promotion of science and critical thinking.
We are indebted to them all.
You can purchase tapes of the
Plimer and O’Neill talks for $5.00 each
(details inside back cover).
*

*

*

As part of our commitment to
forging a strong relationship with
teaching groups, Vic committee
member, Adam Santilli, spoke at
the recent CONASTA (Science
Teachers Association) conference
and ran a table with various
Skeptics literature available.
We had the bed of nails along, and
gave free photos of people on it for
any book purchase they made. It got
a bit uncomfortable when the man at
the calculator stand next door took
exception to the magazines suggesting that Roswell might not have involved aliens. Inexplicably, a number
of people said they were put off visiting us, thinking that we were encouraging pseudoscience! We are also presenting at the STAV conference in
November, where we hope to launch
a science class unit on the scientific
method and astrology.
*

*

*

We’ve also made an excellent
contact with the Children’s
Hospital immunisation clinic. At
our recent Poyntonz Hotel event
Dr Steve Basser of the Vic
committee exposed the poverty of
the arguments put by the antiimmunisation groups.
Cathy Gaucher explained her role
as immunisation officer at the Royal
Children’s Hospital. Thanks to finally
cracking some media exposure we
had a few attendees who clearly were
confused by claims made by Bent
Spoon winner, Viera Scheibner and
her ilk, and who were delighted to finally find the other side of the balanced view.

10
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Darwinian selection
Margaret Kittson

The esteemed Harry Edwards is going
to be visiting Darwin shortly. While
he’s here he’s going to give a public
lecture on the Skeptics - what they’re
all about. We are hoping for a good
attendance and are currently
organising the advertising of this
event.
Late news: Harry has just returned
from a very successful visit to Darwin,
where he gave several media
interviews that have helped raise the
profile of the Darwin Skeptics. He has
now packed away his safari suit and
pith helmet until the next time he
visits the tropics.
*

*

*

Darwin is a great place to come to for
a holiday especially during the dry
season (what the southern parts of
Australia call winter). If any other
high profile Skeptics get the urge to
come here on holiday, we would really
appreciate your getting in touch with
us. As a new group, we are always on
the look out for ways to raise our
profile in the local community.
*

*

*

In July some of us had dinner one
evening with Mark Plummer, who
happened to be in town for a few days.
For those readers who don’t know
him, Mark was the first national
president of the Australian Skeptics
and later became the Executive
Director of CSICOP in the USA, for
three years. ,
He also edited and made substantial contributions to the early volumes
of the Skeptic. It was fantastic experience meeting and listening to someone with Mark’s background, experience and energy levels.

He was able to give us (and the
rather attractive waitress who was
serving our table) a first hand, and extremely facile, demonstration of the
famous Uri Geller bent spoon trick,
even though one spoon did get broken in the process.
I suppose the most valuable things
we got from the evening were ideas
on how to promote the local group,
and the value of demonstrations to
show that so called psychic powers
are just tricks which anyone can do.
We’d love to get Mark back to run
some training sessions with local
members. We’d like to develop the expertise so that we could demonstrate
this kind of fakery first hand at the
Northern Territory Expo, the next one
being held in early July next year.
*

*

*

Our monthly meetings are held on the
second Saturday of each month at10
am, upstairs in the Roma Bar, in
Cavenagh Street.
They tend to be fairly informal with
lots of ideas being passed around.
There has been discussion into setting
up a Territory equivalent of the national Bent Spoon Award. One suggestion for a name is The Never Ever
Award.
Another member formulated a local version of tea leaf reading. Since
iced coffee is the most consumed
drink up here (strange but true!), she
came up with an idea she called
squaffomancy. You suck some iced
coffee up through a straw, spray it
onto something and then analyse the
result. To this stage no-one has got
around to working out what the elements in pattern might mean, but that
probably shouldn’t be much cause for
concern.
After all the last thing you look for
in this kind of thing is logic!
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Southern aspect
Allan Lang
The UFO launch mentioned in the
last Aspect ran into a few problems,
but after changing the date and
location, the Skeptics UFO ascended
on Tuesday, June 24, from the
grounds of Spence Primary School.
We still managed to get our 15 seconds of fame on the TV news, with
John Foley commenting on the Flying Saucer Belief Phenomenon, so
the launch was successful.
Although, with no effort at all, local UFO identity Colin Norris also
appeared on the same segment to
present his usual schtick that the
space beings were wonderful creatures, compared to whom we pathetic humans were a blot on the
universe.
*

*

*

Ah! Fame. Skeptics SA very nearly
almost got a mention in the Creation
Science Foundations August Prayer
News.
What the CSF actually complained about was a report in the
Australian newspaper of July 14, that
the Archbishop of Adelaide, The
Very Reverend Ian George, recently
joined Professor Ian Plimer on a
public platform.
Much as it would have pained the
CSF to mention it, it was our very
own public platform, at a meeting
to support Ian Plimer after the dismissal of his court case. About 150
people attended to hear Ian present
his view of the court case from the
inside.
When inviting the Archbishop to
be present we acknowledged that
we did not expect him to prepare a
formal presentation, due to pressures on his time. As it turned out,
in response to a question from the
audience, he gave a 12-15 minute
answer which magnificently summarised the issue as he saw it.
We would like to thank all our
supporting speakers: The Very RevTHE SKEPTIC
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erend Ian George, Professor Ian
Gibbins, and Brian Miller, who
stepped in as a substitute when
Barry Williams was felled by the
lurgi.
Professor Plimer also had interviews on three local radio stations,
as well as an interview feature in the
daily newspaper. The whole exercise was reasonably successful, although with a bit more time to advertise it we could probably have
filled the venue.
As Ian mentioned, there is a surprisingly gratifying amount of support for him in the Australian community.
*

*

*

Ian Plimer will be appealing against
the Court’s ruling that fraudulent
material is not controlled by the
Trades Practices Act if sold by
anyone not engaged in trade.
Before that happens, you can support the Plimer Fighting Fund by
purchasing an attractive wall
plaque, bearing a piece of the Ark
(none more genuine). The price is
$20 (including postage) from Skeptics SA. Details and a picture of the
plaque can be found on the Australian Skeptics homepage on the web.
*

*

*

From the phone: (I have to listen to
these calls, so you might as well hear
about them.)
Are we serious about our $30,000
challenge? That question was put
to me by a caller to the Skeptics
phone. My response was, Certainly,
as long as there is satisfactory evidence for the paranormal claim. His
answer was that he was the evidence. He had once met someone
who had displayed psychic powers.
He wouldn’t tell me what actually
happened, who the psychic was,
where it happened, when it hap-

pened, or his own name, but it’s
evidence, isn’t it?
He did recommend someone who
could take our money, a psychic,
who could also teach anybody to be
psychic. He couldn’t give me his
name either, but he’s been on television, on one of the channels, sometime.
From the information that the psychic was head of The Australian
Psychic’s Association, I have since
worked out that he may well be
Simon Turnbull, who, according to
sources close to the media, does
have a regular spot on Channel 7s
11AM show.
At the time of the phone call, I
didn’t know that, and I couldn’t
identify The Australian Psychic; the
name Malcolm Wiseman occurred
to me as being wrong, but I couldn’t
get any closer than that.
Because of this, my response to the
callers suggestion was perhaps excessively polite. On past indications,
the chances of Simon Turnbull taking the cash must be on the order of
those of Sir Jim Wallaby becoming
President of Australia.
One day, when I feel strong
enough to watch daytime television,
I must check if The Australian Psychic does appear on Channel 7.
*

*

*

On the first Wednesday of even
numbered months we hold a Super
Special Skeptical Saracen Soire at the
Saracen’s Head, 82 Carrington St.
In October (Wednesday 1st), the
“On the Contrary” topic will be Hair
Re-growth: with speakers David
Salinger, trichologist, and Rod
Burton from Ashley and Martin.
Don’t worry that you won’t know
anyone; none of us do, and we all
wear name tags. Do ring me (8277
6427) and tell me you’ll be there.
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Tas topics
Fred Thornett
It has happened! Australian Skeptics in
Tasmania are now Inc. Yep, we have
beenincorporated. A body has been
added to our well known high spirit.
Applications formembership are now
being solicited from folk of discernment, intellect, learning andsolvency
(or, to quote the esteemed B Williams
Esq, “Any one of theabove”). So if you
are a subscriber and have ten dollars
you are in, cobber.
Membership of the Australian Skeptics in Tasmania Inc is open to
subscibers anywhere,even those who
dwell on the nameless large island to
the north of Tasmania. Just send us your
ten dollars p /a. In return you will receive a genuine testamur issued by
competent authority certifying your
membership.
Our celebratory not-a-meeting meeting at the Royal Tennis Club to cerebrate our new embodiment was held
on Thursday, August 7.
Our constitution has been part plagiarized from South Australia. Our

membership clause permits the committee to require any applicant for
membership to sign a statement that he
or she supports all our aims. The committee may also refuse membership
without giving a reason. Thus we hope
to prevent a takeover by the Church of
Scientology, the devotees of Satya Sai
Baba or similar business organizations.
* * *
As you probably know Satya Sai Baba
was featured in the recent British
television documentary, Guru Busters.
As stated in the last issue of the Skeptic,
this program has been banned in India
because, inter alia, it shows several
senior Indian politicians being conned
by Satya Sai Baba. (In the show the guru
claims to be producing a gold chain out
of the air, but the TV camera shows him
palming it from underneath a cushion.)
As it happens, I am in regular contact
with a Skeptical organization in India no names, no pack drill. So in an effort
to help bring enlightenment to the

deluded masses, someone in Tasmania
arranged for a videotape which closely
resembled something banned in India
to be sent to Mumbai (formerly
Bombay) by flying kangaroo.
After some weeks of negotiation this
was delivered to an interested party
and it has now been copied and shown
to packed crowds in umpteen Skeptical societies in western India. You will
be unsurprised to learn that shortly after the documentary began to be seen
by dissidents in India, the President of
India lost his job. So, suspend your disbelief, let nobody tell you that Tasmania is not a major player on the world
stage.
* * *
Incidently, as those of you who are
fluent in Hindi will know, Sai was an
Indian saint who passed into
reincarnation last century. Satya means,
approximately “true”, and Baba means
roughly “scholar” - or so I have been
told. Now wasn’t that interesting?

Hunter gatherings
Michael Creech
Colin Keay referred a local rag to a
recently published incident in Canada
where researchers were recording
unusually strong signals from a field
seismometer.
The signals indicated a tremor ten
times stronger than the Newcastle
earthquake however other units remained inactive. Expecting vandalism
the Mounties investigated and as always they got their man ... and
woman.
* * *
A psychic residing in a southern Lake
Macquarie suburb was greeted by an
angry neighbour. “Are you a psychic?
12

Then how come you don’t know your
dog has stolen my slippers?”
*

*

*

The intrepid Newcastle Herald reported
on the radiation fears from mobile
phone towers. Their main source, Prof
Boettcher, was photographed before
one of the offending towers ...
sporting his electronic digital watch
proudly on his wrist. Colin Keay
responded to the Herald suggesting
that the Professor should revert to a
gear-wheel model before the
associated radiation does him
permanent harm. At its current

location it may effect vital organs other
than his head.
*

*

*

At the recently held Central Coast
Rock and Mineral Show the organisers
hosted some stalls other than the usual
gem and fossil types. They included
healing crystals, massaging and the
beating of healing drums. From one of
our members who attended came the
comment that they should have been
stoned. And in a flash another member
corrected him, “They were trying to
sell rocks, not give them away.”
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Exploratory opens to the public
Colin Keay
On Friday, July 25, the Mount Stromlo Exploratory applied, could go far toward making the Skeptics a
was formally opened to the public by Kate Carnell, household word in this country.
All visitors to the Exploratory encounter at the
Chief Minister of the ACT Government. It was named
by the Minister for Science, Peter McGauran, last entrance an Honour Board of Universe Club MemNovember (Vol 16, No 4, p15) but with only one bers. The Australian Skeptics Science and Education
Foundation is one of three in the highest category,
exhibit in place the public could not be admitted.
At the July opening ceremony Professor Jeremy Platinum, with Gold, Silver and Bronze in descendMould, Director of Mount Stromlo and Siding ing order of benefactor grades.
Another form of benSprings Observatories,
efaction is available
and host of the Explorawithin the Exploratory
tory, expressed gratitude
where, by filling in a simto the Australian Skeptics
ple form with an approScience and Education
priate donation, one may
Foundation as one of the
“adopt” a star. Most of
three leading sponsors,
the brightest ones have
the others being the ACT
been snapped up (if
Government and a prithat’s the right phrase for
vate benefactor, Joan
adopting a star) but there
Duffield. His kind words
are plenty of fainter stars
were endorsed by Dr
remaining. Magnitude 3
Susan
Serjeantson,
stars cost $100, magniDeputy Chancellor of the
tude 4 are $75 and the
Australian National Unifaintest of the naked-eye
versity.
stars from 5th magnitude
When Kate Carnell deto the limit of visibility
clared the facility open,
are $50 each. Gift adopthe heliostat door in the
tions for children are
ceiling opened wide and
proving popular and the
dozens of white balloons
staff will try to find a star
were released to float
that culminates at
away up into the clear
around 9pm on the reblue sky overhead.
cipient’s birthday.
Representing of two of
Donors are also
the three leading sponsought for naming on
sors, Kate Carnell and I
bronze plaques along the
(on behalf of the Austral“star-walk” connecting
ian Skeptics) shook hands
the Exploratory with the
beside the Skeptics logo
neighbouring Yale-Counder the Exploratory
lumbia telescope dome.
Symbol. Colin Groves
In the well-stocked
was also on hand, repreThe author meeting ACT Chief Minister,
Exploratory shop, along
senting the Canberra
Kate Carnell, at the Exploratory opening.
with a good range of vidSkeptics.
eos, books and other
This time the media
coverage was better. Besides local TV news reports, interesting items, copies of the Skeptic are on sale,
the event rated a picture and story in the Canberra together with membership forms. Visit it next time
Times. There is no doubt that projects such as the you are in Canberra. Let’s hope that in time the SkepExploratory raise the public image of the Australian tics will have a presence in every major centre of
Skeptics. A few more significant bequests, wisely population.
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Radiation and health
James Gerrand
Seeking the evidence for health hazards to humans
from electric/magnetic fields
As a communications engineer, I have been naturally
and personally interested in claims of electric/
magnetic fields causing health damage to humans.
At the start of my career, I was man powered, during
World War II, into the Radiophysics Laboratory,
whilst completing the last term of my engineering
course. A common worry was that radar
transmissions at the new very high and super high
(microwave) frequencies, at
high pulsed power, would
make us sterile. They certainly
would if at a power high
enough to fry eggs, but
precautions were taken to see
that we were not exposed to any
radiation of a power sufficient
to cause any warming of human
tissue. This power of electric/
magnetic radiation to cause
warming is now safely used
when we cook with our
microwave ovens. Manufacturers of the ovens have to
ensure that the leakage of any
radiation is below the set safety
level.
The other known health hazard is when electric/magnetic
fields are at such an intensity,
and at the extremely high frequency of ultraviolet and X-rays, that the cells in
human tissue are ionised. This breakdown in cells
can cause cancer. From experience over years, a safe
exposure to UV and X-ray radiation has been set.
An electric field is set up by voltage difference,
and a magnetic field by electric current flow. These
fields will be established by the electrical power system that is widespread in our modern world; in Australia domestically it is 230 volts at 50Hz. A combined
electric/magnetic field will be radiated by an oscillating current in a conductor. This is the basis of electromagnetic radiation over a spectrum, from extremely low frequency (used in submarine communication at 70 Hz), through broadcast, short wave,
microwave to infra red (heat), light, ultraviolet and
X-rays. Safe exposure levels have been set for electric and magnetic fields by authorities such as the
World Health Organisation.
14

Electric currents and voltages are an inherent part
of the functioning of the cells in our bodies and they
establish magnetic and electric fields. The electric and
magnetic field levels, set by authorities for safe living conditions, are well below the strengths of these
fields naturally occurring within the human body.
So why should there have been so much public
concern about electric/magnetic fields in the past
twenty five years? It seems the public has become
increasingly concerned about their health, particular for the long-term, now that many previously fatal diseases such as TB have
been overcome. Cancer, mainly
a long-term killer, is now a major cause of death and much research is carried out to determine the likely causes of cancer. Smoking tobacco, fifty
years ago an accepted custom,
has now been clearly established as a major killer. When
new, and highly visible, structures, such as high tension
power lines or mobile telephone towers are erected in
our suburbs, or when mobile
phones are increasingly used
held close to the head, carrying
or radiating energy which we
can’t see, many people become
worried. This worry is expressed in public opposition
and concern when some seeming evidence of possible health hazard from such energy is reported. Concern about health is found to
carry much more weight than concern about what is
regarded as an unsightly structure.
What is the evidence?
Dr Andrew Wood, School of Biological Sciences &
Electrical Engineering, Swinburne Institute of
Technology, Melbourne, reported in March 1997 that
some 14,000 research papers have been published
since 1970 on the possible adverse health effects from
low level non-ionising radiation. The emphasis has
changed over the years; early concerns were with
microwave and radar; with powerlines from 1985
and, with mobile phones more recently. Early
emphasis on the electrical field has changed almost
completely to concern about the magnetic field.
Hundreds of millions of dollars have been spent
Vol 17, No 3
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by a variety of organisations government agencies,
electrical supply authorities, research institutes and
individuals in a number of countries, principally the
USA, but also including Australia. There have been
some 80 government and health organisation reviews
of this evidence relating to the two main fields electricity supply (EMF) and radio transmissions (EMR).
The general pattern of the research has been an
initial report indicating some adverse effect, which
then fails to be replicated. There is now mainstream
scientific concern that the money spent on the EMF/
EMR issue could be better spent.

pected at a mobile phone held to the head. There is
conjecture both about the procedure and also its relevance to human cancer. There is, again, the need
for replication before scientific acceptance.

Evidence regarded as inconclusive
All the reviews regard the evidence as inconclusive.
The National Research Council of the US National
Academy Of Science stated, in a major review of the
EMF scientific literature in October1996, that “... no
conclusive and consistent evidence show that
exposures to residential electrical and magnetic fields
produce cancer, adverse neurological effects, or
reproductive and developmental effects”. (This
Landmark Studies
The calcium effect. Ross Adey in 1979 reported loss review has since been published as a 356 page book
of calcium in chicken brain cells exposed to either Possible Health Effects of Exposure to Residential
RF modulated at16Hz or 16Hz alone. This effect has Electrical and Magnetic Fields.)
Reviews of effects of Radio Frequency radiation
not been replicated and its relevance to human
below 2W/m2 (corresponding to mobile phone
disease is conjectural.
Denver Childhood Study. In
intensities) report similarly
1980 Wertheimer & Leeper
“no conclusive or consistent
Table 1
reported an epidemiological
evidence”.
Guide to common magnetic fields
study correlating childhood
The Committee on Electrocancer (leukaemia and brain Stove
magnetic
Energy Public
6 milligauss
tumour) to “wire code” (used Computer
Health
Issues,
set up by the
5
“
as an estimation of magnetic TV Screen
Australian
Department
of
1
“
field strength of electrical Electric Blanket
Communications
and
the
20
“
power distribution). Other Hair Dryer
Arts, reported (13/2/97) in re25
“
studies in other areas and Washing machine
gard to radiotelephones that
2
“
countries were inconclusive.
“... non-thermal effects are not
Radio
3
“
A recent Australian study Electric Kettle
well established, and cur3
“
reported a statistically signifi- Electric Fan
rently do not form an accept1
“
cant correlation of cancer in- Radio tower
able basis for restricting hu10
“
cidence and mortality with HT Power Line
man exposure to microwave
20
“
proximity to TV towers in the (Measurements taken at normal user distance) radiation ...”
Sydney area. (Bruce Hocking These days it is relatively easy to measure
In a book Electromagnetic
et al Medical Journal of Australia magnetic field strength. The unit is milligauss. Fields Biological Interactions and
Vol 165 2/16 Dec’96). Epide- For an idea of the relative strengths the pre- Mechanisms published by the
miologist (and founding Aus- ceding guide shows the typical magnetic fields American Chemical Society
tralian Skeptic) Dr Allen close to appliances and under power lines.
1995 in its Advances in Science
Christophers has queried Note. Owing to variations in the design of elec- series, the editor, Martin
these findings on the basis of trical appliances and the loadings on power Blank, concludes that “... we
a flawed statistical approach. lines, the level of magnetic fields can vary. The cannot be sure if there is a
A very recent comprehen- foregoing table is based on a consistent set of health risk associated with
sive scientific study (639 chil- measurements undertaken by power authori- exposure” (to Electromagnetic
dren with cancer, 620 controls) ties in Australia, using similar techniques and fields).
released (2/7/97) by the US protocols to overseas measurements. Because
The US Office of Technolthe differences in appliance design and voltNational Institute of Health of
ogy
Assessment “counsels a
age overseas these can often be different levand published in the New Eng- els shown in overseas publications.
simple strategy of prudent
land Journal of Medicine (Linet
avoidance” until the science is
et al, Vol 337 July 3, 1997 No 1) found no evidence reasonably clear. It suggests a search for low cost
that magnetic fields in the home increased the risk steps to avoid people’s exposure to EMF, but not to
for the most common form of childhood cancer (acute spend large amounts of money to do so. (SECV was
lymphoblastic leukaemia).
forced by political pressure to spend at least $15 milAnimal studies. Studies of colonies of rodents and lion, unnecessarily, to bury a new HT power line runother animals exposed to low level EMF over one or ning between Richmond and Brunswick.) Individumore lifetimes have shown no confirmed evidence als may decide to use an electric blanket to heat up a
of effects on life expectancy or ability to produce bed but then switch off before getting into bed. Tahealthy offspring. An Australian study released in ble 1 shows the typical levels of magnetic fields that
May 1997 reports an increase in cancer in cancer can be expected in and around households.
prone mice when exposed to the RF level to be exContinued p 19 ...
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Nuclear fears questioned
Colin Keay
Scare-mongering by the anti-nuclear lobby
It is said that there is nothing new under the Sun. In
a discussion in the prestigious journal Science on the
public health effects of the Chernobyl disaster, R
Wilson (1987) observed that “Air pollution from coalburning has been a problem since Edward I of
England banned the use of coal in the kilns of
Southwark in 1307”. Almost 700 years later, coalfired power stations are placing Australia among the
world’s three worst offenders in
greenhouse gas emissions on a
per-capita basis. Within 100 km
of this Convention venue lies the
biggest concentration of coalfired power stations on this
continent: five huge plants
producing up to 10.4 GW of
electricity at the expense of
discharging well over a million
tonnes of CO2 every week.
Reaction to the greenhouse
gas situation has spawned a
much-publicised effort to introduce “alternative energy”
sources, or “renewables” as they
are often described. There is no
mention whatever of nuclear
power, simply because it would
be illegal in the State of New
South Wales, a situation brought about by persistent
anti-nuclear propaganda, which we will address
shortly.
On Kooragang Island, Newcastle, a wind turbine
is currently being built. This huge device, twice the
height of the nearby Stockton Bridge (itself second
highest in NSW after the Sydney Harbour Bridge),
will generate a peak output of 600 kW of electricity.
Assuming 50% efficiency, 35,000 of these devices
would be needed to equal the present 10.4 GW coalfired generating capacity. We also may note that the
global production of electricity by wind turbines is
about 5 GW. Denmark leads the field, with 3 percent
of its electricity generated by wind (UIC, 1997).
Because of bird deaths, visual intrusion and noise,
community opposition to wind generators is
strengthening in England and Wales to prevent more
being built (Country Guardian and Friends of Black
Hill, are two groups opposing wind power).
Another fashionable renewable, solar power, is
also strongly promoted. Again in Newcastle, a new
foreshore restaurant, with its own solar and wind
16

power generators, is planned (Newcastle Herald, 1997
July 31). There is no doubt that solar power is excellent for small installations where battery storage is
adequate to ensure continuity of supply. The restaurant will, however, be connected to the mains supply to cook the food when the sun is down and the
wind is calm!
Taking all factors into account, solar energy is
constrained to an average daily return of about 65
watts per square metre. So to
displace the Hunter region’s 10.4
GW of coal-fired power, a simple
calculation reveals that 160
square kilometres of area will be
needed, assuming, of course,
some means of energy storage
for night and cloudy conditions.
It should be noted that the
chemical carcinogens from the
manufacture of solar cells are up
to 150 times worse than those
from nuclear wastes (Cohen,
1990).
Except for the unproven economics of geothermal power
from deep crustal rocks, hydro
power is the only viable renewable base-load supplier, but
there is nowhere near enough
hydro potential in this State to make up 10.4 GW,
for which about ten large dams would be required.
The facts I have presented, and I’m happy for anyone to dispute them, show that reliance on
renewables is not an option, although the distortions
of post-modernist relativism cause established facts
to be discounted and widely ignored, especially in
the face of shameless scare-mongering by the antinuclear lobby, which I will now discuss.
Scare 1. Nuclear power is much too expensive.
A public information brochure prepared by the
former Electricity Commission of NSW dismisses
nuclear power with the words “Development of
nuclear energy is expensive and presently prohibited
by law. The Commission is maintaining a watching
brief on nuclear power”. Having a dollar each way!
In the US and the OECD the generating cost of
electricity, including design, construction, fuel and
de-commissioning, are closely comparable between
coal and nuclear at about 3 cents per kWh. Gas and
oil are dearer, while wind power is more than twice
Vol 17, No 3
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as expensive and solar power at least five times as
expensive.
According to K Alder (1996), had the Jervis Bay
600 MWe power reactor project gone ahead it would
have produced the cheapest electrical power in Australia during its operating lifetime.

The criterion for compulsory relocation from the
Chernobyl exclusion zone is an added dose of
5 milliSieverts per year (Allen, 1996) which is so conservative that there are an estimated 30,000
people who have chosen to live or work there (The Australian, 1994 May 3). Only at Pripyat, very close to
the disaster site, is the compulsion enforced.
A. Nero (1989), another well-qualified expert on
the subject, considers that radon exposure in the
home gives all of us the equivalent of several
Chernobyls every year (see Table 1)!
Two of the other reactors at Chernobyl continue
to be operated because Ukraine needs their electricity, and it is amusing to note that Chernobyl is now a
popular tourist attraction, earning the Ukraine government valuable foreign exchange.

2. Nuclear power is far too dangerous - Chernobyl!
The news media love to foster this scare. When the
Three Mile Island reactor was destroyed in 1979, with
no loss of life, a dam failure in Gujurat, India, in the
same year, caused the loss of 1500 lives (Sims, 1990).
Again, in 1986, when the Chernobyl reactor disaster
cost 31 immediate deaths, another dam failure, this
time in Sri Lanka, cost 2500 lives (Newcastle Herald,
1986 April 30).
How many members of the public, who haven’t
been allowed to forgot Chernobyl or Three Mile Is- 3. The China Syndrome.
If nothing else, the
land, can recall these
melt-downs of the
two lethal dam disasTable 1
Three Mile Island and
ters?
Chernobyl power
The nuclear power
reactors proved the
industry has an enviChina Syndrome to be
able safety record. It is
without credibility.
second to none for
And this would not be
overall safety, with
the first time a movie
442 power reactors in
has been based on
highly reliable operamake-believe.
tion in 32 countries. In
all of the recorded reactor-years of opera4. Nuclear power retion, the Chernobyl
actors produce plutodisaster is the only innium for bombs.
cident with multiple
Only if governments
loss of life.
want them to. Designs
The Chernobyl
like
the
British
death toll has been
Magnox and Russian
grossly magnified by
RBMK can produce a
the media, who ungrade of plutonium
questioningly publish
suitable for weapons
even the most ridicuuse, if the fuel is not
lous figures, such as
left in the reactor for
The Australian (1994
more than about a
May 12) quoting an
month. Normally
unnamed expert as claiming 15 million deaths from reactor fuel rods are left in place for up to three years
Chernobyl.
to maximise the extraction of energy. It was the rapid
Recently the Ukraine government placed the turnover of fuel rods in North Korean power reactors
Chernobyl death toll at 45, which could be low. It is which gave their game away. On the other hand,
a figure that is bound to rise as time goes on, and countries like Canada have strong nuclear power
may conceivably reach a few thousand among the programs with absolutely no connection with
million or more deaths over the same interval, by weapon making. For technical reasons the popular
cancers induced by natural radiation sources, which LWR (Light Water Reactor) designs are less suitable
are more significant over a lifetime for most people for plutonium production.
in the region.
The fact is that, after about 30 days, some of the
According to P Slovic, “Two million Byelorussian plutonium-239 formed in a reactor is progressively
people downwind from Chernobyl received an in- converted by neutron bombardment into plutoniumcreased lifetime dose of 7 mSv which is equal to the 240 (which suffers a very high spontaneous fission
dose increase in moving from New York to Denver”. rate), the presence of which makes the plutonium
Migrating to places like Kerala or Madras in India, unsatisfactory for making a useful weapon. It is very
Sri Lanka, and Brazil would give as much as fifty difficult to separate the two isotopes when mixed.
times greater background radiation dose.
Furthermore, a nuclear power reactor cannot exTHE SKEPTIC
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plode like a nuclear bomb. For one thing the plutonium is not in the form of a critical mass, being mixed
in with uranium and various fission products. As for
a uranium bomb, it requires more than 90% pure
uranium-235, whereas the highest degree of uranium-235 enrichment in a power reactor is less than
10%.
5. Nuclear power produces large quantities of
highly dangerous radioactive waste.
The most dangerous component - the high-level
waste which has to be isolated from direct human
contact - is small enough to be stored under water
for decades if necessary until it can be reprocessed
for valuable isotopes or disposed of.
Anti-nuclear activists love to quote a figure that
the waste from one year of operation of a large nuclear power station could produce fifty million cancers. This is the upper limit if every single microgram
of it was controlled to give each victim an ultimately
carcinogenic radiation dose - an exceedingly unrealistic scenario. Reckless scattering of the waste would
be much more like the situation that arose following
the most deadly military bomb tests, and lead to similar results: some eventual deaths to be sure, but not
in the millions.
By comparison, if all of the chlorine produced annually in the United States was ingested it would
kill 400 million million people - more than a million
times the total US population (Cohen, 1990).
On the other hand, coal-fired power stations release into the environment (mainly in fly-ash) as
much, or more, uranium than is consumed by a nuclear power station of equal capacity. Since coal contains trace amounts of nearly every element, including toxic metals like beryllium, arsenic, cadmium and
selenium (Knott and Warbrooke, 1983), these are released in various forms as the coal is burnt. It has
been estimated that the chemical carcinogens from
coal-burning are 5,000 times more toxic than nuclear
waste (Cohen, 1990).
6 . The problem of ultimate nuclear waste disposal.
This is a problem only if total guarantees are
demanded and near-perfection is rejected. In an
otherwise beautifully written account of the
development of the marine chronometer, author
Dava Sobel (1996) wrote “... as any alert schoolboy
nowadays knows ... there’s no good way to get rid
of nuclear waste”.
This has been a myth for many years. The Australian Synroc process is near-perfect, but expensive.
The waste is incorporated into the mineral crystal
structure and the leach rate is exceedingly low. The
Swedish copper encapsulation approach is also excellent. However the cheaper vitreous encapsulation
processes are good enough to cause acceptably low
escape through ground-water leaching, if the repository site is sensibly chosen.
Two billion years ago a naturally occurring nuclear reactor functioned in the presence of flowing
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water for two million years, and most of its wastes
are still within the site at Oklo, in Africa. Vitrification is therefore considered adequate by any reasonable standard. The vitrified waste from one person’s
lifetime electricity from nuclear energy is about the
size of a tin of shoe polish (which could be buried
with them). There is no urgency to the disposal of
nuclear power station waste. Better to leave it for a
few decades to become less radioactive and easier to
handle.
Cohen (1986) pointed out that far more public attention has been paid to nuclear high-level waste
than the greater hazards from the wastes accompanying other forms of electric power generation.
7. Plutonium is the most carcinogenic substance
known.
Untrue, yet this myth has become ingrained in the
public mind through the pronouncements of nonexperts like Dr Helen Caldicott (a paediatrician by
trade) and other zealots.
In fact plutonium is not in the running for greatest danger, even if we exclude vastly more toxic
chemical and biological compounds. In the Handbook
of Toxicology of Metals - 1979 it does not rate a mention, except in passing in the entry for uranium.
By inhalation, naturally occurring actinium-227
is the worst radionuclide, 16 times more dangerous
than plutonium (Dennis,1995). Thorium-232, in
fourth place in the top-ten, is very common, especially in some beach sand deposits. Data from a 1959
study of the test burning of plutonium at Maralinga,
where one kilogram was converted to a respirable
aerosol, showed that the risks were minor beyond
300 metres downwind (Schoonmaker, 1995).
By ingestion, all compounds of radioactive lead210 are more than twice as dangerous as the most
toxic compound of plutonium. A US expert on risk
analysis, Professor Bernard Cohen (1990), has challenged anti-nuclear activist Ralph Nader that he will
eat as much plutonium as Nader will eat pure caffeine. The challenge has not yet been taken up.
At the Rocky Flats nuclear plant, near Denver,
Colorado, the air ducts are reckoned to contain
enough plutonium dust to make seven nuclear weapons (Wheelwright, 1995). Seven thousand employees who had worked at the plant between 1952 and
1979 have been rigorously screened for plutonium
contamination. The men who were found to show
plutonium in their urine proved to be healthier than
the overall US population, and their death rate was
much lower! They also had fewer mortalities from
lung and bone cancers - in fact no bone cancers at all
were detected yet that form of cancer is one that plutonium is most likely to induce (ibid).
It has been stated that acute poisoning from plutonium, or any immediate harm, has never been
documented in human beings (ibid). It has also been
pointed out that the greatest air-pollution hazard of
all comes in packs of twenty.
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8. No nuclear power reactors have been satisfactorily de-commissioned.
Not true. To date, 70 commercial power reactors,
many research reactors and a number of fuel-cycle
facilities have been retired from operation. Some
have already been completely dismantled (UIC,
1997).
The American 60 MWe Shippingport reactor,
which operated from 1957 to 1982 was de-commissioned and its site returned to green-field condition
for unrestricted use by 1987. In Europe the Bavarian
100 MWe Niederaichbach nuclear power plant has
been dismantled and its site was released for agricultural use in 1995. And so on, with the remaining
68 reactors in varying stages of disposal.
Conclusion
The scare mythologies outlined here are all too often
sensationalised, and worse, magnified, by the news
media. When German police arrested a Colombian
national with half a kilo of plutonium in his luggage,
statements appeared in the press like “a small
amount (of plutonium) in the water supply of a large
city could kill hundreds of thousands of people”.
When the usually reputable Los Angeles Times and
New York Times were challenged to provide facts in
support of these claims, they could not. The lie was
what their reporters and editors took to be common
knowledge (Schoonmaker, 1995).
Let my final quote come from C B Kerr (1979),
who, at a seminar in this Convention city nearly
twenty years ago, said “The extraordinary thing
about this logical demonstration of the relatively
greater safety of nuclear power generation is that it
is totally and utterly rejected by many people - and
not just fervent anti-nuclear extremists”.
I believe there is a need for much more scepticism of false claims in this matter of national importance. While national policy is ruled by ignorance
and fear there’s not much hope for Australia achieving a “clever country” rating.
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...Radiation and health from p 15
Most reviews have recommended further research
be carried out. The Australian Government has established a Radiofrequency Electromagnetic Energy
Program of research and public information into
health issues, with mobile phones, mobile phone
towers, and other communication devices and equipment. The program is funded by a $1 million budget
allocation for the next four years, plus $500,000 for
the remainder of 1996-97.
On a realistic note, Edward W. Campion, MD, of
the Massachusetts Medical Society, publisher of “The
New England Journal of Medicine”, concludes, following the publishing of the Linet et al paper of 3/7/97:
“The 18 years of research has produced considerable
paranoia, but little insight and no prevention. It is
time to stop wasting our research resources. We
should re-direct them to research that will be able to
discover the true biologic causes of the leukaemic
clones that threaten the lives of children”.
May we expect an answer soon?
The National Institute of Environmental Health
Studies is due to have a final report on EMF possible
health hazards by end of 1998 or early 1999. If the
overall outcome is still uncertain then the present
“prudent avoidance principle” may need to be
extended indefinitely.
A proposed Australian Skeptics scientific study
Dr Allen Christophers has proposed that a scientific
testing be carried out of a recent claim, reported by
Dr Bruce Hocking, that some users of
radiotelephones suffer from headache from such
usage, with the inference that it is the RF energy that
causes the headache.
The Australian Skeptics Victorian branch has
given approval in principle for me to carry out such
a test. The general idea is that those people who have
complained of such headaches will be asked to participate in a test where they can win, say $1,000, if
they can consistently tell whether the mobile phone
being used in the test is carrying radio or just audio.
Action is proceeding to implement the testing.
Thanks
I wish to particularly thank Mr Michael Dolan,
Manager, EMF Advisory Group, Electricity Supply
Association of Australia Ltd, for readily supplying
me with much information, books, reports etc and
also to pay tribute to his Association for arranging
the many scientific workshops held in recent years
on this EMF topic, all necessary for seeking the
evidence.
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Economics defended
Padraic Pearse McGuinness
Economic Rationalism, Economic Romanticism, Economic Creationism - the Irrationalist Critique of Rational Economic Analysis
Irrationalism at large
Credulousness is, it seems, one of the besetting sins of
modern communities. Superstition regarding
everything from radiation to alternative medicine is
rampant, even among supposedly educated people.
And those who think that they
are scientifically sophisticated
sceptics are, in general, just as
susceptible as those people who
refuse to walk under ladders or
fear black cats.
There is in progress a revolt
against science in the widest
sense - against rational thinking,
which is directed towards understanding, as distinct from direct
apprehension, of fundamental
truths, by some non-rational
processes (gnosticism). This can
be seen in the crudest form in the
“evil scientist” image of the cartoons, but it has taken hold, even
amongst literary and socially
concerned intellectuals, who see
science as somehow a limited endeavour, vitiated by its insistence
on rationalism. The extraordinary theoretical suggestions of
quantum theory, for example, are popularly interpreted
as meaning that there is nothing material, nothing that
has any objective truth, and therefore no limit on what
might exist or might be believed to be true.
This reaction against rationality is to be found on
both Left and Right of the political spectrum (for the
moment ignoring the question of whether these classifications have any sensible content); the radicals of the
post-modernist movement in the academies have often simply asserted that science has no real content, or
that it cannot escape ideological or gender biases. In
the most extreme form this leads to the assertion that
there can be a female mathematics, or a female physics, which is different in scientific content from the more
traditional “male” approach. Of course this is not to be
confused with sensible critiques of gender bias in the
selection and promotion of scientists, past and present,
and in the selection of issues to study, like that of
Margaret Wertheim (Pythagoras’ Trousers).
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The irrationalism of “gender” science, post-modernism and so on has been documented in the recent book
by Gross & Levitt, Higher Superstition. The mediocrity
and intellectual worthlessness of this type of feminist
irrationalism in Australian universities has just been
subjected to withering attack by Sydney University
philosopher, Jean Curthoys, in her book Feminist Amnesia. She makes an illuminating comparison with the
Lysenko affair in the Soviet Union some 50 years ago,
when Mendelian genetics was attacked as “bourgeois” science and
contrasted with the “proletarian”
science of Lysenko, which was
supposed to produce, by way of
Lamarckian methods, great increases in agricultural productivity.
The intellectual Right harks
back to the tradition of Romanticism, which simply denies the importance of scientific analysis,
and emphasises the large non-rational and traditional elements in
human relations, which have
nothing to do with the “rationalist” approaches of the Enlightenment. At their most extreme they
appeal to the “dark forces” of the
human psyche, the mass emotions or (under the cloak of rational terminology) nonsense like
Jung’s archetypes and the collective unconscious. This
kind of romanticism is best associated with the irrationalist notions of traditional fascism, but it has seen
a revival around the world by people who, while they
would consider themselves conservative, would
strongly reject any association of ideas with fascism.
They are typified in Australia by the group around
Quadrant magazine.
This kind of rejection of rationality is rather more
interesting than the cruder rejection exemplified by the
advocates of “Creation Science”. The latter can range
from the quite sophisticated to the worst kind of deliberate ignorance and misinformation. Thus, it is possible for a person to believe that there is some kind of
God who in some sense was the first author of the universe, or in its most sophisticated form upon which in
some sense the real universe is “contingent”, while, at
the same time, having no difficulty in being perfectly
rational in his approach to the origins of the Universe,
its evolution, the formation of the Solar System and
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Earth, and the geological and biological processes
which have brought us to the present day. I am sure
Professor Plimer would have no difficulties with such
people, even if he did not agree with their postulate of
the existence of a God.
The Creationists who are the problem are those who
insist on denying the reality of any of these processes,
and who not only insist on the existence of a God, but
also on the God of the Pentateuch, who literally took
six days for Creation but also did so literally 6,000 or
so years ago. These are the people who deny any rational analysis of the evidence of evolution we find
around us, and who mount ill-informed and stupid
onslaughts on the validity of evolution, and even its
existence. It is appalling to realise how many of the
students in our universities, even in science and medical faculties, think that evolution is somehow invalid
or unproven.
But, while conceding not a skerrick of rationality to
Professor Plimer’s opponents and their ilk, it has to be
remembered that there are some philosophers of science who are worried about the scientific status of evolution as a theory. That evolution has taken place, no
honest person, unblinded by dogma, would deny. But
how and whence it has occurred can be contested, most
radically by a scientist of otherwise unimpeachable
credentials like Fred Hoyle. Moreover, some of the followers of Karl Popper consider that, by his essential
criteria for science, evolution fails as science. It can
make no precise or useful forecasts, nor can it construct
any testable hypotheses and experiments. While it tells
us a plausible story about the past, there is always the
nagging feeling that anything we find can be explained
by evolution in the same way as any human behaviour can be fitted into Freud’s stories about the human
psyche.
To deny evolution, evolutionary biology, and biology in general, scientific status is absurd. But that suggests that we have to think about scientific criteria more
rationally than in terms merely of experiment and testability. Science is rational even when scientists are not
always right, or are groping for explanations of phenomena which are difficult to understand. But to many
of the romantic, New Age, creationist, or ideological
critics of science, rationalism is also a dirty word. After all, if you can perceive “Truth” directly and intuitively, what can science do that is useful?
Irrationalism in economic criticism
Unhappily it is clear that many people who are or
consider themselves scientists have succumbed to the
kind of anti-rationalism which is rampant and
fashionable amongst the New Agers and the neoRomantics; while they reject creationism and
romanticism when it impinges upon the physical and
biological sciences, they react just the same way as these
people when they venture into areas of ideology, social
relations, social organisation, social behaviour,
welfarism, do-gooderism, and post-modernist prattle,
which are beyond their specialist fields of study. Above
all, it has now become common for many quite
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intelligent scientists to adopt the hostile and sneering
contempt for what they call “economic rationalism”
which the irrationalists everywhere extend to science.
The psychological reasons for this are interesting in
themselves. In such a place as the ABC’s Science Show,
the serious intellectual analysis of economic subjects
is treated as if it were some kind of shamanism. Usually the motives of this are crystal clear, since it is usually coupled with whingeing about not enough budgetary allocation for scientists, scientific research and
universities, or science journalists. What shines through
all this is a mix of obscurantism and ignorance.
For what is the attack on “economic rationalism”
actually about? What is being attacked? It seems clear
enough that the mind-set of many scientists these days,
when applied to social and economic questions, is quite
as credulous and ignorant as that of the creationists.
Or even when not quite as bad as the worst of these, it
can best be described as amateurish in the extreme.
Criticisms of economics and economists are not far removed in level from the attacks mounted on the evidences for evolution by creationists.
Irrationalism within economics
Of course an outsider looking in at economic
controversy might be excused for seeing nothing but a
seething mess of disagreement and conflict. Indeed,
there are many people who call themselves economists
or economic journalists who have, as their main stock
in trade, the denunciation of economic rationalism,
orthodoxy or conservatism. Moreover, there is a
growing disillusionment in what economists can
deliver in practical terms. Numbers of students at
universities enrolling in economics departments are
falling, the employment of people called economists
in business and finance is declining, and within the
profession there is a distinct lack of confidence in its
understanding of the phenomena it purports to deal
with. The professional journals these days are full of
critiques of economics and economists from within.
A good deal of the loss of faith in economists is their
own fault. For years the endeavour of understanding
economic forces and phenomena, and putting that
understanding to practical use has been oversold. At
the end of the Second World War economists, having
seen the ravages of the Depression explained, they
thought, by the paradigm-breaking work of John
Maynard Keynes, believed that control of economic
variables was in their hands. It was just a matter of a
few policy variables administered by government, a
bit of twiddling of the knobs and pulling of levers.
Keynes himself described the ambition of the economist to be that of a humble craftsman, like a plumber,
fixing things up without any great intellectual pretensions.
Unfortunately economists did not live up to this
role. They developed more and more highfalutin
theory, but as social engineers, or engine drivers, turned
out pretty hopeless. Moreover, the Keynesian view was
challenged by a revival of what came to be called the
“neo-classical” school, which laid much greater em21

phasis on monetary variables than did the Keynesians,
and this combined with a reaction against the
governmentalist ideology of the Keynesians, particularly in the hands of such as Milton Friedman. For years
the ideological battle between big and small government sides raged - and it is perfectly obvious that this
battle was as much about ideological conceptions of
the role and workings of governments and markets, as
about how economies actually worked and what to do
in any specific situation. There is also an interesting
minor movement in economics, the Austrian school,
who deny that the huge amount of information available to individual participants in a sophisticated
economy can possibly be dealt with, other than by the
decentralised and non-human process of the market.
This ideological battle is, of course, the first big clue
to what is going on. A great deal of economic argument is not about economics in any scientific sense at
all, but about one vision or another of human society,
and how it ought to work. Economics was considered,
by many, to be one of what the Cambridge academics
used to call the “moral sciences”. It was about making
the world and people better, not just explaining how
they worked.
The attack on economic rationalism is really an attack on a bogey, a strawman, which is intended to stigmatise an ideological approach which is unacceptable
to those who see economic policy as having specific
social ends, and economics as irrelevant to those social
ends. In essence, they deny that economics, in the textbook versions, has anything to tell us about how to
achieve these ends, or deny the rational analytical approach itself as inimical to those ends.
Employment
Let me digress into a concrete example - how to cure
unemployment. There are those like the Secretary of
the Treasury (Ted Evans) who say that we know how
to cure unemployment, but, as a community, choose
to have high unemployment. What does he mean by
that? Underlying his statement is a view that a lot of
people are unemployed because there is a mismatch
between the kind of jobs they want, the kind of jobs
they can actually do, and between the wage an
employer would be willing to pay them, and the wage
they or society thinks they should receive. It is a
complex argument, with a great deal of controversy
about details. But it boils down to the statement that
we can employ all those able to work if we are prepared
to bear a considerably higher burden of taxation on
those who can already obtain work without special
policy measures.
In other words, the essence of the problem of unemployment is politics. It is about the level and distribution of taxation. But as well as that there is a feeling
that certain economic mechanisms, institutions or outcomes are immoral, whether they be the market, business, non-unionised labour, job insecurity, or whatever.
The reality is that we could certainly reduce the rate
of unemployment by several percentage points in the
near future, but the combination of the vested inter22

ests, and the moral and ideological preferences of those
who already have jobs, makes this very difficult. The
official economists know how to reduce unemployment; what they do not know is how to persuade people to bear the costs of doing so. And the fact that the
unemployed are people, who are conditioned by social attitudes and by the fact of unemployment, enters
into the problem - is a job at McDonald’s any good?
Moreover, many of those who believe that unemployment could and should be reduced dramatically tomorrow, do not accept that it is a difficult problem.
Perhaps it is not possible to isolate out what are
called economic variables from other social and economic phenomena. If this is so, the whole project of
economics as a separate area for scientific study is misconceived. If the business cycle, for example, is caused
by cyclical variation in rates of growth in agriculture,
induced by the 11-year sunspot cycle (as was suggested
in the 19th Century by W S Jevons), then it is necessary
to study the links between atmospheric conditions and
agriculture, and then the links between agriculture and
the rest of the economy. (Combined biological and economic modelling is coming back into fashion, eg in the
study of fish populations.) On the other hand, as has
been suggested by some cranks, there is a psychological cycle related to the sunspot cycle, which produces
waves of optimism and pessimism, then the mechanisms which have to be studied are different.
Human behaviour
This brings us to the essential problem with economics
- that it is about human behaviour and its data are
themselves the products of human behaviour. There
have been endless complaints about the inhumanity
of the notion of “economic man”, the lack of realism of
the behavioural assumptions made by economists, and
the resulting mechanistic nature of economic
modelling. But some simplifying behavioural
assumptions have to be made if we are to model
behaviour, and the assumption of constrained rational
choice with utility (or profit) maximisation has proven
a remarkably powerful analytical tool.
Of course there is no such thing as a person who is
purely a “rational economic man” (any approximation would be psychotic); the motivations of human
behaviour are far more complex. There are societies
where, undoubtedly, economic behaviour is governed
more by custom than by maximisation, or where altruism, whatever that is, is more important than self
interest, or economic relations are determined in purely
legal and customary ways (the ideal type of feudal society), and so on. Moreover, any economic event or relationship will have a mix of economic and non-economic considerations. But it is useful even in such societies, and much more useful in societies which are
large enough to have large and multiple official and/
or unofficial markets, to try to isolate economic factors. But although many economists train themselves
to distinguish between economic and non-economic
considerations, quite often they forget to remind them-
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selves that the latter are always, from the human point
of view, more important.
This is the origin of the pejorative term “economic
rationalism” - and it has a long history. The English
romantics of the last century, like Thomas Carlyle and
John Ruskin, were always denouncing economics in
just the same terms as are now popular amongst the
chattering classes - it was Carlyle who coined the term
“the dismal science”; but a glance at their writings
(which are worth reading on other grounds) shows that,
like most of the critics of economic rationalism, they
simply missed the point, and also committed the elementary error of failing to distinguish analysis of what
is from what ought to be.
The fact that its subject matter is human beings, and
their economic relations, means that much of economic
theory and practical economic analysis is inherently
unconvincing. Economists cannot deal with non-economic motivations of economic behaviour. Thus it is
clear that many of the bubbles or speculative booms
which occur in markets, especially financial markets,
have more to do with mob psychology than with economic factors. (I got a cold stare the last time I pointed
this out at a Reserve Bank seminar.)
Indeed, the fact that economics deals with every
aspect of economics in space and time (I have a book
actually called The Economics of Space and Time - which
is not a joke, although it is the reason I keep it on my
shelves), as well as every economic phenomenon from
the smallest - the individual, the firm, the industry, the
price of a cup of tea, the price of labour, the price of
money - to the largest, means that we are talking about
what has become an enormous collection of special
subject areas. The usual distinction made now is between macroeconomics and microeconomics, which is
often confusing to outsiders since microeconomics can
deal with large issues like international trade or the
steel industry, while macroeconomics deals with the
overall movement in whole economic systems, but not
the complex of microeconomic relationships within an
economy.
Consider a few examples.
The development of a whole economy or economic
system over a long time (in human terms) can be
considered in evolutionary terms, by looking at its
population structure - not just human beings, but that
of institutions like firms. Indeed, to do so is quite
revealing and you can study the emergence and
evolutionary success of firms and businesses. It is no
accident that early economic theorising about
competition and markets contributed to the
conceptualisation by Darwin of the process of natural
selection, and, in turn, Darwinian ideas fed back into
theories about the economy and society. There has
always been such cross-fertilisation between science
and economics. This has led to some silly criticisms of
economics as being an attempt to apply the ideas of
the physical sciences to the economy in a crude and
mechanistic way, and being, therefore, a pseudoscience.
This does happen from time to time, of course, but it
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has always been the case that mathematical techniques
and concepts developed for one purpose (or for no
purpose at all) have turned out to have fruitful
applications across a range of scientific areas.
It is no criticism of economists that they sometimes
try to develop their theories in terms of models derived
from biology or physics, or apply statistical theory,
developed for other purposes, to economic phenomena. It is, again, just another manifestation of romanticism, to assert that there are phenomena which cannot
be quantified, and to deny therefore that they can be
modelled. Science is quantification. There are some
good methodological criticisms, often ignored.
For example, Lancelot Hogben (older listeners will
remember his enormously influential Mathematics for
the Million) published a furious polemic in the 50s denouncing the application of statistical regression techniques to economics or other social sciences, on the
grounds that, unlike a biological population, the economic observations in a regression equation are not
theoretically independent, and drawn at random from
a large universe. Equally, Oskar Morgenstern, John von
Neumann’s economist collaborator in the development
of game theory, also in the 50s published a book on the
accuracy of economic observations which was a devastating onslaught on the shaky nature of the statistical quantifications of economics. It is nonsensical, for
example, that there is so much prattle about economic
growth rates from quarter to quarter, or from year to
year, when the margins of error are such that observed
growth could be contraction.
But it is quite sensible for economists to start by trying to quantify economic variables, and then try to
develop models to explain their behaviour. One of these
approaches is pinched from physics - comparative statics. This effectively is a conceptual snapshot of an
economy at a point of time and tries to say what it will
become at another point of time, if some variables are
changed, without considering the intervening process.
That led to various attempts to develop dynamic models, and growth models. Far from being an absurdity
this is just about the only way you can go. But the real
problem is that, just as for years engineers could not
analyse turbulence, neither could economists conceive
of chaotic processes which are very common in economics as well as meteorology or fluid flows.
There is a famous attempt by Paul Samuelson (author of the highest selling text in modern economics)
in the thirties to define the problem of the hog cycle, or
the cobweb cycle (so called because of its diagrammatic
appearance). It is an observed fact that pig populations
respond over time to price changes - when pig prices
rise, more pigs are bred, thus oversupplying the market, and then prices fall. Samuelson tried to define the
conditions under which the price would tend over time
to an equilibrium, but gave up on what is the really
much more interesting issue, the fact that the cycle
could be explosive rather than damping (the butterfly-tornado issue). In fact it seems that there are many
markets in which chaos is a common outcome, rather
than equilibrium.
23

Equilibrium
Then there is the problem of so-called general
equilibrium. This involves conceiving the economy as
a huge multidimensional matrix of relationships,
everything being related to everything else, and trying
conceptually to trace disturbances through. As it was
originally conceptualised by Leon Walras, this involved
some absurd assumptions and ideas, but, in itself, it is
not a stupid idea. It led to the development of inputoutput models of the economy (a planners’ dream this kind of approach was popular amongst Soviet
economists before they were given the choice of
becoming priests or inmates of the gulag), in which all
industries are seen as users of labour and the products
of all other industries. This led to the adoption of large
amounts of matrix algebra into economics. One of its
spin-offs was the contribution of a number of leading
economists to the development of linear programming,
especially in its earlier days.
Indeed, the earliest applications of linear programming were special cases of economic problems, with
the problems of fixed proportions between inputs George Stigler developed a solution for the chickenfeed problem the hard way, without mathematics. Linear programming, like many of the now specialist techniques used in business, finance and engineering represent an interesting phenomenon in the development
of economics - whenever techniques are developed
which have clear practical applications they are hived
off and no longer considered to be part of economics.
To return to the general equilibrium issue. It is clear
that there are economic issues which can only be conceptually dealt with by an economy-wide approach.
What happens to total output, employment, the distribution of income, the location of industry, and the
prices of other commodities and indeed the health of
the population if we impose an additional tax, on, say
tobacco? This is not an easy question to answer. But it
has to be asked, and the same applies to any issue relating to the structure and levels of taxation, whether
on incomes or on goods and services. Similarly, who
pays company taxes? We know that a monopoly can
pass on a large proportion of its income taxes to its
customers in higher prices, while a small producer in
a highly competitive industry cannot. Will an increase
in the rate of company tax hurt the poor or the rich?
The answer cannot be known without analysis - those
who advocate higher company taxes may, in fact, be
proposing to make low income groups even worse off.
It is clear that these are questions which have to be
asked and which require sensible answers. The only
way you can even begin to try to answer them is to
construct some kind of general equilibrium model of
the economy - what is called these days a computable
GE model. To deny that such a model is possible is to
deny that there can ever be answers to most economic
and social questions, and that instead we should rely
on dogma, faith and ideology.
That is not to say that the achievements of economic
modelling are anything to be particularly proud of. The
data requirements alone, given the problem of
24

unreliability of data, are immense. But it is pure obscurantism to argue that economists, or rather
econometricians (the derivation if obvious) should not
try to describe and model the economy, and subsets of
it, in quantitative terms. At this stage it is true that the
models have to be treated with great care and scepticism. And there is always a tendency among economists to pinch techniques from hard sciences and pretend that they give more hard content to economics.
And there are plenty of people in universities, who are
not good enough for the mathematics departments,
who peddle theoretical mathematical economics devoid of content.
Hysteresis
A good example is the phenomenon now popular
amongst labour economists, that of so-called hysteresis.
Hysteresis is a notion taken from electrical engineering
relating to magnetisation and other phenomena, and
essentially describes the fact that a “growth” path will
not necessarily be the same as a “contraction” path. It
sounds terribly impressive when thrown around as a
technical term by economists, but all it is really saying
is that if people are unemployed they tend to
deteriorate as potential employees (as any poor bastard
at the CES could tell you) and that, after a spell of high
unemployment, it is hard to return to the original level
of unemployment - the minimum rate tends to ratchet
up. That’s as far as it goes. In physics, hysteresis is a
much more interesting, and quantifiable, phenomenon.
In fact economists can rightly be criticised for often
enough earning the epithet of pseudoscience. Much of
economics can be depicted as dressing up homely ideas
in flashy clothes. Thus a few years ago a couple of
economists got the Nobel Memorial Prize for portfolio
theory, which is a fancy way of saying that you
shouldn’t put all your eggs in one basket. Nevertheless, this has spawned a host of chairs in finance, which
produce people with quite a lot of mathematical expertise who are so far successfully conning many big
corporations and financial institutions into parting with
large salaries.
Modelling economies is a difficult business. There
is an immense number of variables: individuals, firms,
commodities and services, demand functions of each
individual and each institution - firms, associations,
etc - for each commodity and supply functions of each
individual person and corporation for whatever they
produce or supply, whether labour, capital, inputs, or
final consumption items. There is a very high level of
aggregation within each variable included in any equation - and this aggregation is itself a source of error,
both in data and in behavioural assumptions. You simply cannot safely assume that any group of people will
behave consistently at any one time, let alone over time.
It is possible to construct grand, simple models - and
indeed a number of mathematicians have done so. But
you are still dealing with human beings, not things or
populations of mindless organisms.
Every now and then, some economists try to analyse long series (long for economics - up to a hundred
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1997 Skeptic of the Year
Barry Williams

At the 1996 annual convention, Australian Skeptics
established an award for a Distinguished Skeptic of
the Year, to honour someone from outside our ranks,
who had contributed notably to our aims of
promoting science and scientific education and
challenging anti-scientific attitudes.
Our inaugural Skeptic of the Year in 1996, was
Professor Derek Freeman, the distinguished anthropologist from ANU.
In 1997 we nominated Professor Peter Doherty,
winner of the 1996 Nobel Prize for Medicine, and
the 1997 Australian of the Year. During his visits
home, from his position as Chairman of the Department of Immunology, St Jude Children’s Research
Hospital, in Memphis, Tennessee, Professor Doherty
spoke out strongly on the parlous state, in Australia,
of immunisation against preventable childhood diseases. He also characterised religious fundamentalism, as expressed in the nonsensical claims of creation ‘science’, as a threat to the national wellbeing.
It is, perhaps, ironic, that our Skeptic of the Year
and our Bent Spoon winner, should come from diametrically opposing positions in the immunisation
debate. However, it is useful to remember that only
the former is speaking in his own field of expertise.

Prof Doherty responded to our request that he
accept our nomination as Skeptic of the Year with
the following letter:
“I am honoured to be named Australian Skeptic
of the Year for 1997. Skepticism is surely the business of science. Reading the Skeptic reinforces my conviction that rational inquiry is alive and well in Australia.
Much of the rise in pseudoscience throughout the
West reflects, I think, the change in the nature of communications. The Web facilitates the dissemination
of misinformation. The need to fill the “black hole”
of television time leads journalists to manufacture
controversy, which often depends on input from people who are beyond reason.
The Skeptics will have no problem identifying
future targets. Perhaps the best protection against the
rise of the irrational is to support strong science education in the schools. Even then, there is the problem
that a proportion of people who are scientifically
trained will have lived through the years of exposure without ever being touched by the blight of clarity of mind. Not everyone can accept that the king
often has no clothes.
We live in interesting times.
With best regards
Peter Doherty.”

...Economics from previous page
years at the longest) and to determine what they think
of as behavioural constants. This is tantamount to trying to discover historical laws. Again, people and institutions change so much over a century that this is a
pretty futile endeavour. There is a related effort to try
and reconstruct past statistics in order to analyse historical events and developments. Some of these are
interesting, as in the analyses of the economics of antebellum slavery in America; some are really just exercises in historical fiction. Even population statistics
going back more than a hundred years are only reasonably reliable in a few countries (Australia amongst
them).
The application of econometric methods to historical statistics has been called cliometrics. When dealing
with more recent developments, simulation results can
be compared with what actually happened - but as with
global warming, there is a point when fiddling with
models, in order to fit the historical record, becomes
comparable with the epicycles, and epicycles upon
epicycles, which preceded the Copernican model of the
Solar System.
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The global warming thesis makes an interesting
comparison to econometric modelling. Analysts use
much cruder models of atmospheric behaviour than
many econometric models, but deal with phenomena
of similar complexity. But at least we can be reasonably sure that the global atmosphere is not going to
change its collective or individual minds, as do the
population of the globe. Economists find it too hard to
deal with changing social and moral attitudes, or
changes in attitudes to work, marriage, childbearing,
education, savings and so on - yet they are clearly of
major economic significance. In our lifetimes there have
been a number of major social revolutions, one of the
most important being the radical change in the attitudes of the majority of women to the work-force,
which clearly are not of economic origin but which
change the nature of economic life fundamentally. It
might be argued that similar changes in attitudes to
the family and to social conformity have changed the
nature of many economic relationships.
The second part of this paper will appear in the next
issue.
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Talking with the alien
Roland Seidel
Wily thinking, woolly thinking
I remember Carl Sagan reporting the Voyager Mars
results on the Summer School of Science series a
couple of decades ago. He paused to relate an idea
from George Gamow, that science fiction writers
don’t need to change the laws of physics to get weird
life forms, just go somewhere else on the continua of
things like density, time, mass, scale, frequency. For
instance, on a neutron star one can imagine the
“chemistry” of nucleons producing a life form that
couldn’t see us, because lead
would be as close as they could get
to a vacuum, and couldn’t talk
with us, because our time scale
would
be
geological
in
comparison.
So it is with humans. I have recently terminated a loooong email
conversation with a man whom I
will refer to as P, that was as alien
as they come. For instance: “I don’t
distinguish between an individual
case and the general case ...”; “I’m
not interested in determining truth
or falsehood ...”. I’ve had a few of
these ‘conversations with the ‘new
age’ with old friends [serves me
right, I’m an old hippie] and new
acquaintances [serves me right, I
live in the hills] and it’s a really hard job. I think the
style of thinking and argument is characterisable and
there are some traps you have to watch out for. I call
it Wily and Woolly Thinking.
If your goal is persuasion or winning the argument, these are your best tools. If your motive is the
pursuit of truth, then these will only lead you astray
and should be avoided. Here are some examples,
largely from the exchange with P, that illustrate that
Wily and Woolly Thinking is ...
Confused
The meaning of words in different contexts is
confused: [Analogy is OK in argument because] “...
all language is simply analogy (this is what Ludwig
Wittgenstein tried to show).” We were talking about
analogy in the literary sense, Wittgenstein (in
Tractatus) was talking about something completely
different. The technical meaning of words like
‘energy’, ‘power’ and ‘vibration’ is confused with
their common meanings. Related things are
confused: statistics and probability are used
26

interchangeably. Ideas like the ‘Law of Similia’ and
‘synchronicity’ actively encourage this sort of
confusion. Indeed, my Classics colleague
understands mysticism to mean seeing all things as,
somehow, the same as all other things.
Mercurial
Jump from topic to topic with short statements on
each, never resolving anything, frequently
introducing new topics with paragraphs that begin,
“Incidently, ” or “By the way, ” or
“As an aside, ” or “On another
tack, ” When it looks like you are
getting pinned down segue into a
related but different topic, or start
arguing about the meaning of the
words. When I pressed for reasons
for holding the ‘non-objective
world-view’, P’s response was, “...
I propose we ignore any
differences about an objective
universe etc”
Superficial
Responses come much too quickly
to be well thought out. They are
generally short and in the kneejerk style. Sources of information
are very thin: “the only
discussions I have heard of on the matter were a
phone-in on the ABC, a pair of articles in the Courier
Mail and a program on Quantum.”; “There was an
interesting story on the TV a short time ago.”; “I
read somewhere (and it was in a mainstream
newspaper) ...” It reminds me of the Hanson style,
“A gentleman told me...”
Unprofessional
Apart from no references there is bad spelling:
“nieve”, “naïve”, “niavity”. This is especially painful
for proper names: “Buddhest”, “Mohammad”,
“Gauclien”, “Lorenze”. Even simple words are
confused: “ ... people who had less scientific
knowledge were LESS LIGHTLY to believe in the
paranormal.” [Emphasis original. For ‘lightly’ read
‘likely’.]
Don’t disclose the extent of your formal study or
academic reading: “If the argument is sound then
what difference does it make what my formal study
is?” P claimed expertise in philosophy and yet, “I
don’t know what ‘teleology’ is.”
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Mention names but don’t provide references into
formal works: “You are probably aware of Rupert
Sheldrake’s explaination [sic] of how brains work on
a quantum level.”
Make assertions and provide no evidence to support them other than your conviction that they are
true, avoid resolving things, denigrate orthodoxy and
suggest they conspire to exclude: “Peer review I don’t
consider a part of the scientific method, but a way of
scientists preventing unorthodox theories taking
hold.”
Presumptuous
Make presumptions about what scientists or Skeptics might think and then criticise them for holding
those views. “... many Skeptics, and people of their
ilk, try to ban ideas and viewpoints that aren’t ‘politically correct’”; “... you will only accept as evidence anything which has been approved as being
scientific.”; “... ‘New-Agey’ (a term you like, I think,
because it conjures up images of dope-smoking hippies) ...”
Sophistic
Sophistry is the art of persuasion as described by the
5th century Greeks. (Dale Chant provided a splendid
description of it in the Skeptic Vol 15 No 4.) It is
employed in argument to press a case that cannot be
supported by reliable evidence. It is not interested
in facts or the truth, indeed facts are a decided
nuisance because they can ruin a good argument.
Our politicians are champions at it. A short list of
the tools of sophistry is:
1. Redefinition of the terms or words used: “... the
key to real knowledge is being able to see the same
ideas from a number of different perspectives simultaneously - even contradictory ones.” Knowledge is being redefined as confusion. P seemed to
redefine science as other than what scientists do,
it certainly didn’t involve peer review. “You talk
about ‘proving’ - I’m talking about observation
and understanding.”
2. Argument by analogy or metaphor. (It’s OK for
the strong to dominate the weak just as the strong
Lion dominates the weak Lion)
3. Appeal to higher authority. (It’s OK for the
strong to dominate the weak because it’s natural)
4. Rhetoric. (The strong dominate the weak; it’s
for their own good. - sounds convincing, means
nothing, unprovable)
5. Ad hominem. (Attack the man not the argument)
“Doctors are the best example of bad science.”
6. Wig-Wam argument. (Lots of circumstantial,
anecdotal evidence but nothing reliable - none of
the poles stand on their own - Eric von Daniken
is a champion at this.)
Hubristic
Opinions are treated as natural facts (I just know it’s
true) and asserted with confidence. There is no room
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for the humility of “I might be wrong”; at best it is
given lip service but the proposition is never
seriously entertained. “No university will accept
their researchers studying astrology.”; “We don’t live
in an objective world.”; “Doctors are the best
example of bad science. They are not trained in
scientific method ...”; “Most scientists have a vested
interest in protecting the established views.”;
“Alternative medical treatments are derided on the
basis of ‘guilty until proven innocent’”
Contradictory
Invariably, with superficiality and mercuriality
comes contradiction. “Belief is a concept which I
don’t have much time for ...”; “I am interested in
arguing with Skeptics because I believe they
misrepresent and misunderstand science.”; “It is not
to say that it works or doesn’t work - it simply says
that I believe that the decision I made was correct
for me at that time.”
Manipulative
There’s that clever point scoring, dismissive,
ridiculing irony like, “I suppose if it was in Scientific
American it must be true?” And a sort of reverse
psychology, “Many people seem to think that science
is the opinions held by people who call themselves
scientists.” The simple answer to these is, “Of
course!” but I had to do a double take to check.
So how do you talk to the alien?
You have to remember that they don’t trust science,
government, doctors - the establishment generally.
This is possibly because they don’t have access to, or
feel served by, those things; they feel disenfranchised
from real power and have to make do with pretend
power. Be sympathetic.
You have to remember that the human brain is
very good at leading us on a merry dance, asserting
something and wiggling away from accountability.
You will do it as well and must set a good example
in making an effort to avoid it. Be accountable and
be persistent in resolving things.
But, watch out for getting caught in endless arguments about the meaning of words. Words have a
common meaning that you don’t need to agonise
over. If a technical meaning is intended, make it clear
that there is a difference.
You have to remember that you’re in for the long
haul. You won’t change any minds overnight, they
are not going to believe your revelations; you might
succeed in having them think twice next time the
topic comes up; you might succeed in having them
allow another possibility in their open minds. Be
patient.
You also have to remember that most people are
sincere and genuine, but not all. Expressions like,
“you’re a bloody idiot”, do sometimes have a place
in these conversations.
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Biblical cosmography
Kirk Straughen
Introduction
There was a young man from St Lat,
Who said the Earth is quite flat,
If you sail out to sea,
The edge you will see,
And tumble over it with a splat. (Anon)

The Creationist/Fundamentalist thesis is that the
Bible is literally true and inerrant, that is, that it can’t
be wrong.
In dramatic contrast to primitive and mythological religious writings, the Bible is faithful to scientific evidence. The writers’ observations about nature, man,
and history are correct, and free from the ancient scientific inaccuracies and superstitions of their contemporaries. It is truly a wonder that the writers of Scripture did not make scientific mistakes in their observations about the world around them.
(Don Stewart: The Ten Wonders of the Bible, page
73).

If you are not laughing after reading this little gem,
then you’re probably a fundamentalist. Be this as it
may, at one point even the literalists would probably draw the line. They would find it extremely difficult to insist that the Earth is flat. After all, aircraft
and ships circumnavigate the globe regularly, and
none has ever flown or sailed off the edge of the
world. In addition, observations from space prove
that the Earth is spherical.
If the Creationists/Fundamentalists/Literalists
(call them what you will) were to admit that the Bible assumes the Earth is flat, then their entire thesis
of inerrancy collapses like a house of cards. And if
the Bible is wrong in so basic a matter as the shape
of the Earth, then this clearly demonstrates that the
Bible is not “faithful to scientific evidence”, and is
not a reliable guide to the natural world.
The shape of the Earth
Now the Bible doesn’t bother saying in a
straightforward manner, “In the beginning God
created the Heavens and the flat Earth”, because the
people of that time and culture never heard anyone
saying that the Earth was anything other than flat.
However, we can see the flatness in their descriptions
of the Earth as a circle and of the sky as a tent.
It is he who sits above the circle of the Earth, and its
inhabitants are like grasshoppers; who stretches out
the heavens like a curtain, and spreads them like a
tent to dwell in. (Isaiah 40:22)

Now a circle is a two-dimensional figure as op28

posed to a sphere which is three-dimensional. Therefore, when the author of this passage refers to “the
circle of the Earth” he is conceiving the world in
terms of a disc - a flat object with a circular boundary. For ancient cultures “down” was a cosmic direction. Things fell down not because of gravity, but
because “down” was down. If the Earth was a
sphere, then things would slide off, and since they
didn’t the world must be flat. The ancient Hebrews
were no different with regard to this belief:
The Earth was regarded as a flat surface, bounded upon
all sides by the watery deep. Above, the Heavens
formed a hollow vault, which, resting on the waters,
might be said to describe a circle upon them
(Job 26:10, Prov. 8.27).

This vault was thought to be solid, and was spoken of as a firmament (rakia, something beaten or
hammered out; Gen. 1:6 etc), or, in the language of
poetry, a tent spread above the Earth (Is 40:22, Ps
19.4). Upon the farther side of the firmament, called
by the Babylonians kirib sami, “the inner part of the
heavens”, there was again water, “the waters which
are above the firmament” (Gen. 1:6 f.). Indeed, one
of the earliest creative acts was the placing of the
vault of the heavens, in order to cleave in twain the
watery deep (tehom, Bab Tiamat), and thus make possible the appearance of dry land (Gen. 1 :6-8, Prov.
8:28 f.). Beneath the Earth was the realm of the underworld (Sheol), and the whole was perhaps conjectured to rest ultimately upon the waters of the
deep (Ps. 24:2, 136:6)”. (Encyclopaedia Biblica, p 4780).
As further evidence of the biblical Earth’s flatness,
I quote the following:
When he established the heavens, I was there, when
he drew a circle on the face of the deep, when he
made firm the skies above, when he established the
fountains of the deep. (Prov 8:27-28)

Here we see the personification of wisdom observing God creating the world. God marks out the
limits of the flat circular Earth, and constructs the
solid semispherical sky. We know that the sky is solid
for it is spoken of as having windows, through which
the rain pours and God’s blessings descend (Gen.
7:11; II Kings 7:2; Ps. 78:23). The heavens are supported by pillars (Job 26:11), and the whole structure
rests on the foundations (Job 38:4) and the pillars of
the Earth (Job 9:6; Ps. 75:3). And, as any builder will
tell you, foundations are always flat. This interpretation is in accord with the ancient Hebrew view of
the universe which is illustrated in figure 1.
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Fortunately Greek philosophers had a more accurate view of Earth’s shape. The spherical Earth
postulated by Pythagoras (C 582 - C 507 BCE), was
confirmed by Aristotle (384-322 BCE) when he
pointed out that it cast a circular shadow on the moon
...the stars of the sky fell to the Earth as the fig tree
during an eclipse; if the Earth were a disc, there
sheds its winter fruit when shaken by a gale; the sky
would be some occasions when the sunlight strikvanished like a scroll that is rolled up... (Rev 6: 13-14).
ing it edgewise would produce, at best, an ellipse.
Here we can see the damage caused by the “great Furthermore, northbound travellers observed stars
earthquake” that occurs when the sixth seal is hitherto not visible, while other stars disappeared
opened. The stars, which we now know to be dis- below the southern horizon and those going southtant suns (the vast majority of which are millions of ward observed the opposite effect.
light-years away), fall off the solid sky like debris
Unfortunately the early Church, in its desire to
from the ceiling of a house when it is subjected to stamp out pagan influences, adopted a rigid intersimilar forces, and the solid sky is rolled up like a pretation of Scripture. For example, Lactantius (c.240
scroll. Needless to say
- c 320), writing on the
that if a star collided
false wisdom of the
with the Earth it
philosophers, ridiculed
would make Armathe belief in a spherical
geddon look like a tea
Earth. Severianus, the
party by comparison.
Bishop of Gabala (fl.
Additional evilate 4th century - d. afdence for the Biblical
ter 408 CE) in his Six
Earth’s flatness can be
Orations on the Creation
deduced from the folof the World, would
lowing passage:
brook no world system
Again, the devil took
other than that of Genhim to a very high
esis.
mountain, and showed
Even more doghim all the kingdoms of
matic
was the teaching
the world and the glory
of
Cosmas
(fl. 6th cenof them. (Matt 4:8).
tury), who in his
Topographia Christiana
Now the Bible says
taught that the Earth
that Jesus was shown
was a rectangular
“all the kingdoms of
plane twice as long as
the world” from the
broad, an interpretaA. Waters above the Firmament (Gen 1:7)
vantage point of this
Gen
1:8)
B.
Firmament/Sky/Heaven
(
tion which is consistent
mountain, not just
C. Windows (Gen 7:11)
with a literal reading
those kingdoms in the
D. Stars (Gen 1:16)
of:
immediate area. NeedE. Sun (Gen 1:16-18)
After
this I saw four anless to say it is difficult
F. Moon (Gen 1:16-18)
gles
standing
at the
to see how he could
G. Sea (Gen 1:10)
four
corners
of
the
H. Pillars of Heaven (Job 26:11)
have viewed those
Rev
7:1)
Earth...
(
I. Fountains of the Deep (Prov 8:27-28)
kingdoms that were
J. Sheol (Num 16:33)
hidden by the curvaNeedless to say, if
K. The Great deep (Prov 8:27, Gen 7:11)
ture of the Earth. The
the Earth is a sphere
L. Pillars of the Earth (Job 9:6)
Earth must be flat in
then it can’t have four
Figure 1.
order for Jesus to view
corners. The Bible says
it in its entirety. If anyit has four corners,
one doubts this then let them place a map of the therefore it must be flat.
world next to a globe of the Earth. Because a map is
In its endeavour to remove pagan influences and
flat all its surface can be taken in at a single glance place a literal interpretation on Scripture, the Church
from a high vantage-point. However, with the globe revived ideas that had been abandoned by learned
some part of it will always remain hidden regard- men centuries earlier. The result was a stagnation of
less of the vantage-point.
scientific thought. In fact it took until 1000 CE for
the West to accept a spherical Earth and Ptolemy’s
Reason vs Revelation
(fl. AD 140) (erroneous) geocentric system.
In this section of my article I shall offer further proof
The overthrow of the Ptolemaic system comthat Biblical literalism is untenable, and furthermore, menced with Nicholas Copernicus (1473 - 1543) who
that it has had a detrimental effect on the in his De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium (On the
advancement of civilization.
Revolutions of Celestial Bodies) put forward the
If anyone is still in doubt as to the solidity of the
Biblical sky or the absurdity of literal interpretations,
then the following quote should dispel any remaining scepticism.
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theory that the planets orbited the sun. At best, Copernicus in his own time was hailed as a great astronomer; but his theory was ignored, even ridiculed.
The Italian philosopher Giordano Bruno (1548 1600) appears to have been the chief defender of
Copernicus’ ideas at this time, and published several important works, all extolling truth and attacking blind faith. In his philosophical dialogues he visualized the fixed stars as suns freely suspended in limitless space with inhabited planets orbiting them.
Bruno’s La cena de le ceneri (Ash Wednesday Supper)
defended the Copernican system and his own notion of the infinite universe, while De la causa,
principio e uno (On Cause, Principle, and Unity), and
De l’infinito universo e mondi (On the Infinite Universe
and its Worlds) offered an anti-Aristotelian metaphysics, grounded largely in mystical Neoplatonism
and Pantheism. The most important of his Latin
works is De immenso et innumerabilis seu de universo
et mundis (On Immensity and Innumerability, or on
the Universe and its Worlds). Unfortunately the
Church declared his views heretical, and in 1600 he
was burned at the stake.
Tycho Brahe (1546 -1601) was the next person to
contribute to the overthrow of geocentrism. He attempted to establish a system of astronomy midway
between that of Copernicus and that of Ptolemy. The
Earth, he maintained, was motionless, and the five
planets revolved around the sun, which circled the
Earth once every year. He wrote a number of treatises on astronomy in Latin, the most important being Astronomiae Instauratae Progymnasmata (Introduction to the New Astronomy) which dealt with the
motions of the sun and moon.
Johannes Kepler (1571-1630) re-examined Tycho’s
extremely accurate data after his death. He discovered that Tycho’s observations not only supported
the heliocentric theory, but also showed that the planets orbited the sun in elliptical, rather than perfectly
circular, paths. Kepler incorporated these findings
into his three famous laws of Planetary Motion,
which are still used by modern astronomers. His
Epitome Astronomiae Copernicanae (Epitome of Copernican Astronomy) contained a detailed defence of
the Copernican system, and his own explanation for
planetary motions, which was based on the idea of
magnetic attraction and repulsion. Because of its
defence of the Copernican system, the Epitome was
immediately placed on the Index Librorum
Prohibitorum, which is the official list of books that
Roman Catholics are forbidden to read.
Galileo Galilei (1564 -1642) delivered the finishing blow to the Ptolemaic system with his telescopic
observations of the heavens. For example Venus displayed continuously changing phases as it reflected
sunlight, showing without doubt that it orbited the
sun and not the Earth, and Jupiter was observed to
have four tiny moons which revolved around the
giant planet like a miniature solar system. Galileo
published his findings in Dialogo dei due massimi
sistemi (Dialogue on the Great World Systems), a
30

rather sarcastic work in which the character Simplicio
is portrayed as a buffoon for defending the Ptolemaic
system.
Unfortunately Pope Urban VIII became convinced
that he was the Simplicio in the Dialogue, and, in
1633, Galileo was tried before the Inquisition on
charges of defending and proclaiming the Copernican system which had been denounced as heretical.
It appears that Galileo decided that discretion was
the better part of valour (remembering what happened to Bruno) for he renounced his views, and
spent the remainder of his life under the watchful
eye of the Inquisition.
It is difficult to know if Galileo’s trial was an act
of vengeance on the part of Urban VIII for an imagined insult, or whether it was a result of his support
for the heliocentric theory, or perhaps both. However, we do know that he was censured because:
To express the opinion that the Sun is the centre of
the Solar System and that the planets orbit around it
is heretical because such an idea is contrary to Scripture.

To express the opinion that the Earth is not the
centre of the solar system, and that it is capable of
movement is also heretical, because such an idea is
also contrary to Scripture.
Although I consider the Inquisition to be one of
the most benighted of institutions, responsible for
appalling acts of barbarity, I do agree with their assertion that the movement of the Earth is contrary to
a literal interpretation of the Bible, and cite the following as proof of this contention:
...yea, the world is established, it shall never be moved...
(Psalm 93:1, and 96:10).
Tremble before him, all the Earth; yea the world stands
firm, never to be moved. (1 Chronicles 16:30)
...and he said in the sight of Israel, “Sun, stand thou
still at Gibeon, and thou Moon in the Valley of Ajalon”.
And the Sun stood still, and the Moon stayed...
(Joshua 10:12-13).

Note: Joshua commands the Sun and Moon to
stand still, not the Earth. Therefore, the Sun and
Moon must revolve around the Earth in accordance
with the Ptolemaic system. The Church seems to have
ignored the fact that St Augustine (384-430) addressed the problem of literalism in his De Genesi ad
Litteram.
In dealing with such questions St Augustine insisted
on clearly distinguishing the primary moral and spiritual purpose of Scripture from its accidental references
to the physical world. The latter, as he agreed with St
Jerome, were made according to the judgement of their
time and not according to the literal truth.
(A. C. Crombie: Augustine to Galileo, p. 59).

The fact that the Church chose a literal interpretation of Scripture, and interfered with scientific enquiry, proved to be disastrous for Italian science.
Galileo’s trial virtually ended scientific work in Italy and
changed the nature of scientific investigation permitted by the Church ... Two conditions were imposed on
any hypothesis: it must not be falsa in philosophia, or
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erronea in fide. Galileo’s Dialogue had broken both rules
by presenting physical evidence which validated Copernicus’ theory in support of a heretical view. No more
such hypotheses were to be permitted in Italy, or anywhere else under Rome’s authority.
(James Burke: The Day the Universe Changed, p. 149).

The Church further interfered with scientific enquiry by placing the Dialogue on its Index along with
Copernicus’ De Revolutionibus. De Revolutionibus was
finally removed from the Index in 1835 and Galileo
was cleared of heresy by the Church of Rome in 1992.
If the Church is imbued with divine wisdom why
did it attempt to suppress the truth, let alone take so
long to admit that it was in error?
Conclusion
In the introduction to this article I pointed out that,
if the Bible assumes a flat Earth, then the
Fundamentalist thesis of inerrancy collapses, and if
the Bible is wrong in no basic a matter as the shape
of the world, then it is not “faithful to scientific
evidence” as the literalists would have us believe.
I think that I have shown that the Fundamentalist position is untenable. The Bible does assume a
flat Earth (so much for the “dramatic contrast to
primitive and mythological religious writings”)
which is clearly not in accord with scientific evidence.
Moreover, the Bible is not only wrong, but also inconsistent in it’s assumptions regarding the shape
of the world (in Isaiah 40:22 the world is described as
being a disc-shaped object, but in Revelation 7: 1 it is
portrayed as having four corners. Needless to say, a
circle can’t have corners and remain a circle). This is
a rather strange situation, for if God created the
world, and the Bible is the inerrant word of this being, then these inconsistencies should not exist, and
the Earth should be described as spherical.
I also claimed that literalism has had a detrimental effect on the advancement of civilization, and I
think that history supports this view. Civilization has
advanced not because of Christianity, but in spite of
it.
It has been argued, indeed, that modern science has
been signally advanced by the mental bias that goes
with monotheism; but the historical fact is that Jewish
monotheism was much less friendly to science than
Babylonian polytheism; that the beginnings of Greek
science were among polytheists and, perhaps, atheists; that Saracen monotheism owed its scientific stimulus to the recovered thought of polytheistic Greece;
and that, whatever impulse a truly monotheistic philosophy may have given to modern science, the usual
influence of Christian belief has been to override the
idea of invariable causation in nature ... On the other
hand, the harm done to the instinct for concrete or
historical truth by the frauds and delusions of the early
and medieval Church, though greatly attenuated in
modern times, has never ended.
(J. M. Robertson: A
Short History of Christianity, pp. 242-243).

The reason why the Creationists/Fundamentalists/Literalists reject much of modern scientific findings is not because these findings are wrong, but
THE SKEPTIC
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because they conflict with a literal, albeit untenable,
interpretation of supposedly inerrant Scripture. It
appears that Fundamentalists are prepared to sacrifice their reason on the alter of faith in the quest for
religious certainty.
In the creation story, in the creeds of Christianity, and
in countless stories in the biblical drama, a non-operative, prescientific, and clearly false view of the world is
perpetuated. Those who seek to preserve these biblical understandings have to become anti-intellectual,
or must close off vast portions of their thinking process, or twist their brains into a kind of first-century
pretzel in order to maintain their faith system”. (Bishop
J. S. Spong: Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism,
pages 26-27).

If Fundamentalism is unfounded, why is it that
its adherents, still cling to their false beliefs? The
answer appears to be for psychological reasons. Some
people have a great need for certainty during periods of rapid social change brought about by increases
in scientific knowledge; knowledge which threatens
traditional views of humanity and our place in the
universe.
One may look upon fundamentalism as one rather clear
cut response to the set of challenges presented to
modern Protestantism. The nineteenth - century discovery of historical methods of probing the Bible, the
rapid increase in scientific knowledge and the large
social changes of the period were bound to provoke a
need for certainty in religion which, in its own manner,
fundamentalism has continued to provide.
(Ninian Smart: The Phenomenon of Christianity, p. 103).

Now let me emphasise that there are many sincerely religious people such as Bishop Spong who
reject the fundamentalist position. They view the
Bible as a work of poetic imagery, metaphor, and allegory rather than as an infallible textbook on science and history. If Fundamentalists continue to insist that Scripture can and should be interpreted literally, then they have no choice but to agree with the
young man from St Lat.
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Make me rich quick – Please
Harry Edwards
How would you like to make a couple of megabucks
in one year - legitimately? Well one enterprising
business entrepreneur, signing himself Paul Quarters
of Guaranteed Cash II Contest, situated in Las Vegas,
Nevada, has evidently hit upon a great idea and
wants me to help him.
Out of the blue I received an unsolicited invitation1 to enter a competition, together with a phony
cheque made out to me in the amount of $10,000.
All I had to do was send $5 to register my name and,
in return, I would receive a genuine cheque for that
amount. Now, although I’m not very bright when it
comes to figures, $10,000 in exchange for $5 did seem
a little too good to be true. Was the offer coming from
an eccentric philanthropist? Was it a con - you pay
your five bucks and hear no more? I decided on the
latter, and, having been given the impression that
the sender had money to give away and could therefore afford to pay the postage due, returned the invitation in the air mail envelope provided, but without the $5 or a stamp. Expecting to hear no more, I
was surprised a few weeks later to receive a followup letter.
We recently notified you about the Guaranteed Cash II
3 level skill contest and it’s [sic] $10,000 Grand Prize.
Your reply arrived in time, but the $5 fee was NOT
enclosed. If we do not receive it, you won't be entered and we can’t ever send you the $10,000 or any
other cash prize. I’m sure it was a simple oversight
that you forgot to enclose your judging fee. So I’m
giving you a second chance, but this may be your final
notice! To be eligible to win and receive the $10,000
cash prize, sign below and rush this letter back to us
IMMEDIATELY with the $5 fee, payable to Guaranteed
Cash II.
P.S. I’m counting on you to reply FAST! Please don’t
disappoint me, I would hate to see you miss out on
this $10,000 opportunity. It would give me a big thrill
to contact you at the contest conclusion and let you
know that you’re the Grand Prize Winner and the
$10,000 check is on its way to you! REPLY NOW!

So who was I dealing with, a genuine competition organiser, or a rip-off artist? Perusal of the back
of the letter seemed to indicate that it was the former.
Briefly, the contest consists of three puzzles of significantly increasing difficulty. Points are awarded
for solving the puzzles, the winner gets $10,000 and
there are 100 other prizes of lesser value; total value,
$20,000. Well that all seemed fair, square and above
board; it could be a genuine contest with a reasonable chance of winning. On the other hand, if it was
a rip-off, where was the catch? Well, I must admit
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there didn’t seem to be one, that is, assuming that
you did become an entrant in a contest after paying
your $5. But what would the sponsors get out of it?
According to my calculations it would seem to be in
the order of $3,000,000.
The sponsors expect a total of 500,000 entries. At
$5 each that’s $2,500,000, less the prize money of
$20,000 = $2,480,000. But wait, there’s more! During the contest options will be offered to increase the
prize money by 50%, 30% or 15%. Options may be
purchased for an additional cost of up to $80. It is
stated that the total cost for the contest, including
postage and handling, but excluding optional offers,
will not exceed $6.75. We are told that, of the 500,000
expected entries, 375,000 contestants (75%) will be
successful in the first round, 65,625 (17.5%) in the
second round, and 656 (1%) will be in the final. There
was no indication of how these figures were arrived
at, so they must be taken at face value.
However, the psychology behind the option offer
is very evident and will no doubt substantially increase the sponsors overall income. Let’s consider it
for a moment. Having been encouraged by being
one of the 375,000 to succeed in the first round, the
temptation would be to take out an option. Even
more so, as one of 65,625 winners in round two, and
how would you figure your chances as one of the
656 in the final round? Even if only a few thousand
of those on a winning streak were tempted, we are
talking megabucks. There was no mention of auditing, but a list of winners, the total number of contestants solving each puzzle, and the top solution
would be available, upon request, at the contests conclusion.
OK, lets assume the whole thing is a genuine contest, and prepare a trial balance:
Income. $2,500,000 from entry fees, plus option
monies $1,765,080. This conservative figure is based
on the probability that 10% of each group of winners
will go for a $40 option to increase the prize money
by 30%. There is also the minor amount of $1.75
additional cost to cover postage and handling
(notifying winners), a total of approximately
$772,240. Grand total $5,037,320.
Expenses. Total prize monies (including a 30%
option increase) $26,000. Initial mailing cost @ 40
cents = $200,000 (thereafter the client pays another
$1.75); stationery and printing $50,000; labour, say
$10 per thousand for stuffing envelopes,
approximately $5,000. Grand total $280,000. There
is also the cost of a sucker list of those likely to be
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enticed into the scheme, although a telephone
directory would do. After all, the sponsor is only
asking for $5.
Income
Expenses
Profit
$5,037,320
$ 280,000
$4,757,320
Explanation
Among our readership, there is bound to be the odd
(no pun intended) pedantic mathematician who, in
seeking to take advantage of my numerical illiteracy,
will argue that to entice the expected 500,000 entrants,
one would have to send out more than that number
to allow for sceptics who do not take up the offer.
Although a valid observation, in view of the small
investment of $5, I doubt that it would need to be
that many more. A second objection may be the
amount of initial capital required to seed the
operation. However, it could be started with as little
as $100 by using a snowball technique, whereby the
progressive income becomes, and is used as, the
capital. It works like this:
One hundred dollars would cover the cost of
mailing 200 invitations to compete. The return would
be 200 x $5 = $1000, less $100 postage = $900. Less
labour, (possibly pensioners, the intellectually disabled and Australian Skeptics secretaries [the latter
two categories would appear to constitute a redundancy. Ed] ) calculated at $10 per thousand = $900 $15 = $885, less the original $100 = a net return of
$785. Now repeat the process with the new capital
as shown in Table 1. By the end of round four you
are looking at over half a million dollars. Note the
exponential increase in capital, and that the labour
component only becomes significant after a very
large increase in capital.
At the end of round four the mailman would probably jack-up at the thought of delivering the next
round of over one million invitations, and the envelope stuffers will no doubt have sore fingers and calloused tongues. We don’t want to appear greedy,
and decide to limit ourselves to making a modest
couple of million bucks. So we withdraw just over
half of the profit to date and proceed with $250,000
as new capital to achieve our target.

Addressing the first objection that the return is
based on a one hundred per cent response: even if
only fifty per cent took up the offer it would take
only another round or two to achieve a multi-million dollar figure. (Don’t take my word for it, work
it out for yourself.) A $26,000 prize pay out from the
millions, therefore, would be like removing one straw
from a haystack.
Neo-Tech
It never rains but it pours. Within days of receiving
the above, two more get-rich-quick proposals hit my
desk.
According to the 16 page mini-booklet posted in
Nevada, USA, and passed on to me by one of our
readers, the Neo-Tech discovery is the brainchild of
Dr Frank R. Wallace, a former Senior Research Chemist for E. I. du Pont de Nemours & Co, and the author of a best selling book on poker. Neo-Tech is
described as a 5000-year-old secret of wealth and
makes the usual promise of rags-to-riches in the blink
of an eyelid. The booklet goes on about what can be
achieved by a Neo-Tech person. How one can become effortlessly wealthy; win at gambling; make
people love and admire you; control people; lose
weight and be more intelligent. Aimed at those with
low self-esteem, the greedy and the less well off, it
shoots the familiar line:
From Broke to Famous-Millionaire in less than a Year ...
By the time you have finished reading this personal
memo, you’ll know exactly what to do to make
$50,000, $100,000, even $1,000,000 cash ... IN THE
NEXT FEW WEEKS!

After wading through pages of anecdotal testimonials, above meaningless initials, with no addresses, I read the order coupon which informed me
that:
... if you post the special order coupon within 7 days
you will also receive free of charge the newly released
Neo-Tech III (controlling others). Neo-Tech IV (predicting stock prices and investments), and Neo-Tech V
(job power and sexual immortality) which completes
the Neo-Tech Discovery.

Capital

Number of
invitations @
50 cents each

Gross return.
Invitations x
$5

Return less
initial capital

Less labour
@ $10 per
1000

Net return to
be used as
new capital

$785

1,570

$7,850

$7,065

$15

$7,050

$7,050

14,100

$70,500

$63,450

$140

$63,310

$63,310

126,620

$631,100

$567,990

$1,260

$566,730
withdraw
$316,730

Capital
reduced to
$250,000

500,000

$2,500,000

$2,250,000

$5,000

$2,245,000

Table 1.
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And all for only $94.00! Its not a new business,
incidentally; I have a copy of a Neo-Tech blurb on
file dated 1982, at which time the price was $69.00.
While one can only speculate on the potential response to the offer in an effort to calculate what the
proprietor of this scheme stands to make, at $94.00 a
copy I would imagine it would be quite substantial.
One thing is certain though, Dr Wallace has, and will,
make far more out of selling his secret than the gullible who fail to ask why, if it brings so much love,
money and power in so short a time, he needs to sell
it to provide himself with an income?
Financial Astrology.
Yet another offer of instant riches: Rebecca Nolan,
Editor, Financial Astrology, based in Hong Kong ,
predicted in her 1996 newsletter:
The Financial Panic of 1996 is just around the corner.
One friend multiplied his money 10 times in the 87
crash. And then he turned around and scooped up
IBM, AT&T, Citibank, and other blue chip stocks at bargain basement prices. In this letter, I’ll show you how
you can do exactly the same - Less than 6 months
from now.

The letter was signed Rebecca Nolan, Mathematician
& Financial Astrologer.
Most of the newsletter consisted of testimonials
from people who had supposedly made hundreds
of thousands (in some cases millions) of dollars, simply by following the astrologer’s advice. The usual
practise of omitting to mention full names and addresses was adhered to religiously, and the whole
purpose of the newsletter seemed to be to panic people into subscribing to a newsletter, which would
advise of auspicious dates and times to make a killing in various financial markets. The newsletter is
published quarterly and costs US $395. I presume
the one sent to me was the June 1996 issue. There
were several references to the coming stock market
panic in 1996, and we are told that:
As a subscriber to Financial Astrology, you’ll be fully
prepared to take millions of dollars out of the market
in the Financial Panic of 1996. But you won’t have to
wait till then to start putting money in your bank account. You’ll learn exactly WHEN the panic of 96 begins in plenty of time to make far more than the
$100,000 my friend Charles did back in 1987. The
date of the Crash of 96 - the day it begins, the day it
ends, and how far down it will go - is privileged information. It’s for the ears of my clients ONLY. But I will
tell you this: it’s less than 6 months from now. And its
not OCTOBER. And after the panic, you’ll know exactly WHEN to scoop up blue chip stocks - at bargain
basement prices.

Elsewhere we read:
You’ll KNOW the panic of 96 has arrived when gold
tops $500. (NB. Gold prices are always quoted in US
dollars).

Now let’s see what we can do with this financial
wizard’s information, plus a fact or two.
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* The Crash prediction is specifically confined to
1996, after June, before the end of the year, but
not in October.
* The newsletter doesn’t give details of the predicted date, but suggests July, August, November or December for possible fulfilment. One can
assume, therefore, that this vital information
should be published in the September issue an
incentive to subscribe now.
* The prediction of panic will manifest when gold
tops $500.
* The price of gold has fluctuated around the $370s
for the past three years. Early in 1996 it peaked at
$400, but by July 1997 had fallen below $320 and
is now hovering around that figure.
* This article was written in September, 1996, then
held over and updated for the Skeptic for publication in 1997. In the meantime, I predict that anyone who forks out US$395 for Rebecca Nolan’s
financial predictions will rue the day they ever
fell for this sucker bait.
Update
My, my, doesn’t tempus fugit? We are now well into
1997 and gold has dropped below $320. Who’s
panicking now? Rebecca Nolan or those who fell
for her spiel?
All get-rich-quick schemes rely on much the same
basic elements to succeed; they are:
* Raise expectations: (Neo-Tech’s promise of
power.; Guaranteed Cash Contests’ millions for a
small outlay; Rebecca Nolan’s prediction of a financial clean-up.)
* Establish credibility: (Neo-Tech’s figurehead and
long establishment; Guaranteed Cash Contests’
legitimate puzzle contest; Rebecca Nolan’s alleged
success in making financial predictions.)
* Create a seemingly feasible plan to obtain an
otherwise unobtainable goal: (Guaranteed Cash
Contests’ cheap entry fee and good odds of winning; Neo-Tech’s convincing propaganda through
enthusiastic testimonials; Rebecca Nolan’s expert
knowledge and past successes.)
* Appeal to greed and/or the desire to enhance
one’s self-esteem through power: (Guaranteed
Cash Contests’ millions for little effort; Neo-Tech’s
guarantee of wealth and power through written
instructions; Rebecca Nolan’s promise that clients
will clean up after a stock market crash.)
The same litmus test applies to all these get-richquick schemes. If there was an element of truth in
the claims that wealth can be obtained in such a
simple fashion, ask why the principals are so eager
to sell the information? The answer is obvious: they
make more money by preying on those gullible
enough to believe the nonsense they sell than they
would by using it themselves.
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Golden Astral Number
I never cease to be touched by those who, seemingly
concerned about my love life, lack of luck, money
and opportunities, trip over themselves in their haste
to offer me their help.
In August 1996, in response to an advertisement,
I wrote to Nathalie Bardot, c/o Garmer Limited, 71
Bathurst Street, Hobart, Tasmania, enquiring how I
too could win thousands of dollars simply by using
Ms Bardot’s Golden Astral Number
The reply tugged at my heartstrings. How re-assured I was about the kindness and generosity of
humankind. Here was a complete stranger who, as
soon as she saw my name, dropped everything and
rushed to prepare my astral chart so that she could
catch the 3.30 post. My application was a cry for
help, a plea for assistance that just couldn’t be ignored:
What a shame, Mr Edwards, we didn’t know each other
about two and a half years ago when you were going
through a hot period when fortune was smiling on you
... Oh well, don’t lets harp on the past, I can tell from
your astral chart that you will shortly be entering another hot period ...Have faith, trust me ... Your Astral
Theme is remarkable ... I can help you ... You were
born under the sign of Scorpio ... you possess numerous admirable qualities [like exposing ripoff artists?]
and even more remarkable you were born under the
influences of three powerful planets Mars, Pluto and
Uranus and under a longitude of 210 to 240 degrees.
[Actually I was born less than a stones throw from
Greenwich Observatory in London - longitude 0]. This
combination of facts shows that you will soon enter
into a hot period and that is the reason for urgency.
You may not know this, but the hotter the period, the
shorter it is, yours will last for about three months and
will start at the beginning of next month. [Note: that
makes my hot period the beginning of September
1996].

I was impressed. Here was a potential benefactor, brimming over with facts and knowledge, who
was prepared to take me by the hand and lead me
into a bright and rosy future. What’s more, as a token of her good faith and generosity, she actually
revealed to me [free, gratis, at no charge and for nothing] my very own Personal Golden Number, never
to be revealed to anyone else. [Lest they have the
same one ?].
Can I hear the Skeptics asking what was the catch?
Oh shame on you. Here we have this wonderful
warm-hearted philanthropist, eager to bring prosperity and happiness into my life, and you doubt
her motives. Think of the pain and anguish, the
sleepless nights this poor soul suffered worrying
about my future - the effort of entering my name in
the appropriate spaces on her form letter. And above
all, look what I get for a measly $49.95. Lottery numbers to play; dates when to buy them; pools forecasts; race times, dates and numbers; dates when to
hold important meetings; best times to make important decisions; most favourable dates for friendships
and the best hours for new friendships.
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I sought the advice of my mentor and father figure Barry Williams. Alas he was too preoccupied discussing the furnishing of his new Editor’s Office with
his interior decorator to be bothered with such mundane matters as my future happiness.
Having donated this week’s pocket money to ‘Dr’
Allen Roberts to help re-float Noah’s Ark, I sadly filed
my application form in the manana file and forgot
about Ms Bardot and her Golden Astral Numbers.
But she obviously hadn’t forgotten me.
On January 8, 1997, I received a further personal
letter. Ms Bardot had come across my application
while sorting through her files and was amazed at
how promising my outcome was. Because of her
personal interest in my future she had researched it
further, and no, there was no mistake, I was approaching the start of my ‘hot’ period. You will recall that according to the first letter my ‘hot’ period
would be of three months duration and would start
at the beginning of September 1996. Elsewhere in the
letter it also said that this period only occurs about
once in every 15 years, which simply means that I’m
already out in the cold.
Yet another appeal arrived on March 28, identical
in every respect to the previous two.
Dejected, rejected and miserable to boot, I reflected
that if a numerologist is unable to do simple arithmetic and lie consistently, what faith could one have
in their personal ability and the magic of numbers?
Meanwhile, Adam Santilli of the Victorian Skeptics was conducting a similar investigation into Ms
Bardot’s activities with even more applications for
her Golden Astral Numbers. All the replies were
form letters with the same promises and entreaties.
Meanwhile, in the Apple Isle...
The average run-of-the-mill numerologist is honest
enough to advertise the fact that he is selling you
lucky numbers, even though that intent is thinly
disguised in a bunch of flim flam. A full page
advertisement in the February 24, 1997 issue of New
Weekly2 , and an Adelaide newspaper (to mention but
two) puts a different slant on things. Sophros, the
advertiser, is conducting a nationwide enquiry
which, it is alleged, will provide proof of his
extraordinary clairvoyant powers to pick winning
numbers. Apply today - send no money to receive
your Lucky Talisman and information pack, the spiel
entreats. The return address of this generous
organisation is, Global Parapsychological Research
Institute (GPRI), GPO Box 2082, Hobart.
Let’s have a look at the claims and the promises
made by one of the three greatest clairvoyants in the
world [never heard of him, nor the other two mentioned - American, Hella Hammid, and a Russian Vienamin] who have predicted winning lottery numbers and foreseen numerous world events. [Haven’t
they all?] He has been able to do this by uniting his
wonderful clairvoyant ability with a special mathematical system invented by mathematical genius G.
Cord [G. Who? Any relation to G. String?]
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The technique makes it possible for Sophros to
neutralise the bad or weak numbers and strengthen
the strong numbers. These hot numbers will be seen
and chosen by Sophros - but only for persons who
can 100% meet the five conditions listed below.
1. The participants should never have won more
than $5000 in their lives.
2. They must believe that it is possible for them to
win $20,000 and $100,000 within the next two
months.
3. They are deserving of a better standard of living. [Wow!]
4. They have to play the national lottery with the
numbers given by Sophros and keep them confidential.
5. They should notify us [the sponsors] of their
winnings.
Together with the inference that with the help of
Sophros’s hot numbers a fortune is within easy reach,
the appeal is obvious. Modesty is not one of
Sophros’s strong points and he goes on to say:
I am convinced that I possess supernatural power, and
I can predict events, fate and numbers. As of today, I
am the President of the Centre for Studies and Research for Supernatural Power (CSRSP). In this centre
doctors, scientists, psychologists and clairvoyants work
hand in hand. I have now included a Mathematics Department. G. Cord, an extraordinary numerologist who
has introduced a new dimension with his ideas, experiments and surveys which can strongly shape the future. This is why I agree with the National Enquiry to
carry out a test on my predictions. Only this way can
I prove the quality and truth about my predictions and
that my lottery number predictions are really true.

The GPRI/CSRSP was registered on February 10,
1997 in Hobart, and far from employing a bevy of
scientists, doctors, psychologists, clairvoyants and
mathematicians, its sole director and secretary is
David Josef Lam of Sandy Bay. The company’s principal activity is Mail Order Sales/Marketing.
I think its fairly safe to assume that the readers of
New Weekly are not likely to be numerically or scientifically sophisticated. They will no doubt be impressed by the vision of Sophros surrounded by intelligentsia, and will fail to ask why one would go to
so much trouble and expense to prove a point, especially when Australian Skeptics would be pleased to
test him and give him $30,000 if he can substantiate
his claims.
Anxious to receive my free lucky talisman, I filled
in three applications using three different names but
with the same address. These I posted one week
apart in the hope that I could ascertain the number
of replies Sophros received from the sequential numbers usually incorporated in the address labels of this
type of scam. I also wrote to Sophros on Australian
Skeptics letterhead, suggesting that much time, energy and expense could be saved, simply by accepting the Australian Skeptics challenge to prove his
claims. As is usual , there was no reply.
In due course, three personal agreement forms
arrived, at intervals, offering me the winning num36

bers predicted by Sophros for the forthcoming 26
lottery draws, at a cost of $49.95; the Sophros Fortune Telling Pendulum for $16.95; or, for the bargain
price of $59.95, both the numbers and the pendulum. The pendulum, incidentally, was described as
a valuable tool (with which) you will be able to harness the hidden forces of Nature to your advantage.
[It comes with full instructions for proper use: you
swing it to the left, you swing it to the right, you put
money in his pocket, to Sophros’s great delight.] Also
enclosed was my gift - a small piece of vinyl plastic
with some occult symbols and terminology stamped
thereon, which, to quote Sophros, was “my special
charm which has been with me through many years
of Good Fortune: this is yours to keep for always. I
hope that it will do for you what it has done for me.”
[Make me a con man?] I was initially touched by the
magnanimity of one who gives away such a valuable family heirloom to a complete stranger, then
pondered on whether Sophros was in the vinyl carpet business. How many square metres would he
require to give his personal special charm to all the
suckers who believe in the veracity of one who, in
my opinion, exhibits little if any of that attribute.
The Silence of the Lams
I sent back one of the applications but omitted to
enclose a cheque, this in the hope of soliciting further
correspondence. There has been none.
Meanwhile, our man in Hobart (code name Fred
the Weasel) was breaking in his new gumshoes, hot
on the trail of Mr Lam.
The registered office of Mr Lam’s company was
in the premises of a firm of chartered accountants
at147 Davey Street, Hobart. The receptionist had
never heard of the GPRI, but a gentleman in the office, while saying that he also had never heard of
Global, admitted that Mr Lam and his brother, John
Lam, were his clients in other matters. He said that
Mr Lam and his brother frequently bunged through
company registrations and mentioned the name of
Garmer Pty Ltd. Garmer’s principal place of business is located at 71 Bathurst Street, Hobart in a two
storey building occupied by a real estate agent, an
architect, a retail office equipment wholesaler and a
small unattended shop/office marked as Garmer
Office Equipment Wholesalers. [Coincidentally (or
not) , this is also the address of the Nathalie Bardot
operating the Golden Astral Number scam]. Nowhere was there a sign remotely resembling the name
Global Parapsychological Research Institute.
From the evidence so far it would seem that
Sophros or Mr Lam, as the case may be, has deviated slightly from the truth in his advertisements.
Where was Mr Cord, the mathematical genius, and
the centre where doctors, scientists, psychologists
and clairvoyants work hand in hand testing one of
the three greatest and most famous clairvoyants in
the world? Invisible entities in an unattended office?
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The plot thickens
Some months later I received a gaudy envelope
addressed to one of my fictitious applicants, closely
followed by a second, addressed to me. The return
address on the backs of the envelopes read: 47 Brunel
Avenue, Manchester M5 4JB, Great Britain. The
contents included a mail order shopping catalogue,
an order form, a phoney cheque for $20,000, and an
entry ticket for a potential prize of $250. The address
on the enclosed reply envelope reads, Garmer Home
Shopping, 328 William Street, Melbourne, Victoria
3000. The name Garmer rang a bell, and I checked
the customer numbers on the order forms with those
on the Sophros lucky numbers application forms they were the same! My number, incidentally, if it is
a true sequential indication of the number of
customers/clients/suckers, is 155,414. There must be
a quid in this for somebody.
Two cryptic messages were immediately dispatched to suss out Garmer Home Shopping. One to
the British Skeptics group in Manchester, (who have
not yet responded), and one to our man in Melbourne. Code named “Peek-a-boo”, he was last seen
wearing a long blonde wig and was inconspicuously
disguised in a tutu, gumboots and Elton John shades.
Strumming his guitar, and reciting obtuse mathematical formulae, he was carrying out his surveillance, indistinguishable from the other colourful
characters promenading the streets of that fair city.
A few days later, agent Peek-a-boo reported that
Garmer Home Shopping was on the third floor of a
building on the corner of LaTrobe and William
Streets, near the Law Courts in the city. There are
only two offices on this floor and he estimated that
Garmer had about one third to half the floor space.
There was a glass door with the name Garmer
Limited on it, nothing else. It led to a small reception
area which was basically a two-seat sofa and a desk.
The area behind the desk could best be described as
open-plan. It was a large open space, tables in the
centre and some offices around the side. There were
three people inside preparing a mail-out, ie folding
envelopes and such. The near wall had boxes full of
envelopes.
Peek-a-boo spoke to one gentleman, who told him
that the company was involved with import/export
and mail order. They brought stuff in from China
and New Zealand and sold it in Australia and the
rest of the world. When Peek-a-boo asked him what
sort of stuff they dealt with, he replied, “Watches and
things like that”.

Sophros’s idea of running a scam in the guise of
research is certainly not new. American astrologer,
Joyce Jillson, who used to advise Ronald and Nancy
Reagan, was doing the same thing ten years ago.
It’s deja vu all over again
Old numerologists never die they simply reduce to
a single integer.
Watching Channel10 on December 28, 1996, I had
a sense of deja vu. Numerologist Mark Gruner was
being interviewed and claimed that two clients of
his $5-a-minute Numerology Tele-hotline had won
$100,000 and $60,000 respectively. Another interview
took place a few days later, which indicated to me
that it was, in fact, an advertisement. Mr Gruner, who
has been in business as a numerologist for over forty
years, must have sold lucky numbers to hundreds
of thousands of clients in that time. The odds of
someone winning during that period must therefore
be fairly high. Why is it that this numerologist, who
claims to be able to win fortunes for others, cannot
do the same for himself or for charity? Mr Gruner’s
previous lucky number scam was exposed in 1989
(see the Skeptic, Vol 9, No 1).
Lucrative lampooning
The latest scam to hit the market was exposed on A
Current Affair (Channel 9 ) on May 23, 1997.
Promoted by the former well-known cartoonist Larry
Pickering, the scam consists of selling suckers (or, to
be politically correct, the credulity enhanced) a horse
race betting system on a PC disc. Several people
interviewed on the current affairs programme said
they had never had a winner; that the system
consistently lost, and that they had been caught for
several thousands of dollars. When advertising the
system on television last year, Pickering was depicted
living the life of Riley – flash cars, expensive boats,
up-market residence and boasting that he would
never have to work again. Of course he was telling
the truth, and will continue to make a fortune all the
time there are people gullible enough to believe that
someone is prepared to sell you a share in their gold
mine instead of keeping the nuggets for themselves.
Notes:
1. My name was probably obtained from a “sucker” list that has been circulating since
I exposed the Gruner/Wiseman astrology/numerology get-rich-quick scheme in
1989.
2. Cost of the NewWeekly advertisement – $5615. Being a tax deductible item the nett
cost would be about $3000.

!!!!!!A Special Offer to Contributors!!!!!!
The staff at Editorial Central is prepared, at no cost
at all to contributors, to modify your keyboards so
that the symbol that appears when you press the
“Shift + 1” keys is no longer operative. In the rare
event that anything in your contribution calls for this
symbol (such as when you use the expressions
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“Wow!” or “Well, I’ll be buggered!”) we will be
happy to place it therein on your behalf.
It has been scientifically proven that overuse of
this symbol is the greatest single contributing agent
to Sudden Infant Death Syndrome and Global Warming, not to mention Editorial Apoplexy.
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Salting the mine
Karl H Wolf
Everyone involved in financially investing-cumspeculating in any venture must be cautious, critical,
analytical, in order to prevent disaster - they must be
‘continual sceptics’. The stock market history of mining
offers many examples of what can go wrong for tens of
thousands of investors, some losing millions of dollars,
or their life’s savings.
Although the great majority of mining investments
are conducted in an honest, at times risky, environment,
one mustalways be vigilant in regard to the information released by companies. Information, properly
evaluated, will not only expose ‘shady’ deals, but may
also allow one to judge the present and future potential of any honest venture.
Let us consider a specific gold mining scandal, apparently the biggest ever perpetrated on the public: the
Busang/Bre-X gold exploration and mining scam. As I
have been involved in exploration and other geo-science capacities worldwide (Canada, USA, Australia,
Mexico, East Timor, Fijian Islands, the Middle East,
among others) over the past 40 years in metalliferous,
industrial mineral, and petroleum investigations, I feel
fully competent to make a professional statement on
these geological matters.
This recent catastrophic Busang/Bre-X hoax was allegedly perpetrated by professionals, some, if not all,
being geologists, as extensively described in the electronic and print media (cf. The Australian, May 7, ’97,
The Weekend Australian, May 10-11, ’97; The Sydney Morning Herald, May 10, ’97; and Time, May 19, ’97). Some of
the descriptions below are quoted or paraphrased from
these sources.
Thousands of speculators were seduced by the tiny
Canadian, mining company, Bre-X, that, according to
its geologist, Michael de Guzman, discovered gold mineralization at Busang, Borneo. It was supposed to be
the largest vein in the world, comprising 200 million
ounces of gold. Bre- X’s stock went from a few cents a
share to the equivalent of $200. Soon, the geologist
cashed in some of his options and sold the shares for
several million dollars. The Bre-X president did the
same for $20 million. The chief geologist, Felderhof,
heading the Indonesian operation, grossed $29 million.
As events transpired, it was, allegedly, all a fraud, a
hoax. In hindsight, consider some details, followed by
an explanation, and reasons why it should never have
happened. If only a few geotechnically-experienced,
world- and finance-wise sceptics had been around.
In May 1997, a report was circulated that the gold
discovery had been exaggerated, leading to the shareholders’ total loss of billions of dollars; the Bre-X presi38

dent was “shocked and dismayed”; on-site staff in Borneo weny mysteriously missing and others were dismantling equipment; important records were destroyed
by fire; and the geologist, de Guzman, apparently
jumped or fell to his death from a helicopter. Some
doubt exists about this, it seems; was the body found
in the jungle really his? Seven class action suits have
been filed by enraged investors, nay speculators. It is
important to contemplate how it was possible, and how
it can be prevented in the future?
The opinion is that “somebody knew what they were
doing - really knew what they were doing, as they had
a well thought-out plan, and they didn’t break ranks”.
Earlier geological teams (in1988) did not think the gold
deposit to be economically feasible; only de Guzman
and Felderhof did so. In public announcements, the
Chief Geologist steadily increased his gold estimate
from 2.5 million ounces to 200 million, potentially worth
around $70 billion. The small Bre-X company had to
take on the giant mining company, Freeport, as a partner to get the capital and expertise to exploit the gold
deposit. Freeport questioned the quality of the deposit
and got an independent and thorough analysis, which
showed that samples had been tampered with, ie they
had been ‘salted’ (by adding minerals, like gold, where
none existed, or by doing so, increasing the amount).
Salting is not especially difficult to detect. As early
as 1995 it was suspected that the gold found in samples
was of the placer variety, ie the type known for years
from rivers in Borneo. No one checked the claims made
by the geologists, although several other normal sampling techniques were apparently breached. For instance, no core samples were retained for possible follow-up tests or verification, and sampling locations
were allegedly not recorded. The salting was very skilfully planned and well executed, with varying quantities of recorded gold distributions following a specific
three-dimensional pattern, which one would expect
from a plausible natural (geological) mineral deposit,
because all the data had to make sense. A geologist with
enough experience can fool even experienced people for a short while anyway - especially if an area is very
remote or inaccessible; if salting is systematic and according to plausible geological theories and patterns
(structures, textures, composition, etc); if records are
‘meaningfully’ falsified or destroyed; and if everyone
cooperates during the fraudulent activities.
Why should such a cruel hoax have been impossible in the first place? Because such frauds have been
perpetrated for decades, if not for centuries, and information is freely available to anyone willing to become
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educated, and who is thus sceptical or cautious during
any investment dealings. A few details follow.
Collecting and analysing samples or specimens (described under ‘sampling’ in many books on prospecting, exploration, mining, and chemical analysis) of various materials forms the basis of evaluating mineral or
metal prospects; however, several types of errors can
occur. Let me quote. According to Parks (1957):
Errors In Sampling may result at any one of several points
during the process of estimating ore values, and for one
or more of the following reasons:
1. ‘Salted’ or erroneous samples;
2. insufficient number of samples;
3. improper location of samples;
4. improper or ‘salted’ chemical analysis; and/or
5. incorrect weighing of assays.

We will consider only salting here; I continue to
quote, as it pertains to the Busang/Bre-X case. Salting
samples is defined as:
the act of raising the value of the sample above that of
the ore exposure from which it was taken. (Parks, 1957,
p 42).

Of course, such artificial or purposefully concocted
contamination can be induced on any sample, either in
the field, in the subsurface or in the laboratory, during
any one of several stages. Thus, salting has been done
on surface outcrops or specimens thereof; on subsurface outcrops during exploratory excavations or mining; on drill cores; and on soil samples during
geochemical prospecting.
Although Parks did not offer details on salting, he
warns that:
The examining engineer/geologist must be on his guard
whenever the conditions surrounding the examination are
in the least suspicious and must take every precaution
against malicious tampering with the samples or containers. Samples should be handled promptly, storage avoided.
Instances of salting schemes and their detection are to
be found throughout mining literature, and afford interesting and worthwhile reading. One of the simplest and
most practical precautions is for the engineer/geologist
himself to take check samples at various points in time
and space, guard them personally, and have them assayed
by an impartial chemist.

In Precautions Against Salting, McKinstry (1948, p 6769) stated, somewhat euphemistically:
Interested persons occasionally consider it to their advantage to arrange matters in such a way that the assay
returns will prove more encouraging than the true value
of the ore would warrant. This may be achieved either
through collusion with an obliging assayer or by surreptitious introduction of extraneous material into the samples, an art which is known less grandiloquently to the
profession as ‘intentional salting’. The methods that have
been employed are so varied and ingenious that accounts
of the handiwork of salters make entertaining reading (eg
Rickard, 1941). Sometimes before the samples are taken,
the ore is salted in place either by injecting a solution or
suspension of metallic (eg gold-containing) salt into the
cracks or by shooting finely divided metal (eg gold) at
the ore by means of a shotgun, pistol, or stick of dynamite.
A more economical method is to make sure that the ‘salt’
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gets into the samples by waiting until the samples have
been cut, and actually putting it there either by opening
the sacks or sample bags at the mouth or on a seam or
by injecting liquid or suspended material with a syringe.
The material that is used may be finely divided metal such
as gold filings, placer gold [as in the Busang/Bre-X case],
or silver precipitate or else a solution or suspension, as of
gold chloride or of silver chloride, nitrate or cyanide. The
subsequent operations of quartering, testing, and assaying all offer opportunities for artificial enrichment, perhaps by gold contained in cigarette ashes, pipe ashes, or
tobacco juice.

McKinstry believed (even in 1948) that this “nefarious art” never enjoyed wide popularity, is rare under
modern conditions, but one should not assume that
salting is a completely lost art. Enter the recent abovecited example. He continues:
The only sure method of preventing salting is to keep the
samples under observation at all times, day and night,
although this may be inconvenient. While conceding that
the complete prevention of salting is difficult if not impossible, the engineer/geologist follows well-established
practices which tend to discourage the salter by making
his/her handiwork more difficult.

McKinstry then offers some information to make
salting difficult, but adds, that the engineers/geologists
also “concentrate their attention on detecting it when
and if it occurs” by the use of dummy samples, unequal
splits of samples, re-sampling, recording the nature of
the ore and rock samples, by comparing past production records, and several other methods or approaches.
What are the latter? Intimate knowledge of regional
geology (metallogeny, including oregenesis theories),
rock genesis (petrogenesis or petrology, including mineralogy and geochemistry), and structural/fabric/textural characteristics (as studied in the field and under
the microscope) of all known types of ore deposits need
to be applied; this accumulated earth science knowledge constitutes the intellectual repertoire of all geologists (eg Wolf 1988a; Wolf 1988b). The more theoretical
and practical experience they have, the easier or more
reliable their professional observations, interpretations,
calculations, and extrapolations. Trustworthy, truly
representative data, combined with well-tested theories, results in acceptable judgement, philosophically
called ‘knowledge by authority’. As Arthur Holmes
stated (in The Age of the Earth, 1913):
To reason without data is nothing but delusion.

Even geological concepts or theories can be misused. McKinstry (p. 201) mentioned that in one case
(quoting from Knickerbocker’s History of New York)
Finding that the world would not accommodate itself
to the theory, he very wisely determined to accommodate the theory to the world.

Among the numerous checks and balances is sampling of minerals and rocks, which:
... is the process of taking a small portion of an article
such that the consistency of the portion shall be representative of the whole. (From Baxter/Parks, 1939.
Mine Examination and Valuation.)

Continued p 44 ....
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Oates’ theory of Reverse Speech:
a critical examination
Mark Newbrook & Jane Curtain
David Oates’ theory of Reverse Speech
In this paper we comment on David John Oates’
hypothesis of Reverse Speech (henceforth RS) and
its applications, and report on a small experiment
which we conducted. For information on RS we
draw mainly on Oates’ 1996 book Reverse Speech:
Voices from the unconscious (Promotion Publishing,
San Diego).
Oates, Australian-born but now residing in California, claims to have discovered RS, a previously
unreported human language phenomenon. According to Oates, as the brain is constructing and delivering the sounds of speech, two messages (normally
in the same language) are communicated simultaneously: one is communicated forwards and is what
everyone hears and responds to consciously, while
the other is communicated in reverse and is what
people hear and respond to unconsciously. It is this
reversed form that Oates calls Reverse Speech (RS).
Oates alleges that the reversals can be heard as clear,
grammatical statements (usually brief) which are
mixed in amongst some gibberish. RS is accessed
by recording a section of forward speech (henceforth
FS) and playing the recording in reverse.
Oates claims that the content of reversals is nearly
always related to the equivalent FS dialogue. He
believes that RS often gives additional information
to accentuate or strengthen the FS speech; it also
tends to reveal an individual’s unspoken thoughts
which may be in total contradiction to their conscious
FS. Therefore, it can be used as an effective tool by
counsellors, legal professionals, parents, teachers,
politicians, etc, to discover unspoken truths. Oates
himself is currently training individuals to become
RS analysts for such purposes. Many of the RS sequences posited by Oates appear rather obscure and
Oates considers that the messages in question are
couched in metaphors, which of course require elucidation by RS analysts.
Oates believes that very young children begin to
produce coherent RS (in the form of reversals of ‘babbling’, etc) well before they produce normal FS in
their first language (as early as midway through their
first year, indeed).
If RS really exists, the consequences for our view
of human linguistic and mental activity are (as Oates
himself says) very major.

40

Methodological and theoretical problems and
implausibilities
Investigation of Oates’ claims is hindered by a
number of obscurities in his discussion. The most
important of these involves what appears to be a
crucial methodological and theoretical inconsistency.
Oates states that in the early stages of his research
he tried to determine whether the cases of RS he had
noted were, in fact, the result of what he calls phonetic coincidence, by which he means the ‘accidental’ occurrence of very short sequences (typically single short words) which are (almost) the same in FS
and RS (ie ‘phonological palindromes’, eg dad) or
where the reversal of the FS sequence yields another
equally possible sequence (so that there is a pair of
corresponding forms, each of which is (approximately) the reversal of the other; eg say/yes). He calls
these phenomena (both types) coincidental reversals, and does not regard them as genuine RS.
Oates is not consistent as to which sequences do
and do not count as coincidental reversals. More
importantly, however, his distinction between ‘genuine RS’ and coincidental reversals is incoherent. The
definition which he provides for genuine RS involves
reference to ‘the phonetic construction of the forward
speech sounds as they were said in the instant they
were captured on tape’ (Oates 1996: 15). Unfortunately, this definition applies equally well to Oates’
‘coincidental reversals’, and indeed to any reversal
of an FS sequence.
This distinction is, in fact, part of an attempt by
Oates to claim that, in cases of genuine RS, one and
the same FS sequence, uttered in very much the same
way, may emerge as quite different RS sequences on
different occasions (Oates 1996: 33-34); he is therefore concerned to exclude cases such as dad and say/
yes where this is obviously false. But the suggestion
is quite implausible: there is nothing present in RS
other than reversed FS sequences, which will obviously differ only to the extent that the FS differs.
This is one feature of Oates’ theory which is very
implausible (we shall list some others below). It also
reduces the reproducibility of his investigations, in
that evidence that a given FS sequence did not produce the RS sequence posited by Oates when reversed could be countered with the claim that there
was no reason why it should produce the same RS
sequence on different occasions. Although we do not
accept this, we worked only with the recordings proVol 17, No 3
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vided by Oates himself in our own experiment, so
as not to invite such objections.
There are a number of other implausibilities in
Oates’ theory (Oates’ claims are all from Oates 1996):
(a) Reversals of FS are unlikely to yield coherent
sequences in the same language; the structures of
sound systems work against this. There are only
a few exceptions to this, and the very few ‘genuine’ cases of RS that actually work are among
these.
(b) Minor differences of accent between speakers
and differences in the emotional state of a speaker
can have only minor effects on FS and hence on
reversals (see above), contrary to Oates’ claims.
(c) Again contrary to Oates’ claims, the frequency
of RS cannot depend on the mode or style of the
discourse; because the only relevant factor is the
sounds of the FS sequences (see above).
(d) RS cannot occur at a different rate from FS, as
Oates claims, for the same reason.
(e) It is difficult to see how the vastly complex
linguistic and psychological systems which would
be needed for the production of RS could have
escaped so completely the notice of scholars in
these fields (especially when they would have to
operate in all languages).
(f) If Oates’ claims about the production of RS by
young children are correct, a great deal of what is
taken to be known about child language acquisition
and cognitive development must be utterly wrong.
Assessment of factual claims made in support of
the RS theory
Despite these basic implausibilities and problems
with the theory, it is nevertheless possible in principle
that it is in fact correct, at least in part. The only
empirically sound way to test this is obviously to
conduct an experiment. We decided to replicate
Oates’ initial experiment (Oates 1996: 14-15). An
additional variant was introduced which
investigated the possibility that the participants’
decisions would be influenced if they were told that
an intelligible sentence was not necessarily present.
Forty linguistically naive subjects, all of whom
were native speakers of English, and none of whom
were familiar with the alleged RS phenomenon, participated in this experiment. The subjects were haphazardly divided into four groups of ten (A-D) and
each group experienced a different set of procedures.
Six short recordings of alleged RS sequences were
taken from Oates’ audio tapes. These recordings
were selected as they were among the examples
Oates frequently refers to in his publications and
tapes, and were therefore thought to be among those
Oates favours to support his claims. By selecting the
examples upon which Oates places the most weight
after many years of promoting RS, we were of course
disposing our study in favour of confirming Oates’
hypothesis. However, by the same token, such a selection would also render any negative findings more
strongly conclusive. Similarly, the sequences selected
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were not hidden in larger sequences containing ‘gibberish’ - another aspect which favours Oates.
The recordings were selected from three groups:
two were taken from the alleged RS of well known
adult male celebrities; two were taken from the alleged RS of unknown adult male speakers; and two
were taken from the alleged RS of Oates’ infant
daughters. The recordings were played three times
(at different speeds) in the following order:
I have an older sister.
Man will space walk.
Daddy loves Mum.
I skinned them all.
I now come here.
Someone saw the weapon.
Group A participants were provided with a list of
the six alleged RS sequences and were asked to indicate whether they could hear any of the sentences,
words or syllables specified on the list. Group B
participants were provided with a list of sequences
which were entirely different from the RS sequences
alleged by Oates, but which were similar in terms of
the number of syllables and the quality of vowel
sounds within each sequence. These pieces were as
follows:
My man can go at Easter.
Bats hit cave walls.
Mandy hugged them.
I still was poor.
My house was queer.
Nothing more can happen.
The selection of these bogus RS sequences represents a modification to Oates’ own experiment; it
appears that his bogus sequences bore no resemblance to the ‘genuine’ RS sequences other than the
number of syllables.
Group C participants were not provided with a
written list of the alleged RS sequences but were,
however, told that an intelligible sentence was
present in each of the six recordings, and were asked
to record any such sequence they could hear. Group
D participants were also not provided with a written list of the alleged RS sequences. However, they
were not told that there was an intelligible sentence
in each of the six recordings; they were told that there
might be. This group, therefore, represented a new
variant on the procedure which Oates employed.
Each subject received a score out of a possible six
‘correct’ (target) responses for complete sentences, a
score out of a possible 24 ‘correct’ responses for
words, and a score out of a possible 29 ‘correct’ responses for syllables. Independent-samples t-tests
were performed to compare the responses between
the groups for the mean number of ‘correct’ sequences provided.
As Figure 1 suggests, Group A subjects provided
a much greater number of ‘correct’ sequences than
did the other three groups, Group B subjects provided a greater number of ‘correct’ sequences than
41

did Groups C and D, and Group D subjects provided
a greater number of ‘correct’ sequences than did
Group C. Statistical analyses revealed that most of
the differences observed were indeed significant.
An interesting result is that the Group D participants (who were told that there might be an intelligible sentence in each recording) provided an overall higher mean number of ‘correct’ responses than
did the Group C subjects (who were told there would
definitely be an intelligible sentence in each recording. Although one would reasonably expect the
Group C participants to try harder than the Group
D participants to
find such sequences, even
where the evidence for them
was quite weak,
the reverse was
found. One possible explanation
for this is that the
Group D participants concentrated very hard
to hear such sequences, and accordingly even
imagined some
to exist, whereas
the Group C participants initially
believed the sequences would
be obvious, and subsequently gave up trying to hear
such sequences when their alleged existence proved
difficult to hear.
The other results are less difficult to explain. It
would seem that the power of suggestion is an important factor in the recognition of RS sequences, as
in all cases Groups A and B participants provided
significantly more target responses than did Groups
C and D. The analyses suggest that if individuals are
told what they might expect to hear, they will often
accept that they have heard these sequences - particularly if the number of syllables is the same and
the vowel qualities are similar. Although the Group
B participants (who were informed of bogus sequences) did not provide as many ‘correct’ responses
as the Group A participants (who were informed of
Oates’ proposed sequences), this can be explained
by the fact that Oates’ sequences, whether genuine
or not, provide a better representation of the sounds
than do the bogus sequences. For any FS sequence,
there will obviously be some alleged RS sequences
which are more readily heard than others, and we
do not deny that in some cases Oates has been adept
at finding such sequences.
Oates (1996: 14-15) is not entirely specific in the
summary of findings he provides for his alleged controlled experiment: he does not disclose specific
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quantitative figures, nor does he reveal any analyses which he might have conducted. In the absence
of such information, it is difficult to compare the results of the current experiment with those obtained
by Oates. We can only conclude that the current experiment, albeit informal, was analysed more scientifically, and is therefore more reliable.
Obviously, our findings do not support Oates’
claims; there is no evidence that listeners can hear
the alleged RS sequences unless ‘prompted’ in advance.
Two further connected points must be made here.
Firstly, it is important to note
that even Oates
asserts that the
subjects in his
Group 3 were
only able to hear
and transcribe
‘key words’ in
the alleged RS sequences, even after
three
listenings (Oates
1996: 15). He
does not specify
how many words
were generally
heard or transcribed in this
way, and apparently leaves it to
the reader to imagine which words were involved. He does not even
provide a definition of the word key in this context.
Taking his statements literally, it is quite possible to
conclude that his subjects had only a little more success than our own. Secondly, there is a prima facie
near-contradiction between Oates’ claim that his subjects had what he deems to be a considerable measure of success in identifying RS sequences without
prompting (which of course he must claim if he is to
suggest that his experiment confirmed his hypothesis) and the claim he makes elsewhere (see below)
that it takes several months for most people to learn
to hear RS sequences ‘correctly’.
There are a number of other empirical tests, of
varying degrees of formality, which can be applied
to Oates’ material; some of these have been carried
out (largely confirming the above findings) and others are envisaged.
Applications and claimed implications of RS
As well as all these problems with the basic theory
of RS, there are a number of aspects of its application
which are problematic or alarming:
(a) Oates pays little attention to the findings of
mainstream psychology, but develops enormously complex, poorly supported psychological theories, notably on the role of the metaphors
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which he claims to find in RS and associated structures in
the mind.
(b) Many of the concepts which Oates associates with RS
are of a ‘New Age’/’fringe’ nature: the ‘collective
unconscious’ and access through this to ‘ancient mysteries’
and the like, prediction of the future (through RS),
telepathy/ESP, channelling, Neurolinguistic Programming,
and also some idiosyncratic and extreme versions of the
Christian world view (including the suggestion that by
paying attention to RS one can avoid sin, live very much
longer than is now usual, etc.).
(c) Oates and his followers have been applying the analysis
of RS in various practical domains, some of them involving
matters of great sensitivity and potential harm. If RS is
not genuine, this work is valueless at best and quite possibly
extremely damaging. The areas in question include:
i. child psychology (Oates 1996: 60-73)
ii. alleged cases of child molestation (Oates
1996:68-70)
iii. other alleged offences (Oates 1996: 188-96)
iv. the analysis and treatment of sexual and personal
problems (Oates 1996: 125-69)
(d) The RS enterprise has a very overtly commercial nature;
for instance, one hour of an analyst’s time working with a
tape costs at least US$125.00, the fees for courses run to
thousands of dollars and ‘reversing machines’ are sold at
around US$200.00. Students are required to sign forms
excluding refunds and threatening that all unpaid fees will
be due immediately in the event of withdrawal.
(e) RS practitioners are ‘certified’, and this certification
has reportedly been recognised officially at least in
California. However there is no evidence that those who
are certified have any of the other relevant knowledge or
skills.
(f) The tone of much of the RS literature is highly dogmatic,
and Oates also compares his ‘discovery’ with past scientific
breakthroughs (as is common in fringe literature).
(g) In his promotional material, Oates employs a number
of suspect practices. Most obviously he repeatedly informs
listeners of the RS sequences which they should expect to
hear, which as we have shown has a major effect on
whether or not they accept his conclusions. In this context
it should be noted that Oates repeatedly claims that
untrained listeners cannot readily hear RS without such
help; but this would not be true for listeners with phonetic
training (if RS were real), and Oates’ position here seems
to contradict his earlier claim (see above) that untrained
listeners could readily hear RS sequences in his initial
experiment. It does appear that Oates is trying to ‘have it
both ways’.
(h) Oates (1996: 188-189) claims that the Australian police
have used RS in their work, and elsewhere he claims that
other government agencies have done so. There appears
to be no evidence of this and in fact there is some evidence
THE SKEPTIC
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to the contrary.
(i) Oates ‘ material features many quotations endorsing or
supposedly endorsing his work, but many of these appear
to come from his own associates and they contain many
obscurities. Some of the comments cited appear irrelevant.
Oates does not list his own qualifications, even though he
makes many emphatic statements about a wide range of
subjects.
Many of these criticisms can equally be made about the work
of Oates’ followers, much of which is available on the Net.
Oates’ knowledge of linguistics
Given that RS is supposed to be basically a linguistic
phenomenon, one might hope that - whatever his
shortcomings in other fields - Oates would prove to be well
informed about linguistics. However, this is not the case. We
have already seen that many of his claims about RS are
implausible on linguistic grounds, and in fact it does not
appear that he has read more than superficially in the linguistic
literature. Other obvious errors (etc.) made by Oates involve:
very superficial and inaccurate treatments of matters of
intonation, various other errors involving the description and
analysis of pronunciation, a naively folk-linguistic approach
(at east terminologically) to the issue of grammaticality
(accompanied by a neglect of some grammatical issues which
would be of great interest if RS were real), acceptance of
folklinguistic errors on the origins of languages, a rather
cavalier attitude to items in foreign languages, a naive linking
of RS with palindromes (‘reverse’ phenomena involving
written language), the apparent (ludicrously wrong)
suggestion that the central aspects of FS are completely
consciously controlled (in contrast with RS, which is
unconsciously generated), etc.
More specifically, Oates (1996: 102-104) lists six
‘guidelines’ or criteria on which he claims to rely in
determining whether or not a given sequence in a reversal
actually counts as genuine RS. These criteria involve
linguistic features of the sequences such as numbers of
syllables, audible spaces and junctures, individual phonetic
segments and intonation contours. On this basis Oates rates
reversals on a scale of 5-1, with the top rating of 5 being
reserved for reversals which meet all six criteria. Even these,
it should be noted, do not appear especially impressive to us;
but in addition the six criteria are all seriously flawed. Three
of them are invalid (they do not apply to FS), two are
frequently not met in alleged cases of RS, and the sixth is
obscure.
Given all this, it seems unfortunate that Oates did not make
more use of linguistic expertise in developing his theory.
Conclusion
We believe that we have given Oates’ ideas a fair
examination in this paper. There are a number of
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specific issues which we have not examined; we hope to
tackle some of these in later papers. There are also a number
of issues which fall somewhat outside our range of
professional expertise (qua linguists) and which might be of
interest to experts in the relevant disciplines. However, many
of these latter issues do not arise in practical terms unless the
basic theory of RS, which is essentially a linguistic theory,
'holds water'. We think we have shown above that the status
of the RS theory is theoretically and methodologically
problematic, that the theory's factual claims could very well
turn out to be largely false and certainly are not supported by
our own investigations, that the theory is implausible in
various ways, that the background knowledge of linguistics
displayed by the originator and promoter of the theory is
inadequate, and that there are various other problems
associated with the theory and with the associated practices.
Given this, we do not recommend that the RS theory be
accepted (unless much better evidence and argumentation is
advanced in support of it) nor do we suggest that any action
(especially in sensitive or important areas of activity) be taken
solely on the basis of any aspect of this theory or any specific
claims associated with it.
This is a summarised version of a much longer paper which
we have prepared by way of a preliminary report on a package
of materials promoting David John Oates' 'Reverse Speech'
theory which was sent to Victorian Skeptics for comment.
The full paper will be made available on request. We would
like to express our thanks to Kieran Power for his assistance
with the technical aspects of the project.
Full details of all statistical analyses employed are
described in the longer paper mentioned above.
... Salting from p 39
What ought a layperson do who contemplates investing in
a mining venture, wishing to identify the present
unintentionally (accidental) or intentionally (concocted,
fraudulent) misleading or falsified information supplied to
him/her? The simple answer is to engage an honest, highlyqualified geological expert to examine all aspects of the
venture: a truly reliable professional report would be the
result.
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Geological Society
honours Ian Plimer

Professor lan Rutherford Plimer has been made an Honorary
Fellow of the Geological Society. The Society bestowed this
honour upon Professor Plimer, of the University of
Melbourne, Australia for his courageous stand against
"creation Science".
Professor Plimer was nominated for the honour by Dr
Richard Fortey, FRS of the Natural History Museum, London,
Dr Bryan Lovell of the University of Cambridge and Professor
Bruce Sellwood of the University of Reading.
Professor Dick Selley of Imperial College and acting
Chairman of the Society's External Affairs Committee said:
Most geologists ignore creationists, and do not believe
that it is worth joining them in serious debate. This is an
extremely dangerous attitude and we are already seeing
the price that must be paid by adopting it both in the
USA and Australia. Professor Plimer is a man of
enormous courage, who has put his money where his
mouth is. We salute his courage.

The Geological Society counts just over 80 Honorary
Fellows among its membership of over 8,600 including
another noted scientific communicator, Sir David
Attenborough.
Notes
1 . lan Rutherford Plimer is Professor of Geology and Head
of the School of Earth Sciences in the University of
Melbourne, Australia. He is the author of over 100 learned
papers and was the 1994 winner of the Michael Daley Award
for Science, Technology and Engineering Journalism. In 1995
he won the ABC Eureka Prize for the Promotion of Science.
He is the author of a book on creationism in Australia: Telling
Lies for God (Random House, 1994).
2. The Geological Society is the UK organization representing
the interests of professional earth scientists and is the UK's
premier forum for debate in the geosciences. It is the oldest
geological society in the world, and was founded in 1807. It
has over 8,600 members worldwide.

Geological Society Web Page
http//www.geolsoc.org.uk
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Love, David
Bob Nixon
At great risk to both his sanity and his immortal soul,
Bob Nixon has been trekking through the wilder reaches
of the conspiracy magazines. Here we present three of
his thoughtful contributions.

because of his speaking style. He talks of the problernreaction-solution methodology used by the conspirators to
move us closer to the New World Order. To use his own
example: Problem - The Oklahoma bomb; Reaction Public
outrage; Solution - More draconian laws, ostensibly to make
David Icke is a fine public speaker, certainly among the best terrorism more easily prevented, but actually to erode civil
I have ever seen. It is easy to see him selling the latest exercise rights.
machine, or motivating sports teams. I saw him at the end of
As an aside, Icke added his own opinion that Timothy
his Australian tour, his last public lecture before leaving the McVeigh, the man convicted of the bombing, while possibly
country, yet his style was fresh and enthusiastic. This is clearly involved on the periphery, had no part in the construction or
a man with a message he wants the world to hear.
placing of the bomb itself. He even used the word 'patsy'. It
Also on stage, as support act, was David Summers, editor sounds reasonable. If there is a collection of wealthy and
of Exposure magazine. Summers is not in the same league as powerful men out there who want to take over, it's a reasonable
Icke in terms of his presenting skills, but where Icke is lively way to do it. Communists are bad, so we need a huge military
and optimistic, Summers is intense and fearful. Both men complex to prevent the bad guys taking over. In Icke's
have the same message; the New World Order.
scenario, Communism, Fascism and every other ism were
The difference between them was clarified during invented and promoted by the NWO, and discarded when
questions. Summers stated his belief that we would see necessary. Churchill and Roosevelt had to gang up on Hitler,
something dramatic inside the next two years, perhaps the because the latter wanted to move the NWO forward faster
take-over itself, perhaps merely some recognisable step than could be sustained. They were all in it together, but Hitler
towards the end result. Icke, for his part, was clear that he stepped out of line - WWII was the method used by the NWO
expects the population of the world would save itself by to put him back in his place.
understanding, finally, the facts behind everything, and so
I have to confess here that I feel I'm inadequately making
avert disaster.
the point. Everything bad that has happened in the world for
And disaster it is that faces us. In attending these public the past few centuries is the fault of the NWO. Terrorism,
events I am constantly surprised by the commitment shown wars, famines, financial collapse, AIDS and assorted other
by the speakers and the audience to their topics. I have seen supposedly man- made diseases, are the direct result of the
it with the creation scientists, and I saw it again with these efforts of the NWO to bring us all to the point where we will
heralds of the New World Order. For those of you who haven't meekly allow them to take over.
caught up with the conspiracy that is the NWO, I'll try to
This is fringe stuff, you might think, and you might be
summarise as briefly as possible.
right. Icke, at least, offers his optimistic view of the outcome,
Everything that is bad - let me emphasise that - everything and adds a bit of spiritual advice as well. He urged the
that is bad is down to the New World Order. Banks, audience to take three important steps that will prevent the
intelligence agencies, oil companies, governments (all of NWO rising to power, simple steps; stop behaving like a herd,
them) and the media, are controlled by a very few individuals, think for yourself; allow all views and reasoned, calm
almost exclusively men. WWI, II Vietnam, all wars are the discussion of them; don't force your view on anyone else,
result of manipulation by the NWO. The United Nations is while not shying away from putting them forcefully. There's
merely a front for the real power brokers. Heads of nothing wrong with that advice, nothing with which we should
government who choose not to toe the line are removed. disagree.
Behind it all are the Rockefellers and the Rothschilds, they
David Summers is different type. He flashed slide after
run the world. I'm not being colourful or oblique, I'm not slide to support his claims about the NWO; a snippet from
using a euphemism, they run the world.
the Monash University paper that, he says, proves AIDS is
David Icke believes that, so does Summers. Icke has written man-made; released or leaked documents that refer to mind
a book about it, Summers publishes a magazine committed control techniques. He displayed a draft treaty which asked
to exposing the truth of it. Icke is even plausible, not least signatories to agree that weather modification techniques not be
THE SKEPTIC
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used for military purposes, and stated there would never be
such a document if the technology did not already exist. Smart
cards, numbering of bank notes, the inclusion of symbols of
Freemasonry on US currency; these are all signs of the coming
of the NWO.
Summers made a proud point of saying that Exposure
magazine does not bear a bar code on its cover, an effort at
rebellion against the NWO. In his condescending style, he
warns of terrible consequences if we don't all become as clever
as he is. In front of an audience of devotees he is comfortable,
but I doubt Summers would stand up well against a group
more prepared to recognise the holes in his arguments.
I bought a copy of Icke's book ... and the Truth Shall Set
You Free, and managed a few words with the author as he
signed it for me. 1 had time to wonder how someone with
such a dreadful view of the world and his fellow humans
could seem so happy, then I read what he had written - To
Bob, Love David.
A nice man, David Icke, but as Maxwell Smart was wont
to say, if only he would use his powers for good instead of
evil...
Dear Duncan
My reaction is the usual one. First comes a distinct
numbness of the mind, followed closely by a desire to spit,
scream, laugh, find God and make a face similar to a lowland
gorilla with toothache, complete with sound effects.
I'm reading Nexus. Lofty little magazine this one, with its
own statement of purpose, something about providing hardto-get information to help people cope with massive changes
to humanity.
The editor is Duncan M. Roads. Never met Duncan, but 1
can describe him, I think. Deep thinker, our Dunc, thinks
about all sorts of things, spends a lot of time on the Net,
drives a sensible car (just to get from A to B). Intense bloke,
very good at arguing his point of view, knows a little about a
lot of things, and a lot about nothing; reasonable sense of
humour. Dunc's the type of bloke who sees himself as having
an open mind, insofar as he's prepared to listen to any theory
and accept that it might just be possible.
Here's a list of things that Duncan believes with all his
heart (Oh, and that's another thing, Duncan likes making
lists.): The governments of the world are in cahoots to keep
the public ignorant of the fact that we are visited regularly
by aliens. The medical profession to keep the truth about
alternative therapies from us. AIDS and cancer have both
been cured, but it is not in doctors' interests to let that news
get out. All views that oppose his own are the product of
closed minds, CIA agents, oil company executives or fools.
All advertising dollars are good dollars, no matter what
the product or service on offer. Americans are smarter than
any other race, and Americans are a race. Any government
or corporate department, real or imagined, which has a
number in its name MJ12, Project Group 7A, Area 51,126
Signals Squadron - is immediately suspect.
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One day he'll be proved right in everything he believes.
Hey Duncan! Listening? I've got another list for you. When,
in your well put together and professional little rag, you
publish: that White Powder Gold has been seen to cure AIDS
and cancer; that a comet will become a moon of Mercury
(with no acknowledgment when it doesn't); that the Sphinx
is 12,000 years old; that intricate patterns in corn fields are
somehow mysterious in origin; that the Alien Autopsy film
is an accurate record of a real operation; that Andromedans
have some special message to give us; that messages from
aliens await discovery inside the pyramids - you're not helping
anyone.
When you permit advertisements to appear that offer
Colloidal Silver, remote viewing, subliminal tapes, dowsing,
self healing, minerals from sea water for internal use - its
more than merely not helping, you may actually be causing
harm.
When you talk about Big Brother, or when you sell a British
firm space to advertise their false documentation, you prey
upon the paranoid and the conspiracy theorists. You probably
add to their numbers. You have offices or agents around the
world. You doubtless have subscribers that cover the same
range. How many of those subscribers have you influenced
to turn away from medical science? How many of these people
have you sent into their homes, doors bolted and a good supply
of canned food on standby? Just what service do you imagine
you have provided?
I have to admit that I don't read everything I might, or
even everything I should, but I get about a bit and I see some
of the silliness that is available on our news stands. The crop
of womens' magazines certainly go over the top. Their male
equivalents, the titles of which seem invariably to start with
the letter P are probably even worse, but at least they have
decent crossword puzzles. Guns and Ammo might be
politically incorrect, but more power to it for that reason
alone. Nexus is in a class of its own, a thoroughly one-eyed
magazine that serves only to increase fear and distrust, or to
cause people like me to despair.
Duncan, mate, you offer your readers nothing but reasons
to be suspicious. You provide no service to anyone but your
advertisers, and most of those seem to offer as much as your
magazine.
Duncan, mate.
Get a conscience
On The Wings of Eagles
I have a few weaknesses, though (solely for the sake of brevity
you understand), I shall mention only one here. I read the
literature put out by those we Skeptics tend to consider the
other side. I've read Nexus, New Dawn and Exposure, even
Prayer News and Creation form part of my regular reading.
Sometimes I'm a little disturbed by what people seem capable
of believing, sometimes merely bemused, but always I find
myself surprised.
Vol 17, No 3
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I've found a new one. Its called EW, short for Eagle's Wings,
and its a beaut. A one-named chap called Alton is the editor,
and its published by Eagle's Wings Publishing in Kingston,
New South Wales.
Channelling seems to be the main focus. Most of the
articles are the jottings of various beings as written by their
channels in this space/time. There's a horoscope, for those
with an astrological need, but mostly its written by ancient
beings, ascended masters and other entities outside the threedimensional universe we are trapped in.
The edition I came across is Vol 5, No 2, and, although not
dated, the copyright shows the year 1996. An article regarding
the companion to the comet Hale-Bopp gives a clearer idea
of the publishing date, but more of that later. First, a quick
look at one of the better articles. On the front cover is the
grabber "Remarkable PHOTO of JESUS". It's probably that
one hint that made me buy the magazine in the first place.
Okay, thought 1, another water stain on the plaster, a fruit
bun made by some South American baker? Not a bit of it.
EW resorts to no such silliness in bringing this wondrous
image to us. There is a photograph depicting three men. The
article accompanying the picture leaves no doubt as to its
authenticity. We are told that an unnamed Spaniard,
holidaying in Israel, was pointed towards a particular path
by his guide, and took a few pictures of it for his collection.
Only when he picked up his colour photos from the local
chemist did he discover a single black and white print showing
the Son of God and three of his disciples.
The reproduced picture shows only Jesus and two of his
disciples, but that might be due to lack of space, so let's not
quibble. The mechanism by which this astonishing picture
was taken is clear. It is a spacetime picture taken from the
ever-present frequency dimension from the AIASHA plane.
There follows two expert opinions on the picture itself.
The first is from Hermann Ilg, a German whose address was
sadly not supplied to the editor. Hermann sees Christ speaking
with the apostle Luke, while Thomas follows along behind.
A forearm holding a cane, which 1 don't actually see, belongs,
according to Hermann, to Bartholomew. Keep a straight face,
dear reader, for Herr Ilg asserts that there is an entirely natural
explanation for the photograph, but most of us are suffering
under a low level of awareness so we don't see it.
Hold on to that straight face while I tell you of Ms
Genevieve Collette, and her vision of the vision. She sees
Christ speaking with Methuselah, while Peter looks on. The
man either cut out of the picture or lost to me thanks to my
low level of awareness is, says Genevieve, Moses. Better
yet, Moses is talking, saying "Stand up people Ie of God!
Stand up Wisdom! It is time for your sour group to move
on!" This sensitive woman is able to identify editor Alton as
having been Joseph of Aramathea in a previous life.
Face still straight, or have you developed the Skeptic grin?
Either way were ready to talk about
Hale-Bopp. This much heralded comet, visible to the naked
eye across much of the earth as it made its tour of the sky,
THE SKEPTIC
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seems utterly vital to the EW contributors. The companion
is even more important.
The idea that the comet is being followed stems from a
single photograph taken in November 1996 by Chuck
Shramek, of Houston, Texas, showing an oddly shaped light
to the right of the comet. The object appears in no other photo
of Hale-Bopp. The companion has been dubbed "Hail-Mary"
by believers. Suggestions have been made as the to identity
of the funny little light. My favourite, and I have to take the
word of New Dawn magazine here, comes from a Los Angeles
amateur astronomer Russell Sipe, who says the companion
is actually the star SA0141894. Even New Dawn seems ready
to accept that Hail Mary is nothing to fax home about, just a
misidentification of a mundane, known object.
But not EW. Dr Courtney Browne, a director of the Farsight
Institute, confidently claims that it is artificial in nature and
under intelligent control. This gem of insight comes from a
remote viewing session. Aluna Joy Ya'kin, the founder of the
Haukin Centre for Solar Initiation, reports that intelligent
radio signals were detected coming from the anomaly. Kurt
Wright, who travelled to the comet with his guides, claims
that the companion is a space station of such immense size
that it qualifies as a Free World, and has been blessed by the
Universe. Sheldon Hidel ignores Hail-Mary entirely and says
that the comet itself is actually a space ship containing a crew
of 200,000 sentient beings.
Still straight faced, or is it beginning to ring a bell? Few of
us can be unaware of the news reports concerning 39 members
of the Heaven's Gate religious community who committed
suicide in Los Angeles in late March 1997. Apparently they
were shedding their containers in readiness to be transported
to a space ship which would then take them to another planet.
That craft was, they believed, travelling with the comet Hale
Bopp.
You see, I bought my copy of E W before that tragic event,
when I could wear my Skeptic grin and chuckle quietly at
what people will believe. I'm not wearing that grin any longer,
nor can I raise a chuckle. While there are those who would
corrupt those who search of a better way, or some meaning
missing from their lives, or just a place to feel comfortable,
I'm glad I'm a Skeptic. I'll tell you why.
The millennium approaches. Already there are indications
that some in our community believe that this somehow heralds
an historic moment in human history. While 1 may see nothing
more than a reason for a bigger than usual New Years Eve
party, others take a different view. Some of these people will
kill themselves. That is a big thought. We Skeptics are in a
position to do something about it, to get out the message that
the millennium is nothing special, that many nations live by
a different calendar entirely and see nothing significant in
the year 2000.
We can save lives, and that's another big thought.
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A useful UFO book
Steve Roberts
UFOs: A report on Australian encounters, Keith
Basterfield, 256 pp, pb, Reed Books
Keith’s book is a rehash and update of his 1981 book
Close Encounters of an Australian Kind. The author and
myself have almost identical life stories, interests and
backgrounds, but we became critical of UFO evidence
to different extents and at different times.
This book is a welcome change from the ongoing crop
of uncritical literature on the subject. The author lists all
known Australian UFO sightings and analyses them
where possible, his thoughts ranging from a line or two
to an entire chapter for the 1988 Mundrabilla incident,
which, he concludes, “failed to offer me any real physical evidence”.
The author’s methods and persistence, although
imperfect at times, should be an example to others in
UFO research. Over the years he has developed a very
plausible theory which explains that residual 5% of UFO
experiences as being due to imagery in the subject’s
minds. I like this theory, which allows me to explain
100% of UFOs and get on with something else, but the
author sometimes abandons it, leaving events unexplained and mysterious.
Now lets take a detailed look. The Introduction was
written in great haste, after the rest of the book, and faxed
through to the publisher, who optically scanned and reformatted it for printing. If only they had done the usual
spell check and proof reading as well, they might have
picked up some of the half-dozen blunders on the first
page. Fortunately this is untypical and the text improves, but then come a few signs of the incomplete and
shallow analysis that plagues UFOlogy.
The first chapter begins when the author was
younger, and could still not identify what could stop a
car’s engine and make its lights fail. Neither could he,
nor does he now, explain a sighting of three small lights
in formation, two red and one green (further hint: it had
lit portholes and made a buzzing sound...).
One incident, which all investigators should take to
heart, involves an object reported by many people including an “... ex-sailor who [was] most insistent that
his years of war service in the Navy qualified him to
state quite categorically that the one thing the object
could not be was a searchlight”. This really was a searchlight, complete with operator confessions and a repeat
performance.
An alien abduction is reported, whose subject remained sitting throughout, together with two other persons who, conveniently, were principals of the Victorian UFO Research Society.
The Belgrave case of 1993 is described in detail, but
omitting certain uncomfortable facts such as that the
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subject admits to a history of curious habits and experiences, including being spied on from a black helicopter
hovering noisily outside a suburban house. Despite the
entire incident being a very good fit with his theory of
“imagery”, allowing the case to be closed, the author
instead hopes that this will “finally prove that the abduction phenomenon does indeed have a physical basis” and is still waiting, four years later, for the necessary missing evidence to appear.
Dates, locations and times are recorded for most
sightings, which allows a simple analysis of some cases
that the author has chosen to leave unexplained; thus,
two objects that chased cars in 1985 and 1991 are easily
shown to be Venus or Jupiter.
The second half of the book is taken up with a chronological list of Australian UFO sightings, including many
that were known soon afterwards to be hoaxes. All
known locations of incidents are shown on maps at the
start of the book. Thus, the humble farmer may mistake
a fungus ring for a UFO burn, and the mischievous
young girl may submit a photograph of a tailor’s
dummy as proof of an alien being, but there they all are
on the maps, complete with little flying saucer symbols.
Many descriptions of incidents leave the reader crying out for more details, or wondering what analysis
was done at the time (and if none, why?). For example,
the 1974 Tasmanian incident in which part of a car permanently changed colour when a UFO was seen 500
metres away - but why only the left front mudguard?
(And how did the owner explain this when selling the
car?)
UFOlogy’s natural embellishment (and creation ex
nihilo) of events is beautifully illustrated by the report
of a 1992 event in Bankstown, when a rectangular object was seen at close range. The report does not tell us
whether the object was flying, hovering or sitting on
the ground, which might have been of interest, but it
does say “Street lights were said to have gone out at the
time, coming on 20 minutes later” (all emphasis mine).
This then gets repeated on the back cover of the book as
“street lights go out for 20 minutes”. An expensive
phone call finds that (a) nothing was reported amiss with
Bankstown’s civic illuminations at that time and (b) nobody else has asked.
Despite these shortcomings, which are less frequent
than usual in UFO culture, this book is more detailed,
more readable and deeper in its analysis than most others. In particular, the extensive list of sightings gives an
almost unique opportunity to quantify the UFO phenomenon in Australia. If you are going to buy only one
UFO book (and I hope that you don’t try to buy too
many) I recommend you get this one.
Vol 17, No 3

THE SKEPTIC

1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
Article
1234567890123456789

J’arkuse
Sir Jim R Wallaby
One of the unexpected benefits of lurking around the confidante. Thus, Dr Alex Ritchie can be assured that
Skeptic’s editorial suite lies in the unsolicited mail that those Devonian fish species he found at Canowindra
filters ones way as the editor cleans out his in-tray. One were rubbed out by the deity in a fit of pique, perhaps
regular correspondent is the lady from the Blue because they were all terribly sinful.
Mountains who, it seems, is concerned about the welfare
Obviously nettled by Ian Plimer’s telling references
of the editorial soul. She regularly sends him pages torn to all the disease causing bacteria that each of the Ark
from recent issues of Creation magazine, a journal to passengers would have needed to host, Sarfati breaks
which, because of his clinically diagnosed low tolerance new ground in bacteriology (also known as straw-clutchto a diet of tripe, the editor denies himself the pleasure ing in the medical trade) by suggesting that, in those
of subscribing.
days, the bacteria were not necessarily as
The latest batch (Creation 19, March-May
species specific, nor as virulent, as they are
1997) contains an astonishing offering from
now (dare we say it, they must have
a Dr Jonathan Sarfati, an employee of the
ev***ed).
Creation Science Foundation, the perpetraInsects pose no problems at all to the
tors of this budgie cage-liner. Sarfati, quotgood Dr. As they, too, are not specifically
ing from a book, Noah’s Ark: A feasibility study,
mentioned in Genesis, Noah wasn’t
by one John Woodmorappe, engages in the
obliged to bring them along. (This is a good
usual tortuous reasoning of the dedicated
answer those pesky Skeptics who ask,
creationist in trying to make his naive lit“Why didn’t Noah swat the two mosquieral interpretation of Genesis fit the ineluctos when he had the chance?”). Sarfati (or
table facts of nature. He begins with the
Woodmorappe - it is hard to tell who made
standard creationist tactic of seeking to reup this drivel) gives the deity a get-out
define species and genus to reduce the
clause by deciding that the “... Flood wiped
The author,
number of ‘kinds’ that had to be accommoout all land animals which breathed
circa 1939
dated on the mythical vessel.
through nostrils [his emphasis] except those
Using a reasonable definition of ‘species’ as “a group on the Ark”, and solves the insect question by pointing
of organisms which can interbreed and produce fertile out that they breathe through tiny tubes in their exteoffspring...”, he then flings caution to the winds and rior skeleton.
continues, in madcap fashion, “...most of the so-called
The Wallaby clan is notoriously deficient in theologispecies have not been tested to see what they can or can- cal expertise, so I will leave it to those more skilled in
not mate with.” Well, of course, he is right (apart from such matters to enlighten us as to exactly where the deending a sentence with a preposition). Try as you might, ity made known his distaste for nostril breathers. Noneyou will find nothing in the zoological literature about theless, it does force one to assume that Creationists must
attempted cross-breeding experiments between rabbits be grateful that their deity shows no similar bias against
and rhinoceri; nor indeed, between chrysanthemums primates who speak through their fundaments, lest their
and crocodiles. Somehow, via this arbitrary exercise in own ranks be drastically thinned.
reductionism, the intrepid author manages to slim down
However, just in case the Supreme Being, in a mothe number of individual animals on the Ark to a mere ment of uncharacteristic absent mindedness, forgot to
16,000 (and Sucks! Boo! to all you atheistic scientists).
put that bit in his book, S (or W) calculates just how
Still on the space reduction tack, he reminds us that much space would be required to keep a million insect
Noah didn’t need to take sea creatures on the Ark. Not species in cages of 10cm per side, for a total of 1000 m3,
only are they not specifically mentioned in Genesis, but figuring that that is quite enough of room for common
they may have survived the flood anyway. He offers no old insects.
real reason why fresh- and saltwater fish should have,
Insects aside, Sarfati seems to think that he had disor even could have, survived, given the brackishness, posed of the large tanks necessary for keeping marine
turbulence and turbidity of the flood waters, but, typi- life alive by leaving the fish to survive as best they could,
cally of the genre, this is shovelled off into the creation- at the mercy of divine neglect. (Come to think of it, he
ists’ too-hard-basket, labelled “God moves in mysteri- may have a point here. God clearly doesn’t think much
ous ways”.
of fish, else why would he expect Catholics to eat so
For that matter, asks Sarfati, what business was it of many of them?) But what he forgets are all the marine
Noah’s if God decided to wipe out lots of species of fish? mammals and reptiles, nary a one of which breathes
And rightly so; Noah was a mere ferry driver, not God’s
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Oh! Ye of little faith
Michael Shermer
The Bible Code, Michael Drosnin. Simon and
Schuster. 1997, (US)$25.00 ISBN 0-684-81079-4
(This review, by Dr Michael Shermer, publisher of
Skeptic magazine, first appeared in a Californian
newspaper, and is reprinted by kind permission of
the author.)
In 1859 John Taylor published a book entitled The
Great Pyramid, in which he discovered that if you
divide the height of the pyramid into twice the side
of its base, you get a number close to π. This, and
other relationships he found to be deeply
meaningful. Soon after, others began to turn up
similar “discoveries,” such as that the base of the
Great Pyramid divided by the width of a casing stone
equals the number of days in the year, and that the
height of the Great Pyramid multiplied by 10 9
approximately equals the distance from the Earth to
the Sun.
Humans are pattern-seeking animals. At Skeptic
magazine we routinely receive calls from people who
see the Virgin Mary in the shadows of a tree, the face
of Jesus in a partially burnt tortilla, Mother Teresa in
a sweet roll, or a face on Mars. JFK lives in stone profile in Hawaii. Eagle Rock sports a giant winged boulder overlooking the city. Patterns are everywhere.
But which patterns are meaningful and which are
not?
Science, since it is conducted by humans, is a pattern-seeking system of thought. Naturalists find patterns in the fossil record-they used to see a pattern
of creation, now they see a pattern of evolution. Nature has not changed, but the perceived pattern has.
The principle purpose of science is to help us correctly identify true patterns, while weeding out false
ones. This assumes-relativists and deconstructionists
notwithstanding-that there really is a pattern to be
found. But whether we have found the pattern is
another story. So science is an exquisite blend of observation and theory, of finding patterns in nature
and creating them in our minds. We will never know
for certain if we have identified the pattern, but we
can establish degrees of confidence.
The problem of correct pattern detection is complicated when the patterns are loaded with religious
significance. Louis Farrakhan’s Million Man March
speech was chock full of mystical numerology, for
example, adding a “1” to the height of the Washington Monument (555 feet) yields “1555,” the alleged
date of the first slave ship to America. Even scientists are not immune from finding religious patterns
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in nature. Physicist Frank Tipler believes physics
proves the existence of God and our own immortality, and supports this belief with what he considers
to be such meaningful relationships as the fact that
the electrical force between a proton and an electron
divided by the gravitational force between a proton
and an electron approximately equals the age of the
universe divided by the time for light to cross an
atom. Is God a physicist?
No, says Michael Drosnin, author of The Bible
Code-God is a cryptanalyst and computer programmer! It turns out the Bible, written 3,000 years ago, is
actually an encrypted code book filled with meaningful portents of newsworthy events: Rabin’s assassination, and JFK’s and RFK’s too; Netanyahu’s
election; comet Shoemaker-Levy’s collision with Jupiter; Watergate; the Oklahoma city bombing and
Timothy McVeigh; the asteroid that killed the dinosaurs; an earthquake in California; and, of course,
just in time for the soon-to-come millennium marketing madness, the end of the world in the year 2000.
Don’t bother dusting off your old King James’ Bible.
You won’t find any of these revelations there. You
need a Hebrew Bible, specifically, the Torah-Genesis,
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.
The Bible Code is based on the work of Eliyahu
Rips, an Israeli mathematician and computer expert
who, along with two other authors (Doron Witztum
and Yoav Rosenberg), published an article in 1994 in
the prestigious academic journal Statistical Science.
It is a peer-reviewed journal, but the editors made it
clear they were publishing it because it was an interesting statistical phenomenon and “a challenging
puzzle,” not because they endorsed it. Rips’ original
paper was just based on Genesis. But since then he
has eliminated the spaces between all the words in
the entire Torah, converting it into one continuous
strand of 304,805 letters (which Drosnin explains is
how the Torah was originally dictated to Moses by
God).
With this strand Rips utilized an Equidistant Letter Sequencing (ELS) program, where you start with
the first letter of Genesis and then enter a “skip code”
program by taking every nth letter, where n equals
whatever number you wish-every 7th letter, 17th letter, 3,007th letter, or whatever it takes to find meaningful patterns. If there are none, you begin with the
second letter, or the third, altering the skip ‘n’ until a
pattern emerges. It doesn’t take long before the computer finds it: “Hitler,” “Nazi,” “Kennedy,” “Dallas,”
“Pearl Harbor.” How can this be?
Vol 17, No 3
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As if with a knowing wink to say “don’t take this
too seriously,” the press release accompanying the
book gives us a clue: “Rips ExplAineD thaT eacH
codE is a Case Of adDing Every fourth or twelfth or
fiftieth letter to form a word.” The hidden message
is revealed: “READ THE CODE.” But even this is
deceptive since this is not what Drosnin and Rips
have done. Since Hebrew is, for the most part, written without vowels, the vowels are added after the
skip search program is run on the 304,805 letters. If
it were English, for example, RBN could be Rabin,
or Ruben, or Robin, or Rubin, or Rabon. And even
though Hebrew is read from right to left, the Bible
decoders do not restrict themselves to such a limited search, adding left to right, up to down, down
to up, and diagonally in any direction. Herein lies
another serious problem. The diagonally-found
words depend on the margins of the page of type.
Change the margins, and the diagonal word disappears. Finally, if you have a name or word in mind
ahead of time you just search to find it. Or you can
look at the sequence of letters to find a meaningful
name or word. Seek and ye shall find.
Using just the alphabet with no vowels, and an
ELS n = 3 skip search, for example, I came up with
the following:
BCDFGHJKLMNPQRSTVWXZ
- FKPTZ
- “FAKE PUT OZ”
Perhaps we should do an ELS search of Frank
Baum’s Oz books for their hidden messages. In just
such a process an Australian maths professor,
Brendan McKay, found “Hear the law of the sea” in
the UN’s Convention on the Law of the Sea. He also
found 59 words related to Hanukkah in the Hebrew
translation of War and Peace, including “miracle of
lights” and “Maccabees.” The odds against all 59, he
calculated, are more than a quadrillion to 1. Are we
to believe that Tolstoy’s hand was directed by God?
In the book, The Signature of God, which predates
The Bible Code by two years, authors Grant Jeffrey
and Yacov Rambsel report that they found the phrase
“Yeshua is my Name” (“Jesus is my Name”) with an
ELS n = 20 in Isaiah 53:10, which some interpret as
the prophecy of Jesus’ coming. But sceptics have
found that the phrase “Muhammad is my name” also
occurs 21 times, and “Koresh is my name” appears
no less than 43 times! Should we have listened to
David Koresh’s ramblings more closely?
There are additional problems. Some biblical
scholars believe that the Torah was authored by more
than one individual, thus accounting for the different styles, the two different creation stories in Genesis, and other inconsistencies, such as the fact that
Moses (the alleged author) describes his own death!
There may have even been an “editor” who coalesced
multiple writings into one set of books. This contradicts the belief that the Torah was authored by Moses inspired by God. Without this foundation, the
Bible as an encrypted code of prophecies falls apart.
And what are we losing in the translation from HeTHE SKEPTIC
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brew into English? The phrase “assassin that will
assassinate” near Rabin’s name, one scholar commented, could also be translated as “murderer who
murders” and be interpreted as an accusation against
Rabin for his political actions against the Palestinians. Despite the fact that The Bible Code is being
touted as a near miracle, the belief that the Torah
contains encrypted codes goes back to the medieval
practice of the Kabbalah, a form of Jewish mysticism.
Kabbalists believed that there were 84 different coding schemes, one of which was an ELS n = 50 to find
“Torah” in both Genesis and Exodus. The Bible Code is
just the latest in a long line of mystical traditions.
Nevertheless, it is of great sociological interest that
this book would strike such a chord now (full page
reviews in Time and Newsweek, author appearances
on Oprah and Charlie Rose, Warner Bros. acquired the
film rights to the book), as we rapidly approach the
millennium.
Doom and gloom books about assassinations,
earthquakes, and war sell well in times such as these.
Indeed, the back cover of The Bible Code retells
Drosnin’s incredible claim that he tried to warn Rabin
a year before his assassination. Let’s consider the
implications: say Rabin took the warning seriously
and changed his schedule and was not assassinated.
Would this mean that humans are more powerful
than God, or that some statistician can rerun the universe to produce a different outcome? Does this mean
that biblical prophecies are self-fulfilling prophecies,
or that they are not prophecies at all, but warnings?
This cuts to the core of one of the fundamental
problems in all theology, called the problem of free
will. If God is all powerful and all knowing, how
can humans make free choices, and thus be rewarded
or punished? If humans have free will, does this
mean God is limited? No one has ever solved this
paradox. Drosnin tries through a curious mix of popscience, pseudoscience, and hand-waving. In his final chapter-”The Final Days”-Drosnin says the Bible code predicts that the end of the world will occur in 2000, or 2006, or it will be delayed until a later
date, or it might not happen at all. Some prediction.
He gets around this problem by applying chaos
theory, Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, and
Feynman’s quantum physics: “there isn’t just one real
future, there are many possible futures.” In fact, he
concludes, “the Bible code revealed each of them.”
Apparently he is unaware of the “Many-Worlds”
interpretation of quantum mechanics. It’s just as well.
None of this works. Remarkably, after 178 pages of
breathtaking revelations abut biblical prophecies,
Drosnin confesses that the Bible doesn’t actually predict anything: “It is not a promise of divine salvation. It is not a threat of inevitable doom. It is just
information.” Einstein said “God does not play dice.”
Does God play computer games? This is all good fun
if you don’t take it seriously.
Unfortunately many are taking it seriously. The
Aish HaTorah’s Discovery Seminar uses the ELS code
to reinvigorate the belief of Jews who have strayed
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from the faith, as if to say, “see, modern science supports what we have been saying all along-there really is something unique and special about the Bible.” Is there?
There is. The Bible is one of the greatest works of
literature in the history of Western thought. It is a
book of myth and meaning, poetry and prose, moral
homilies and ethical dilemmas. Few works have been
so influential to so many people over so many millennia. In an epilogue Drosnin admits “I’m not religious. I don’t even believe in God.” It shows. Drosnin
has taken a beautiful book of literature and ruined it
by trying to turn it into a book of science. Even Rips
has cut the tether in a public statement: “I do not
support Mr. Drosnin’s work on the codes, or the conclusions he derives. I did witness in 1994 Mr. Drosnin
‘predict’ the assassination of Prime Minister Rabin.
For me, it was a catalyst to ask whether we can, from
a scientific point of view, attempt to use the codes to
predict future events. After much thought, my categorical answer is no.” QED, from the man who
started all the fuss.
Science and religion are separate spheres of
knowledge. Science is a process of inquiry aimed at
building a testable body of knowledge constantly
open to rejection or confirmation; its “truths” are
provisional, fluid, and changing. Religion is the affirmation of a set of beliefs aimed at providing morals and meaning; its Truths are final, confirmed by
God. As the prophet Micah (6:8) told his people, the
way to God is not through material sacrifice or secular knowledge, “but to do justly, and to love mercy,
and to walk humbly with thy God.”
Because we live in the Age of Science and no
longer the Age of Faith, temptations abound to use
the former to bolster the latter. Such attempts always
fail for the fundamental reason that religion ultimately depends on faith. The whole point of faith,
in fact, is to believe regardless of the evidence, which
is the very antithesis of science. “Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not
seen” (Hebrews 11:1). “We walk by faith, not by sight”
(II Corinthians 5:7). “Blessed are they that have not
seen, and yet have believed” (John 20:29). O, ye of
little faith. Why do you need a computer code? You
don’t. The Bible Code is not only an insult to science; to those who are deeply religious, it is also an
insult to God.
Michael Shermer is the Publisher of Skeptic magazine (skepticmag@aol.com), the Director of the Skeptics Society in Altadena, CA, and the author of Why
People Believe Weird Things (W. H. Freeman, 1997).
Copyright Michael Shermer, Skeptic magazine,
P.O. Box 338, Altadena, CA, 91001; For information
on
subscriptions
to
Skeptic
contact:
skepticmag@aol.com
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... J’arkuse from p 49
through tiny tubes in their exterior skeleton. Cetaceans
are nostril breathers to a man, so either Noah had whale
and dolphin tanks aplenty, or Sarfati has cocked-up the
divine get-out.
What about plant life, you ask? Well these are not
specifically mentioned in Genesis either, so, again, Noah
was not obliged to give them ship-room. In any case,
Sarfati avers, they could have survived as “seeds or on
floating mats of vegetation”. The problem of these seeds
propagating in salt-laden silt, after the flood waters had
receded (though where they receded to is a problem that
remains unaddressed), is dismissed with the claim
“...salt can readily be leached out by rainwater.”
So now we have a body of land that has been under
brackish water for several months; the water somehow
recedes to somewhere, leaving a lot of mud; we get rain
to leach out the salt (and keep the mud muddy); plants
grow from seeds that fortuitously happened to survive,
to feed the nostril breathing herbivores on their way back
to where their ancestral fossils show they came from.
Images are conjured up of Kev and Kylie Koala trekking the mud plains from Turkey to Australia, their dietary needs catered for by ultra-high-speed-growth gum
trees every few hundred meters or so.
Perhaps the most original contribution to Biblical
scholarship in the whole article comes towards the end,
when one or other of the authors coyly considers the
disposal of the waste products produces by these 16,000
animals during the best part of a year. With a certain
insouciance, S (or W) invents an elsewhere unrecorded
“flushing system under the sloped floors or slatted
cages” and offers the suggestion that “the wastes could
be destroyed by vermicomposting (composting by
worms)”. However, as he had earlier gone out of his
way to reduce the number of species in the Ark, it seems
likely that all this composting would have to be conducted by only two worms. Of course, having already
disposed of the plant species, there seems to be no purpose behind composting - so Noah and his family would
still have had the task of removing the compost, lest
spontaneous heat generated within it caused the wooden
vessel to catch alight. In any case, there seems to be no
point to this exercise unless it is to feed the worms,
which, as a consequence, must surely have been the best
fed of all the species aboard the vessel.
According to the author’s panel, Sarfati is one of those
rarities in creation science circles, in that he appears to
have a genuine science qualification (a PhD in chemistry from Victoria University in NZ). However, whatever his qualifications in chemistry, and his recorded
publications seems to indicate they concern high temperature superconductors, his risible expositions in this
article show him to have not even a rudimentary understanding of biology, botany, zoology, bacteriology,
icthyology, physiology, entomology, agronomy, hydrology (to name but a few of the many fields of which he is
demonstrably ignorant). It seems a pity that among them
is numbered a knowledge of the classics, or he may have
come across the ancient Greek story that gives us the
wise proverb, “Cobbler, stick to your last”. Had he done
so, it is unlikely that he could, in conscience, have presented this load of cobblers to his gullible audience.
Vol 17, No 3
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A murderous cult exposed
James Gerrand
The Cult at the End of the World - The terrifying story
of the Aum Doomsday Cult, from the subways of
Tokyo to the nuclear arsenals of Russia, David E.
Kaplan & Andrew Marshall. Crown Publishers
1996. 310pp. pbk $14.95
The importance of this book is in its revelation of
how this cult, sheltered by its cloak of religion, built
up a high-tech, billion dollar empire of 40,000 New
Age zealots (10,000 Japanese, 30,000 Russians) and
could aim, with some chance of success, to seize
control of Japan, and then the world, using modern
weapons of mass destruction - biological (botulinus,
anthrax), chemical (nerve gases, sarin, VX) and
nuclear. The authors researched, for some six months,
sources in Japan, Russia, USA and Australia.
The Aum Supreme Truth
cult killed 12 people and injured 6,000 when it delivered
a deadly nerve gas, sarin, into
the Tokyo subway system at
the morning rush hour on
March 20 1995. It had hoped
to paralyse the Japanese government by the mass destruction of its bureaucrats as they
came to work.
The story of Aum is that of
its charismatic and increasingly psychopathic leader,
Shoko Asahara. He was a nearblind Japanese, born in 1955 to
a poor farming family. Adept
at mathematics and judo at a
school for the blind, he
scammed his classmates in his
endeavour to get rich. Failing
to gain entry to Tokyo University he set up an acupuncture
clinic and by 1982, touting
quack remedies around Tokyo’s plush hotels, he had
made $200,000.
Asahara felt the need for a religion and found one
to suit, in a Buddhist sect called Agonshu, a modern
cocktail of fundamentalism and fantasy. With its recruitment of followers by magazine ads and its own
satellite TV station it gave Asahara a model for a cult,
AUM, which he started in 1984. He went then to the
Himalayas, searching for further inspiration.
On his return he boasted of mystical powers and
spiritual bliss. He used a New Age publication, catering for a growing fascination for the supernatural
THE SKEPTIC
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by young Japanese, to recruit followers. He claimed
in the publication that he levitated. The resultant
publicity made his cult boom. He claimed God had
sent him a message, “I have chosen you to lead Gods
army. Armageddon will come at the end of the century. Only a merciful, godly race will survive. The
leader of this race will emerge in Japan.”
In 1988 Asahara established his headquarters in
the shadow of Mount Fuji, with live-in monks and
nuns who had to hand over everything they owned
to join. To hold them, mind control techniques were
used - spartan diet, 3 hours sleep a day, a barrage of
teaching. Now Aum Supreme Truth was earning a
fortune and Asahara obtained religious status to obtain tax breaks. Many joining Aum were science, engineering and computer students. They had grown up in a
world of fantasy - movies, cartoons, computer games, comics - in violent science fiction
tales. The educational system
pounded originality out of its
pupils and emphasised rote
learning. They lived in such a
crowded environment, many
sought the inner space - their
homes, their minds.
But as Aum grew so did its
darker side. A disciple died after been given repeated
dunkings in freezing water to
dissuade him from leaving.
Another disciple, Taguchi, was
horrified and also tried to
leave. He was strangled. His
parents contacted the police
who found nothing. By 1989,
23 families were asking a lawyer, Sakamoto, for help in finding their children, lost to the cult. The result Sakamoto, his wife and child were murdered in their
home by the cult on Asahara’s order, the bodies
dumped in remote sites. The police were wary of
going after a religious organisation.
Asahara now sought political power but after
spending $7 million on the 1993 national election he,
and his 24 other candidates, only secured 1,783 votes
out of half a million cast. Asahara was intent on destroying the system; the talk was of Armageddon.
The accent was on creating weapons of mass destruc-
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Potshots at potty science
Colin Keay
Yes, We Have No Neutrons, A K Dewdney, John Wiley
& Sons, Brisbane 1997, 180pp, $36.95, ISBN 0-47110806-5
Here is entertainment for almost every shade of Skeptic.
The cover blurb describes the book as “An Eye-Opening
Tour through the Twists and Turns of Bad Science”, and
it sure is.
The author, A K Dewdney, will be well known to
many for, in the past, conducting the popular “Mathematical Recreations” feature in Scientific American.
They should know to expect a witty, easily readable
presentation as in the many other books he has written, such as 200% of Nothing, an expose of the deceptive statistics so beloved of politicians and advertisers.
Dedicated to that outstanding Skeptic, Martin
Gardner, Yes, We Have
No Neutrons critically examines eight highly diverse examples of pseudoscience posing as science, although I feel he
is being a bit rough on
one or two of them, even
in the light of his introductory homily on the
scientific method. He
spices his prefatory essay with allusions to the
cautionary tale of the
sorcerers apprentice.
Some of the players in
the eight acts of
Dewdney’s expose were
certainly no better than
apprentices in the practice of science.
Confining himself to the present century - when one
would expect the established scientific method to be
universally followed - Dewdney leads off with the case
of Blondlot’s N-rays. His account of this aberration there’s scarcely another word for it - almost descends
to the level of sick humour in a graphic description of
the way American optics expert Robert Wood outwitted both Blondlot and his tricky assistant to prove the
whole fiasco was due to nothing more than wishful
thinking. Woods approach to exposing Blondlot’s blunder was very similar to James Randi’s devastating dealings with modern-day frauds.
Dewdney then switches to an attack on the IQ concept, which is bound to outrage some members of
Mensa. This rather malevolent theory, which has
blighted too many lives, is totally flawed. Nobody has
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ever proved that IQ tests actually measure intelligence!
This chapter ends on a light note with Dewdney presenting an IQ-like test of luck, inviting readers to submit their answers to him, through the publisher, and
promising to release the results to all who respond.
Continuing a theme on the mind, Dewdney sails into
Freudian psychoanalysis, pointing out that Freud omitted two essential steps in the scientific method: experimenting and publishing. In a few damning pages he
traces how Freud’s self-deception, coupled with his selfevaluation as a genius, and the support of faithful disciples created a new pseudoscience which has destroyed
many lives. Today’s self-confident psychics may be just
about as harmful.
Dewdney then surprised me by strongly criticising
SETI, the Search for Extra Terrestrial Intelligence, conducted over
the past several decades. He is quite correct, up to a point. It is
true that the rationale
of the SETI project contains serious flaws
which could bring it
close to violating the
criteria for valid research. But it is easy to
argue a posteriori that
the SETI concept is seriously flawed, purely
on the basis that the
search has proved
negative - so far.
Dewdney doesn’t concede that we wouldn’t even have
that result unless we’d tried.
To my way of thinking, SETI is a project which had
to be attempted just in case there happen to be radio
transmissions broadcast by cute furry little aliens inhabiting a planet orbiting a neighbouring star. On the
other hand, if there is a malevolent race of extraterrestrials out there they’d be much less likely to advertise their presence. A worrying thought. But the
search is not yet over, despite huge odds against its success. One plus for SETI which Dewdney fails to mention is the technical fallout, eg software developments
required by SETI have led to improved image processing techniques which are finding their way, not only
into improving astronomical images, but are making it
possible to detect much smaller lesions in breast cancer
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screening with digital mammograms, greatly saving
radiology time.
While still on the subject of intelligence, I wonder
how many people with supposedly high IQs were
sucked in by neural nets. I must confess that I found
the concept intriguing, particularly when Dewdney
himself wrote it up in his “Mathematical Recreations”
feature articles. Dewdney now explains quite convincingly why it is all nonsense. But I strongly suspect that
like many others he once believed in it. He disingenuously excuses himself by claiming that readers of his
articles failed to note that the feature was labelled recreational. What about the many articles he authored
about recreational aspects of genuine science? Come on,
Dr Dewdney, such obfuscation is unbecoming of you.
Briefly, neural nets were supposed to mimic, in a
small way, the adaptive operation of a brain. But the
brain, as Dewdney now so wisely points out, does not
operate on voltage-defined logic levels: it works on a
much more complicated frequency code of pulses. So
the neural net concept has been discarded. It was bad
science.
Cold fusion was also bad science. Bad in many ways,
not the least being the perils of publication by press
release. The chapter on cold fusion gives its name to
the book, Yes, We Have No Neutrons, and in the space of
21 pages Dewdney gives a very nice summary (apart
from one lapse) of the entire debacle. (The lapse concerned the muon, which Sir Charles Frank named - Carl
Anderson discovered it). Wishful thinking has no place
in science, simply because nature does not work that
way. However, work on cold fusion continues in a few
places, notably in a dedicated laboratory near Nice,
France, where Fleishmann and Pons continue their
quest with funding from the Toyota company. Dewdney
wishes them luck. I know a great many scientists who
would dearly love as much luck as the thermodynamic
duo are currently enjoying.
Next target in Dewdney’s sights is the biosphere,
that great money-hole in the Arizona desert. The idea
has much to commend it but Dewdney exposes its financial mysteries and scientific shortcomings. One begins to understand why NASA is decidedly cool towards it, despite the obvious relevance to a future
manned Mars expedition.
Dewdney’s last case brings him almost full circle.
Here he demolishes the racial arguments about brain
size and its relation to intelligence. Titled “For Whom
the Bell Curves”, his essay explains how overlapping
normal distributions do not produce large bulk population differences, except at their tails. And even there,
exceptional individuals buck the trend enough to make
any conclusions doubtful. This final chapter is the closest Dewdney gets to being personal: he is attacking the
racial theories of another academic at his own Canadian university.
All told, Yes, We Have No Neutrons is both informative and entertaining - a combination not always found
in exposures of pathological science. Recommended for
a Skeptics library and every highschool library in the
land.
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tion. They sprayed the deadly toxin botulinus in the
area of the Diet to cause the Japanese parliament to
cease to function but the toxin failed to have an effect.
In March 1992 Asahara began his conquest of
Russia, spending $50 million, in bribes, hiring of stadia, establishing a Moscow branch, daily broadcasts
on Radio Moscow. Apart from recruiting followers
(over 30,000), the other aim was to obtain scientific
talent and military hardware, including chemical,
biological and nuclear.
A second attempt to cause mass destruction by
spraying botulinus across Tokyo was made in 1993 at
the wedding of the Crown Prince. Again it was a
failure. A third attempt was made using anthrax bacteria sprayed for four days from a city building. Birds
and plants died but no people.
Aum countered police raids, a critical press and
angry neighbours and parents by bringing forward
Doomsday to 1996 and accelerating development of
a new weapon of mass destruction, a nerve gas called
sarin. Spending $10 million, Aum bought a large factory and staffed it with Aum believers to produce
sarin to a Russian recipe, and 1,000 Russian AK-74
rifles, with ammunition, to arm the believers.
In 1993 Aum purchased a sheep station in Western Australia to mine uranium ore to be used in nuclear weapons, but was foiled by Australian customs
officers not bending their rules about imports and
exports and foreign visitor visas. The property was
later used to test out sarin on some sheep.
The first use of sarin was an attempt to murder
three judges adjudicating a dispute involving land
housing an Aum branch at Matsumoto. Seven people died (not the three judges) and 200 were injured.
Lack of Japanese expertise in solving big crimes was
due to there not being a national investigative authority such as the USA FBI or the Australian NCA.
The book lists many other criminal acts before the
police finally carried out a comprehensive raid on Aum,
following the sarin attack in the Tokyo subway. 100
cultists were arrested by April 1995. In May 1995
Asahara was arrested, but, by using skilful legal delaying tactics, his trial did not start until April 1997. If found
guilty Asahara could face the death penalty.
Skeptics will be reinforced on reading this book.
It will validate their endeavours to have a sceptically
educated community, through sound scientific training, so that people are not conned by New Age zealots and religious fundamentalists. This is particularly
important now that high-technology weapons can
be produced so easily. The book’s revelations of how
powerful a religious cult can become, provides evidence of the importance of crusaders against fundamentalist liars, as exemplified by Ian Plimer’s battle
with the Creationists.
My thanks to Ung Bun Heang, cartoonist for the
Far Eastern Economic Review for his excellent depiction, above, of cult leader, Asahara.
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The Correx Files
Paul Willis
In December last year I was thumbing through a New The Correx Files. We invited listeners across the country to
Scientist , conducting my weekly search for positions psychically determine what was in four sealed, numbered
available to vertebrate palaeontologists with specialist boxes. Of the 54 entries, only four guessed a single object
skills in Australian crocodiles and beer drinking, when a correctly and no one correctly identified which box any
small ad caught my eye. “Wanted: Science Broadcast object was in. Despite getting the “credible” psychic Paul
Trainees. Positions available with the ABC.” Since Fenton-Smith to claim, on tape, that this should be an easy
completing my PhD in 1995, I had been casting around for task to perform, I would rate the exercise as a predictable
any relevant work, including book writing and school failure.
Since that first frantic week, production has settled
lecturing, and had developed a strong interest in
communicating science to a popular audience. The ABC down to the more reasonable pace of one episode each
week or two. So far a total of
ad took my fancy, so I
15 episodes have gone to air
applied.
ABC launches major science web site
and there is no shortage of
On the way into the intermaterial for many more to
view, it occurred to me that a
The Lab, the ABC’s new science site (www.abc.net.au/
come. Subjects covered have
few ideas of the kinds of proscience), was launched on July 9 by federal science
included urine drinking, algrams I would like to be inminister Peter McGauran. Designed primarily to apien abductions, myth makvolved with would be useful.
peal to an upper secondary /lower tertiary audience,it
ing and ghost stories. One
Something that had been
features columns, games, Karl Kruszelnicki’s home
pages, original articles by scientists and a means of
week I had particular fun
bugging me for a long time
searching all of the ABC’s science output.
when I got to interview
is the ready and uncritical acIn the next few months it will be joined by a curricuJasmuheen, a new age type
ceptance of any irrational
lum-specific companion site called LabNotes. The Lab
who claims not to have eaten
codswallop by the media. So
is part of a broader ABC Multimedia strategy, which
anything for four years and
I began thinking up a series
aims to create “gateways” on the Web: Science is
to be living off of “pranaic
that would look at bad scithe first, News will be launched shortly, but the ABC
energy” instead. She also
is also focussing on a major education gateway to be
ence, junk science and pseucreated by the end of the year.
claims to have restructured
doscience from a rational
her DNA to take up more
perspective. I even thought
up a name for such a series: The Correx Files. I dutifully hydrogen (!) and developed it from two to 12 strands (!!). I
trotted out this idea at the interview and the panel must suggested that this could easily be checked by a simple
blood test but she refused to submit to such a test (she
have been impressed: I got the job.
In the initial rush and fury of my first weeks at the ABC, could not see the relevance!).
By now you will probably have realised that the subI more or less forgot about the Correx Files idea until I was
approached by my Producer, Amanda Armstrong. She, and jects I am interested in are very similar to those of concern
other members of the interview panel, were so impressed to the Skeptics. It is no coincidence that some of the epiwith the Correx Files idea, they wanted me to put together sodes are based on ideas and articles found in issues of the
some episodes for Science Week, with a view to going once Skeptic. But the editorial policy of the ABC demands that
The Correx Files maintains editorial independence from any
weekly after that.
Not having done any radio prior to this, the Correx Files outside body. So, while the Correx Files and the Skeptics
became my baptism into the medium. The brief was for may share sympathetic views on many subjects, the Correx
each episode to be a four or five minute package for Triple Files will still maintain its integrity. I am always open to
J to be played nationally on the Morning Show. I had a pretty ideas and contributions from anyone, so if you have a story
free hand as to what I covered, so I started with a few old that is just right for the Correx Files, don’t hesitate to conchestnuts such as Creationism, Crystal Healing and Cryp- tact me.
If you have an interest in hearing any of the previous
tozoology. Within the first week I found a particularly nasty
form of crank who claimed to have a cure, “Body Correx Files episodes (and a few familiar voices, Kathy
Electroniics”, for just about every ailment, which involves Butler and Barry Williams, among them) they can be found
vitamins and holding acupuncture points. As a result of on the World Wide Web at www.abc.net.au/science/correx
this episode, I received my first threat of legal action (which . Both transcripts and downloadable sound files are availwas later withdrawn). To finish out the first week, I broad- able there. And, please leave a comment or two on the
cast the results of a psychic challenge we had been run- feedback page.
ning as a collaboration of Triple J, Australian Skeptics and
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Philosophy as a tool for the Skeptic
Karl H Wolf
Scepticism (Honderich, 1995) or skepticism (Audi,
1995; Titus, 1953) is a style or mode of thought; a
way of analysing and looking at the world; and is
thus a small part of the more-encompassing field of
Philosophy. Just about every philosophy book refers
to scepticism. Therefore, let us briefly examine what
is the whole into which the part fits; ie what is
Philosophy?
It is only by knowing the smaller parts as constituents of the whole complex that we can properly
utilise all available concepts, methods and techniques
to be a constructively critical Skeptic. Knowledge of
the whole of Philosophy allows us, first, to compare
and contrast scepticism with all other thought-systems, and may allow us to use the latter whenever
necessary; and second, leads us into various styles
of scepticism:
Scepticism, in the most common sense, the refusal to
grant that there is any knowledge or justification. Scepticism can be either partial or total, either practical or
theoretical, and, if theoretical, either moderate or radical, and either of knowledge or of justification. (Audi,
1995)

So what is philosophy? Any reasonable opinion
expressed about anything and deliberated, is thought
to be philosophising; thus, this word is, in everyday
circumstances, often used loosely, imprecisely - indeed, it is usually avoided for fear of being identified as an intellectual activity. And most people do
not like to be equated with a public or academic intellectual. Even well-trained individuals from any
profession or trade pretend to abhor philosophy as
though it is something esoteric and therefore to be
ignored, or even despised, as useless ivory-tower
playing. A ‘real man’ doesn’t study philosophy!
Oh, what nonsensical rubbish!
On the contrary, if philosophy is properly understood and disseminated throughout the educational
system it could have a tremendous positive and constructive impact on society. Even if it may not save
the world in the short run, it certainly could make
the world a better place, while aiming to perfect our
attempts to reach a, likely unattainable, ideal. Also,
since there are many destructive philosophies in
politics, industry, commerce, even in education, how
does one recognise, debate, and combat these deleterious hypotheses?
Examples:
1. Union power can enhance or destroy a work
place’s harmony: rigging promotions for the union-boys and punishing the whistle-blowers who
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point out incredible financial and other wastage;
and so forth.
2. Through the philosophy of science, of knowledge, and of research methodology, one can delineate the boundaries of pseudoscience, anti-science, and other such phenomena.
What is philosophy from a more formal viewpoint? For our purposes here, the answer will be
rather informal, avoiding esoteric excesses. So bear
with us! The following is chiefly based on (ie paraphrased from) Titus, as used in my studies at Mc
Master University in the 1950s. Since then I have not
seen an introductory text even approaching its lucidity, coverage and readability. Nowadays, even the
introductory philosophy texts restrict themselves to
a few chosen topics, in order to achieve ‘greater
depth’, whereas a broader overview for beginners
might better stimulate a lifelong interest. At that time
they believed in providing a ‘liberal education’ even
to scientists and engineers, by compelling us to
choose one of the humanities’ elective courses, each
year. I took the following: philosophy, history, comparative religion, geography - all that in addition to
dozens of scientific and mathematical subjects. No,
it didn’t hurt me; caused me no harm; exactly the
opposite.
The Greek word philosophy means “the love of
knowledge and wisdom”. It is defined from at least
four different viewpoints:
* philosophy is an attitude toward life and the universe;
* is a method;
* is a group of problems; and
* is a group of theories or systems of thought.
Philosophy is the attempt to give a reasoned conception of the universe and of man’s place in it; it
includes a world-view, or reasoned conception of the
whole cosmos, and a life-view, or doctrine of values,
meanings, and purposes of human life; it is an evaluation or interpretation of what is important or meaningful in life: a careful critical examination of information and beliefs; it offers a framework or context
or perspective of life - all based on results of various
humanities and sciences, plus reflective thinking, to
gain unity or whole, a context, through combining
nature and the social and spiritual aspects. Philosophy deals with the systematic body of general principles and assumptions underlying any area of experience, eg science, education, art, music, politics,
business, economics, history, law, mathematics, religion, and so on - each with its own philosophical
57

problems and methodologies. Certain answers from
philosophy may not appeal to certain people or
groups in society, and may even be vigorously rejected by them, but as long as these individuals are
willing to discuss their preferences and offer alternatives, that by itself constitutes philosophy, even if
it is not accepted as such by the mainstream philosopher and other groups of thinkers. At least they are
using the mind (and pen) to battle rather than the
gun or sword. Hopefully we can spread worldwide
the axiom that the mind/pen is mightier than the
gun/sword - without bloodshed.
Philosophy is sometimes believed to be an extremely complex intellectual and abstract activity,
arriving at views or theories that may sound splendid, but can hardly be of much practical value.
Wrong! There is another image: the philosopher is
ultimately responsible for the general outlook and
the ideals of societies and cultures (think of Marx
and Engels, Jefferson, Locke, Mill, Einstein, and hundreds of others who have changed the world’s history one way or another).
Of course, there were and are destructive philosophers - many of their concepts and methods must be
identified, analysed, explained and then opposed,
which is only possible through personal and public
philosophical involvement. Philosophers are critically examining anything, any time, everywhere. No
wonder, some people consider them as dangerous.
Even in our democracy there may be some who
believe that less-informed or educated people are
preferable for their cause. Germain Greer (1997), for
instance, proposed that “... government fears an educated population, ... government doesn’t want the
population being able to analyse what’s going on ...”
This is equivalent, of course, to saying that government fears a thinking, analyzing, philosophising
population; and not only government - add business,
banks, pseudoreligion, ... To put this into our context, some sections of society fear the Skeptics. Thus,
book burning was invented long ago.
Why do we need a philosophy - or sceptics? Because: each person must make decisions and act
based on synthesizing and critically analyzing information; our conduct is our own, and we are really
free only when we rely upon inner controls or selfchosen ends; philosophy is one of the best means by
which to foster the habit of reflection; it may help us
to cultivate a wide range of appreciations and sympathies; and we live in an age of uncertainty and
change, when many of the older beliefs and ways of
doing things are inadequate (as Titus, 1953, opined.
Not much has changed since; indeed, the situation
has intensified through ‘faster living on all fronts’).
What are the subjects philosophy deals with? In
one sentence: with any and all physical/material and
abstract/conceptual topics, which has resulted in
many philosophical disciplines and innumerable
sub-disciplines. In each case, there are specialists who
penetrate more deeply into their chosen field, but
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who often stop short of examining what they cannot
see and measure (ie in the sciences and technologies).
Titus (1953) divides philosophy into:
* The World We Live In: from common sense to scientific method; physical universe; space-time and relativity; life and its development; mechanism; vitalism;
emergence; science and philosophy (note that the
Scientific Method itself has numerous sub-topics);
* Man and His Place in the World: what is man?; what is
mind?; the mind-body relation; how free is man?; the
sources of knowledge, nature of knowledge, validity
of knowledge (as to knowledge, again many sub-topics);
* Types of Philosophy: materialism and naturalism; idealism and its implications; pragmatism and its implications; realism and its implications; agreement and differences (and many more types);
* Realm of Values: field of values; aesthetics and philosophy of art; ethics and moral life; religion- its nature and types, belief in God; and
* Social Scene: philosophy and liberal education; freedom and social control; and philosophy of history.

Some specific philosophical constructs, additional
to the above, include absolutism, agnosticism, asceticism, atheism, capitalism, cynicism, deism, democracy, determinism, dialecticism, egoism, empiricism,
epistemology, fetishism, hedonism, idealism, immaterialism, instrumentalism, liberty, logic, materialism,
metaphysics, monism, naturalism, objectivism, pantheism, platonism, pluralism, quietism, rationalism,
relativism, scepticism, semantics, socialism, stoicism,
subjectivism, syllogism, teleology, theism, utilitarianism, vitalism, voluntarism, among many, many
others. Any one of these may not constitute a major
philosophical school, but belong to one or more of
them. No niche in human society remains untouched
by philosophy. Most of these, and more, have been
dealt with by two superb dictionaries of Philosophy
(Audi,1995; Honderich, 1995).
From the above it is clear that in our modern
world each profession or discipline has its own ‘philosophy’, eg philosophy of aesthetics, archaeology,
anthropology, architecture, agriculture, art, artificial
intelligence, astrology, astronomy... and I could go
on throughout both the alphabet and the varieties of
human activities.
Any type of major or minor philosophy has its
counter-sceptics, because being a philosopher means
to question; to search for the truth and alternatives;
to correct misconceptions; not to blindly accept
knowledge from authority (eg eschew a “Trust me”
attitude). As the famous saying goes: “An
unexamined life is not worth living”.
Many recent news stories offer information
covering some of the above and these ought to be
the source for sceptical evaluation: eg several
literary frauds; fakes of numerous paintings, sold by
reputable art dealers; discussions on introducing
evidence-based medicine; pollution of the environment; biggest-ever gold-exploration fraud; education
and hospital problems; financial and stock-market
debacles; court case debacles; science( and religion)
Vol 17, No 3
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The definitive Skeptics library
In a recent issue of the Fortean Times was a list of what
Fortean Times staff and readers consider “100 Essential
Fortean Books”. The first thought that occurred to me was
that about 20% of the list were known to me either directly
or by reputation as Essential Skeptical Books.
The second thought that occurred to me was that maybe
others on the list were also useful Skeptical books. The
third thought that occurred to me was that subscribers to
the Skeptic must have more than 50,000 years reading
experience and should be able to supply information to
compile a list of great Skeptical books. The final thought
that occurred to me was that I wasn’t too proud to steal
the idea.
So I’m requesting your help. Tell me what books you think
other Skeptics and aspiring Skeptics should know about.
At the end of the exercise we should have a list of guides
to rational thinking, books we can recommend, and books
that Skeptics should at least be aware of the existence of.
Like it or not, Erich von Daniken’s effort will probably
make the list. It wasn’t the first book making the spacegod
case, it’s not even the best, but it was the one which
established the popular fakelore, and we should know
what it claims. Of course the list will include the definitive
debunking books on Flying saucers, von Daniken,
spontaneous combustion - that is if they’re suggested.
But I want more: the books that got you started on
scepticism. In my case it could have been Stranger than

...Philosophy from previous page
v creationism; not to forget the various aspects of
Pauline Hanson’s policies; plus many others.
As to other practical/applied situations of both
philosophy and scepticism, I have discussed various scientific and educational matters, for instance see Wolf, 1991, 1992a and b, 1995, 1996.
Much of the information of past and future issues
of the Skeptic was and will be, no doubt, founded on
many ’philosophies’ - without actually referring to
that ‘academic’ term. The above all-too-briefly mentioned topics ought to be stimulants for more detailed
future articles. Write to the Editor of the Skeptic to
make suggestions.
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Science, by Frank Edwards. In it was chapter after chapter
about strange phenomena that I had never heard anything
about. I was rapt, until near the end when he got onto
something I did know something about - and I thought;
“This is total crap.” Then I thought, if he’s wrong about
this, perhaps he’s wrong about all the rest. From that time
I realized that, just because something is written in a book,
it’s not necessarily authoritative, so this book is on my list.
About the same time I found a copy of Bergen Evans’s A
Natural History of Nonsense. This has been an even greater
influence on my subsequent outlook that the regrettable
Edwards book. Evans not only makes a devastating attack
on “common knowledge” about the natural world, but also
makes a cogent case for the sceptical outlook. As he
concludes, “For, in the last analysis, all tyranny resides on
fraud, on getting someone else to accept false assumptions,
and any man who, for one moment, abandons or suspends
the questioning spirit, has for that moment betrayed
humanity.” So, for different reasons, both of these books
would be on my list.
But that’s just my personal list. What I want from you are
the books that made you Skeptical. If it was Alice in
Wonderland that got you thinking about logic, the
ambiguity of language, and perceptions of reality, by all
means include it.
So send me your recommendations of what you think are
the books absolutely required for a Skeptic’s library. As
few or as many as you like, but preferably less than 100
titles.
Try to avoid sending me a list of 30 books on a single topic
such as UFOs or Creationism, as no more than 3-6 can be
on the final list. So keep the recommendations to10 books
or fewer on a single topic.
Try to give me as enough information for an adequately
described entry. Title, Author, publication details, what it’s
about, and a word of three why you think it should be on
the list.
In some cases I may be able to recognise a book from an
incomplete information. “Sagan’s book on demons” or
“that book about popular delusions written in the 1840s”,
may well be adequate descriptions. But there might be a
few gaps in my knowledge, so assume I know nothing
about the books you recommend and give as much
information as you can. If, when the final list is compiled,
there has to be a choice between two books on the same
topic, the one that makes the list may well be the one that
has the best recommended commentary from you.
Please send your listings to me:
fax : (08) 8277 6427
e-mail : lakes@senet.com.au
mail to:

Allan Lang
PO Box 91
Magill SA 5072
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Religion as a health hazard
John Stear
Deadly Doctrine: health, illness, and Christian Godtalk, Wendell W. Watters MD, Prometheus Books
Religion is an existential soother to which individuals,
having been born atheists, are encouraged to become
addicted as they grow up in our theistic society. Christianity is the pacifier par excellence, claiming to alleviate cosmological fears - fears largely of its own creation - and to relieve guilt that has been stimulated in
the believer by Christian god-talk. In order to sell their
product, god-talking salesmen do everything possible
to prevent the believer from growing up emotionally
and psychologically, manipulating the greedy egocentric infant in us all with preposterous promises of eternal bliss in the hereafter.

So begins Deadly Doctrine. This book is primarily
directed at those the author describes as atheists, freethinkers or humanists.
The dust cover shows a grinning skull atop monkish or perhaps druidic dress with a huge, roughly fashioned cross dangling from a cord and resting on the
chest. Above the title are the words, “Caution - Christianity may be hazardous to your health!”, a presentation which almost guarantees that devout Christians
will be discouraged from reading it.
Professor Watters addresses a wide range of social
problems which he attributes to Christian doctrine and
teaching. He covers such topics as: Christianity, the family and self-esteem - dependency, interdependency and
self-actualisation - pleasure, suffering and guilt - Christian pronatalism and human sexual suffering - Christianity and major psychiatric illness.
A later chapter looks at Christianity and mental
health and discusses the 1982 research findings of
Batson and Ventis who studied all the literature bearing on religion and mental health, racial prejudice and
concern for others. Their findings indicate that religion
is a negative force in human life and that religious people are less healthy from a psychiatric point of view,
more prejudiced and less sensitive when dealing with
others than are nonbelievers.
He comments on the possibility that their research
was influenced by political considerations as their definition of religion included “the nonreligious, atheistic,
humanist orientation ...” He commented that if they
needed to placate believers then this is “one more piece
of evidence supporting the all-pervading power of the
Christian church in our society”
Watters’ final chapter deals with humanism and the
future and canvases such issues as humanism versus
religion in education, humanism and sexuality, humanism and human communication and humanism and the
60

sociopolitical arena. He first challenges the designation
Homo sapiens:
The designation of Homo sapiens (wise man), applied
to our species at this stage in our cultural evolution, is
a misnomer. Religious indoctrination of children is still
tolerated, if not encouraged, by the state; people are
building new Christian churches rather than turning
existing ones into museums. TV evangelists amass huge
fortunes by open extortion in the name of Christ; surely,
a more accurate term is Homo religiosus (religious man).

In the section on Christian education he claims that
Christians justify the establishment of religious schools
on the grounds that the public school system is “heavily infused” with humanistic beliefs. He rightly states
that the Christian church has always been the foe of
true education and refers to any literal interpretation
of Genesis as an example of this and considers the “absurd oxymoron creation science” to be a measure of
Christian desperation.
He concludes his book with this observation:
So long as Christian churches enjoy their tax-free status and other kinds of state support, Christian doctrine will continue to compromise our potential to work
together to solve the problems threatening our global
village. Only if homo religiosus evolves into homo sapiens can our species hope to survive. Surely it is time
we, in the twentieth century, completed what others
started at the time of the Renaissance.

Professor Watters shows no mercy in his quest to
prove that religion is indeed dangerous to health and
wellbeing. I am not aware of anyone else having written so vehemently and authoritatively on the effects of
Christianity on its adherents, and consequently the rest
of society. Considering the inordinate number of Christian apologists whose works are forever in circulation,
Watters views are, to this layman, refreshing and long
overdue. The book will never convert the true believer
and I suspect some psychiatrists and other professionals will disagree with its assertions. Nonetheless I believe it to be an important contribution to the religion
versus humanism debate.
I am encouraged by the fact that some of my own
instinctive conclusions concerning the deleterious effect of religion on society are borne out by what I believe to be the soundly based findings of Professor
Watters. I would be interested in the reaction of likeminded readers of the Skeptic (or even those with contrary views) particularly those with a knowledge of, or
interest in, psychiatry.
The author is Professor Emeritus in Psychiatry at
McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario.
Vol 17, No 3
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On predictions
Neo-Luddites on computerisation and climatic prediction: geniuses or morons?
In all the sciences, as well in humanities, we have attempted
to develop Expert Systems and Artificial Intelligence.
Although some successes were recorded, in general these
techniques and methodologies have been very
disappointing in predicting complex natural and human
systems. However, progress is promised, even if it’s slow.
I have written to several dozen researchers in the sciences and humanities about the need to study the ‘predictive and postdictive methodologies and techniques’ of their
numerous disciplines, to establish their differences, similarities, and overlaps; eg to compare and contrast
postdictive methods in geology and archaeology.
No further comments here on ES and AI. However, inasmuch as both employ computers, and since we are all
interested in education, the future of society (including that
of the printed word, ie journals, books, reading-writing,
etc), I will deal, briefly, with the publications by neo-Luddites warning of the limitations and negative aspects of
computers, followed by comments on prediction.
Although computers, especially in conjunction with
maths-statistics-probability, models, have permitted remarkable progress in many disciplines, care is still in order so as not to overrate their abilities: snake oil merchants
still promise too much. We still cannot solve many of our
economic, political, social and psychological problems, nor
can we accurately predict earthquakes, volcanic eruptions,
tsunamis, floods, bush fires, pollution, and coastal erosion,
among others.
The limitations of computers and software have been
highlighted by the Intergraph System, used to prepare
maps, including city maps, adopted by the Victorian authorities to modernise the co-ordination of ambulance, firefighting, and other services. The Intergraph System was
supposed to increase co-ordination and general efficiency,
by offering data on any location where help was required,
and where staff and equipment were available. According
to 60-Minutes (April 28, 1997), the computer system caused
more problems than it solved. Allegedly, medical and fire
fighting assistance were actually hindered, delayed and
misdirected by the computerisation. In some instances the
older manual manipulation of information was reintroduced, at least for a short period.
Regarding the meaning of prediction, some clarification
is needed because this term is frequently applied ambiguously. Let me explain.
Depending on how loosely or broadly one employs this
term, one can ‘predict’ anything, namely by shifting the
EFPV (entities, factors, parameters, variables) goal posts.
That is, by either increasing or decreasing the time, space,
distribution, and scale or size variables, plus intensity, consistency, and direction parameters, one can make a seem-
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ingly plausible case for any prediction. Consequently, unless one can fairly precisely describe the boundary conditions of the human or natural setting (or system’s environment) being investigated, prediction can be meaningless for all practical purposes. (It is ‘as long as a piece of
string’, as the saying goes). ‘Guesstimate’ would be a more
appropriate term than ‘prediction’ and often they have very
low probability values.
For example, consider weather/climate forecasting.
Take the time variable - it may be easy to predict one day
ahead (although even here there are many unsuccessful
attempts), but much less accurate for a week, and totally
impossible (with certain modifications, see below) for 300
years, into the future. As to locality/space/scale, it is relatively easy to forecast weather for a whole continent or
state but the smaller the area, the more difficult it gets,
which is very discouraging for farmers and insurance companies. Weather forecasters have often been abused by
farmers for their lack of accuracy. And, personally, I would
like to know when house X in street Y will be destroyed
by a severe storm causing a tree from my neighbour’s yard
to fall onto my property. Of course, I know it is impossible, even using the most powerful computers, best software, and most advanced mathematics-statistics probability. (Exception: insurance companies do use probability
tables to make some sort of ‘prediction on the average’.)
Intensity of weather is another variable, especially the
distribution in time and space of the variation of intensity.
For example, wind strength with its variable directions, as
well as amount plus type of precipitation (water - hail snow), are all similarly unpredictable. Just ask a scientist
to predict where and when the largest hail stones will hit a
vineyard at locality X.
As to worldwide longtime climatic predictions (say 300
years into the future) that, for instance, suggest a one to
two degrees temperature increase accompanied by sealevel rise, destruction of islands, etc. The specialist researchers all know the degree of reliability, accuracy, limitations,
resolution, etc, of their investigations, at least in general
terms, yet too often these limitations of hypotheses/theories, methods/techniques, and results are not fully disclosed, not even to the specialist colleagues. So how is the
layman, or even the researcher in other disciplines, supposed to evaluate the information?
In another example, regarding volcanic eruptions,
Simon Robinson in “Letting off steam - New Zealand’s Mt.
Ruapehu ... with a series of spectacular eruptions” (Time,
Oct 9,1995, p.95), quotes Ian Smith referring to very unpredictable volcanoes, “They don’t follow any real pattern.
Anything could happen”. Yet it seems, according to the
media, that just prior to the 1996 eruption, this volcano
was ‘down graded’ (ie as not likely to erupt in the near
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future). So much for volcanic hazard forecasting in New
Zealand and, in general, worldwide.
There are great differences between ‘retro-dictions’ (into
the past) and ‘pre-dictions’ (into the future), as illustrated
by investigations of palaeo-climates and ancient volcanoes.
There are no publications describing, in detail, these differences: the palaeo-systems’ concrete evidences are different from those of ‘imaginary’ (ie hypothetical) potential future systems. For an inkling, see R. A. Kerr’s “Volcanoes with bad hearts are tumbling down all over”, and
G.A. Zielinski et al’s “Record of volcanism ... and implications for the volcano-climate system”, in Science, Vol 264,
Nos 5159 & 5161, p.660 & 948-952, respectively, and Prof
David Karoly’s report in “Researchers warm to a new cool
theory”, Montage Newsletter, Monash University, Sept 1996,
p. 8-9; among many other publications.
Ockham’s Razor, requesting simplicity, does not work
- and for that reason we invented chaos, order/disorder,
fractals, complexity, homo and heterogeneity, compatibility, hierarchy, combinatorial, etc, theories; yet we have not
been able to accurately post- and predict complex systems.
Even the climatic hypotheses change from one school to
another (see D.F. Kasting, 1992. “Paradox lost and paradox found”, in Nature, Vol 355, No 6362, p.676 677). Research must continue!
As to The Past is the Key to the Future, ie using ancient
criteria, tested by post-diction, we have concrete evidence
that may help in unravelling the present environments.
Using this information, we can attempt to extrapolate (predict) into the future (using now The Present and the Past
are the Keys to the Future). Yet, as we all know, the accuracy/reliability/probability (ARP) of our methods and results leave much to be desired - such is human limitation.
More research in quantifying the ARP is needed, perhaps.
See figs 2.3 and 6.2 of Quality of Hypotheses or Probability of Scientific Hypotheses being either true or false in
A.N. Strahler, 1992. Understanding Science: Concepts and Issues. Prometheus, Buffalo, New York. Regarding predicting catastrophes owing to rock and soil instability, we can
refer to two recent Australian examples. A rock fall in September 1996 near Gracetown, WA, killed nine people engaged in interschool surfing competition. This exemplifies a coastal environment exposed to numerous processes
whose effects are notoriously unpredictable. The unstable
nature of the cliff over-hang was allegedly pointed out by
several individuals to council officials on several occasions,
but nothing was done. Did they ‘predict’ (or not think at
all) that nothing can happen; ie that the rock face was stable?
I originally wrote this during April 1997, not realising,
of course, that soon we would have another catastrophe.
On July 30, two buildings collapsed at Thredbo, NSW,
during a landslide, burying 19 people. Journalists, interviewing local residents, including builders, civil engineers,
geologists and other geotechnicians, revealed that it was
known for several decades that many parts of the area were
unstable for erecting buildings. Some were warned not to
built houses because of the ground’s shifting nature. Others had already experienced the landslides in the near-vicinity in l973, 1978, and 1992. One official with some geological knowledge had even predicted the l973 slide. Yet,
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it seems, there was a lack of a building code: “they just
moved in with pick and shovel and started to put up
houses”, one person said. Another stated that some houses
were erected over former water courses. These were liable
to fill during rain, thus ‘lubricating’ the ground. All that
smacks of incompetence in many quarters of the community - yet, during the Snowy Mountain Scheme engineering project nearby, proper geological studies of soil and
rock stabilities were undertaken. Why was such expertise
ignored at Thredbo?
Every earth-scientist knows the easily-recognizable
signs of soil-creep occurring over many years (eg cracked
soil surfaces, bent trees and fences), which then can change
suddenly into a landslide carrying huge amounts of soil
and rock downslope. Catastrophes were and are preventable by careful bedrock analyses below the surface soils;
potential soil liquefaction and slope stability analyses, etc,
carried out by experts who would submit a geotechnical
report. However, remember that the property values of selfserving members or companies in the community may
drop drastically and they do not welcome negative predictions.
A final example: take the storing of containers of radioactive material (tens of thousands of tons) in subsurface rocks, eg deep beneath a mountain in Nevada. No
method can predict the rate of disintegration of the metal
containers; the amount of ground-water (responsible for
disintegration) in contact with the containers; influence of
temperature created by the radioactivity on ground-water
flow, etc. Much depends on the presence or absence of
porosity and permeability of the rock mass surrounding
the storage space. Geologists are, in general, incapable of
predicting the distribution of faults and fissures at depth,
although fractal methods have had some local success. That
is, we cannot predict far below the surface - a complaint
the mining industry has about geo-researchers. To make
things worse, we definitely cannot predict earthquakes or
volcanism that would affect the storage of radioactive
material. In a nutshell: nobody can forecast whether the
radioactivity will eventually be a threat to health and life.
Many have opined that the quality and reliability of
science is expressed in the degree to which its hypotheses
or theories can be tested by predictions, and, since predictability depends on understanding all cause-effect relationships, I leave it to the reader to decide what the above
discussion tells us. Although we do not lie purposefully
in most studies, one ought to keep in mind the book How
to Lie With Statistics because, so it seems, our claims in geoprediction are as reliable as statistical manipulations, unless we are very careful. You know how reliable the statistics/ probability-based predictions of the world’s petroleum resources are. Will they last 100 or 1000 years?
To answer the title’s query: ‘No, neo-Luddites are neither geniuses nor morons-they are merely offering a fairer,
logically balanced philosophy.’ The computerisation of
society has its supporters (many, for good reasons) as well
as its critics (fewer it seems, but, in a democracy, always
needed to provide a check). Members of both groups have
their own individualistic opinions, interpretations, and extrapolations (or predictions) in regard to the computer’s
future impact. This phenomenon is well represented by
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the famous fable of the Blind Men and the Elephant (see
poem and sketch).

Karl H Wolf
Eastwood NSW
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It was six men of Indostan
To learning much inclined,
Who went to see the elephant
(Though all of them were blind),
That each by observation
Might satisfy his mind.

The third approached the animal,
And happening to take
The squirming trunk within his hands,
Thus boldly up and spake:
I see, quoth he, the elephant
Is very like a snake!

The sixth no sooner had begun
About the beast to grope,
Than seizing on the swinging tail
That fell within his scope,
I see, quoth he, the elephant
Is very like a rope!

The first approached the elephant,
And happening to fall
Against his broad and sturdy side,
At once began to bawl:
God bless me! but the elephant
Is very like a wall!

The fourth reached out his eager hand,
And felt about the knee,
What most this wondrous beast is like
Is mighty plain, quoth he;
Tis clear enough the elephant
Is very like a tree!

And so these men of Indostan
Disputed loud and long,
Each in his own opinion
Exceeding stiff and strong,
Though each was partly in the right,
And all were in the wrong.

The second feeling of the tusk,
Cried: Ho! what have we here
So very round and smooth and sharp!
To me tis mighty clear
This wonder of an elephant
It very like a spear!

The fifth, who chanced to touch the ear
Said: Een the blinded man
Can tell what this resembles most;
Deny the fact who can,
This marvel of an elephant
Is very like a fan.

Moral:
So, oft in theologic wars
The disputants, I ween,
Rail on in utter ignorance
Of what each other mean
And prate about an elephant
Not one of them has seen.
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Revelation!!!!
Alynda Brown
Following Richard Lead’s talk at the National
Convention on Tax exemption for churches I have
decided to turn my business into a Religion. My
business involves teaching people to use computers
so it satisfies the criteria of being religious. I have
many converts and invoices can merely be changed
to donation envelopes. So far I have not found a
Virgin but if the standard set by the Charismatic
churches of Jimmy Bakker et al are anything to
emulate then this shouldn’t be a concern.
The Church of the First Byte
Every year the Church of the First Byte will
participate in a Hard Drive seeking Conversions to
the Cause.
It took seven days to create this Religion now
known as the Reformatation.
All new Conversions will undergo the Sacrament
of the Holy Configuration.
As an Act of Faith Conversions must undergo the
test of the Professional Trinity - Word, Access and
Excel.
All Conversions will live by the divine Path C:\>
This is our Chatechism:
Genesis
In the beginning God created the Abacus. He looked
at what he created and saw that it was good. He
decided he needed to create something to multiply.
From the dust he created Bill.
The Lord said unto Bill
“You may access freely of every tree of the Garden except the tree of Mac. The tree of Mac you shall
not access for in the day that you access of it you
shall die”
Then the Lord God said “It is not good that Bill
should be alone; I will make a fit helper for him”
The Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon Bill
and while he slept he took one of his chips and closed
up it’s place with a compatible part. And the chip
that the Lord God had taken from Bill he made into
Jobs and brought him to Bill.
The Temptation of the Apple Mac
Now the serpent was more subtle than any other wild
creature that the Lord God had made. He said to Jobs,
“Did God say, “You shall not access any tree of the
Mac”?”.
And Jobs said, “We may access of the fruit of the
trees in the Garden but God said, ‘You shall not access of the fruit of the Mac’”
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But the serpent said unto Jobs, “You shall not die.
For God knows that when you access it your eyes
will be opened.”
Jobs accessed the Apple and saw that it was a
delight to the eyes. He gave some to Bill who spat it
out and begat Windows 1.0
Numbers
When Windows 1.0 was 32,767 days old he became
the father of a son in his own likeness, after his image
and named him Windows 2.0. The days of Windows
1.0 after he created Windows 2.0 were 16,384 and then
he was superceded. When Windows 2.0 had lived
8192 days he became the father of Windows 3.1.
Windows 2.0 lived after the birth of Windows 3.1 4096
days and then he was superceded. When Windows
3.1 had lived 512 days he became the father of OS/2.
OS/2 became the father of Win 95 after 256 days.
OS/2 lived 2 minutes after the birth of Win 95 and
then he was superceded. Win 95 became the father
of Win 97 after 1 minute. Win 95 didn’t live after the
birth of Win 97 and was superceded before he was
born.
God looked at what he had created and thought
that maybe that serpent didn’t have such a bad idea
after all. Bill saw what he had begat, sacrificed a RAM
chip and then headed straight for the Gates of Hell.
Babel
When God created the Computer the Devil created
one language. Now the whole Earth had one
language, Basic, and as men migrated from the East
they said “Come, let us take ore and burn it
thoroughly. And they had steel to build and wire to
communicate. Then they said “Come, let us build a
tower, a network of towers that we may
communicate lest we be scattered over the Earth. And
the Lord came down to see the Internet that the sons
of men had built. And the Lord said “This is no good
- we can’t have them co-operating”. The Lord then
did confuse their language into Cobol, C++, Visual
Basic that they may not understand one another’s
protocols. The Lord did then send a Big Pond
containing the Seven Plagues of Viruses to further
confound their communication.
Armageddon
The Lord did send the Four Horsemen of the
Technotronics and they did scatter amongst the men
Curse of Cobol to signify the end of the World. And
the number of the End of the World is 31-12-99.
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The great “Year 2000 bomb” hoax
Some ominous rumblings....
“I don’t want to be in traffic, I don’t want to be in an
elevator in a tall building, I don’t want to be
anywhere computer dependent on January 1, 2000”,
said Nancy Peters of Darmstadt-based, Software AG.
Thus reported the Jakarta Post on July 15, 1996.
Yes folks, don’t use your mobile phone at midnight
on 31/12/99 in case you get a giant bill. Don’t use
an ATM in case it goes wrong. Don’t be in your car
at midnight in case the traffic lights turn green both
ways. Don’t catch a plane under any circumstances.
This year 2000 problem will fade your curtains and
stop the cows giving milk worse than daylight saving
ever did.
Back in 1993 an article gravely warned “...only
seven years to go”. Now in 1997 its only 147 weeks
of testing left.
The problem explained
Since the early days of programming, computers
have only used two digits to express the year in dates
such as 23/11/76 and the century digits were always
assumed to be 19. Now the year 2000 is upon us and
we musk ask if all computers will correctly assume
20 as the century on the day after 31/12/99, or will
they stay stuck on 19. In many cases the effect will
be trivial; common sense will surely prevail if a report
heading says “Printed on Jan 10, 1900”.
The real problem occurs where dates are subtracted to get an elapsed time. Where the two dates
are in different centuries, the century digits are
needed to get the correct answer. If your computer
lacks the century digits, you can guess it quite accurately as follows:
-IF YEARDIGITS > 10 THEN CENTURY = 19
ELSE CENTURY = 20 END IF
The above code correctly computes the century
for years between 1911 and 2010.
This gives you a ten year breather into the future
and handles people up to 90 years old. Does anyone
really need a one day conference to explain this?
Another method handles cases where the difference
between two dates is negative when it should be
positive. If this occurs, the calculation is simply done
again after assuming that the second date has 20 for
its century digits.
The sceptical programmer
Just imagine it on your CV - “I worked on the Year
2000 Conversion project for three years”. Then you
apply for that new job and you’ll hear, “We can’t use
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you right now, perhaps you could come back in the
year 3000”.
Worse still, advisors suggest putting the best staff
on the year 2000 project - how boring to write and
test date conversion routines for three years. Surely
all the junior staff should be put on it, or all the people who should be kicked sideways. It almost sounds
like Cobol programmers are making a comeback.
Dust off those old manuals and name your price.
As I’ve said before, if all that Honeywell mainframe stuff I once knew had been Unix, I’d be revered as a guru and would have a propeller on my
hat to this day.
It’s never too late
All software projects normally run late. Sometimes
very late. But wait! for the first time in history a
software project cannot be delayed. The date 01/
01/00 will arrive exactly as scheduled and this makes
the year 2000 activity different from all other
computer projects.
Despite its high profile, the year 2000 problem is
not a real project - there will be no improvement in
the way airlines make bookings or banks handle
transactions. The best result possible is, no catastrophes and no loss of face. Any big company that stuffs
up on Jan 1, 2000 will be hauled into the media spotlight of TV current affairs. Their fame (or notoriety)
will soon rival the Arnotts biscuits scare, the peanut
butter scare and the poisoned salami, not to mention the out-of-work Paxton family.
Project managers and government bureaucrats are
desperate to extract watertight promises that all date
routines will be perfect for the year 2000. Managers
from computerised, downsized organisations are
terrified of being on TV. They have no capacity left
to deal with hordes of angry customers if the dreaded
Millennium Bug strikes. They are denying a theoretical fact which already applies to our roads and
trains - the more efficient a machine or system, the
less capacity it has to handle an overload or breakdown.
One approach is to see the year 2000 date problem as a “Catalyst for Change” - a time to clean out
lots of rubbish. Marketers are already out there converting this view of the problem into an opportunity for strategic advantage and a reason to spend
even money on more computers and (of course) more
marketing advice. Seriously now, project planning
includes the following steps: define or understand
the problem; then figure out the scope or magnitude
of the problem and list all work to be done; next write
the code; lastly implement and test the code.
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One article about the year 2000 got straight to the
point - list everything that has to be done, put it all
together into an action plan and then get on with
doing it. These planning steps are no different to
any other software project, yet people are spending
thousands on conferences to be told what they already know.
Doom and Gloom
“It’s a race against time and only 1065 days to go”,
say the scaremongers, outlining the dire
consequences of the Millennium Virus. The year 2000
problem is presented as very black and white - either
fix the problem fully or risk complete failure of all
computer systems. Horror stories, suspiciously close
to urban myths, abound. Try this one.
The software team comes in for a weekend of intensive testing, with the mainframe system date advanced to April 2000. In the background, the system
runs its daily cleanup routines, archiving all completed transactions more than a year old and deleting all old customers who haven’t bought anything
for two years. It also sends threatening faxes to all
accounts that are overdue and lowers the price of all
stock where there has been no sale for six months.
Come Monday morning with the date turned back
to 1997 and its total chaos in the Sales Department.
Another big scare says that no skills will be available to fix ancient programs or, worse still, no source
code can be found for a mission critical program.
Perhaps a millennium meltdown of the world financial system for a few weeks would be a good thing.
I’m looking forward to movies with titles like Panic
in the Year Zero Zero.
The millennium moaners
The snake oil merchants stand to make handsome
profits. “Yes folks, roll up roll up. It’s a bug, it’s a
virus and it will cost billions to fix. Pay your money
here”.
For some great quotes on year 2000 hysteria visit:
http://www.kumite.com/myths/cvha/1996. The
costs are grossly exaggerated, with estimates ranging from $3 billion to $30 billion, up to $300 billion.
Quotes to fix date problems range from 7 cents to $1
per line of code. This is then multiplied by the
number of lines of Cobol in the universe (anybody’s
guess). I suspect the aim is to create a giant pool of
money for consultants to scoop up. Despite lots of
automated tools claiming a 10 to 1 productivity increase, the estimated price of conversion has not
come down!
During 1996 many conferences were held to discuss the date problem. In the USA, thousands attended, thus giving column writers and snake oil
salesmen a great forum to put the fear of God into
the corporate suits. Our own government is planning more such conferences as I write.. Politicians
have jumped on the bandwagon with their public
pronouncements. The British Science and Technology Minister said British companies face a big bang
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of crashing computers that could bring their business down if they fail to act now and he urged chief
executives to wake up and spend 20% of their IT
budget for the coming three years on the date problem (AFP, Australian 18/2/97). Our own Federal
Minister warns of a “Complete meltdown” of business and government operations unless there was
greater effort to address the Computer 2000 Bomb
(AAP, AFR 2/1/97). Calm executives who say that
the year 2000 is not much of a problem are said to
have an attitude of denial. Yes, those who resist being swept along with the hysteria are being attacked
for their incorrect thinking.
Business reality.
Any company that will be seriously affected by the
millennium bug has already been affected. Medicare
cards issued in 1996 all expire in 00. Cash registers
that won’t accept a credit card expiring in 00 will be
fixed long before the year 2000. Programmers for
systems where dates are over 100 years ago have
already done their homework. Notice that the 1996
Tax Return asked for your birthday as dd/mm/yyyy
with four digits for the year. Where systems already
handle things such as two year magazine
subscriptions, problems will be fixed during1998
with little effort.
Most software only lasts four to seven years, thus
the year 2000 is a great opportunity to replace old
systems. Breathe easily, since all modern databases
store the date internally including the century. Programmers only have to fix the display and the data
entry fields. Cases where dates are subtracted will
need to be checked. Companies who distribute software such as accounting systems will all have to assess the year 2000 problem and advise their customers how to upgrade. It will be a one-off bonanza
since the software industry is a curious one - it
charges the customer for its own mistakes.
Finally, why not use the simplest strategy. Make
sure all the help desk people are available and just
fix problems as they occur on Monday 3/1/00. You
can live with a lot of the problems and many can
wait a few days. It’s by far the cheapest option.
Tips and tricks
IBM calls it the Year 2000 Challenge and has
substantial free support available on their web site,
for example, a manual comprising 841K of plain text.
Some web sites to visit are www.year2000.com,
www.into2000.com, www.comlinks.com and
www.y2kinvestor.com. The best references came
from Infoseek. Australian government activity is at
www.ogit.gov.au/year2000.html.
Current writers say the reason for not putting the
century digits in the year was to save storage memory
but this is only half the reason. They have forgotten
the punched card era - saving two columns on an 80
column card was vital.
Not surprisingly, there isn’t much printed in the
heavy-duty programming magazines on coping with
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the year 2000 effect. Mostly the problem is seen as
simple or the articles cover the intricacies of the internal formats used by different products to handle
dates and times. Serious programmers are too busy
building web-enabled applications and client-server
databases ahead of their competitors.
Take it easy
Imagine you run a courier company with a fleet of
trucks. In the worst case scenario, with two digit
years only, at dawn on 01/01/00 you will have a shed
full of parcels, all sitting around delayed for roughly
-99 years (that’s 00 minus 99 if you calculate the delay
using years but not centuries). The weekly
management statistics report for prompt delivery
and average parcel delay (measured in days) will
look pretty crook. But your business isn’t destroyed
at all. Gradually the old 20th century parcels will be
delivered and all new parcels received after Jan 1 are
okay because two dates in the same year can be
subtracted successfully, regardless of the century.
After a couple of weeks all the old parcels are gone
and the management report is correct again.
Yes folks, the dreaded Millennium Bug just goes
away by itself.
Summary
Just sit in the sun and ignore all the prophets of doom.
The Millennium Bug is a huge hoax. Like all urban
myths, it appeals to the popular imagination and is
easy to understand.
Detailed knowledge of anything technical is declining fast in Australia - our women’s magazines
have pioneered the triumph of Astrology over Astronomy. Notice that press releases and public relations articles from the USA are often repeated here
without much alteration. They read well and sound
interesting, so be wary. The year 2000 problem is essentially trivial - anyone can understand it in five
minutes. Most businesses are simply taking it in their
stride and many of the effects can be ignored. Most
reporting problems will be transient. In many cases
the work will be done long before the year 2000 or
the program concerned will be replaced for some
other reason. Nevertheless the fears of public ridicule, loss of revenue and possible litigation have allowed a huge support industry to blossom.
Now I’m going up to the attic to find those old
Cobol manuals. My new career as a Year 2000 Consultant awaits. And, by the way, that person who was
concerned about their plane crashing need not worry.
The plane is still in the hangar, grounded because its
99 years overdue for its annual safety inspection.
PS: Do you know if the year 2000 is a leap year or
not? Come to my $900 all day conference (lunch provided) to hear the full details first hand...

Brian Robson
Strawberry Hills NSW
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Extinct species
Among other pleasures, I deal internationally in extremely
rare plants from the ‘family’ Theaceae, which includes the
‘genus’ Camellia as described by Sealy :
Camellia L. (sensu latiore) belongs to the family
Theaeeae Mirb. tribe Gordonieae DC. along with eight
other genera, namely Stuartia L. (syn. Malachodendron
Cav. & Hartia Dunn), Gordonia Ellis (syn. Antheeischima
Korthals, Nabiasodendron Pitard, Polyspora Sweet),
Laplacea HBK. (Syn. Haemocharis Saliab., Lindleya Nees,
Wickstroemia Schrader), Schima Bl., Franklinia Marshall,
Pyrenia Bl. (syn. Sinpyrenia H.H.Hu), Tutcheria Dunn,
and Yunnanea H.H.Hu. The principal generic characters
are those of the fruits and seeds. Some genera are
perfectly distinct in floral characters, but others may
vary to the same degree and it is sometimes impossible to be sure of the genus from the flowers alone.

Sealy created and destroyed not merely species, but
genera as well. Some further comments follow.
Franklinia has one species, alatamaha, which has been
extinct at its sole location in Georgia, USA, since 1792.
Fewer than 100 mature plants were surmised to exist in
the mid 1970s, in gardens (Elmore). I grow one. Is it an
Endangered Species in Australia?
This south-eastern part of the USA hosts some other
genera from this Family, including Stuartia (sometimes
Stewartia) and Gordonia (as Franklinia has been named),
which are also found in southern China to Japan and
nearby, but nowhere else. The reason for this bimodal distribution must be fascinating, but it seems unknown.
Schima argentea, S. Khasiana, S. norohae and S. wallichii
were once regarded as separate species but now tend to
be regarded as variants of one species (Hillier Manual).
When Sealy released his ‘Bible’ book in 1958, his count
of known Camellia species was 87. The International Camellia Society released a two-volume nomenclature book
with 32,000 cultivars and 267 species in 1991 (Savige). Camellia species are being discovered faster than they become extinct. Indeed, not one is described as extinct.
The species C. sinensis is the source of tea and is important as a beverage. The genus is also important for its ornamental properties. These factors have led to the genus
Camellia being relatively well-researched.
In 1980, the first yellow-flowered camellia was allowed
outside its host mainland China. By 1995, this single C.
chrysantha had grown to about 20 species of yellow camellias and a good deal of botanical argument (anon). C.
chrysantha became C. nittidissima and then C. petelotii in a
few years as botanists failed to agree.
It is possible that I have the only specimen of the yellow-flowered C. tunghinensis outside China. Is it an Endangered Species here? (The known natural range of’ this
plant in China is a mere 58 hectares on the side of a hill.)
C. quinqueloculosa Mo & Zhong had a short history. As
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reported (Ming and Zhang), “The place of origin was revisited two times but it was found that the original plant
had been cut down and only the tree specimens originally
collected were available for study”. Was this a case of extinction? No, because the specimens, re-examined, placed
it in the reasonably abundant C. aurea.
I conclude this set of botanical examples by noting that
Ackerman has made intergeneric hybrids with some of the
Sealy genera, by conventional methods.
Taken together, the set of observations for tlis Family
show that terms such as ‘genus’ and ‘species’ have meaning only in the eyes of those who use them for a purpose.
If the definitions fail for this Family, they cannot be assumed to be valid for any other Family. That is why there
is so little sense in having a formal document listing extinct and endangered species, a document which can be
used for a putpose, approved by society or not.
Responding now to some criticisms of my original article in the Skeptic of Summer 1996, I note:
I have studied scientific Latin, in particular the light
reading in William Stearn’s 1973 edition of Botanical Latin..
History, Grammar, Syntax, Terminology and Vocabulary.
I have been accused of poor science for a ‘ring around
over a couple of days’ to get any information on Australian extinct species. By way of background, I spent some
decades as an advisor to large corporations on environmental problems, including uranium mining in the Top
End, logging of forests, Coronation Hill and others. I was
President of the NT Chamher of’ Mines for three years, a
position involving heavv interaction with Canberra. Therefore when I do a ring around, I know my targets. I was
surprised at the readiness of officials to quote that Aus-

tralia has a poor rate on extinctions, without them being
able to find a single piece of paper to support their
parroting.
Graeme Armstrong (Winter 1997), puzles me because I
don’t know if his response to my article helps it or hinders
it. It certainly is illogical. I will close with two of’his quotes
to explain this. First,”Bioloical systems do not end at borders or coastlines and are not separared from their long
and complex histories.” Second, “In making such a claim
he may wish to remernber the nineteenth century biologist who had tlle capital of the Northern Territory named
after him.” I presume that he means Charles Darwin, who
was able to arrive at elements of his evolutionar theory
precisely because his observations were made on small
islands whose isolation was a key to his thinking.

Geoff Sherrington
Balwyn North VIC
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Song for a Skeptic on her birthday.
A Skeptic’s Birthday - what to say?
(She won’t believe it anyway !)
But, Margaret Dear, this is your lot
Whether you believe or not:
The Tarot’s read, the Runes are cast
Both promise fame and fortune vast;
The Lion’s ascendant, moon is full,
And, lest you think this lots of bull,
It’s in the stars and fortune cookies,
It’s in the bowels of fresh-killed chookies;
Consider please the proof, we pray,
(We checked this all out yesterday):
Our crystals glowed with mystic power,
We ate green mushrooms on the hour;

Phoned Magic Max and Psychic Sue,
In fact the whole clairvoyant crew;
Drank the juice of the rubber tree,
Sat ‘neath the Pyramid till three.
We got in such a psychic state
We could not think and seldom ate
Until the Ouija Board gave out
This Spirit Statement - without doubt,
This Astral Message, meant for you,
Though oddly worded, must be true:
“August’s the birth month of the horse,
And that will bring you luck of course;
If you come again next year
With lighted candles in each ear!”

As ever in the forefront of patronage of the arts, the Skeptic is proud to
present this specially commissioned work from new subscriber,
Laurie St Hill of Kilaben Bay, NSW.
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Whither the Skeptic?
I was surprised and disturbed by Jan
Tent’s revelation that the Skeptic “is
purported to be a serious, rational,
objective, and didactic publication”.
Can I have my subscription refunded?
“Rational” and “objective” I don’t
have too much trouble with. Didactic:- “meant to instruct, having the
manner of an authoritarian teacher”,
I can tolerate, although my experience
of Skeptics would suggest that any
attempt at didacticism is forlorn hope.
The suggestion that does disturb me
is the implication that the Skeptic is or
should be aiming to be Serious.
Now, I don’t know how a serious
style influences others, but the writers who have influenced me the most
are those like Jonathon Swift, Voltaire,
Mark Twain and P J O’Rourke.
To quote the last named author on
“A Serious Problem” (O’Rourke P J,
1992, Give War A Chance, Picador), “Seriousness lends force to bad arguments, If a person is serious enough
about what he says, he must have
some point. ... Seriousness is also the
only practical tone to take when lying. The phrase ‘to lie with a straight
face’ is prolix. All lies are told with a
straight face. It’s truth that’s said with
a dismissive giggle.”
At the risk of resurrecting the postmodernism debate, I don’t think it’s
entirely coincidental that the adjacent
article in the last issue (Denis Dutton’s
report on the Bad Writing Contest)
could give so many examples of turgid and meaningless prose from “serious” journals.
While I recognize the need for adequate referencing, there’s no need to
go over the top, which I think Jan does
with the criticism of Sydney Bockner
for “lack of any proper bibliographic
details for his references to Franz
Mesmer and James Braid.”
I thought, “Suppose I didn’t trust
Sydney, and knew nothing of the history or the development of hypnosis,
how could I check this?”
Well, two minutes with the Shorter
Oxford dictionary established that
Sydney Bockner’s statements were, at
the very least, part of the accepted
canon of knowledge.
THE SKEPTIC
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Letters about topics of
interest to other Skeptics are
welcomed. We reserve the
right to edit them, for
reasons of clarity and space.
One issue I have been forced to
think about whether the Skeptic is “a
Journal”, as the masthead proclaims,
or “a magazine”, as the editor seems
to believe. Jan Trent offers as the alternatives, “a proper scholarly journal”, and a “magazine like New Idea,
the Women’s Weekly etc.”
But it’s never a good idea to establish the domain from extreme examples, so let’s examine the broad middle ground and see if we can find
where the divide really lies.
Like the Skeptic, the Fortean Times
exhibits an indecision about its identity, the masthead proclaiming it “the
journal of strange phenomena”, while
the inside editorial policy statement
declares it to be “a magazine of news,
reviews and research”.
The Americans appear fairly clear.
CSICOP’s Skeptical Inquirer is “the
magazine for science and reason”, the
Skeptics Society’s Skeptic is also “a
magazine”.
The local competition is divided.
New Dawn is “a journal of conspiracies and metaphysics”, Exposure is
“the magazine of future developments”.
When common usage fails, return to
the source.
The Shorter Oxford informed me that
journal comes through French, from
Latin diurnalis:- “daily”, and refers to,
“a daily record of commercial transactions entered as they occur, a registrar of daily transactions kept by a
public body, a daily register of a ship’s
course, a record of public events noted
down as they occur without historical discussion, a daily newspaper or
other publication”. None of this seems
to really apply to the Skeptic.
Magazine, from the Arabic makzan:“storehouse”, refers to “a periodical
publication containing articles by various writers, intended chiefly for the
general reader”.
The case is clear, I recommend that
you remove that prestigious claim of
being a journal. It would have the
advantage of eliminating the danger

of your authors, writers, contributors,
and correspondents incurring the
odium of being considered journalists.

Allan Lang
Daw Park SA

Hypnosis - a
response
May I reply to Jan Tent’s criticism of
my article on Hypnosis (Vol I7 No 2)?
With amazing perspicacity he is
absolutely correct - it should not have
been published in the Skeptic. But not
for the reason he gives - namely the
absence of referencing. The correct
reason is that this article was not
written forthe Skeptic! It came as a
complete surprise to me to find it in
the Journal. The article was written
on behalf of the Skeptics for a local
newspaper, where references are not
usually given. The paper was sent,
without my knowledge to the Editor
and was only a draft copy. It is
standard procedure for scientific
papers to include references, and of
course I have always done so in
papers I have had published in
medical journals.
I entirely agree with Jan that we
should avoid ridicule and sarcasm in
our criticism of New Agers, Creationists etc. Richard Dawkins advised exactly that at the 1996 Convention in
Melbourne. But against humour?
Nothing wrong with that, even in the
most serious papers. When I was
marking medical students’ examination papers, a question was asked on
the treatment of insomnia. One student wrote “An agreeable sleeping
partner is often effective treatment”.
He gained an extra mark for that.

Sydney Bockner
Crafers SA
The misunderstanding about this item
was entirely that of the editorial staff.
The offending functionary has been
counselled, and dealt with under laws
consistent with the International
Convention on Human Rights and the
Keeping of Chickens.
Ed
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Significance
One of the most significant criteria for
determining if something is, or is not,
an example of the paranormal, seems
to never be discussed. And that
criterion is ‘the significance of the
event’.
Occasionally I encounter what
could be interpreted as a paranormal
experience. Everyone does. Who
hasn’t looked in the pantry for the
Vegemite two or three times, and been
totally convinced it isn’t there, only to
wince when a companion points to it
sitting in the open for all to see? Or “I
could have sworn I posted this letter.”
We all have those experiences, some
more than others perhaps, and, despite the resultant astonishment, they
are quickly forgotten. Not even newagers believe it’s gremlins - they know
a person can be as sure as hell about
something, but still manage to make
a mistake. A new-ager would not impute a supernatural cause to such a
minor experience - he or she would
assume, like the rest of us, it was
merely a mental block of some sort.
No meddlesome phantom or peanut
butter god would get the blame for
hiding the Vegemite.
But it seems that if a mystery does
not involve something as mundane as
Vegemite, suddenly we have a paranormal experience. You can’t claim
paranormality about something as
basic as Vegemite, because people
would look at you funny, but give a
new-ager something on a bigger scale,
then look out! Yet, if that new-ager
happened to compare the wonderment, confusion and astonishment of
a vanishing jar of Vegemite with that
of a more acceptable ‘paranormal’ experience, I am sure the feelings experienced would be similar. Bewilderment doesn’t come in degrees. And
yet, the new-ager quite happily accepts the confusion of the former as
‘one of those tricks of the mind’, but
just as happily accepts the latter as supernatural, and that the mind was
clear, and sharp at the time. “I know
what I saw!”
All I know is, if I am confronted by
an ethereal visitation, or a poltergeistic
entity, I’ll sic my spooky Vegemite
onto them.
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On another matter, it seems there are
still people disbelieving the recent
explanation of the Roswell ‘incident’.
Despite the fact that such people
would not be reading the Skeptic, I put
this to them: If the US Air Force really
does have in their clutches the remnants of aliens and fragments of extra-terrestrial space craft, then they
would be doing a hell of a lot more
with those items than sitting on them
like a paranoid chook. They’d exhibit
them. UFO believers (the billion or so
of them) would travel from all over
the world to visit a museum of aliens,
bringing with them trillions of tourist
dollars and boosting the US economy
significantly. Any arguments against
the idea would get short shrift.

Mark Avery
Glebe NSW

Creationist ‘logic’
A creation/evolution debate was
sparked in my local newspaper by an
atheist who made untoward
reflections on religion generally, but
creationism in particular. There was
a veritable flood of creationist
responses. I entered the debate with
a theological response, from a
mainstream Christian theological
position, but received no response
from creationists. I put the view that
Genesis should not be read as science,
and that a rational faith and science
were complementary views of reality.
A few weeks later I felt compelled
to respond, to criticise the peculiarities of creationist “logic” and their
contextual misquoting of scientific
material - including a misquotation of
my own letter. Naturally my comments on matters scientific elicited an
almost immediate response from two
creationists. One conjured up facts ex
nihilo and wasn’t worthy of response
because scientific data I had presented
beforehand was completely ignored.
The other accused me of stereotyping
all creationists as young-earthers and
I was sincerely informed (via an extremely blurry definition of creationism which could have included me as
creationist!) that different creationists
accept that the earth may be different
ages between 6,000 and 4.5 billion
years old. This was yet another ex-

ample of the creationist ‘logic’ I had
previously criticised.
Clearly creationists have not
thought through their position. What
I had been told in effect was: (i) that
the infallible Bible gives varying “infallible” and “scientific” dates for the
age of the earth; or
(ii) that God has planted variable
evidence so that different groups of
creationists arrive at different ages for
the earth (but this conclusion would
presuppose that they made some verifiable measurements, which is unlikely in the extreme); or
(iii) God directly informs different
groups of creationists that the Earth
has different ages.
It is easy to see that creationism is
damaging to the Christian faith and a
threat to education with this level of
‘logic’. Even though it is demonstrably so, one cannot afford to dismiss
this as nonsense, given this kind of
response appearing in local newspapers.
In my understanding, the Christian
faith calls its followers to factual accuracy. I find no conflict between a
rational Christian faith and the facts
revealed by scientific enquiry. In an
apt reflection, cosmologist George
Smoot in his Wrinkles in Time: The imprint of Creation, said: “We might find
ourselves ... facing a final question:
Why? ‘Why’ questions are not amenable to scientific inquiry and will always reside within philosophy and
theology, which may provide solace
if not material explication.” That may
also be the position of a rational faith.

Eric McAndrew
Craigie WA

Bible codes?
The West Australian (June 28 ), has
published an abridged article by
Michael Drosnin about coded
prophecies in the Bible. The article,
like pseudo-scientific creationist
writings, reads quite authoritatively,
with passing mentions of alleged
experts, but has one asking all the time
for more convincing background.
Then there is the problem that one has
to have the Hebrew language to go
more deeply into it. I feel that those
who don’t know Hebrew might take
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the easy way out and decide to accept
it. My feeling is that there is a lot of
money in manufacturing these
controversies, so they arise.
How could a small volume like the
Bible contain prophecies for all time,
or even all human time? Why do the
prophecies seem to apply only to the
present day? For instance Drosnin
says that even the Jupiter collision was
mentioned. Jupiter, and Venus and
Mars for that matter, have suffered
millions of collisions, probably hundreds in the time of past and future
human existence, so one must ask
why it mentioned only the one that
Drosnin knew about? The entire original Bible is only 304,805 letters long,
only tens of thousands of words. Even
with codes on top of codes there is a
critical limit to the amount of information that can be encoded.
The fallacy in this latest fad can be
seen in Drosnin’s statement: “..you
can’t find anything without knowing
what to look for. “ So, just like the
people who have interpreted the Bible in the past, to get what they want,
you can also use a computer to find
anything you care to look for.

Brian Marsh
St James WA
Michael Shermer’s review of this book,
earlier in this issue should clear up many
of your questions, Brian.
Ed

school and after seeing the show, some
of the older Religious Education
teachers said they knew of the story
but none knew of the practice being
used now. However, one teacher
could remember that her parents were
interested in buying a house and they
dropped a medal of St Joseph in the
yard for his intercession before making an offer. This was in the 40s.
Mentioning St Joseph in the staff
room after reading your article, I came
across an even more interesting practice which I was unaware of. St Jude
is the patron saint of Lost Causes. I got
different versions of this story but the
Irish version is the best. You couldn’t
ask for money but you could plead to
St Jude for other things, such as doing your best in exams, getting
through an illness or difficult period,
etc. You would prayer to St Jude
morning and night for seven days. If
your prayers were answered you had
to publicize and publish this fact.
Hence you will find ads in the Public
Notices of newspapers, particularly
local papers, which thank St Jude.
I have to dash off now for some
prayers, and if St Jude answers them,
Elle will be mine next week.

Adam Santilli
Balwyn North VIC

The shape of things
St Joe
In Around the traps (Vol 17, No 1), you
ask about practices relating to St
Joseph. The interest in the St Joseph
story has been rekindled here in
Melbourne with a theatre/comedy
sketch called “Late Nite Catechism”.
This is a play that was written in the
US and has been playing in
Melbourne for about a year. I am not
sure if the play has been produced in
Sydney.
The story goes that if you were trying to sell your house, you would then
bury a statue of St Joseph upside
down in the yard and facing away
from the house. The deal with St
Joseph was that when you got a good
sale, you would dig up the statue and
give it pride of place in your new
home.
I happen to teach in a Catholic
THE SKEPTIC
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The
following
may
help
correspondent Kirk Straughen of
Queensland.
In The Living World of the Old Testament, Bernhard W. Anderson, speaking of the P, or Priestly strand of Old
Testament writings says, “the cosmology, or picture of the universe, presupposed in the [creation] story was
inherited from Israel’s cultural environment.” p.384. This, I understand,
is roughly the same as the cultural
environment of Isaiah 40.
The Priestly tradition, which arose
in oral form early in Israel’s history,
was ultimately worked into a written
form around 587 BCE or later. Isaiah
40 is considered to have been written
around 540 BCE (Anderson, p.401) so
could have inherited the cosmology
of the period as represented by the
Priestly tradition, the source material
for which stretched back to prehistory.

The circle of the Earth referred to in
Isaiah 40:2 could thus have a similar
cosmology to Genesis 1 which is accepted by biblical scholars as being
from the Priestly tradition.
Thus the “circle of the Earth” referred to in Is. 40:22 is most likely not
a horizontal circle but similar to that
of the Priestly writings which had “a
three-storied structure: “Heaven
above, the Earth beneath, and the
water under the earth ...” The Earth
was conceived as having been formed
by dividing “the waters from the waters”, by raising up a solid substance,
or firmament, to hold the primeval
ocean back.” (ibid, p.385).
(Conservative-evangelical biblical
scholars would reject the notion of literary criticism given above which
would include a rejection of placing
Isaiah chapters 40-55 later in time and
of different authorship to Isaiah chapters 1-39).
But in the final analysis, in taking
one phrase of a much larger piece of
literature out of context, you are reading something into it that was never
intended. You are making the “category mistake” to which theologian
Langdon Gilkey refers in his Creationism on Trial and treating religious and
scientific questions as of the same
kind, which leads to the mistake of
asking 20th Century scientific questions of a piece of pre-scientific literature which is theological in purpose,
from a cultural milieu which is alien
to us. The language of Isaiah is symbolic, not scientifically descriptive.
I am intrigued that creationists manage to have a physical interpretation
of the Earth that is just like what modern science reveals, despite the fact
that, even without the help of biblical
scholars or commentaries, it is easy to
see that a flat Earth is what is being
described. In my opinion creationists
are as unbiblical as they are unscientific - or vice versa.

Eric McAndrew
Craigie WA
See Kirk’s substantial exposition
earlier in this issue.
Ed
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Scientific belief

A response

Perhaps you could explain what
appears, to my untrained mind, an
inconsistency of faith amongst your
beliefs. As I understand it, the
scientific belief system includes these
two propositions:
1. Amongst all the stars in our galaxy, planets where life could have
come into existence must be plentiful.
Of all these inhabited planets, there
must be many with the equivalent of
what our tiny brains self-perceive as
sentience. I understand that the search
for extraterrestrial intelligence is a legitimate scientific occupation. Indeed,
it appears to be a fundamental tenet
to those who wish to disprove the traditional homocentric cosmological
model.
2. Unidentified Flying Objects, flying saucers and the rest are all bunk,
or at least misunderstood natural or
human-made phenomena. Earth has
never been visited by beings from the
stars, no people have been taken onto
alien craft, no such craft follow comets, and so on.
Please explain how both these contentions are logically compatible? If
intelligent beings do exist on planets
round other stars, then they surely are
as likely to have visited us as to be
sending us radio messages.
My dispute with this logic, which I
have not seen in your magazine, read
on the Net nor heard from scientists,
is one of probability. Technological
civilisation has existed on this planet
for a few hundred years out of many
thousands of millions of years of history, and probably will only last for
hundreds (or at most thousands)
more. The same must be said for the
putative advanced technologies on
other planets. The probability that two
will exist in the same time frame is
very small, even considering the
number of suitable stars.
Yet you insist on the certainty of
their concurrent existence and attach
great faith to the certainty of discovering evidence for them, but deny absolutely that any such evidence could
be found as a result of a visit by them
here.

From your letter it seems that either
you misunderstand what science is
about, or you are setting up straw
entities. For a start the scientific
perspective depends upon evidence,
not faith, and evidence is something
from which one can draw logical
deductions, whereas faith is not. Also,
science is a process or a method for
finding out natural explanations for
natural processes, not a “belief
system” as you suggest. If what we
‘know’ in science is based on evidence,
then the method by which we achieve
progress in science is by informed
speculation. If you look at the two
propositions you proffer, and, using
this as a guide, you will see that they
are not incompatible with each other.
The first claim is a matter of speculation about which many scientists
have speculated. This speculation revolves around a number of variables,
most of which we do not, at present,
know with any certainty. We know
that the universe contains many stars;
we know that one star has a planet
with conditions that have resulted in
life. That is about the limit of our
present ‘knowledge’ on this subject.
But we can speculate about whether
or not other stars may have planets
(and recent astronomical discoveries
suggest that this speculation is wellfounded); we can speculate whether
any of these purported planets may
have conditions that are conducive to
the emergence of life; we can speculate how long it might take for this life
to evolve to a stage where it is capable of some form of externally detectable communication; and we can
speculate (as you have) as to how long
this condition may last.
I doubt if you would find any serious scientists who would claim to
‘know’ that there is life on other planets, but many who would consider it
a reasonable idea, and that the search
for extraterrestrial intelligence is
worth doing.
The second claim is also logical and
not inconsistent with the first. It is
unlikely that any scientist would cat-

Norman Pollack
Armadale VIC
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egorically state that no space-faring
intelligence has ever been here, but
most would hold that the evidence
presented for such visits is nebulous,
to say the least. Most popular claims
about such visits are usually the result of ill-informed speculations which
ignore more probable explanations.
That is not a scientific way of doing
things.
Of course, because scientists are just
as prone to imprecise language as anyone else, it may be easy to get the impression you have presented, but it is
hardly a position the present state of
scientific knowledge would support.
I doubt that many scientists are trying to “disprove the traditional homocentric cosmological model”; they are,
rather, trying to find out what is going on - the real core of the scientific
search.
Ed

Memories
In the United States, it is refreshing to
see that people are becoming aware
of the problem of certain
psychologists and psychiatrists
implanting false memories into their
patients (and the often related
“discovery” of MPD or multiple
personality disorder) and doing
something about it.
At the very least, these false, implanted memories cause the break-up
of families, and worse still, innocent
people often go to gaol. Most lawyers,
judges, public prosecutors and juries
are, unfortunately, unaware of the falsity of “repressed memories” and the
total scientific invalidity of the concept, based on outdated and
disproven models of human memories, not to mention a good dose of
feminist misandry. Needless to say,
politicians are totally clueless about
any of this. Of course, Dr Andrew
Gibbs has already spoken to Australian Skeptics on this issue both at the
1996 Convention and has also published an article in the Skeptic.
In an article “Creating False Memories” in the September 1997 Scientific
American, Professor Elizabeth F. Loftus
of the University of Washington, reports several cases of victims of im-
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planted false memories suing their
therapists. In the first case, a victim
sued her psychiatrist and obtained
US$2.4 million in damages for suggestions that she was supposedly subject
to “Satanic Ritual Abuse” and also for
“diagnosing” 120 different personalities. In the second case a patient sued
their church counsellor/therapist for
$1 million when medical evidence
proved that none of the alleged abuse
could have occurred. In another case,
two patients sued their psychiatrist for
$2.67 million and $2.5 million for having implanted false memories of horrific childhood abuse by family members.
It is hoped that these cases will make
Australian public prosecutors and
others more aware of the serious damage being done to society by the
prevalence of this “repressed
memory” junk science on the therapeutic couch and in the court room.

(Dr) David Maddison
Toorak VIC

Ozone hole
Circumstantial evidence suggests that
the hole in the ozone layer is in fact
the area surrounding the point of
entry of UFOs into the earth’s
atmosphere. Since around1957 there
have been reported increases in the
movement
of
UFOs
and
corresponding reports of the
development of a hole in the ozone
layer. It would appear that the
widening of the hole and its possible
detrimental effects to life on the Earth
is an unfortunate environmental sideeffect of the increased movement of
UFOs. Further research it required to
prove conclusively that the damage
has been done by UFOs. Perhaps the
Roswell Foundation will sponsor it?
In the meantime we should call
upon the governments of the Earth to
support the ongoing work of SETI in
order to locate and make urgent petitions to Extra Terrestrial States to draw
up galactic conventions for the protection of all indigenous lifeforms.

Julie McCarron-Benson
Kingston ACT
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Great Wall of China
We’ve already seen the death of one
piece of ‘scientific fallacy’ in these
pages; you know, the one where water
goes down the plug-hole the opposite
way in the Southern Hemisphere. Its
examination and eventual demolition
was most enjoyable.
I’ve found another candidate, ie a
piece of scientific information that
everyone accepts as true but may, in
fact, not be. I’m referring to the idea
that “The Great Wall of China can be
seen from the Moon”. It’s unlikely that
I’ll ever get there, of course, and I’ve
never spoken to anyone who has, so
personal verification is out. I’ve never
seen a photograph of the Earth from
space that shows the Great Wall of
China, not even from orbit, let alone
the Moon. Has anyone else? Has any
astronaut been quoted as saying “I
saw the Great Wall of China from
space”?
My parents visited the Great Wall
on a holiday tour last year, and were
told that it was even visible from Mars
(!) That stretches credibility just a bit
too far I think - surely the Earth would
be a bright point of light in the Martian sky, just as Venus is to us, and
nothing more. But can it be seen from
the Moon, or, failing that, from orbit?
Perhaps the best way to get some
idea of the possibility would be to construct a scale model of the Great Wall,
and place oneself at a corresponding
lunar distance away and see if you can
see it. It would thus appear the same
size to you as it would if you were actually on the Moon, looking at the real
thing. I’ve seen the Great Wall described as being between 2,250 and
2400 km long, and between six and
eight metres wide. Let’s be generous
and assume it is 2,500 km long and ten
metres wide (that’s 1,554 miles long
and 32 feet 10 inches wide for the nonmetricated!).
Let’s make our model out of a long
human hair, and we’ll stand away
from it at the corresponding lunar distance and see if we can see it. A human hair is generally about 0.05mm
in diameter or thereabouts, so how
long should it be? By letting 0.05mm
represent the 10m width, we have a
scale of 1 to 200,000. Thus, our hair
should be 12.5 metres long - rather
longer than the ones on my head, but
proportional nonetheless. You could
even represent the square watchtowers, about 200 metres apart on the

Great Wall, by knots in the hair one
millimetre apart!
So how far away should we stand?
If we imagine firstly we’re on Mars (at
its closest to Earth), which is about
54,700,000 km, then we’d have to
stand 273.5 km away from our hair
Sydney to Dubbo approximately! I
don’t know how sharp your eyes are,
but I sure couldn’t see that.
What about the Moon then? Given
an average distance from the Earth of
384,000 km or thereabouts, we must
stand 1.92 km away from our hair to
be in scale. Again, I know my eyesight
is not as good as it was, but even so I
bet you couldn’t see it either.
Orbit may be a different matter.
Let’s imagine we’re on the Shuttle,
orbiting 200 km up. We’d have to
place the hair only one metre away.
Putting one of my hairs on a white
piece of paper and holding it that far
away - yes I can see it! In real life, of
course, you’d be looking for a brownish wall against the mottled green/
brown of China, but I daresay it’s possible.
I think we can discount any suggestion that the Great Wall of China can
be seen from the Moon or Mars, but
allow that it could be seen from orbit.
What do your readers think?

Phil Matthews
Padstow Heights NSW

Water speed
Those who are skeptical about claims
of people being able to walk or run
on water may be interested in work
done by J.W. Glasheen and T.A.
McMahon and reported in September
1997 Scientific American. In their
studies of the physics of locomotion
of the famous basilisk lizards
(specifically Basiliscus basiliscus) of
Central America, which are renowned
for their ability to escape danger by
running across water, they also
determined that for an 80kg human
to accomplish the same feat, they
would have to run at 30 metres per
second (108 kilometres per hour) and
be able to expend energy at the rate of
15 times that which is humanly
possible.

David Maddison
Toorak VIC
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Would you
like to remember
the Skeptics in
your will?
The Australian Skeptics Science
and Education Foundation, a nonprofit trust, established by a
bequest from the late Stanley
Whalley, supports scientific and
educational
programmes,
including the Eureka Prizes,
Young Scientists Awards, the Mt
Stromlo
Exploratory,
the
operations of the Australian
Skeptics branches, and makes
grants to worthwhile scientific
and educational projects and
individuals.
If you would like to help this
work continue you may consider
naming the Foundation, or any
other Skeptics organisation, as a
beneficiary in your will.
The address of the Foundation
is:
PO Box 331
Newport Beach NSW 2106.
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Alynda Brown speaks computer like
a native. Despite this, she is the
minutes secretary of the NSW branch.
Kathy Butler swore that if she didn’t
get a funny description in this column,
she would take action. Nevertheless,
the Skeptic is not going to allow itself
to bow to threats, even if they do come
from retired Mafia hitpersons.
Michael Creech, geologist and
stalwart of the Hunter Skeptics,
knows all about plate tectonics, if you
get our drift.
Jane Curtain, a linguist at Monash,
worked with Mark Newbrook on
reverse speech tests. It must have led
to some fascinating conversations in
the staff room.
Harry Edwards, a man in desperate
need of love, money and
understanding, is on more psychic’s
mailing lists than anyone deserves to
be.
James Gerrand, engineer and
gentleman (normally incompatible
roles) is a member of the Vic Skeptics
committee.

The largest
Skeptic ever
This issue, at 76 pages, is the
largest edition of the Skeptic we
have ever published.
However, it did not come without cost. Once again, we had a
computer malfunction, just as we
were about to make the issue,
ready for printing. This necessitated a rush to get the issue back
together and we apologise in advance if we missed any typos or
other errors. Steve Roberts, our
indefatiguiable proof reader, was
heard to say “Etaoin shrdlu” when
he heard the news.
Readers will, however, be relieved to hear that we are having
the system overhauled before the
next issue is due.
Ed
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Colin Keay, Mine Host of the recent
convention and Supreme High
Commander of the Hunter Skeptics,
has stars in his eyes.
Margaret Kittson is a member of the
Darwin Skeptics and a librarian in her
spare time.
Allan Lang, member of Skeptics SA
and editor of the Southern Skeptic, will
soon be wishing he was a librarian.
Wayne Leslie, the Hunter Skeptics’
very own paparazzo (and treasurer) ,
provided the photographs in this
issue.
P P McGuinness is one of Australia’s
best known economic and cultural
commentators. As far as we know he
has never been mistaken for Barry
Williams

Mark Newbrook, or, in reverse speak,
Kram Koorbwen, is a linguist at
Monash and a member of the Vic
committee..
Bob Nixon, whose initials are RMN,
denies that his middle name is
Milhous. We’d like to believe him, but
we are Skeptics.
Steve Roberts, cryptologist, crept into
the crypt and encrypted it. More we
cannot say.
Roland Seidel, supremo of Skeptics
Vic and fashion plate, talks to
computers for relaxation.
Michael Shermer is publisher of
Skeptic magazine and director of the
Skeptic Society, in California.
John Stear, Gold Coast scribe,
describes himself as a retired
bureaucrat. We want to know how he
can tell the difference.
Kirk Straughen is from Qld, where he
plumbs the Fountains of the Deep and
the waters above the Firmament.
Fred Thornett, secretary, scribe and
jokemeister of the Australian Skeptics
in Tasmania, is a bit of a devil and has
a tiger in his tank.
Sir Jim R Wallaby, sportsman, scholar
and international knotted string
consultant, knows for whom the bell
tolls.
Barry Williams has, in his time, been
mistaken for Rod Marsh, Phillip
Adams and PP McGuinness. This
career as a mistaken identity is the
high point of his life thus far.
Paul Willis, crocodile palaeontologist
and noted beer expert, works for the
ABC. (If you could call it work.)
Karl Wolf, a retired geology professor
and active consultant, lives in
Eastwood, not Epping as we claimed
in the last issue.
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