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Subscription rates
Dear Fellow Skeptics
It is my melancholy duty to inform you that, having maintained our
subscription to the Skeptic at $30 for the past three years, we have been
forced by rising costs to increase it to $40 per year. A three year subscription
will now rise to $110.
As we have no idea if or when or what impact the proposed GST will
have on long term subscriptions, we can only encourage you to get in
early and avoid the rush.
To help ease the burden of resubscription, we have credit card facilities
available, the details of which are shown at the foot of this page.
In the best of all possible worlds, you should know that your subscription is due for renewal because this issue should contain a loose form that
tells you so. If you do not have the form, your subscription is probably
not due until the end of next year or later.
Another way you can tell is by looking at the cover sheet that accompanied the magazine in its plastic wrapper. If after your name you see [99]
or some other number in [ ], your subscription still has some time to run.
If, however, you see [ - ], then you will know that your time has expired
and you will need to send in your renewal to ensure that you keep receiving the finest journal in the local galactic cluster.
If this was the best of all possible worlds, then all of that would have
been incontrovertible, but as our staff are only human (at best), sometimes
errors can occur and we would hate to worry you unnecessarily.
If you have any queries about your subscription, don’t hesitate to mail,
phone, fax or email us. If you do, please include your phone, fax or email
number so we can get back to you immediately - we hate writing letters.
While our subscription numbers have continued to rise at a satisfactory rate, and our renewal rate remains high, we are sure that there are
many other people in Australia who would love to have their regular dose
of Skepticism delivered to them in the mail. We urge our readers to spread
the word among their friends, or even to take out a gift subscription for
someone they think needs it.
At the end of our 18th year of publication, we hope you have enjoyed
your Skeptic and assure you of our commitment to making it even better
and brighter in 1999.
Finally, we would also like to wish all our readers everything they would
wish for themselves for the holiday season.

Barry Williams
Editor
Apropos email, we now have a new address:

skeptics@kasm.com.au
You may also care to note that Qld and WA Skeptics have new email
addresses, and that Tas Skeptics has a new postal address, all of which are
shown in the left hand column.

Credit cards
Australian Skeptics Inc now has credit card facilities available for
subscribers wishing to renew subscriptions, purchase merchandise, or
attend functions. BC, MC and Visa are acceptable. Contact us at the address
shown at the head of the previous column. Australian Skeptics (Vic) Inc
also accepts the same cards for purchases from that body.
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Around the traps
Bunyip
From time-to-time people ask us
“Why do you bother exposing strange
beliefs and practices? What harm do
they really do?” Perhaps an
anniversary that occurred recently
might help to explain why we think
Skepticism and critical thinking are
worthwhile endeavours in their own
right.
On November 18, 1978, the Rev Jim
Jones and 912 of his followers died of
cyanide poisoning or shooting in a
miserable settlement named
Jonestown in Guyana. More than 270
of those who died were children, who
surely didn’t deserve to have been
murdered just because their parents
had become enamoured of the insane
religious and political ravings of a
charismatic charlatan.
There have been many tragic cases
since then, though fortunately none
in such large numbers: Heaven’s
Gate, Branch Davidians, Aum Supreme Truth, and many, many more
in places as diverse as Switzerland,
Canada, Africa and Asia.
It can’t happen here? Don’t bet. We
already have a number of millennial
cults preaching everything from
fringe religious fanaticism to new age
salvation-from-the-stars. It only takes
one of the leaders of one of these
groups to decide life is too much for
him, and that he owes it to his followers to take them with him, and we will
wake up one morning to the shocking knowledge of innocents lying
dead, just because they didn’t have
the critical capacities to look sceptically at the claims of some sweet-talking psychopath.
Yes, we think that what we do is
worthwhile.

*

*

*

Skeptics Investigator, Harry Edwards
reports:
Readers may recall early in 1997 we
investigated a self-proclaimed superpsychic calling himself ‘Sophros’ who
was selling lucky numbers in
Tasmania. He was using an address
registered to Garmer Pty Ltd. I have
been advised by the Victorian Casino
and Gaming Authority, with whom I
registered a complaint, that the
Federal Court of Australia has
appointed a provisional liquidator for
Garmer Pty Ltd.
*
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A curious squabble has broken out in
NSW trade union circles. The Labour
Council of NSW owns, on the banks
of Pittwater, a small retreat containing
a number of small holiday houses for
the use of unionists. Seems that this
enterprise was losing money, so the
LC entered into an arrangement with
an outside organisation to redevelop
the site and inject some capital into
the Council’s coffers.
Trouble erupted among the brethren at Trades Hall when it was revealed that the partner in the enterprise was the Transcendental Meditation (TM) organisation, which
planned to build a large meditation
and training centre on the site and to
use it for about half of each year.
This did not go down too well with
some of the unions affiliated with the
LC, their representatives pointing out
that while the Labour Council was
affiliated with the Australian Labor
Party (ALP), TM had its own political offshoot, the Natural Law Party
(NLP), that ran candidates against the
ALP in state and federal elections.
At the time we go to press, the matter has not been settled, however we
can’t help but wonder how a dose of
TM training would effect the union
cause in industrial relations disputes.
Locked out workers could levitate
into sites, invisible shop stewards
would have no difficulty entering
work places.
Had it happened earlier, and had
the practice been more universal, Peter Reith, Chris Corrigan and John
Coombs could have settled the wharf
dispute peacefully by assuming the
lotus position and chanting
“Ommmmmmm” at each other. Perhaps it’s not such a bad idea after all?
* * *
The Leonid meteorite shower having
come and gone on November 18, as
predicted by astronomers, it is
interesting to see what effect they had
on various people.
The shower occurs every year at
about this time as Earth passes
through the cloud of minute debris
particles left behind by comet TempelTuttle, but this year’s event is one that
happens only every 33 years as we
pass through the thickest part of the
cloud. As it happened, keen
observers in the south-eastern part of

Australia, which was covered by
cloud, would have had to travel a
long way to see them.
Astronomers were excited by the
prospect, and communications people were concerned that the particles
could damage their satellites, but
their interest was as nothing compared with the nonsense being perpetrated by various prophets of
doom. The internet was flooded with
predictions of imminent disaster, and
astrologers seeming to be nonplussed
as to what to advise their suckers
(sorry) seekers after enlightenment.
One particularly conspiratorial
netloon even suggested that governments would move their military satellites into different orbits and would
use the chaos that followed disruption of communications to impose
One World Government (OWG). But
then these are the sorts of people who
would regard the changing of the seasons as evidence for an OWG conspiracy, so perhaps they are not in full
command of the facts (or of anything
else much).
In the event, the communications
satellites seem to have weathered the
storm with little or no damage, and
OWG seems to be as far away as ever.
And keen astronomy buffs in the s-e
corner are left cursing the weather, for
all the good that will do.
* * *
We note with interest that Turkey, a
secular state with a majority Islamic
population, has become infected with
the creationism bug. Seems that some
fundamentalist Muslims are running
seminars on the evils of evolution and
have accepted assistance from various
fundamentalist Christians from the
USA. Talk about strange bedfellows!
Far be it from the Skeptic to sound a
warning to people about the consequences of their naive religious beliefs, but one is forced to wonder what
would happen if they were successful in dismissing of science from the
modern world altogether (one of the
main aims of fundamentalists of all
stripes).
We can only assume that then these
fundamentalists Muslims and Christians could go back to happily slaughtering each other, as God/Allah obviously intended them to.

*

*

*
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The indefatigable Richard Lead sent
us the following report on his second
visit to a festival of the wallet:
After my exposure to the May 1998
Mind Body and Spirit Festival I made
the usual “never again” resolution. So
it was a somewhat surprised Skeptic
who fronted up to Darling Harbour,
in the middle of a very busy working
day, for the November 1998 Festival,
accompanied by a Ch 9 crew.
If you want to draw attention to
yourself at a MBSF, leave the purple
robes at home and wear a business
suit.
With the camera crew discretely
trailing behind, I wandered through
the corridors of exhibitors, with a discrete radio microphone recording for
posterity a Skeptic’s responses when
confronting the New Age. All the
usual suspects were there of course,
with many duplications. There seems
to be a limit to the human mind’s
creative silliness, resulting in aura
photographers,
astrologers,
aromatherapists, etc, competing
among themselves for the consumer
dollars. Channel 9 did not want to run
a confrontationist segment, so there
was no chance to publicly distribute
our $100,000 Challenge brochures.
Two exhibitors particularly amused
me. A group calling itself Financial
Freedom will set you up with your
own offshore bank in a tax haven, and
teach you how to “legally” drop out
of the world’s tax systems. International tax is my bread and butter, and
a 30 second chat confirmed they don’t
understand even the basics. But then,
neither will their customers.
But the highlight of a wasted afternoon had to be an exhibitor plying its
trade under the name Bereshith.
Strangely, despite the Bible’s many
prohibitions against necromancy prohibitions carrying a mandatory
death penalty - this exhibitor’s wares
were displayed immediately next to
a group of astrologers. Mammon wins
every time. Bereshith is a creationist
group, and alongside the usual books
and brochures, the disgraceful Answers in Genesis video From a Frog to
a Prince was prominently on sale.
There seemed little point introducing Bereshith to Financial Freedom the creationists have their own religious tax haven.
The next Festival is scheduled for
April 1999, and noble editor, if you
again need someone to represent the
Australian Skeptics, please feel free to
ask anyone else.
* * *
Out gratitude to George Richards, the
distinguished editor of Column 8 in
the Sydney Morning Herald, knows few
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bounds, and we are again in his debt
for the leaflet he sent us recently.
Consisting of a selection of advertisements for assorted natural therapies, seminars and workshops, of a
type familiar to us all, one item stood
out. Advertising a retreat in Binalong,
in the beautiful NSW Southern Highlands, it extolled the services available
therein in glowing terms: “Newly
built with careful consideration of the
geomancy of Bobbara Hill and the
+ve Chi forces of the location. Strong
healing energies and meditative
forces.”
What a lovely prospect for the
stressed and confused. However, the
next line showed admirable signs of
open-mindedness: “Facilities include
sceptic toilet...”
It happens that we have a subscriber who lives in Binalong and, although he is a writer of repute, and
given the notorious unpredictability
in the income of creative artists, it is
surely not beyond the realms of possibility that he might have been
moonlighting as a dunny builder. We
await your confirmation, Michael,
that you are responsible for this piece
of sceptical architecture.
* * *
Apropos Column 8, those readers who
were entertained by Harry Edwards’
exposes of the notorious Nigerian
letters scam, will be pleased to learn
of recent developments. On
November 13, C8 revealed that
Australia Post had been doing its bit
to reduce the impact of this scam. In
a recent six weeks period AP has
intercepted many of the letters and
returned two and a half tonnes of
them to Nigeria.
The story also revealed that US
postal authorities had destroyed more
than two million of the letters in the
past year and that US citizens had
been mulcted to the tune of more than
$100 million per annum.

*

*

*

Yet another scam has emerged that
has been entertaining our readers.
People have been receiving letters
postmarked in Canada, telling them
that they have won a sum of money
in some national lottery. These look
suitably important, bearing the legend “International Monetary Funding, Department G7” (terms you will
almost hear every night in the news)
and other official looking inscriptions.
The letter invites the recipients to
send sums ranging from $49.95 to
$79.95 so they can receive their winnings.
Column 8 reported (Nov 19) a
reader who sends back the forms with

a letter asking that his winnings be
forwarded, less the $49.95 asked for,
and he sends them without the benefit of a postage stamp.
He knows they are getting through,
because he has received further correspondence from the organisers,
pointing out that he hasn’t included
his money.
* * *
Michael
Vnuk,
our
Qld
correspondent sent us these snippets.
People can confuse words. I’ve heard
people refer to “antidotes” when they
mean “anecdotes”, “old timers’
disease” when talking about
“Alzheimer’s”, and “medium strip”
instead of “median strip”. Most
recently, I heard “echinacea pills”
called “euthanasia pills”!
* * *
The Australian Senior (November
1998) advertises Tectonic Magnets as
bringing comfort to pain in various
parts of the body, with a professional
golfer giving a testimonial. Despite
being so ostensibly useful, the ad
states that they “are not being sold as
medical devices”. I wonder why?
Another product is described as a
“circular unipole flexible magnet”.
Could it be that someone has found
the elusive magnetic monopole?
* * *
Recently the editor of this august
journal (yes I know it’s the December
issue) engaged in a confrontation on
radio 2MMM with Stanton Freidman
Nuclear Physicist.
Stan waffled on with his usual conspiratorial diatribe “40 years as a Nuclear Physicist.”; “lectures at 13 universities in the last year”; “Roswell is
the greatest conspiracy of the millennium”; etc.
What our Ed wanted to know from
Stan was, “If the conspiracy and
cover-up is as momentous as you
claim, why haven’t the conspirators
in the US Gov’t either bought you off
or bumped you off”?
We’d all like to know the answer to
that.

* * *
Concerned lest the readers think
that his obsession with the summer
game causes him to insert
occasional irrelevant and selfindulgent mentions of flannelled
fools into the Skeptic, the editor
wishes to make it crystal clear that
there will be absolutely no mention
of Mark Taylor’s superb 334 not out
in these pages.
Just thought we should make that
clear.
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National Convention a hit with visitors
The national capital displayed its
many springtime faces to Skeptics
from around the nation as they
gathered for the annual Australian
Skeptics National Convention on
the weekend of October 31November 1. While the weather ran
the gamut from hot to cold, damp
to fine, the programme offered to
the enquiring minds assembled for
the event was consistently excellent.
The Canberra Skeptics, and
especially Julia McCarron-Benson
who was responsible for the
organisation of the activities, are to
be congratulated for providing such
a worthwhile and stimulating
convention.
Canberra Skeptics president,
Neil Woodger, opened proceedings
by welcoming the visitors attending
the convention from around the
country. He was followed by presentations from representatives of
the state and regional branches in
attendance, representing Queensland (Gold Coast), NSW and the
Hunter region, Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania. It was instructive to hear of the different approaches that have been adopted to
spreading the Skeptical message in
various localities throughout the
country. Much of this is due, no
doubt, to local circumstances and to
the personalities of the active members involved, and it speaks highly
of the intellectual health of an organisation that Skeptics can so successfully manage their affairs in
such diverse ways, without recourse to narrowly proscribed
regulations. Dogma seems to be
anathema to the genus homo
skepticus, and that can only be a
healthy sign.
During the opening proceedings Dr Don Faulkner from the
Stromlo Exploratory, the hands-on
science centre associated with the
Stromlo Observatory, honoured the
Skeptics with a presentation, in the
form of a handsome brass and ceramic scale model of Stromlo’s 26
inch refracting telescope mounted
on a polished stone base. Skeptic
editor, Barry Williams, accepted the
trophy, which was in recognition of
the continuing financial support the
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Australia-wide Skeptics movement,
through the Australian Skeptics Science and Education Foundation,
has extended to the Exploratory,
helping it to achieve its goal of making science more friendly and acces-

Neil Woodger opens the convention

sible to the public. A worthy endeavour that we all share.
Formal proceedings began with
a talk given by Dr Max Wallace, entitled “Not for trade or commerce Implications of Plimer’s appeal”.
This presentation considered the
policy and legal problems for our
society, inherent in the fact that
while some organisations have been

Barry Williams accepts the Stromlo
presentation from Don Faulkner

granted tax exemption, ostensibly
on religious grounds, these same organisations may also be substantially involved in commercial activities, without contributing to the
public revenue.
Dr Peter Hiscock, an archaeologist from ANU, discussed the different streams of non-scientific assaults on his subject, that are becom-

ing so popular today in best-selling
books and magazine articles. He described these streams by the generic
title, “Magical Archaeology”. Peter
distinguished between two main
streams: the “pseudo-scientific”
works of Erich von Daniken and his
more recent successors, which seem
to use the language of science to bolster what are essentially non-evidence-based conclusions; and the
“mystical” stream deriving from
such new age or postmodern concepts as everyone creating their own
reality, and which deny the need for,
or relevance of, science of any kind
in reaching their conclusions.
The afternoon session commenced with Dr Narelle Bowern, a
medical researcher and toxicology
consultant, who asked “How safe
are alternative remedies? Australian
usage and ethical dilemmas”. She
first addressed the procedures in
place for getting remedies registered or listed by the Therapeutic
Goods Administration. Concluding, she posed the very interesting
question: in an Australia in which
alternative therapies are becoming
more readily accepted, and in which
litigation is becoming more commonplace, how long will it be before the claims of many alternative
practices are tested in the courts.
Dr Richard Milner, from the
American Museum of Natural History, New York, presented a learned
and amusing case for why Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of
Sherlock Holmes, could have been
behind the Piltdown Hoax. He explicated on motive and opportunity, drawing evidence from
Doyle’s writings and known attitudes, and presented a very plausible case for the prosecution and,
no doubt, many in the audience
were ready to convict. However,
when asked in question time who
he really believed had perpetrated
the hoax, he said that the preponderance of the evidence still pointed
to Charles Dawson, the local solicitor and amateur geologist who
made the original “find”. That although the Doyle hypothesis was
elegant and plausible, there was little firm evidence to support it, and
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the more mundane explanation was
still the most likely one. As an anthropologist, Richard recognised
that science demands evidence before elegant solutions can be hypothesised, and although his hypothesis was a much more exciting
possibility, he had not fallen in love
with it, and was prepared to discard
it. It provided an object lesson that
all Skeptics should remember and
the proponents of many strange hypotheses would do well to learn.
Saturday concluded with a Forum on the topic “Immunisation - the ghastly
truth”, in which the speakers were Prof Gordon Ada,
the distinguished immunologist, and for 20 years
a professor at John Curtin
School of Medical Research (ANU); Dr Pete
Griffith, Senior Lecturer in
Pharmaceutical Microbiology at the Victorian College of Pharmacy, and Dr
Eddie O’Brien from the
Commonwealth Department of Health.
Prof Ada discussed, in depth, the
history of the research into immunisation and spoke on the ongoing
research into new vaccines. Dr
Griffith spoke of the very real dangers of the failure to establish “herd
immunity” in the population to
various common “childhood” diseases, and used a selection of horrific pictures of people suffering
from the complications that these
diseases can give rise to in an unprotected population. He also displayed graphic evidence that gave
the lie to the claims made by antiimmunisation activists about other
factors being responsible for the reduction in these diseases.
Dr O’Brien spoke of the difficulties involved in establishing policy
to ensure that Australian are adequately protected against preventable diseases, in the face of emotive,
though unsupported, claims by the
opponents of immunisation.
In all, this forum was quite unsettling, particularly for those who
have young children in the family.
Saturday evening saw the annual Skeptics Dinner, at which the
Bent Spoon and Skeptic of the Year
winners were announced. More of
this later.
On Sunday, Peter Barrett, a
member of the ACT Committee,
and an enthusiastic wargamer,
spoke of how his hobby had led him
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to investigate many myths from history that have gained popular acceptance, and of how the reality was
often somewhat different from currently held beliefs. He circulated a
questionnaire consisting of 20 questions on (sometimes obscure) historical facts, and invited the audience to answer them. Although the
evidence from information people
supply on their subscription forms,
Skeptics at large are interested in
history, it is possibly instructive that
the winner of the competition,
Andrew Parle, managed only six

some places, especially in the USA.
Mark and Jane, speaking as professional linguists, showed how the
claims left much to be desired and
failed to survive objective tests. Jane
tested the audience by playing a
selection of reverse speech and invited them to decide what it said.
Most thought it to be gibberish,
though some heard the word “baseball”. Oates claims that this part
says “space walk” and that it is appropriate to the forward version,
which is arguably the most famous
quotation of the century, Neil
Armstrong saying “That’s
one small step for (a) man
...” Mark and Jane have
written ext ensively on

Oates’ theories elsewhere
(the Skeptic, 17/3) and their

Canberra Skeptics cheerfully awaiting the rush of
visitors

correct answers. However, Peter
did admit that the incorrect inventions of some of the respondents
were so much better than the truth,
that they deserved to be true.
Prof Brendan McKay, a mathematician from ANU, and a leading
critic of the propositions in Michael
Drosnin best-selling book, The Bible
Code, presented a paper, “The Bible
Code: fact or fraud”. He showed
how, by using the same techniques
that Drosnin had used in his book,
he could find “prophetic” messages
in such secular works as Moby Dick,
Brendan also spoke about the original research, carried out at Hebrew
University in Israel by Yipps et al,
on which Drosnin had based his
claims, and the work he and others
are doing that calls this research seriously into question.
Dr Mark Newbrook and Jane
Curtain, from the linguistics faculty
at Monash University, in “’Oates
theory of reverse speech: a critical
examination”, investigated claims
made in the USA by expatriate Australian, David Oates, that all speech
contains certain messages that
verify or falsify it, when it is played
in reverse. Despite the inherent implausibility of this extraordinary
claim, it is being taken seriously in

update appears elsewhere
in this issue.
In the afternoon, the
Victorian committee’s Dr
Steve Roberts gave amusing thumbnail sketches of
some of the more weird
claims that Skeptics have
confronted over the years, listing
the hundreds of different areas in
which the Skeptics might have a legitimate interest.
Richard Lead, treasurer of the
NSW committee, entertained with
his presentation on “Bad scams,
good scams, better scams” in which
he charted the limitless gullibility of
people when they are faced with the
opportunity to get something for
nothing, and the unlimited willingness of other people to take advantage of them. Richard’s paper appears in this issue.
The final presentation was a forum on the topic “Race - more than
skin deep” in which anthropologist
and ACT committee member, Dr
Colin Groves from ANU, and David
Hollinsworth, a Senior Lecturer in
Aboriginal Studies at the University
of South Aust, discussed issues and
false claims involved in race politics. Colin’s paper is in this issue.
In a ceremony to conclude proceedings, the banner of Skepticism
was handed to Michelle Foster and
Laurie Eddie, representing Skeptics
SA, the hosts of the 1999 Convention, which will be held in Adelaide
in November of that year. This will
be the first ever national convention
to be held outside Victoria, NSW
and the ACT, and you are urged to
support our SA friends in what
promises to be an outstanding affair.
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Awards and music at annual dinner
On Saturday evening, under the
benign bronze gaze of his late
majesty, King George V, Imperator
Rex, the convention guests gathered
for dinner and entertainment in
King’s Hall,
Old
Parliament
House.
Even hardened Skeptics
could barely suppress
the feeling that the
shades of Menzies,
Curtin, Lyons, Chifley,
Hughes and all the other
parliamentary notables
of our past were
watching over us in this
history-steeped venue.
It was noted that
many of the guests,
while ascending the
front steps of the House, N e i l W o o d g e r ,
failed to resist the temptation to give their personal impression of Gough Whitlam saying
“Well may we say God save the
Queen ...”, though this writer was
probably the only one to be photographed doing it.
Commencing the evening’s entertainment, Skeptic editor, Barry
Williams announced the 1998 winners of the Australian Skeptics coveted annual awards.
First came the Bent Spoon
Award, “presented to the perpetrator of the most preposterous piece
of pseudoscientific piffle”.
From a strong field, which included media, politics, bureaucracy,
and various psychics, the adjudication committee decided that a special Dishonourable Mention should
be awarded to Sydney radio station
2SM for allocating several hours per
week to promoting the services of a
woman who claims to speak to people’s dead relatives, and that the organisation formerly known as the
Creation Science Foundation should
be mentioned for a Lifetime Lack of
Achievement Award for its unrelenting promotion of blind ignorance.
However the big gong of the
year went, for the first time, to an
institution of higher learning. In
nominating Southern Cross University, in northern NSW, mention was
made of the public support one of
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its academics gave for the concept
of “empowered water”, the subject
of a TV expose on Today Tonight (Ch
7) in which the Skeptics were prominently and nakedly involved. How-

space, we arranged for an additional tier to be added to the base.
Our friendly display builder was so
overcome by the honour of working on such a venerable piece of
Skeptical history, that
he added two tiers,
thereby giving the
Bent Spoon trophy
the appearance of a
substantial scale
model of his late majesty, King Djoser ’s,
step pyramid at
Saqqara, and thus removing the necessity
of seeking further
space for winner ’s
names until around
2050.
Barry Williams and Julia McCarron-Benson announcing the awards.
The winner of our
more junior, though
ever, the clinching argument was for more desirable, award, Australian
the university’s offering a degree Skeptic of the Year for 1998, precourse in naturopathy, while also sented a less onerous task to the adclaiming to be conducting research judicators. This is awarded to Ausinto whether there was actually any tralians, not formally associated
validity to naturopathy. Offering a with Australian Skeptics, whose
course in a subject before there is evi- work contributes substantially to
dence that the subject actually ex- the promotion of critical thinking.
ists is the sort of logic that might be Following presentations in 1996 to
acceptable in various unregistered Prof Derek Freeman, the eminent
“institutes of natural therapies”, but ANU anthropologist, and in 1997 to
it seems to completely out of place Nobel laureate and Australian of the
in an accredited university.
Year, distinguished immunologist,
Regular attendees of annual con- Prof Peter Doherty we were conventions will remember that the tro- cerned to maintain the high standphy itself consisted of a tastefully ards we had established.
We were delighted to find a suitable recipient in Dr Michael Archer,
professor of palaeontology at the
University of NSW.
Mike Archer was born in Sydney and raised and educated in the
USA. Returning to Australia in his
early 20s he conducted important
research in his field, culminating in
his remarkable fossil discoveries at
Riversleigh, in the Gulf of Carpentaria, that have done so much to
expand our knowledge of the preThe new, extended, Bent Spoon Award
history of our continent.
He was one of the first academbent, gold-plated dessert spoon, ics to recognise the dangers to the
mounted on a polished wooden nation’s intellectual health being
plinth, with small plaques naming posed by the imported (from the
the winners attached around the pe- USA) fundamentalist dogma masriphery. As the 1997 winner ’s querading under the name creation
plaque had filled the last remaining “science”. He has long been a con-
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stant and effective opponent of its
insidious attempts to corrupt our
education system. He is also one of
those rare birds among scientists

Richard Milner wearing one of his hats.

who has the facility to make his science both accessible and exciting for
the lay public. In recognition of this
ability, he has been awarded a Eureka Prize for the Promotion of Science.
Most recently, following the retirement of Des Griffin, the longserving Director of the Australian
Museum (one of our oldest scientific institutions) Mike Archer was

appointed as its new Director. We down, but it certainly gave the old
are delighted to anticipate that the structure quite a shake.
very amicable relationship AustralAssuming the persona of
ian Skeptics established with the Museum under Des Griffin’s regime will continue and expand in
the future under Mike
Archer’s.
Dr Michael Archer
is a very worthy Skeptic of the Year indeed.
The formalities of
the evening having V i c t o r i a n S k e p t i c s R i c h a r d C a d e n a , M a r k N e w b r o o k , J a n e C u r t a i n
and Bob Nixon enjoying dinner. Note only one beard.
concluded, the assembled Skeptics were
treated to an astonishing tour de force Charles Robert Darwin, he went on
in the form of Charles Darwin: Alive to present a informative and hilariand in Concert. This remarkable en- ous description of the life and work
tertainment, the brainchild of our of the great naturalist, and continoverseas guest, Dr Richard Milner, ued with a Darwinian perspective
historian of science, songwriter, an- on what has transpired since his
thropologist, and a senior editor at death. This was interspersed with
Natural History Magazine from the a bag-full of song and dance rouAmerican Museum of Natural His- tines, accompanied by an appropritory, New York, was part lecture, ate selection of hats and props; all
part slide show, and part musical. very apposite and all very funny.
It was also wholly enjoyable.
The 140 Skeptics who attended
Introducing his performance, Ri- the dinner were loud in their apprechard posed the rhetorical question, ciation and it counts as one of our
“Why should I be qualified to give most successful functions ever. All
this performance?”, before launch- credit to the Canberra Skeptics, and
ing into his own version of the old especially to Julia McCarronG&S famous patter song, I am the Benson who was responsible for orvery model of a modern anthropologist ganising the festivities.
. It didn’t exactly bring the House

Roland Seidel (Vic) and Michelle Foster (SA) display
their pictorial couture, thus nailing the slur that
Skeptics are all grey old men with beards.

Skeptics Webmeister, Greg Keogh,
makes a point.
Steve Roberts launches his attempt at
the World’s Freestyle Wine Drinking
record at the dinner.

Richards Lead and Gordon, entering
parliament with honourable intentions.

Photographs: Our thanks to Richard Cadena,
Peter Hogan and Vicki McGlashan for
providing photos.
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Lillian Derrick (Gold
Coast) looking
appropriately nautical.

Skeptic editor exhorts the Deity to preserve
the Sovereign, while ignoring the Viceroy.
Jennifer Roche and Bob Nixon maintain their
rage.
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The ‘science’ of racism, and its consequences
Colin Groves
And Noah began to be an husbandman, and he planted a
vineyard:
And he drank of the wine, and was drunken; and he was
uncovered within his tent.
And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father,
and told his two brethren without.
And Shem and Japheth took a garment, and laid it upon both
their shoulders, and went backward, and covered the nakedness
of their father; and their faces were backward, and they saw not
their father’s nakedness.
And Noah woke from his wine, and knew what his younger son
had done unto him.
And he said, “Cursed be Canaan; a servant of servants shall he
be unto his brethren”.
And he said, “Blessed be the Lord God of Shem, and Canaan
shall be his servant.
“God shall enlarge Japheth, and he shall dwell in the tents of
Shem; and Canaan shall be his servant”. (Genesis 9:20-27).

The curse of the Children of Ham
Creationists have been very vocal in ascribing the
spread, even the very genesis, of racism to evolution
(see, for example, Henry Morris’s 1974 book, The
Troubled Waters of Evolution, as quoted by Richard Trott
[1998]). The facts are entirely otherwise. Racism was
alive and kicking long, long, before the Darwinian
revolution; and almost invariably it was the curse laid
on the children of Ham (above) that was cited in
justification. Morris himself, in his 1991 book The
Beginning of the World, has stated:
The descendants of Ham were marked especially for
secular service to mankind... These include all nations
which are neither Semitic nor Japhetic. Thus, all of the
earth’s ‘colored’ races - yellow, red, brown and black essentially the Afro-Asian group of peoples, including
the American Indians - are possibly Hamitic in origin.
(Quoted in Trott, 1998).

Morris goes on to explain that the Hamites were indeed the earliest cultivators, builders, clothing makers,
physicians and surgeons, mathematicians, traders and
businessmen, and inventors of writing, but:
...the prophecy again has its obverse side. Somehow
they have only gone so far and no farther. The
Japhethites and Semites have, sooner or later, taken
over their territories, and their inventions, and then
developed them and utilised them for their own enlargement. Often the Hamites, especially the negroes,
have become actual personal servants or even slaves
to the others. Possessed of a genetic character concerned mainly with mundane matters, they have eventually been displaced by the intellectual and philosophical acumen of the Japhethites and the religious
zeal of the Semites... Neither negroes nor any other
Hamitic peoples were intended to be forcibly subjugated
on the basis of this Noahic declaration. The prophecy
would be inevitably fulfilled because of the innate natures of the three genetic stocks, not by virtue of any
artificial constraints imposed by man. (Quoted in Trott,
1998).
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Richard Trott (1998) reports that he tackled Henry
Morris in person about this, and Morris denied that his
statements were racist, because there are “black Jews”
and “black Indians” who are not Hamitic, moreover
there are whites who are Hamitic. This, as Trott points
out, contradicts the statement, in Morris book, that all
the ‘coloured’ races - “red, yellow, brown and black” are “possibly Hamitic”.
Lippard (1998) likewise shows that some other
prominent American creationists have racist affiliations:
the Ku Klux Klan, Defender magazine, Holocaust revisionism and so on.
All this has a long and unedifying history. The Rev
John Bachman and Dr S A Cartwright, writing somewhat before the American Civil War, had used the same
Biblical argument in defence of slavery. The African is
“an inferior variety of our own species... incapable of
self-government... looks to us for protection and support”, wrote Bachman (cited in Gould, 1981:70). Slaves
who tried to run away suffered from a disease called
Drapetomania, wrote Cartwright: they have to be
“treated like children, to prevent and cure them from
running away” (cited in Gould, 1981:71).
In the same way, the Aboriginal people of Australia
were the children of Ham, “the progeny of him who
was cursed to be ‘a servant of servants to his brethren”’ (Rev William Walker, to the Wesleyan Missionary Society, in 1821; quoted in Reece, 1974:74).
But are they human at all?
But there was another school of thought as well. The
foundation of modern “scientific” racism was
Gobineau’s (1853-5) Essay on the Inequality of Human
Races. Arthur de Gobineau (1816-1882) was a one-time
diplomat who held that humanity is divided into three
races, white, yellow and black. He considered that his
reasoning established that the black race had an “animal
character, that appears in the shape of the pelvis”; has
a crude yet powerful energy; and dull mental faculties
but has an “intensity of desire”. The yellow race has
little physical energy; feeble desires; mediocrity; a
respect for order; and “does not dream or theorise”.
The whites have an energetic intelligence, perseverance,
instinct for order, love of liberty, and sense of honour;
they can be cruel, but when they are “they are conscious
of their cruelty; it is very doubtful whether such a
consciousness exists in the negro”.
Gobineau was, naturally enough for Europeans of
his day, a Biblical literalist; and he remained so all his
life, seeing in Darwinism a negation of his view that
races always had been and always would be as they
now are; but he rejected the “children of Ham” idea. In
his Essay, he seriously discussed whether all three races
were, really and truly, all descended from Adam and
Eve; he himself was inclined to think that they were
not, though he admitted that the fertility of their hybrids was an argument the other way. Adam, he opined,
was almost certainly the ancestor only of the white race:
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...there is nothing to show that, in the view of the first
compilers of the Adamite genealogies, those outside
the white race were counted as part of the species at
all.

Gobineau admitted that each of the three races has
particular abilities, but those of the white race, especially in its purest form, the Aryan, are pre-eminent:
they include all important virtues such as conquering
the others and founding civilisations. “A nation”, he
wrote,
does not derive value from its position [ie its environment]; it never has and never will. On the contrary it is
the race which has always given - and always will give to the land its moral, economic and political value...
The purer a race keeps its blood, the less will its social
foundations be liable to attack; for the general way of
thought will remain the same.

This way of thinking, even its expression, survived
well into the present century: “A people that fails to
preserve the purity of its racial blood”, wrote Hitler in
Mein Kampf, “thereby destroys the unity of the soul of
the nation in all its manifestations”; while for Juan Peron
race is “something spiritual ... our personal soul, indefinable and irrefutable”.
Let us not think that polygenism, the idea that only
whites are descended from Adam and Eve, died with
Gobineau’s intellectual heirs. In an American racist
newspaper, The Thunderbolt, published in Savanna,
Georgia, we have an article by “a noted investigator on
the negro brain”, William P Pickett. We are informed
that “no white person has ever mated with an ape and
produced conception”, whereas “sexual couplings of
negro women with apes have resulted in pregnancy”.
The author cited a Professor Charles Carroll, at the time
working on book entitled In the Image of God, in which
he would show “that the negro and anthropoid ape are
derived from the same genus. He holds that only the
Whiteman [sic] is made to the image and likeness of
God”. The conclusion is that:
Negroes are a form of animal and it is against the will
of God and nature to mate with such creatures. It is
specifically forbidden in the Holy Bible. Cain was punished by God for mating with a negress. (Nothing loath,
the same newspaper in an unattributed article on p.10,
uses an evolutionary argument: the negro is “still in the
ape stage ... actually a higher form of gorilla”. “They
are retarded, actually 200,000 years behind the white
race”. They suffer from sickle-cell trait, “an hereditary
[sic] racial characteristic of negroes, and is found in no
other race” - this half-truth elicits not compassion from
the writer, but a demand that blood should be labelled
by the donor’s race, because “negroes have diseased
blood”).

The Aborigines of Australia: children of Ham, or a
different species?
In Australia the problem was not one of finding a
Biblical rationalisation for keeping slaves in
subjugation, but one for destroying an inconvenient
native population. Tasmanian settlers, for example,
expressed the view that, as the Aborigines had not
obeyed God’s injunction to “be fruitful, and multiply,
and replenish the earth, and subdue it”, they should
be exterminated (The Rev T. Atkins in 1869, quoted by
Ryan, 1996:97). The Sydney Herald in 1838 used a version
of this argument (which became the infamous terra
nullius argument which was not overturned until the
Mabo judgement):
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The British people found a portion of the globe in a
state of waste - they took possession of it; and they
had a perfect right to do so; under the Divine authority, by which man was commanded to go forth and people and till the land (quoted in Reece, 1974: 172).

The Presbyterian minister J D Lang in 1856 was likewise reported as having told a public meeting that
God in making the earth never intended it should be
occupied by men so incapable of appreciating its resources as the Aborigines of Australia. The white man
had indeed, only carried out the intentions of the Creator in coming and settling down in the territory of the
natives. God’s first command to man was “Be fruitful
and multiply and replenish the earth”. Now that the
Aborigines had not done, and therefore it was no fault
in taking the land of which they were previously the
possessors. (Quoted in Day, 1996: 109- 110).

The Rev William Walker’s views, expressed in 1821,
that Aborigines were the cursed children of Ham, were
quoted above. Other missionaries, from William Henry
in 1799 through at least into the 1840s, regarded the
Aborigines as “deplorable”, “addicted to drunkenness
and idleness and vice”, and “far below the brute creation”. Such attitudes played into the hands of the squatters, such as “Anti-Hypocrite”, a correspondent to the
Sydney Herald in 1838:
...these hordes of Aboriginal cannibals, to whom the
veriest reptile that crawls the earth holds out matter
for emulation, and who are far, very far, below the
meanest brute in rationality, and every feeling pertaining thereto (cited in Reece, 1974:93).

The settlers were, meantime, doing more than taking the Aborigines’ land away. Lt W H Breton, RN, in
1833, advised that one had to make a strong impression on them:
...for if only one or two be killed, the sole effect is to
instigate them to revenge their companions... (quoted
in Reece, 1974:81).

Nor were they ever justified in retaliating, for the
courts were run on Christian principles, like those to
which the settlers subscribed. Ryan (1981:90) recounts
how in 1826 two Tasmanian Aboriginal men, thought
to be responsible for the spearing of three Europeans,
were brought before Chief Justice John Lewes Pedder,
who appointed counsel and an interpreter for them;
but, because they could not take an oath on the Bible,
they were unable to give evidence, found guilty, and
duly hanged. In 1838, seven white men were hanged
for the massacre of at least 28 Aboriginal men, women
and children at Myall Creek, NSW, the very first time
whites had been brought to justice for such a crime.
When they were brought to trial, for one of the murders, the colony’s newspapers were outraged. The Sydney Herald accused the Government of failing to protect colonists, and urged its readers, that if “ferocious
savages” were to threaten their property or their lives,
they should “SHOOT THEM DEAD” (quoted in Reece,
1974: 148, capitals original). The jury took fifteen minutes to find them not guilty; one of the jury later stated
that he knew that they were guilty, but he would never
see a white man hanged for killing a black one:
I look on the blacks as a set of monkies, and the earlier
they are exterminated from the face of the earth the
better. (Quoted in Reece, 1974: 149).
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But for once Christian justice was replaced by a different kind of Christian justice. The Attorney General,
J H Plunkett, re-indicted the seven whites for another
of the murders, and this time the jury, overruling a lastditch stand by its foreman, found them guilty. The colonial paper The Monitor reported a conversation between a Town Gentleman and a Country Gentleman
shortly after this, in which the Country Gentleman
showed that they had learned from this affair: “We are
going on a safer game now... we are poisoning the
Blacks; which is much safer; and serve them right too”
(quoted in Reece, 1974:49). Meanwhile the threatened
indictment of four other white men depended on locating a young Aboriginal man and putting him into
the witness box, a prospect which outraged the Sydney
Herald.
We trust that, should any such witness be pushed into
the witness box, that the Counsel for the defence will
probe his competency to the quick, and not permit the
possibility of four men’s lives being frittered away upon
the statements ... of a young black savage, possessing
no more idea of ultimate responsibility ... than a baboon (cited in Reece, 1974: 160).

The young man, Davey, could not be found, nor
could any of the accused be persuaded to turn Queen’s
evidence, and the trial of the four was aborted. The
massacres continued. In 1841, G J McDonald, Commissioner for New England, led troops in search of those
responsible for a theft on a cattle station. In the evening
they came across a large party of Aborigines near
Grafton; they surrounded them during the night, and
next morning rushed them and opened fire, killing an
unknown number of men, women and children. This
was called “dispersing” Aborigines, and was common
practice at the time. In 1846, John Lort Stokes, successor to Fitzroy as Captain of HMS Beagle wrote that the
colonists had:
started with an erroneous theory, which they found to
tally with their interests, and to relieve them from the
burden of benevolence and charity. That the Aborigines were not men, but brutes, was their avowed opinion; and what cruelties flowed from such a doctrine
(quoted in Reynolds, 1995:74).

Polygenism in Australia, too, then. - Stokes, in the
course of his voyages around both the Australian mainland and Tasmania, had taken the trouble to get to know
some Aboriginal people personally, and the fact that
he had once been speared did not affect his opinion
that actions of the colonists, some of which he had himself witnessed, were atrocious in the extreme.
Christianising the Aborigines
Even the apparently well-meaning George Augustus
Robinson “was convinced that the Aborigines would
only respond to Christianity when they had been
stripped of their land and their culture” (Ryan,
1996:152). The Lord Bishop of Adelaide, in evidence to
a Select Committee on Aborigines 1860, went even
further:
It is necessary for their salvation to Christianize them if
we can ... I would rather they died as Christians than
drag out a miserable existence as heathens. I believe
the race will disappear either way. (Cited by Stone,
1974:75).

Of course, if the Aborigines were really human, de-
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scended from Adam and Eve, then like all of humanity
they had originally known and worshipped the true
God and lived in a state of “comparative civilization”;
and to the degree that a people had lost its knowledge
of God, so it had sunk into savagery. The way to improve a people intellectually, and raise them once again
to a civilised state, was to Christianise them. Modern
creationists have uttered similar sentiments. Thus John
Mackay:
The current status of the races, which varies from stone
age to space age, from animal worship and spirit worship to Christianity, is not a result of innocent ignorant
people searching for improvement. It is a direct consequence of whether the ancestors of any race worshipped
the living God or deliberately rejected Him. There is no
such thing as a primitive race evolving upwards...

While non-Christian peoples
...are not primitives in need of education and technical
aid so that they can understand the Gospel, but spiritual degenerates in need of the gospel of the Creator
Christ so they can appreciate education and the relevance of technology. (Mackay, 1984:11,12)

Which brings us to other non-white peoples
J D Lang, the Presbyterian minister whose views on
Aborigines were quoted above, in 1857 went on record
as being opposed to Chinese women being allowed to
join the men on the goldfields:
We don’t want the flat faces, the pug noses, the yellow
complexions, the small feet, and the long tails multiplied a thousand-fold amongst us, as they would very
soon be if the Chinese ladies came to us as well... A few
years of unlimited Chinese immigration... would swamp
the whole European population of these colonies.
(Quoted in Day, 1996:148-149).

Present-day racist organisations in Australia, as
briefly described by Lyndall Crisp (1989), include:
• National Action, led by Jim Saleam, convicted several times for violent activities, not to mention for insurance fraud;
• the Australian Nationalist Movement, formerly,led
by Jack Van Tongeren, now in prison for bombing a
Chinese restaurant;
• the Australian League of Rights, which agrees with
the aims of NA and the ANM, but claims not to hold
with violence: “We’re trying to face it in a constructive
Christian context”;
• the Logos Foundation, a fundamentalist Christian
organisation;
• organisations like Greypower have been infiltrated
by racist organisations; and the founder of Women
Who Want to be Women, Jacki Butler, is as opposed to
Asian immigration as she is to abortion (Crisp, 1989).

Yes, evolutionists can be racists, too
All that happened as a consequence of the Darwinian
revolution was that non-white races became, instead
of the children of Ham or different species altogether,
more primitive than whites read, less completely
human. Gould (1981) described this process in some
detail, and I won’t go over it here, except to point out
that, as the “yellow race” or Mongoloids became more
and more economically visible their status rose as well,
even above (well, slightly above) the whites. And so it
is in the most recent manifestation of pseudoscientific
racism. This is the work of J P Rushton, a Canadian
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psychologist, who has propounded the Differential K
Theory, which “directly links gamete production with
brain size and both to a constellation of other life-history
attributes” (Rushton, 1988:1018). K and r are terms from
evolutionary ecology, standing for Carrying Capacity
and Reproductive Rate respectively: a species whose
reproductive rate is low and whose population is fairly
constant, inferentially related to the carrying capacity
of its environment, is said to be K-selected, while one
with a high reproductive rate is said to be r-selected.
The chimpanzee, who may have about five zygotes in
her entire lifetime, and the sturgeon, who produces 20
million, illustrate these extremes. On the whole, Kselected organisms have longer childhoods, and are
more intelligent.
Rushton divides humanity into three races, Negroid,
Caucasoid and Mongoloid, and arranges them along
the r-K spectrum in that order. Negroids, he says, are
more fertile, mature more rapidly, have a looser social
organisation, are more aggressive, more impulsive,
more sexually active, smaller-brained and less intelligent; Mongoloids are just the opposite, and Caucasoids
are in between though nearer to Mongoloids.
Several authors have examined Rushton’s model,
and I make no apology for relying on my own critique
here (Groves, 1990). Briefly, I raised the following
points:
1. The term “race”.
Anthropologists have argued for nearly 250 years over
how many races there are, or if race is a meaningful
category at all. Rushton declares that there are three
races, full stop. He never considers Saharan people,
Somalis, Bushmen, Pygmies, Andamanese, Central
Asians, Southeast Asians, New Guineans, Aboriginal
Australians, Pacific Islanders, Ainu, American Indians
or numerous other peoples who fall uneasily, if at all,
into the three-major-race categorisation; indeed his
sample of Negroids, Caucasoids and Mongoloids is,
with some exceptions, restricted to their representation
in North America, hence Americans of West African,
European and Chinese origin respectively. Any
differences within races, he says, do not count, because
this “obfuscates hierarchical order”, which is
tantamount to admitting that the only way he can get
his results is to lump the data until he has got the answer
he wants.
2. The concept of intelligence.
Psychologists have argued for most of the 2Oth century
over whether “intelligence” is a unitary concept, and if
so whether IQ measures it adequately, and if so whether
it has a predominantly genetic basis. Rushton takes all
three steps for granted, and cites studies that find the
IQ correlates with head size. So they do, but the highest
correlation in any study is 0.30. If one thinks that those
correlated variables have a cause-and-effect
relationship, we can calculate a Coefficient of
Determination, which is the square of the correlation
coefficient, and in this case would be 0.09 - so a
maximum of 9 percent of the variation in IQ would be
explicable by the variation in head size.
3. Brain size.
Rushton says that Mongoloids have bigger brains, on
average, than Caucasoids, who have much bigger
brains than Negroids. Brain size is most conveniently
measured as cranial capacity: that is, the volume inside
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the skull. You pour sand, or birdseed, or lead shot, into
the braincase, then pour it out into a measuring cylinder.
(The resulting volume is a slight overestimate, as about
50cc is accounted for by cerebrospinal fluid). A rough
average capacity for a human skull would be about
1400cc. Rushton takes two different anthropologists’
sets of figures and comes up with the following mean
capacities: Mongoloid 1448, Caucasoid 1408, Negroid
1334. He ignores the sexual size difference (men exceed
women of the same population by some 100- 150cc),
and the very large differences within these gross
categories (which of course he claims does not count).
Earlier anthropologists were fascinated by brain size
differences, and have left us a vast corpus of data;
assuming for the sake of argument that their
measurements are always comparable, we find that,
yes, most Negroid populations’ capacities are on the
low side, and most Mongoloid populations’ are on the
high side, but there are vast exceptions. Restricting
ourselves to just males, one of the largest mean
capacities of any population measured is 1570cc, for
the Xhosa (viva Mandela!); one of the smallest, 1359cc,
for the Tyroleans (sorry, Adolf).
4. Maturation rate.
There are studies, cited by Rushton, that have found
that Negroid babies start walking at 11 months on
average; Caucasoids, at 12 months; Mongoloids, at 13
months. There are studies that find that Negroids
become sexually mature earlier, that they have a shorter
gestation, and that they have more twins. There are also
studies, not cited by him, that show that gestation
lengths vary with age, marital status, socioeconomic
status and health, and that age of sexual maturity and
twinning rates vary enormously between populations
within a single race.
5. Sexuality.
Rushton found some statements that confirmed his
belief in different reproductive rates: that Mongoloid
tribes and nationalities are more sexually restrained
than Caucasoids, while Negroids are less so, and
ignored others from the same sources (especially Ford
& Beach, 1951) that pointed in just the opposite direction
(the Ashanti of Ghana, for example, are said to have a
sexually “restrictive” society, while the Inuit are
“permissive”). He also says that Negroid men have
larger penises, but does not say what this has to do with
reproductive rate and fertility.
6. Social organisation.
In America, as Rushton says, more blacks (“Negroids”)
per head of population are in mental institutions, abuse
drugs, and get arrested for both violent and white-collar
crime; and fewer Orientals (“Mongoloids”). Rushton
did not investigate the degree to which this might itself
be a result of racism, via both poverty and the attitudes
of police and the courts. Other authors did, and found
that socioeconomic circumstances had a great deal to
do with it: once education, earnings, purchasing power
and domestic crowding are taken into account, black/
white differences vanish altogether. As elsewhere,
Rushton is entirely unaware of the world outside North
America: Australian figures show that African
immigrants have a noticeably low crime rate.

continued p 16...
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Oates’ theory of Reverse Speech: an update
Jane Curtain & Mark Newbrook
Summary of original paper (the Skeptic 17:3):
David Oates claims to have discovered a language
phenomenon which he has labelled Reverse Speech
(RS). According to Oates, during speech two messages
are communicated simultaneously: one forwards and
heard and responded to consciously, and the other (RS)
in reverse and heard and responded to unconsciously.
RS can allegedly be heard as clear, grammatical
statements mixed in amongst gibberish.
The content of reversals is nearly always related to
the forward dialogue, and often accentuates the forward speech. It also reveals unspoken thoughts which
may be in contradiction to forward speech; therefore,
it can be an effective tool to discover unspoken truths.
Oates conducted an experiment which produced
results suggesting that untrained listeners are able to
hear RS. This experiment was replicated by the authors and the results - as well as Oates’ many naive
claims regarding language - suggest that RS is illusory.
Victorian Skeptics and academic colleagues get a taste
of Reverse Speech
We have presented our material on RS on a number of
occasions: at a Monash Linguistics staff seminar in late
1997; at a Victorian Skeptics talk in May 1998 at Asti’s
restaurant in Carlton, and at the Applied Linguistics
Association of Australia conference in Brisbane in July
1998. To our delight, the audiences have been very
appreciative of our investigations, and helpful with
their comments.
David Oates and Art Bell
An American contact sent us a tape of Art Bell’s
interview with David Oates. It was claimed that the
reversals on the tape were especially clear; many of
them purportedly related to NASA’s alleged interest
in the now debunked ‘Face on Mars’.
We found these reversals no clearer than Oates’ original favourite reversals, and in some cases ludicrously
unclear. Oates again tells his listeners in advance what
they should expect to hear.
Talking backwards on the web
Our work on RS has attracted much attention on the
web. We have accessed a .wav file of examples of RS to
which our attention was drawn by an American RS
enthusiast. Of the four examples, only one appeared
to us to contain anything remotely intelligible, and that
one was already known to us because it appears
repeatedly on Oates’ tapes. Our familiarity with it
obviously contributed to our ability to hear it; on the
other hand, it is one of the rare cases where a reversed
sequence in English genuinely does resemble a
corresponding forward sequence, albeit only four
syllables in length: it is Bob Dole’s reversal ‘It’s an
honour’. Nothing intelligible could be heard in the
other three examples. We were not entirely sure
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whether they were regarded by our contact as
containing ‘genuine’ RS, and indeed, in accordance with
his wishes, we have refrained from posting our results
to the relevant website, at least until others have had a
chance to analyse the examples.
Other Reverse Speech websites
On several websites and chat lines, etc, Oates has been
publicly accusing us of being both wrong and
fraudulent. Naturally we have responded to these
accusations; his criticisms of our experiment appear
confused and unfounded. Oates has also unreasonably
accused us of not responding to his ‘rebuttal’ of our
paper, which had been posted to a website of which
we were originally unaware. In our response we noted
that he could easily have contacted us directly at any
time if he really wanted our comments.
More recently, our attention was drawn to a cluster
of websites associated with the Reverse Speech Newsletter and DORSA (David Oates Reverse Speech Alliance).
Oates’ son and another RS devotee in Gippsland are
trying to set up a chapter of DORSA in Victoria. Neither of them appreciated our attempts at dialogue. A
DORSA member in England posted a request for information about linguists and psychologists interested in
RS on the DORSA bulletin board, and we responded,
directing readers to our paper. This too was not appreciated, and we have been abused by Oates and others
for several crimes of which we are innocent, notably
dishonesty, deception, issuing threats of legal action,
writing in a style exhibiting “a trace of that up-right
up-tight uncommitted and enigmatic sort of scholarly
stink”, sitting on a “self created paper throne”, showing “blatant disrespect” of Oates and his theories, misrepresenting him in various ways and being insulting
and rude to both him and his son. The RS Newsletter
editor also suggested that we should be reported to
Monash for writing to Oates Junior as we did. We were
completely puzzled (but quite amused) by these accusations but we posted a final response summarising our
position, defending ourselves and lamenting the
unscholarly and nasty tone of the site. On the other
hand, we have been pleased to receive some positive
feedback on the web as a result of this correspondence.
A Reverse Speech devotee right under our noses
One of our Monash Students (to our alarm) presented
himself as an RS devotee, and asked us to listen to a
tape which supposedly contained a three-syllable
reversal of his own speech. The quality of the tape was
so bad that the forwards speech was barely intelligible,
and the alleged reversal (for which we were not
prompted) proved utterly unconvincing. Needless to
say, we strongly encouraged this student to read some
critical literature (including our own) on the subject.
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Publications, fringe:
One of DORSA’s two local members, Lynn Willmott,
announced on the web that she was writing an article
for Spiritual Links magazine. We noted that she has
already published a ludicrously uncritical piece on the
Face on Mars in the same journal, and we alerted the
editors in Geelong to the dubious status of the RS
theory. To our surprise (and delight) they have
subsequently decided not to publish Lynn’s article on
RS.
Michael Oates (David Oates’ 18 year old son) has
recently published an article on RS in the magazine
Exposure, which advocates fringe belief systems and
conspiracy theories. However, this article was apparently (at least in part) written by David Oates. The persona of the writer changes quite dramatically between
the first and the second pages - unless this 18 year old
has been studying RS since the age of six, has been living in California for a number of years, and has raised
twin daughters as a “single dad”. Towards the end of
the article, the persona switches back to Oates Junior.
Amusingly, Oates Junior announced his publication on
the website, and Oates Senior praised him for his outstanding efforts. We were surprised that the editor had
not noticed the anomalies, and we pointed them out to
him.
Exposure printed our letter but, once again, made
major editing errors. The letter was clearly from both
of us but was attributed only to Jane. Furthermore, the
editor did not acknowledge that there had been any
misrepresentation. We wrote again pointing out these
mistakes.
Mutiny on the RS Bounty
We have noticed with some amusement that recently
the RS organisations (including DORSA) have met with
a series of major problems: (1) “BJ”, the DORSA
president, has resigned after a major financial dispute
with David Oates; (2) Karen Boone, Oates’ fiancee and
greatest advocate, has broken off the engagement and
has resigned from the RS organisation; (3) According
to Oates, the RS organisation is currently in “survival
mode” financially. Is it too much to hope that this is
the beginning of the end for David Oates and Reverse
Speech?
Reverse Speech hits the academic press
We are pleased to announce that a new version of our
paper, intended for linguists and forensic linguists, has
been accepted for publication in the peer-reviewed
journal Forensic Linguistics.
Concluding comments
Despite all the claims of Oates and his devotees, the
verdict on RS must remain negative unless much better
evidence can be produced. It has still not been shown
that independent analysts (as opposed to Oates’
swooning students) can hear reversals without
prompting. There is also no evidence that Oates or
others can obtain from samples of RS (without access
to the corresponding forwards speech) any specific
information which they could not obtain by orthodox
means. Oates’ use of RS in counselling and in the legal
domain, and the commercial nature of his enterprise,
continue to trouble us - as does his ignorance of basic
linguistics, surely most unfortunate in one proposing
a radically new theory of language.
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... Race from p 14
7. r and K.
Ecologists have argued for over thirty years whether
the r-K distinction is really valid. It is perhaps valuable,
if one realises that it is an oversimplification. But when
all is said and done, it is a concept of evolutionary
ecology. Rushton’s use of the concept entirely misses
the ecological connection: for him it concerns entirely
“progress”; K-selected means “more evolved”, for are
not humans the most K-selected of all mammals?
Hence, Mongoloids (with Caucasoids not far behind)
are “more evolved” than Negroids. Actually, it is a
model of density-dependant natural selection. The idea
is that in an unpredictable environment there will be
bad times, with episodes of mass mortality, and
reproductive rates will need to be high so that the
population can take advantage of the good times and
“bounce back” quickly (r); in a stable environment a
population will conserve its resources by breeding
slowly, and a high proportion of those born will survive
(K). That’s all - no inference of “more” or “less” evolved.
In Rushton’s claims, like those of any pseudoscientist, we find correct statements jumbled up with halftruths and total inaccuracies, and without detailed
analysis we’d never be able tell which is which; once a
pseudoscientist gets the bit between his teeth everything is interpreted in a single-minded (and simpleminded) fashion and what doesn’t fit gets swept away
out of sight. Now there may be a genetic basis to differences in maturation rates, or fertility, between people,
even between whole populations; there may even be a
genetic basis to mental differences. But one cannot find
out whether there is or not by using flimsy arguments,
and one cannot pile one flimsy argument on another
and then claim that one has discovered a universal
truth. The shocking, appalling history of racism shows
what that type of thinking led to, and still leads to.
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Bad scams, good scams, better scams
Richard Lead
On April 30 this year you received a professional
looking letter on expensive paper. It introduced you to
Mr Harry Williams, a successful Stock Market trader.
Harry accurately predicted the October 1987 stock
market crash, the Asian woes of 1997, and the Russian
bond default of 1998.
Harry writes that, after years of research, he has written a computer program which can accurately predict short-term share price movements.
As evidence, he advises his computer
has predicted BHP is currently overpriced
at $15.00 and will shortly fall. He recommends you invest $1,000 in BHP May 98
$15.00 put options, currently trading at
$0.40 each.
Naturally, you throw the letter away.
On 29 May you received a second letter from Harry, congratulating you on your
$2,000 profit. Driven by curiosity, you open
the financial pages of your morning
newspaper and observe BHP is currently
trading at only $13.68. The put options Harry recommended at $0.40 are today worth $1.32. Your original
$1,000 would indeed now be worth over $3,000.
Harry advises his computer has signalled News
Corp as a short term buy at its current $9.85 trading
price, and recommends you invest your $3,000 in News
Corp June 98 $10.00 call options.
Naturally, you throw the letter away.
On 30 June you received your third epistle from
Harry, and yes, your investment would have grown to
almost $17,300 after all transaction costs. Harry’s computer now signals a buy for Westpac at $9.85 and Harry
recommends your $17,300 be invested in Westpac July
98 $10.00 call options at $0.28.
You don’t throw the letter away, but you don’t invest. You are an Australian Skeptic.
July 31 rolls around, and without opening Harry’s
familiar envelope you open your newspaper and ruefully note the options are worth $0.41 and your $1,000
investment would now be worth $25,000. Harry’s letter predicts a slump in the value of ANZ shares from
their current $10.67 and he recommends your $25,000
be invested in ANZ August 98 $10.50 put options at
$0.20.
You do nothing.
On August 31 you can barely resist slashing your
wrists. ANZ has indeed slumped to $8.83 and the options are worth $1.67. You would now have $207,000
had you not been so driven by inertia. Harry’s computer recommends St George Bank October 98 $10.50 call
options.
Your are almost relieved when Harry’s September
letter reveals your phantom portfolio has only grown
by $51,000 for the month. Harry’s computer (and by
now you mentally refer to it as God) recommends your
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$257,000 portfolio be invested in BHP October 98 $12.00
calls options.
You do nothing, and seriously consider subscribing
to Prayer News.
On 30 October 1998, the last trading day before the
National Conference of the Australian Skeptics, BHP
traded $1.52 higher than on 30 September. By yet again
ignoring Harry’s advice you have lost another monthly trading profit – this time by
some $363,000. Your original $1,000 would
now be worth a refreshing $620,177 after all
transaction costs.
And you, gentle reader, are about to be
scammed.
Readers may immediately object and
argue I have merely researched historical
share and option prices to produce this result – and they are right. But I can do it using future stock market movements as well
– in the next six months I can make readers
of the Skeptic very rich indeed.
But, as they say, there is a catch.
The scam
Harry is using one of the many variations of the
probability swindle.
Harry started with a mailing list of 100,000 names,
dividing them into two groups. On April 30 he advised
the first group BHP shares would rise; the second group
that they would fall.
The trick in this technique is to select shares whose
prices are volatile. This makes it almost certain they
will end the month either higher or lower than the starting price. The last thing Harry wants is price stability.
By 29 May, BHP prices fell, so the first group of
names was simply discarded and never written to
again. The 50,000 remaining were similarly divided into
two groups, and so on and so on until by 30 October
only 1563 targets remained. But 1,563 people have now
had six profits in a row, and a percentage of these people believe Harry and his computer will make them
rich.
Hey – I didn’t claim I could make you all rich!
How much must Harry scam to cover his costs? If
you examine the captioned calculations you will see
each successful target has cost Harry $1,534. This assumes a mailing list cost of $10 per name and a communication cost of $1 per letter. Feel free to cavil about
these numbers – the principal is the same. If we assume
50% of the surviving targets will bite, Harry has to relieve them of only $1,500 each to break even.
The sting
This is only limited by our imagination.
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How about:
Offer to sell the 1,563 targets the magic software, to
let them trade as often they like. If you care to look at
the stock market pages of your newspaper you will see
advertisements for just such software. I have examined one such fantasy and it sells for $8,500. It is utterly
preposterous.
If 50% of Harry’s remaining targets fall for this,
Harry will clear a healthy $5.4 million profit. Or...
Offering to trade on their behalf. The usual charge
is 20% of the gains and none of the losses. If you invest
your retirement savings in such a proposal, Homer
Simpson’s brother offers some good advice – discarded
pizza boxes are an excellent source of cheese. Or ...
Sell them a stock market newsletter. Some of these,
usually written by “the world’s greatest investment
adviser,” sell for many thousands of dollars per year.
And isn’t it amazing just how many of them predicted
the crash of October 1987.
Are scams within the Skeptics’ bailiwick?
It is the same lack of critical thinking, and the same refusal
to accept reality in the teeth of evidence, which likens
the victims of scams to the believers in the paranormal,
in UFOs, in a six-thousand-year-old universe, and all
the rest of it. Not to mention the community service
we are providing by publicising such activities. So I
submit financial scamsters are fair game for us.
What is the difference between a scam and a fraud?
Scams are not necessarily illegal, although most do in
practice break a number of laws. Just as beauty is in
the eye of the beholder, what constitutes a scam is a
matter of opinion.
Is Amway a scam or a legitimate marketing strategy?
Readers may have seen the numerous newspaper
advertisements “work from home using your computer.” The promoters are usually selling computer programs for picking the winner of the next horse race.
Scam, or legitimate product?
Those perpetrating the scam may genuinely believe
in their product and they are doing the right thing by
their victims.
The title of this paper is “Scams – bad, good, better”. This is an artificial distinction of course, and is
only my personal classification. Let me hasten to add
there is no such thing as a “good” scam – anything
which separates a victim from his money, and with
equal importance, anything which enriches villains, is
to be deplored. But some scams are more fun to watch
than others.
As you read about the following victims, try to imagine yourself living in a universe as kind to you as the
one these people obviously believe they inhabit. A universe where total strangers vie to make you rich; a universe where you can earn a six-figure annual income
from the comfort of your own home, with nothing more
than a PC or a saucepan; a universe where an invisible
god answers prayers, and nobody’s auntie ever dies of
rectal cancer.

Bad scams

The old aphorism “you can’t cheat an honest man”
contains a grain of truth, but is nonetheless rubbish.
You can indeed cheat an honest man, and this is what I
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categorise as a bad scam. Such victims are naive but
otherwise blameless. The number of such scams is
legion (the Internet is infested with them), thanks to
the endless supply of turkeys.
You’ve won a $10,000 prize – send a $50 handling fee.
Work from home – send $50 for an information pack.

Let’s review such a scheme/scam in detail.
The kefir kerfuffle - a new age scam
A scamster does not always know he is a scamster and
may genuinely believe in his product and his methods.
In 1994 a Queensland car salesman named John
Donovan heard of an amazing health substance called
kefir, made from fermented milk. This yoghurt-like glop
is easily made in suburban kitchens.
John placed advertisements in suburban newspapers, spouting new age “organic” messages while touting the usual fanciful promises of riches. For an upfront licence fee of only $2,000, John’s $2 company (The
Good Life Company and Friends Pty Ltd) promised to
pay participants $106 per kilogram for a minimum
monthly 131 kilogram quota of kefir. Kefir’s per kilogram manufacturing cost in suburban kitchens is negligible. It sounds like the ideal “work from home” business we all crave, returning over $150,000 per year per
quota.
All may have gone well, had there actually been a
cocainesque market for this product. John showed all the
signs of being a true believer, and set up expensive displays in trade shows all around the world, touting the
benefits of this new age health product.
As kefir sales hovered close to zero and as kefir purchases at $108 per kilogram continued remorselessly,
the Good Life Company and Friends Pty Ltd only remained solvent by selling additional production quotas - for $4,000, then for $10,000, then for $14,000. Buyers of earlier quotas for $2,000 were so pleased with
their monthly cash flows they purchased further quotas at the higher prices - and told their friends and family of the wonderful business opportunity.
Some Ponzi Schemes are better disguised than others, but no matter how sincere their promoters, they
will stop collapsing the day an anti-gravity machine is
perfected. In October 1996 the Good Life Company and
Friends Pty Ltd was placed under Administration, with
debts to quota holders for contracted future kefir purchases (at $108 per kilogram) of some $55 million.
The company’s warehouse contained 70 tonnes of
kefir, for which it had paid quota holders some $7.5
million. This was eventually sold as fertiliser for $3,000.
John Donovan skased after his company collapsed.
His last reported sighting was in India, where the Australian Securities and Investments Commission report
he is currently attempting a similar kefir project in conjunction with an Amway distributorship. This
concatenation of endeavours conspicuously fails to trigger my boggle reflex. I suspect he is a complete idiot.
Were the 300 victims of this folly themselves blameworthy? I feel they were not. But while researching this
financial tragedy I wandered (cunningly disguised as
a fat geezer) into three Sydney health food stores. None
had heard of kefir. It seems none of the victims bothered with this elementary background check before
forever parting with their quota fees.
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Good scams
Under my unilateral definition, a “good” scam relies
on the victims’ credulity and greed, but not on their
dishonesty.
My column in the Skeptic (18/2) outlined the 50%
per annum interest promised by the Wattle Group. It is
hard to see how the victims were not duped with the
willing help of their greed and credulity.
And there are so many others:
A Gulf War scam
Readers probably remember Sir Joh Bjelke Petersen and
his nuclear-powered car. How can we ever forget the
farce – the media gathered around, cameras rolling,
waiting for the first demonstration of a car running on
water. All thanks to a new breakthrough in cold fusion.
But alas, the inventor had left his keys at home!
That inventor was Stephen Horvarth, and hundreds
of investors lost several million dollars in his cold fusion follies.
In 1991 the Kuwaiti oilfields were aflame, thanks to
Sadam Hussein. Stephen Horvarth and his son,
Andrew, claimed to have the technology to effortlessly
extinguish oilwell fires, using a device mounted on the
back of a 4-wheel-drive.
The easiest person to scam is the victim of a previous scam, and Horvarth approached those who had
previously lost money in his cold fusion frolic. He incorporated a company called Fireclub Pty Ltd and offered investors shares at $10,000 each. His promotional
literature (containing a single page) inferred the Kuwaiti government had contracted with Fireclub to extinguish 100 blazing wells at $25 million per well. Easy
money, as the magic device could extinguish each fire
in four minutes!
Investors were told they could each expect $14,000
from every extinguished well, returning them a pleasing $1.4 million on their $10,000 investment.
And 653 raving loonies bought $1.25 million worth
of Fireclub shares (many investors who did not have
$10,000 bought part interests in shares). But it gets worse
– this $1.25 million did not land in Fireclub’s bank.
Horvarth had previously bought 125 shares in the company for $1 each, and these he sold to the investors for
$10,000 each, returning him a profit of just under a million percent for his troubles.
Needless to say, there was no contract with the Kuwaitis, Fireclub went into liquidation, the investors lost
all their money, and amid the con fusion (sorry) the
bulk of the $1.25 million disappeared overseas.
Horvarth was subsequently declared bankrupt.
International Dateline Report
Prostitution is honoured as the world’s oldest
profession. Selling worthless pieces of papyrus is
probably the second.
In 1988 a group of slick Canadian telephone
scamsters set up a “boiler room” operation in a Caribbean tax haven. Using mailing lists of professionals in
all parts of the world, they began an unsolicited mailing of a professional newsletter called International Dateline Report. This newsletter touted investment advice
on large multinationals as well as smaller unknown
companies. Readers were urged to invest in some of
these small companies. In each weekly newsletter the
price of these companies’ shares rose strongly.
After several months, the readers received a person-
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alised letter, seeking their feedback on the International
Dateline Report and inquiring whether they would like
to remain on the free mailing list. All they had to do
was return a free subscription form, with work and
home telephone numbers a compulsory requirement.
And every week the Report urged readers to invest
in a number of the small companies, and every week
their share prices soared.
Then came the 3am phone calls from the other side
of the world, with an alert and persuasive salesman on
one end of the phone and a befuddled, hypnagogic target on the other. The targets were told the values of
certain shares were about to explode and they “must
buy now – send your money by telegraphic transfer to
our bank [in a tax haven!] first thing in the morning.”
Interpol investigators estimate over 10,000 victims
fell for this scam and parted with at least US$150 million. The companies these victims bought shares in,
needless to say, did not actually exist, or if they did,
were valueless empty shells.
Twenty people were eventually arrested, but the
$150 million could not be traced through a network of
banks in various secretive tax havens. Ten thousand
professional people learned how to de-create their
wealth by telephone.
Prime Bank Guarantees
Most people have little understanding of bank
financing. Conspiracy theorists regularly excoriate
banks. Banks are widely reviled and mistrusted.
In this milieu, the Prime Bank Guarantee scam has
been widely successful.
A Prime Bank Guarantee is a bank certificate with a
stated face value, which “one hundred of the world’s
prime banks” will honour. So if someone buys merchandise from you for (say) $1 million and pays you with a
$5 million Prime Bank Guarantee maturing in June next
year, you have made a tidy profit on the deal and can
call on any one of the world’s leading banks for payment. And next June you will discover there is no such
thing as a Prime Bank Guarantee and you have traded
your $1 million merchandise for a piece of paper.
It is extraordinary how many investors and businesses have fallen for this scam. As you read this, there
are doubtless thousands of people around the world,
happily waiting for the maturity date to arrive.
One optimistic American tried to sell me such a
document in 1995. The Prime Bank Guarantee was for
US$60 trillion. He eventually admitted buying it for
US$250,000 and left my office somewhat crestfallen.

Better scams
I struggle to feel any sympathy for a person who is
scammed thanks to his own dishonesty. Healthy profits
can be made luring people to join you on the Dark Side
of the Force.
Buy your own bank
Readers who have visited Europe have not passed
through the country known as The Ecclesiastical State
of Melchizedek, quite possibly because no such country
exists. A group of scamsters will, for around US$20,000
(less, if you haggle) establish your own Melchizedek
bank and provide you with 100 Prime Bank Guarantees.
Full instructions are provided on how you can then sell
these documents to suckers.
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I have seen their documentation. It is highly professional and expensively printed.
In 1995 the scamsters announced they had purchased a Pacific island (which would be renamed
Melchizedek) on which they planned to establish a tax
haven and tourist resort. In their literature they even
gave the exact latitude and longitude of this island. Out
of curiosity I dug out an Admiralty chart, which showed
the “island” as a navigation hazard. At low tide it is
only 20 feet under water.
Your success at selling your bank’s Prime Bank
Guarantees will determine whether you have been
scammed, or are yourself a scamster.
One word says it all - Nigeria
The redoubtable Harry Edwards detailed the Nigerian
Letter scam in the Skeptic, (17/4 and 18/1).
Victims receive a letter or fax from a Nigerian, introducing himself as a senior government official, with
access to US$50 million or so. He makes no bones about
what he intends doing with this money – he intends to
steal it. But he needs a foreign bank account to transfer
the funds out of Nigeria, and if he can use the victim’s
bank account, he will let them keep $15 million or so
for their effort. All the victim has to do it to provide his
bank account details, along with three letterheads
signed in blank!
Don’t scoff – Interpol estimates US$200 million is
lost per year to this scam.
I collect these letters (normal people collect stamps)
and have a stack about five centimetres deep. Rarely a
month goes by without a local bank manager sending
to me yet another client who is trying to transfer funds
to Nigeria. And I have not always been able to disabuse them of their folly, with responses including:
Yes, those letters are frauds, but this one is genuine
You’re just saying this so you can have the funds deposited in your own account
Next week I will take you for a drive in my new Turbo
Bentley.

And for their willingness to help defraud the Nige-

rian government they deserve our scorn, not our sympathy, for their losses.
Credit card scams
What could be better than a credit card which you need
never repay?
A group calling itself Global Interactive Investment
Club is offering Visa cards with a US$4,000 credit limit.
Anyone can apply, and there are no credit checks made
before the card is issued. The cards are supported by
an offshore bank in a Caribbean tax haven. They rely
on the public’s ignorance of banking, and claim “…
offshore banks have the ability to lend out more than
100 times what has been deposited in the bank and
therefore they are inclined to be much more liberal in
their lending and/or financing policies.” Offshore
banks’ ability to feed the multitude with five loaves
and two fishes has yet to be independently verified.
Just in case the targets aren’t thinking dishonestly,
their promotional literature points their minds in the
right direction. “What would stop a member from
spending the $4,000 and not paying it back? Nothing –
however, the experience of credit card issuers is that
only a very small percentage of people do that.”
So – let’s apply for our cards, spend the US$4,000
on beer, and thumb our noses at the trusting fools.
The application fee is only US$150 – send your international bank draft to the tax haven today.
Piggyback scam
You can try the ultimate “better” scam yourself at no
cost whatsoever.
If you examine the captioned costing of the “probability scam” below you see the scamster needs around
$1.2 million to get the project under way. A neat scam
is to simply approach your target, explain how you intend to swindle a group of turkeys using the probability scam, but complain you don’t have the funds. How
about a partnership – your brains and his money.
And you won’t even need to skase. When you simply keep his money, to whom can he complain?

Probability Scam
Sample Size
Mailing list cost - per name
Cost per communication
Success rate per communication

100,000
$10
$1.00
50%
Scam success
Rate

No of
Victims

Break even
Amount $

Month

Letters

Cost $

Apr-98

100,000

1,100,000

May-98

50,000

50,000

10%

5,000

230

Jun-98

25,000

25,000

15%

3,750

313

Jul-98

12,500

12,500

20%

2,500

475

Aug-98

6,250

6,250

30%

1,875

637

Sep-98

3,125

3,125

40%

1,250

958

Oct-98

1,563

1,563

50%

781

1,534

1,198,438
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The ‘Information Challenge’
Richard Dawkins
In September 1997, I allowed an Australian film crew
into my house in Oxford without realising that their
purpose was creationist propaganda. In the course of a
suspiciously amateurish interview, they issued a
truculent challenge to me to “give an example of a
genetic mutation or an evolutionary process which can
be seen to increase the information in the genome.” It
is the kind of question only a creationist would ask in
that way, and it was at this point I tumbled to the fact
that I had been duped into granting an interview to
creationists – a thing I normally don’t do, for good
reasons. In my anger I refused to discuss the question
further, and told them to stop the camera. However, I
eventually withdrew my peremptory termination of the
interview as a whole. This was solely because they
pleaded with me that they had come all the way from
Australia specifically in order to interview me. Even if
this was a considerable exaggeration, it seemed, on
reflection, ungenerous to tear up the legal release form
and throw them out. I therefore relented.
My generosity was rewarded in a fashion that anyone familiar with fundamentalist tactics might have
predicted. When I eventually saw the film a year later1,
I found that it had been edited to give the false impression that I was incapable of answering the question about
information content2. In fairness, this may not have
been quite as intentionally deceitful as it sounds. You
have to understand that these people really believe that
their question cannot be answered! Pathetic as it sounds,
their entire journey from Australia seems to have been
a quest to film an evolutionist failing to answer it.
With hindsight – given that I had been suckered
into admitting them into my house in the first place –
it might have been wiser simply to answer the question. But I like to be understood whenever I open my
mouth – I have a horror of blinding people with science – and this was not a question that could be answered in a soundbite. First you have to explain
the technical meaning of ‘information’. Then the relevance to evolution, too, is complicated – not really
difficult but it takes time. Rather than engage now in
further recriminations and disputes about exactly what
happened at the time of the interview (for, to be fair, I
should say that the Australian producer’s memory of
events seems to differ from mine), I shall try to redress
the matter now in constructive fashion by answering
the original question, the ‘Information Challenge’, at
adequate length – the sort of length you can achieve
in a proper article.
1

The producers never deigned to send me a copy: I completely forgot about it until an American colleague called it to my attention.
2
See Barry Williams (1998): ‘Creationist deception exposed’, The
Skeptic 18, 3, pp 7-10, for an account of how my long pause (trying to
decide whether to throw them out) was made to look like hesitant
inability to answer the question, followed by an apparently evasive
answer to a completely different question.
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Information
The technical definition of ‘information’ was introduced
by the American engineer Claude Shannon in 1948. An
employee of the Bell Telephone Company, Shannon was
concerned to measure information as an economic
commodity. It is costly to send messages along a
telephone line. Much of what passes in a message is
not information: it is redundant. You could save money
by recoding the message to remove the redundancy.
Redundancy was a second technical term introduced
by Shannon, as the inverse of information. Both
definitions were mathematical, but we can convey
Shannon’s intuitive meaning in words.
Redundancy is any part of a message that is not informative, either because the recipient already knows
it (is not surprised by it) or because it duplicates other
parts of the message. In the sentence ‘Rover is a poodle
dog’, the word ‘dog’ is redundant because ‘poodle’ already tells us that Rover is a dog. An economical telegram would omit it, thereby increasing the informative proportion of the message. ‘Arr JFK Fri pm pls mt
BA Cncrd flt’ carries the same information as the much
longer, but more redundant, ‘I’ll be arriving at John F
Kennedy airport on Friday evening; please meet the
British Airways Concorde flight’. Obviously the brief,
telegraphic message is cheaper to send (although the
recipient may have to work harder to decipher it –
redundancy has its virtues if we forget economics).
Shannon wanted to find a mathematical way to capture the idea that any message could be broken into
the information (which is worth paying for), the redundancy (which can, with economic advantage, be deleted
from the message because, in effect, it can be reconstructed by the recipient) and the noise (which is just
random rubbish).
‘It rained in Oxford every day this week’ carries relatively little information, because the receiver is not surprised by it. On the other hand, ‘It rained in the Sahara
desert every day this week’ would be a message with
high information content, well worth paying extra to
send. Shannon wanted to capture this sense of information content as ‘surprise value’. It is related to the
other sense – ‘that which is not duplicated in other
parts of the message’ – because repetitions lose their
power to surprise. Note that Shannon’s definition of
the quantity of information is independent of whether
it is true. The measure he came up with was ingenious
and intuitively satisfying. Let’s estimate, he suggested,
the receiver’s ignorance or uncertainty before receiving
the message, and then compare it with the receiver’s
remaining ignorance after receiving the message. The
quantity of ignorance-reduction is the information content. Shannon’s unit of information is the bit, short for
‘binary digit’. One bit is defined as the amount of information needed to halve the receiver’s prior uncertainty, however great that prior uncertainty was (mathematical readers will notice that the bit is, therefore, a
logarithmic measure).
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In practice, you first have to find a way of measuring the prior uncertainty – that which is reduced by
the information when it comes. For particular kinds of
simple message, this is easily done in terms of probabilities. An expectant father watches the Caesarian
birth of his child through a window into the operating
theatre. He can’t see any details, so a nurse has agreed
to hold up a pink card if it is a girl, blue for a boy. How
much information is conveyed when, say, the nurse
flourishes the pink card to the delighted father? The
answer is one bit – the prior uncertainty is halved.
The father knows that a baby of some kind has been
born, so his uncertainty amounts to just two possibilities – boy and girl – and they are (for purposes of
this discussion) equal. The pink card halves the father’s
prior uncertainty from two possibilities to one (girl). If
there’d been no pink card but a doctor had walked out
of the operating theatre, shook the father’s hand and
said “Congratulations old chap, I’m delighted to be the
first to tell you that you have a daughter”, the information conveyed by the 17 word message would still be
only one bit.
Computer information
Computer information is held in a sequence of noughts
and ones. There are only two possibilities, so each 0 or
1 can hold one bit. The memory capacity of a computer,
or the storage capacity of a disc or tape, is often
measured in bits, and this is the total number of 0s or
1s that it can hold. For some purposes, more convenient
units of measurement are the byte (8 bits), the kilobyte
(1000 bytes or 8000 bits), the megabyte (a million bytes
or 8 million bits) or the gigabyte (1000 million bytes or
8000 million bits). Notice that these figures refer to the
total available capacity. This is the maximum quantity
of information that the device is capable of storing. The
actual amount of information stored is something else.
The capacity of my hard disc happens to be 4.2
gigabytes. Of this, about 1.4 gigabytes are actually
being used to store data at present. But even this is not
the true information content of the disc in Shannon’s
sense. The true information content is smaller, because
the information could be more economically stored. You
can get some idea of the true information content by
using one of those ingenious compression programs
like ‘Stuffit’. Stuffit looks for redundancy in the
sequence of 0s and 1s, and removes a hefty proportion
of it by recoding – stripping out internal predictability.
Maximum information content would be achieved
(probably never in practice) only if every 1 or 0
surprised us equally. Before data is transmitted in bulk
around the Internet, it is routinely compressed to reduce
redundancy.
That’s good economics. But on the other hand it is
also a good idea to keep some redundancy in messages,
to help correct errors. In a message that is totally free
of redundancy, after there’s been an error there is no
means of reconstructing what was intended. Computer codes often incorporate deliberately redundant ‘parity bits’ to aid in error detection. DNA, too, has various error-correcting procedures which depend upon
redundancy. When I come on to talk of genomes, I’ll
return to the three-way distinction between total information capacity, information capacity actually used,
and true information content.
It was Shannon’s insight that information of any
kind, no matter what it means, no matter whether it is
true or false, and no matter by what physical medium
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it is carried, can be measured in bits, and is translatable into any other medium of information. The great
biologist J B S Haldane used Shannon’s theory to compute the number of bits of information conveyed by a
worker bee to her hivemates when she ‘dances’ the location of a food source (about 3 bits to tell about the
direction of the food and another 3 bits for the distance
of the food). In the same units, I recently calculated
that I’d need to set aside 120 megabits of laptop computer memory to store the triumphal opening chords
of Richard Strauss’s ‘Also Sprach Zarathustra’ (the ‘2001’
theme’) which I wanted to play in the middle of a lecture about evolution. Shannon’s economics enable you
to calculate how much modem time it’ll cost you to email the complete text of a book to a publisher in another land. Fifty years after Shannon, the idea of information as a commodity, as measurable and
interconvertible as money or energy, has come into its
own.
DNA information
DNA carries information in a very computer-like way,
and we can measure the genome’s capacity in bits too,
if we wish. DNA doesn’t use a binary code, but a
quaternary one. Whereas the unit of information in
the computer is a 1 or a 0, the unit in DNA can be T, A,
C or G. If I tell you that a particular location in a DNA
sequence is a T, how much information is conveyed
from me to you? Begin by measuring the prior
uncertainty. How many possibilities are open before
the message “T” arrives? Four. How many possibilities
remain after it has arrived? One. So you might think
the information transferred is four bits, but actually it
is two. Here’s why (assuming that the four letters are
equally probable, like the four suits in a pack of cards).
Remember that Shannon’s metric is concerned with the
most economical way of conveying the message. Think
of it as the number of yes/no questions that you’d have
to ask in order to narrow down to certainty, from an
initial uncertainty of four possibilities, assuming that
you planned your questions in the most economical
way. “Is the mystery letter before D in the alphabet?”
No. That narrows it down to T or G, and now we need
only one more question to clinch it. So, by this method
of measuring, each ‘letter ’ of the DNA has an
information capacity of 2 bits.
Whenever prior uncertainty of recipient can be expressed as a number of equiprobable alternatives N,
the information content of a message which narrows
those alternatives down to one is log2N (the power to
which 2 must be raised in order to yield the number of
alternatives N). If you pick a card, any card, from a
normal pack, a statement of the identity of the card carries log252, or 5.7 bits of information. In other words,
given a large number of guessing games, it would take
5.7 yes/no questions on average to guess the card, provided the questions are asked in the most economical
way. The first two questions might establish the suit.
(Is it red? Is it a diamond?) the remaining three or four
questions would successively divide and conquer the
suit (is it a 7 or higher? etc.), finally homing in on the
chosen card. When the prior uncertainty is some mixture of alternatives that are not equiprobable, Shannon’s
formula becomes a slightly more elaborate weighted
average, but it is essentially similar. By the way, Shannon’s weighted average is the same formula as physicists have used, since the nineteenth century, for entropy. The point has interesting implications but I shall
not pursue them here.
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Information and evolution
That’s enough background on information theory. It is
a theory which has long held a fascination for me, and
I have used it in several of my research papers over the
years. Let’s now think how we might use it to ask
whether the information content of genomes increases
in evolution. First, recall the three way distinction
between total information capacity, the capacity that is
actually used, and the true information content when
stored in the most economical way possible. The total
information capacity of the human genome is measured
in gigabits. That of the common gut bacterium
Escherichia coli is measured in megabits. We, like all
other animals, are descended from an ancestor which,
were it available for our study today, we’d classify as a
bacterium. So perhaps, during the billions of years of
evolution since that ancestor lived, the information
capacity of our genome has gone up about three orders
of magnitude (powers of ten) – about a thousandfold.
This is satisfyingly plausible and comforting to human
dignity. Should human dignity feel wounded, then,
by the fact that the crested newt, Triturus cristatus, has
a genome capacity estimated at 40 gigabits, an order of
magnitude larger than the human genome? No,
because, in any case, most of the capacity of the genome
of any animal is not used to store useful information.
There are many nonfunctional pseudogenes (see below)
and lots of repetitive nonsense, useful for forensic
detectives but not translated into protein in the living
cells. The crested newt has a bigger ‘hard disc’ than
we have, but since the great bulk of both our hard discs
is unused, we needn’t feel insulted. Related species of
newt have much smaller genomes. Why the Creator
should have played fast and loose with the genome
sizes of newts in such a capricious way is a problem
that creationists might like to ponder. From an
evolutionary point of view the explanation is simple
(see The Selfish Gene pp 44-45 and p 275 in the Second
Edition).
Gene duplication
Evidently the total information capacity of genomes is
very variable across the living kingdoms, and it must
have changed greatly in evolution, presumably in both
directions. Losses of genetic material are called
deletions. New genes arise through various kinds of
duplication. This is well illustrated by haemoglobin,
the complex protein molecule that transports oxygen
in the blood.
Human adult haemoglobin is actually a composite
of four protein chains called globins, knotted around
each other. Their detailed sequences show that the four
globin chains are closely related to each other, but they
are not identical. Two of them are called alpha globins
(each a chain of 141 amino acids), and two are beta
globins (each a chain of 146 amino acids). The genes
coding for the alpha globins are on chromosome 11;
those coding for the beta globins are on chromosome
16. On each of these chromosomes, there is a cluster of
globin genes in a row, interspersed with some junk
DNA. The alpha cluster, on Chromosome 11, contains
seven globin genes. Four of these are pseudogenes,
versions of alpha disabled by faults in their sequence
and not translated into proteins. Two are true alpha
globins, used in the adult. The final one is called zeta
and is used only in embryos. Similarly the beta cluster,
on chromosome 16, has six genes, some of which are
disabled, and one of which is used only in the embryo.
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Adult haemoglobin, as we’ve seen contains two alpha
and two beta chains.
Never mind all this complexity. Here’s the fascinating point. Careful letter-by-letter analysis shows that
these different kinds of globin genes are literally cousins of each other, literally members of a family. But
these distant cousins still coexist inside our own genome, and that of all vertebrates. On a the scale of
whole organism, the vertebrates are our cousins too.
The tree of vertebrate evolution is the family tree we
are all familiar with, its branch-points representing
speciation events – the splitting of species into pairs
of daughter species. But there is another family tree
occupying the same timescale, whose branches represent not speciation events but gene duplication events
within genomes.
The dozen or so different globins inside you are
descended from an ancient globin gene which, in a remote ancestor who lived about half a billion years ago,
duplicated, after which both copies stayed in the genome. There were then two copies of it, in different
parts of the genome of all descendant animals. One
copy was destined to give rise to the alpha cluster (on
what would eventually become Chromosome 11 in our
genome), the other to the beta cluster (on Chromosome
16). As the aeons passed, there were further duplications (and doubtless some deletions as well). Around
400 million years ago the ancestral alpha gene duplicated again, but this time the two copies remained near
neighbours of each other, in a cluster on the same chromosome. One of them was destined to become the zeta
of our embryos, the other became the alpha globin
genes of adult humans (other branches gave rise to the
nonfunctional pseudogenes I mentioned). It was a similar story along the beta branch of the family, but with
duplications at other moments in geological history.
Now here’s an equally fascinating point. Given that
the split between the alpha cluster and the beta cluster
took place 500 million years ago, it will of course not
be just our human genomes that show the split – possess alpha genes in a different part of the genome from
beta genes. We should see the same within-genome
split if we look at any other mammals, at birds, reptiles, amphibians and bony fish, for our common ancestor with all of them lived less than 500 million years
ago. Wherever it has been investigated, this expectation has proved correct. Our greatest hope of finding a
vertebrate that does not share with us the ancient alpha/beta split would be a jawless fish like a lamprey,
for they are our most remote cousins among surviving
vertebrates; they are the only surviving vertebrates
whose common ancestor with the rest of the vertebrates
is sufficiently ancient that it could have predated the
alpha/beta split. Sure enough, these jawless fishes are
the only known vertebrates that lack the alpha/beta
divide.
Gene duplication, within the genome, has a similar
historic impact to species duplication (‘speciation’) in
phylogeny. It is responsible for gene diversity, in the
same way as speciation is responsible for phyletic diversity. Beginning with a single universal ancestor, the
magnificent diversity of life has come about through a
series of branchings of new species, which eventually
gave rise to the major branches of the living kingdoms
and the hundreds of millions of separate species that
have graced the earth. A similar series of branchings,
but this time within genomes – gene duplications –
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has spawned the large and diverse population of clusters of genes that constitutes the modern genome.
The story of the globins is just one among many.
Gene duplications and deletions have occurred from
time to time throughout genomes. It is by these, and
similar means, that genome sizes can increase in evolution. But remember the distinction between the total
capacity of the whole genome, and the capacity of the
portion that is actually used. Recall that not all the
globin genes are actually used. Some of them, like theta
in the alpha cluster of globin genes, are pseudogenes,
recognizably kin to functional genes in the same genomes, but never actually translated into the action language of protein. What is true of globins is true of most
other genes. Genomes are littered with nonfunctional
pseudogenes, faulty duplicates of functional genes that
do nothing, while their functional cousins (the word
doesn’t even need scare quotes) get on with their business in a different part of the same genome. And there’s
lots more DNA that doesn’t even deserve the name
pseudogene. It, too, is derived by duplication, but not
duplication of functional genes. It consists of multiple
copies of junk, ‘tandem repeats’, and other nonsense
which may be useful for forensic detectives but which
doesn’t seem to be used in the body itself.
Once again, creationists might spend some earnest
time speculating on why the Creator should bother to
litter genomes with untranslated pseudogenes and junk
tandem repeat DNA.
Information in the genome
Can we measure the information capacity of that
portion of the genome which is actually used? We can
at least estimate it. In the case of the human genome it
is about 2% – considerably less than the proportion of
my hard disc that I have ever used since I bought it.
Presumably the equivalent figure for the crested newt
is even smaller, but I don’t know if it has been measured.
In any case, we mustn’t run away with a chauvinistic
idea that the human genome somehow ought to have
the largest DNA database because we are so wonderful.
The great evolutionary biologist George C Williams has
pointed out that animals with complicated life cycles
need to code for the development of all stages in the
life cycle, but they only have one genome with which
to do so. A butterfly’s genome has to hold the complete
information needed for building a caterpillar as well
as a butterfly. A sheep liver fluke has six distinct stages
in its life cycle, each specialised for a different way of
life. We shouldn’t feel too insulted if liver flukes turned
out to have bigger genomes than we have (actually they
don’t).
Remember, too, that even the total capacity of genome that is actually used is still not the same thing as
the true information content in Shannon’s sense. The
true information content is what’s left when the redundancy has been compressed out of the message, by the
theoretical equivalent of Stuffit. There are even some
viruses which seem to use a kind of Stuffit-like compression. They make use of the fact that the RNA (not
DNA in these viruses, as it happens, but the principle
is the same) code is read in triplets. There is a ‘frame’
which moves along the RNA sequence, reading off three
letters at a time. Obviously, under normal conditions,
if the frame starts reading in the wrong place (as in a
so-called frame-shift mutation), it makes total nonsense:
the ‘triplets’ that it reads are out of step with the meaningful ones. But these splendid viruses actually exploit
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frame-shifted reading. They get two messages for the
price of one, by having a completely different message
embedded in the very same series of letters when read
frame-shifted. In principle you could even get three
messages for the price of one, but I don’t know whether
there are any examples.
Information in the body
It is one thing to estimate the total information capacity
of a genome, and the amount of the genome that is
actually used, but it’s harder to estimate its true
information content in the Shannon sense. The best
we can do is probably to forget about the genome itself
and look at its product, the ‘phenotype’, the working
body of the animal or plant itself. In 1951, J W S Pringle,
who later became my Professor at Oxford, suggested
using a Shannon-type information measure to estimate
‘complexity’. Pringle wanted to express complexity
mathematically in bits, but I have long found the
following verbal form helpful in explaining his idea to
students.
We have an intuitive sense that a lobster, say, is more
complex (more ‘advanced’, some might even say more
‘highly evolved’) than another animal, perhaps a millipede. Can we measure something in order to confirm
or deny our intuition? Without literally turning it into
bits, we can make an approximate estimation of the
information contents of the two bodies as follows. Imagine writing a book describing the lobster. Now write
another book describing the millipede down to the
same level of detail. Divide the word-count in one book
by the word-count in the other, and you have an approximate estimate of the relative information content
of lobster and millipede. It is important to specify that
both books describe their respective animals ‘down to
the same level of detail’. Obviously if we describe the
millipede down to cellular detail, but stick to gross anatomical features in the case of the lobster, the millipede
would come out ahead.
But if we do the test fairly, I’ll bet the lobster book
would come out longer than the millipede book. It’s a
simple plausibility argument, as follows. Both animals
are made up of segments – modules of bodily architecture that are fundamentally similar to each other,
arranged fore-and-aft like the trucks of a train. The
millipede’s segments are mostly identical to each other.
The lobster’s segments, though following the same
basic plan (each with a nervous ganglion, a pair of appendages, and so on) are mostly different from each
other. The millipede book would consist of one chapter describing a typical segment, followed by the phrase
‘Repeat N times’ where N is the number of segments.
The lobster book would need a different chapter for
each segment. This isn’t quite fair on the millipede,
whose front and rear end segments are a bit different
from the rest. But I’d still bet that, if anyone bothered
to do the experiment, the estimate of lobster information content would come out substantially greater than
the estimate of millipede information content.
It’s not of direct evolutionary interest to compare a
lobster with a millipede in this way, because nobody
thinks lobsters evolved from millipedes. Obviously no
modern animal evolved from any other modern animal. Instead, any pair of modern animals had a last
common ancestor which lived at some (in principle)
discoverable moment in geological history. Almost all
of evolution happened way back in the past, which
makes it hard to study details. But we can use the
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‘length of book’ thought-experiment to agree upon
what it would mean to ask the question whether information content increases over evolution, if only we had
ancestral animals to look at.
The answer in practice is complicated and controversial, all bound up with a vigorous debate over
whether evolution is, in general, progressive. I am one
of those associated with a limited form of yes answer.
My colleague Stephen Jay Gould tends towards a no
answer. I don’t think anybody would deny that, by any
method of measuring – whether bodily information
content, total information capacity of genome, capacity of genome actually used, or true (‘Stuffit compressed’) information content of genome – there has
been a broad overall trend towards increased information content during the course of human evolution from
our remote bacterial ancestors. People might disagree,
however, over two important questions: first, whether
such a trend is to be found in all, or a majority of evolutionary lineages (for example parasite evolution often
shows a trend towards decreasing bodily complexity,
because parasites are better off being simple); second,
whether, even in lineages where there is a clear overall
trend over the very long term, it is bucked by so many
reversals and re-reversals in the shorter term as to undermine the very idea of progress. This is not the place
to resolve this interesting controversy. There are distinguished biologists with good arguments on both
sides.
Supporters of ‘intelligent design’ guiding evolution,
by the way, should be deeply committed to the view
that information content increases during evolution.
Even if the information comes from God, perhaps especially if it does, it should surely increase, and the increase should presumably show itself in the genome.
Unless, of course – for anything goes in such addlebrained theorising – God works his evolutionary miracles by nongenetic means.
Perhaps the main lesson we should learn from
Pringle is that the information content of a biological
system is another name for its complexity. Therefore
the creationist challenge with which we began is tantamount to the standard challenge to explain how biological complexity can evolve from simpler antecedents, one that I have devoted three books to answering
(The Blind Watchmaker, River Out of Eden, Climbing Mount
Improbable) and I do not propose to repeat their contents here. The ‘information challenge’ turns out to be
none other than our old friend: “How could something
as complex as an eye evolve?” It is just dressed up in
fancy mathematical language – perhaps in an attempt
to bamboozle. Or perhaps those who ask it have already bamboozled themselves, and don’t realise that it
is the same old – and thoroughly answered – question.
The Genetic Book of the Dead
Let me turn, finally, to another way of looking at
whether the information content of genomes increases
in evolution. We now switch from the broad sweep of
evolutionary history to the minutiae of natural
selection. Natural selection itself, when you think about
it, is a narrowing down from a wide initial field of
possible alternatives, to the narrower field of the
alternatives actually chosen. Random genetic error
(mutation), sexual recombination and migratory
mixing, all provide a wide field of genetic variation:
the available alternatives. Mutation is not an increase
in true information content, rather the reverse, for
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mutation, in the Shannon analogy, contributes to
increasing the prior uncertainty. But now we come to
natural selection, which reduces the ‘prior uncertainty’
and therefore, in Shannon’s sense, contributes
information to the gene pool. In every generation,
natural selection removes the less successful genes from
the gene pool, so the remaining gene pool is a narrower
subset. The narrowing is nonrandom, in the direction
of improvement, where improvement is defined, in the
Darwinian way, as improvement in fitness to survive
and reproduce. Of course the total range of variation is
topped up again in every generation by new mutation
and other kinds of variation. But it still remains true
that natural selection is a narrowing down from an
initially wider field of possibilities, including mostly
unsuccessful ones, to a narrower field of successful
ones. This is analogous to the definition of information
with which we began: information is what enables the
narrowing down from prior uncertainty (the initial
range of possibilities) to later certainty (the ‘successful’
choice among the prior probabilities). According to this
analogy, natural selection is by definition a process
whereby information is fed into the gene pool of the
next generation.
If natural selection feeds information into gene
pools, what is the information about? It is about how
to survive. Strictly it is about how to survive and reproduce, in the conditions that prevailed when previous generations were alive. To the extent that present
day conditions are different from ancestral conditions,
the ancestral genetic advice will be wrong. In extreme
cases, the species may then go extinct. To the extent
that conditions for the present generation are not too
different from conditions for past generations, the information fed into present-day genomes from past generations is helpful information. Information from the
ancestral past can be seen as a manual for surviving in
the present: a family bible of ancestral ‘advice’ on how
to survive today. We need only a little poetic licence to
say that the information fed into modern genomes by
natural selection is actually information about ancient
environments in which ancestors survived.
This idea of information fed from ancestral generations into descendant gene pools is one of the themes
of my new book, Unweaving the Rainbow. It takes a
whole chapter, ‘The Genetic Book of the Dead’, to develop the notion, so I won’t repeat it here except to say
two things. First, it is the whole gene pool of the species as a whole, not the genome of any particular individual, which is best seen as the recipient of the ancestral information about how to survive. The genomes of
particular individuals are random samples of the current gene pool, randomised by sexual recombination.
Second, we are privileged to ‘intercept’ the information if we wish, and ‘read’ an animal’s body, or even its
genes, as a coded description of ancestral worlds. To
quote from Unweaving the Rainbow: “And isn’t it an
arresting thought? We are digital archives of the African Pliocene, even of Devonian seas; walking repositories of wisdom out of the old days. You could spend
a lifetime reading in this ancient library and die unsated
by the wonder of it.”

For the response from the producer of From a Frog to
a Prince, to our story “Creationist deception exposed”
(18/3) and our reply, see page 60, this issue
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Divining test 1998
Bob Nixon
The search continues for a
tion”. Each diviner examined
paranormal claim that will
the area, using their divining
stand up to controlled testing.
tool, to ensure there was no inOn Sunday November 8, 1998
terference from the box itself or
two diviners, John Dickie and
anything underground. The
Shane
Quinn
offered
target was then placed in every
themselves for testing, and we
position in turn, with the divingathered in the grounds of
er’s knowledge, and both men
Monash University for the
found they were able to detect
event.
it without difficulty.
Both men claim the ability to
Each diviner was tested
divine water, and agreed to an
separately, but the protocols
identical test protocol, so a few
were identical. There were
weeks ago Roland Seidel and
twenty passes through the folGrant Stevenson set to work and
lowing routine:
constructed a test rig for the ocThe placement team used a
casion. A masterpiece of carpendie to select which of the four
try was the result, a box about
possible location would hold
fifteen centimetres high, two
the target. The Skeptic memmetres long and one metre
ber of the team (Mark
wide. The removable top was
Newbrook and Richard
marked into four equally sized
Cadena respectively) then
areas. Prior to the test a screen
placed the target, while the
of flexible plastic was attached,
challenger’s friend observed
behind which the target could
to ensure it matched the ranbe placed in complete secrecy.
dom selection. The location
The target for this test was a
was noted, and the placement
PVC pipe, sealed at each end
team left the area.
and filled completely with waThe divining team then
ter.
moved onto the field and the
This was the first of the chaldiviner made his selection for
Diviners John Dickie (l) and Shane Quinn (r) testing the
equipment.
lenges that incorporated our latthe location of the target. The
est modification to
Skeptic member of
the rules, the requirethis team (Roland
ment that a “chalSeidel and Grant
lenger’s friend” take
Stevenson), made a
part to oversee all
note and this team
those aspects of the
moved out of sight.
test which are not
Both diviners used
viewable by the chaltwo metal rods as
lenger himself. John
their tool, and both
Dickie the younger
chose to walk over
took this role for his
the top of the box
father, while Shane’s
during the search.
wife Susanne joined
Only Shane rethe second test. Our
ported difficulty,
umpire was Prodos
and then only on
Marinakis, who’s raone of the passes.
dio show The Prodos
Following their
Connection features
test, each man was
science and critical
asked to go through
thinking.
the calibration phase
Prior to the comonce again, with the
mencement of the
target being placed
in positions 1 and 3,
test, each diviner
with his knowledge.
signed the identical
This was done in ordeclaration used for
John Dickie runs a test under the scrutiny of Roland Seidel.
der to ensure that
the test of Jason Worthing earlier this year, which states ments to their abilities. The last for- there had been no deterioration of the
that, in short, there were no impedi- mality was what is termed “calibra- test area during the testing phase.
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ened the procedure and imBoth men found the target as easily
proved the process. The role of
as they had before the test.
umpire is critical to this procIn conversation following
ess and we were lucky to have
their individual test, Shane
Prodos on hand.
Quinn reported that he was
Last but by no means least, I
highly confident that he had
have to thank John Dickie and
been successful, despite havShane Quinn. Both men knew
ing trouble with one pass. John
that previous tests had ended
Dickie indicated that he was
unsuccessfully for the diviners,
less than confident, largely due
yet their belief in their abilities
to the fact that he had been
is sincere and they were detertesting himself using much the
mined to prove to we Skeptics
same protocol we had been
that the power is real. While it’s
discussing for many weeks
true that the potential reward
and which is described above.
was great, they risked looking
He found he was able to
foolish and, perhaps worse,
achieve only chance success
something none of us is preunder these conditions. Depared to accept easily, wrong. I
spite this, John is a believer in
hope they found the experience
his ability to divine and long
worthwhile. Both men grabefore the test had told me that
ciously accepted the result
even a failure on his part
without demur, and declared
would not shake this belief.
that the test had been a fair one.
John gave instruction to sevI have to say that, given a
eral Skeptics and spectators in
completely free hand, I would
the divining art, and a high
eliminate people like John and
percentage felt the rods move
Shane from being tested in this
without apparent conscious
way. Both men are honest and
action on their part.
were motivated by more than
When the second test was
the offer of a cash prize, neither
complete we tallied the results
has ever made a dollar from his
for both men. Each diviner B o b N i x o n o b s e r v e s t h e t e s t s , w i t h P r o d o s M a r i n a k i s k e e p i n g a
divining ability, nor has plans
watchful eye on procedings.
achieved a result of four corto do so. The people the chalrect selections from the twenty
lenge is designed to spotlight
passes, which is roughly what
are too worldly wise to allow
pire, a job which he took seriously and
chance would predict.
carried out with total impartiality. He themselves to be drawn into a conSpecial thanks are due to Grant and made several valuable suggestions trolled test. They know the process is
Roland for their work on the rig, during the testing phase which tight- a fair one which cannot easily be
which is likely
cheated or a failure
to feature in
explained away.
similar tests in
The simple fact is,
the future, to
while we receive a
M a r k
great many inquirNewbrook,
ies from a wide
R i c h a r d
range of claimants,
Cadena, Greg
the vast majority of
Keogh and
them stop talking to
B e l i n d a
us when they have
Timmins from
to make a specific
the Vic comclaim or come to
mittee and to
understand the naMonash stuture of the test. The
dents Toby
challenge is not difSeidel, Julian
ficult if the power beMathews, Tim
ing tested actually exBetz and Colin
ists. It is impossible
Jacobs who
when no such
came along as
power exists.
spectators and
I’ll leave it to the
found themreader to decide
selves roped
how those potential
into the job of
challengers who
lifting lids and
run a mile see themarranging
selves. However
p l a s t i c
John and Shane see
sheeting to hide a man positioning a
themselves and their powers, they
Our
thanks
to
John
Gadd
for
water pipe.
can rest assured that we have no arthe photographs and to Brian
Particular thanks go to Prodos
gument with their sincerity.
deKretzer for the cartoon.
Marinakis for taking on the most onerous of the jobs on offer, that of um-
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Testing a healer
Alynda Brown & Jennifer Roche
Alynda
Well, there I was, sitting at my desk, minding my own
business when suddenly the ubiquitous mobile called
for my attention.
“Hello?”
“Hi, is that Alynda?”
“Yes”
“Alynda this is Darren Ally from Today Tonight” GULP!
“Uh - hi Darren - what can I do for you?”
“Well we’re doing a story on a faith healer and Karen
Stollznow said that you might help us”
(Gee - thanks very little Karen! )
What they wanted to do was a follow up of the story
that Karen had started on the Alternative Practitioners
and they wanted to send someone in to see a faith
healer, Judith Collins, undercover. Well, we’ve done
this kind of thing before and the story tends to be
somewhat similar. We send in a healthy person who
has been checked out by a registered physician and
given a clean bill of health. Then we confront the AP
and they try to wriggle out by saying that these things
(Liver problems, congested lymph glands, suppressed
immunity etc) cannot be picked up using conventional
tests.
This, as they say in the classics, gave me seriously
to think. Misdiagnosing healthy people is one thing.
All that will happen is that the healthy person will
spend some money (sometimes a lot of money) buying
treatments which do no good but generally will do no
harm.
What about people who have something seriously
wrong with them? If they are misdiagnosed for something serious, even life threatening, or if they are told
that they have been cured of a condition and stop taking their medication - what then? So I rang my good
friend Jennifer Roche.
“Hi Jen. Guess what? Today Tonight just rang me
and they want me to help them with an investigation
on an Aura Reader?” - Fishing line is cast.
“Really? You know, I’ve always wondered what one
of these people would say about me with my condition” - Hooked!
“Yeah....well.....funny you should say that.....” - Reel
‘em in!
Jennifer
I was conned from start to finish. Alynda rang all
sweetness and light, with stories of testing some New
Age Faith Healer, all I had to do was hint at interest in
the story and it was all over bar the shouting. To cut a
long story short, here I was nursing my Mixed
Connective Tissue Disorder, minding my own business
one day, suddenly to find lights, camera, action the next!
If it weren’t so serious it would have been comical.
I have long held the belief that New Age Healing is
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basically harmless and, in fact, in conjunction with
Western Medicine may even give the desperate and
dying, if not hope, perhaps some comfort. However,
leaving aside the cost factor, the opportunity to
misdiagnose a seriously ill person, and rob he or she of
the opportunity for every possible endeavour at recovery is fundamentally wrong. At best utilise all forms of
available therapies but under no circumstances choose
anything over and above the scientifically proven.
Alynda
Since my role was to be the control group we had to
establish that I was in fact healthy. Therefore, in order
to establish that I was a healthy specimen I visited a
GP to get a clean bill of health and had blood tests taken
to verify this (I must admit I wasn’t too impressed at
having that needle sticking in me for about 10 minutes
while the TV crew shot it from several different angles).
Not only did the results show that I am OK but they
were quite tediously right in the centre of normal for
everything. This is interesting because I am carrying
some extra weight and you would have thought that I
would have at least a little higher than normal
cholesterol or blood pressure. However, fortunately for
me, the results were fine.
Jennifer
Channel 7 arrived at my house to film what I thought
were my attitudes and thoughts on the issue. We did
spend an hour or so filming just that. Then filmed
exactly what were my medical problems (I always
wanted the world to know, thanks Alynda), which are
simplistically an auto immune disease or more
specifically an over active auto immune system. This
may sound innocuous enough, however in my case it
has affected my skin, kidney (I only have the one), lungs,
oesophagus, joints, brain etc and is in many cases fatal
and no cure exists.
Then they decided a “visual clip” (movie talk) was
needed, with me and something “medical”. It was decided taking medication would be good. So I lugged
down stairs nearly all my drugs. It was then artistically
arranged on the kitchen sideboard (these added up to
a significant amount of prescription stuff including
morphine both liquid and slow release). Still they
wanted more, we then spent the next hour filming me
doing every thing from opening bottles, drawing a glass
of water then finally throwing back a hand full of pills.
And yet they wanted more, for some absolutely inexplicable reason an hour worth of me at the computer
finished up the days filming.
Alynda
My interview with Channel 7 was scheduled for the
same day as the appointments with Ms Collins. After
spending an hour or so obtaining my views on
alternative medicine they decided that they wanted
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some “health” shots of me to draw the comparison
between myself and Jennifer. So I donned my Judo
uniform and proceeded to kick the stuffing out of my
punching bag and perform all manner of contortions
to demonstrate that I am a reasonably healthy specimen.
Jennifer
Then we were off to the Healer. I might add this
woman’s practice is at Thirlmere and that is about a
million miles out of Sydney, past Picton. At least my
husband backed the Melbourne Cup winner on the way
there. He insists his methods of choosing horses are
more scientific than astrologic (sic.)
My appointment was first.
Channel 7 decided that it would be easier for the
cameraman, Murray, to come with me to handle the
“secret” handbag camera. I was delighted, feeling I
needed all my strength giving this lady the utmost opportunity to show her ability in the best light.
We were shown to a waiting room where I was asked
to fill out a form, tick the box, which named every conceivable kind of complaint and disease known to man
(I’m not sure where the diagnostician comes into play).
Whether I have lost a relative in the last 10 years and
from what cause, if I had been in an accident etc.
Finally the big moment, a very kindly looking
woman ushered us into the surgery. I will stipulate here,
that she was very pleasant, chatty and seemed to be
quite caring. I started to feel rather guilty, but thought
that if she could perform as she uttered, she had nothing to worry about.
She asked straight up what was my problem, no aura
reading, I guess she’s given that up for the more secure
position of poaching a qualified medical diagnosis. I
told her the truth that I had an auto-immune complaint.
Then she wanted to know exactly what kind, this is
where I drew the line and felt she should do a bit of
work for Channel 7s money, so I feigned ignorance of
any further information. Not to worry jump on the table and we’ll work it out. (More like it I thought.)
I lay flat on my back on a rather hard doctor’s examination table. She began by laying her hands on my
head, “The major organs of the body’s blood flow
through the head and therefore the perfect way to discover the problem”, or some such rubbish.
The first question she had was had I had a problem
with my left wrist, an old injury, maybe from childhood, perhaps just a little weakness. I had to tell the
truth that no; I’d had no such injury. Immediately we
changed the subject.
It was then to my “Thymus” gland. Apparently mine
was quite stuffed, which was most likely causing my
troubles. This gland can only be affected by stress, distress or chemical exposure (luckily she didn’t think that
chemicals were my problem).
She passed her hands down my body to rest on my
hips. This is where things really started to get interesting. After feeling both sides of my hips she declared
that I was having problems with one of my ovaries, the
other was perfectly fine, one was however starting to
have difficulties. (I am a 40-year-old woman; most of
us by this age start to have problems with our ovaries).
I specifically asked about the rest of my reproductive
organs “nothing to worry about, all was well” or words
to that affect. It was now that she lost any respect for
her so called abilities I may have had, and my feelings
of guilt departed completely.
I had a hysterectomy at 21 and both of my ovaries
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are completely non-functional, in other words I am
menopausal!
In general conversation she decided to tell us about
her visitors from
the dead, “room gets quite chockers sometimes” I
asked how they visited, in her mind or...?
“No, no they walk in the door, adults children all
kinds” apparently just for a visit! I’m not sure if they
actually open the door or just walk straight in.
Her final diagnosis was that I had been a frightened
child and that was causing some problems now. I will
tell you I have a lot of problems but timidity is not one
of them, in fact as a child I believe I was rather precocious.
I asked if it were necessary to take the medication
recommended by the doctors. At least she had the common sense to say that was my decision, but then spoilt
the first decent decision by adding that all synthetic
chemicals are taken care of by the liver, and the liver
cannot process these chemicals, so if I took the drugs I
would be in more trouble.
I specifically asked her if she treated cancer. Her answer really surprised me. No vagueness about it,
“Oh yes, I can cure all types of cancer, and have done.
In fact most of my clients are cancer sufferers!”
I would be very interested to know the legal aspect
of these statements.
She decided it was time for a little healing, which
involved placing her hands on my head for about five
minutes then over my eyes for a few more, and then of
course those tricky ovaries which apparently are now
working fine (my husband will be excited to know we
can now have those children we have never wanted.)
Finally I was allowed off the table, but by this time I
was in so much pain I couldn’t move. Even the cameraman noticed and jumped up to help me. Unfortunately the healer never noticed my dilemma.
After a brief discussion about the side effect of the
healing which would take place over the next few days,
we were ushered out the door with the comments that
usually she could heal people in a session or two but
she and I were to become great friends.(not bloody
likely.)
Channel 7 did a final interview then ultimately I was
released to take my wounded body home. It is now
three days later and the only remaining outcomes from
my session is a sore back from lying in the same position for too long and a full purse after relieving my
husband of his Melbourne Cup winnings.
Alynda
When I walked into the surgery I was the last
appointment for the day so the receptionist asked me
if I would mind settling the bill before I went in so that
she could put the cash-box away. I handed over $75 in
cash...and of course received no receipt. I had about 5
minutes to wait and I was handed a form to fill out
where I had to describe my symptoms and/or reason
for being there - great diagnostic tool. I ticked the boxes
stating that I was suffering from stress and headaches.
When I was finally ushered into the rooms I was
greeted by the ethereal strains of Vibraphone music.
When I sat down Judith Collins asked my why I had
come to see her... hmmm... not very paranormal here,
especially since she had my form in front of her. I just
told her that I was feeling tired - which is true. Mind
you, I am working one job from nine to five then on to
my second job till all hours of the night plus most week-
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ends - a computer business not what you lot might be
thinking. Add that to having a husband, three young
children a dog and a cat, it’s hardly surprising that I’m
a little tired and stressed out. Ms Collins asked me what
treatment I had had and what the doctors had told me.
I informed her that the medical advice that I had received was to sleep more and stop working so hard.
Funnily enough Ms Collins didn’t ask me any questions regarding the kind of hours I work. If she had she
would probably have been able to put her finger on
exactly the reason why I often feel tired.
Not to be put off by such a bagatelle she asked me to
lie on her diagnostic couch while she put her hands on
my chest. It seems that I have a congested Thymus
(funny - isn’t that what both Karen and Jennifer had
also?) and this is contributing to my tiredness. This
gland is affected by stress but it may also be affected
by constant exposure to computers. Computers? Is this
woman psychic after all?
Nope! Sorry, but one of the questions on the form I
filled out was ... you guessed it... Occupation. I put
down Computer Technician. When I asked what the
Thymus was and she said that most people ask that.
Apparently it’s the most important organ in the
immune system - and mine was congested. No doubt
that would have come as a surprise to the pathologists
who conducted my blood tests and found that everything was OK.
But wait!!! - there’s more!!!
Then she put her hands on my head to begin the
healing process. Why the head when the problem was
my Thymus? Well when you start at the head it will
gradually filter down over the next few days. I hope all
you ignorant medicos are taking notes - this is ground
breaking stuff. After about five minutes of this she then
moved her hand over my face to clear up my sinuses.
Sinuses? I never complained of any sinus problems.
Ah... yes... the headaches. Well having spent a great
deal of my youth playing Judo I frequently got dropped
on my head (I can just hear the chorus exclaiming “that
explains a lot”) and had pressure put on the back of
my neck through the strangulation and hold-down
techniques I had learned. So much so that I have a permanent neck condition which when stressed by things
like sitting in front of a computer screen all day gives
me headaches - at the back of my head and neck. However, according to Ms Collins, my clogged up sinuses were
causing headaches at the front of my head (she was quite
particular about this) not the back of my head.
She then asked me over what period of time I had been
putting on weight. I had to think for a minute here since I
have steadily been putting on weight since my third child
who is now 5, but it had gone up dramatically over the
last year since my non-stop lifestyle has had me grabbing
food at odd times from whichever fast food chain happened to be handy as well as being unable to exercise adequately. Incidentally these are some of the reasons why
I have started working for someone else instead of running my own business. As a result of this I am suffering
less stress now that I have been for years.
But no! It seems that my peritital gland which acts like
a valve between the stomach and the bowel was acting
up and not filtering things properly. As a result my whole
endocrine system was outa whack (could someone tell me
what your stomach has to do with your endocrine system?) and instead of stuff going out - (as in poo) - it was
coming back and being deposited around my body in the
form of fat (eww yuk) She then proceeded with the laying on of hands to clear out my clogged up bowel. After a

30

few minutes she started to talk to my bowel telling it to
hurry up (that’s not so strange ... I say similar things to
computers). She then changed the position of her hands
and moved her left hand over to my right side informing
me that her left hand had been known to burn holes in
her cancer patients. Alarmed as I was that my clothing
may catch fire I bravely stayed where I was in spite of the
discomfort I was beginning to feel in my lower back from
lying on that table for so long. All this time she kept up a
running commentary on how the kilos would start to melt
away in a few days as this naughty peritital thingy became unblocked and I would probably be happily pooing
away up to 3 times per day (oh happy thought) The hole
burning hand finally did the trick and I was able to get up
from the table. I then received the same sheet of paper
that Jennifer had been given regarding the effects of the
“healing” and left as quickly as I could since my self control had almost deserted me. The cameraman who drove
up the street to get me nodded knowingly as I collapsed
in the passenger seat convulsed in laughter.

We filmed for a few more minutes to get my reactions to the consultation and I must admit that I feel
that it is no laughing matter. Jennifer and I had just
handed over $150 to someone who:
1.As far as we can tell has no medical qualifications
whatsoever;
2. Cannot diagnose at all;
3. Is unable to spot quite obvious problems like Jennifer
being unable to get up from the table;
4. Claims that medication is likely to cause more problems.
We went in knowing exactly what to expect, but
what about those who have something seriously wrong
with them and think that they are being healed and
then do not seek qualified medical advice?
What about those who are unable to make decisions
for themselves like young children put into this position by well meaning but misguided parents?
What about the simple fact that customers are paying money for a service that does not exist?
It is likely that Ms Collins and her ilk will have all
kinds of excuses and explanations. One only hopes that
this exercise will at least persuade some to seek proper
medical advice before delivering what could be their
life or the life of their child into the hands of the faith
healer!
(This test was broadcast on Today Tonight (Ch 7, Sydney) on Tuesday, November 24)

Footnote
Our investigations into the claims of alternative
practitioners might be bearing fruit, though it might
not be precisely the fruit we are seeking.
The October 1998 issue of the Journal of the Australian Traditional-Medicine Society carries an article by
David Wiggins, under the title “Don’t get caught out
being unprofessional”, which warned members about
investigations by Australian Skeptics.
The article warns practitioners to be always be
“above board and professional” in their dealings with
clients. It also warned, “Don’t delude yourself into
believing that you alone have the answer to every health
problem” and advised readers to “Refer clients to doctors when they require medical advice”.
Good advice, as far as it goes, but it doesn’t address
the main point our investigations have revealed: that
alternative practitioners exhibit no skills at diagnosing
what is wrong with the clients in the first place.
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The Lead balloon
Richard Lead
Money Paradoxes
If there is a single attribute we subscribers have in
common, I suspect it is our epistemic hunger – the need
for brain food.
I found enchantment in Roland Seidel’s “three doors”
paradox (the Skeptic,18/2-3) and freely admit failing to
solve it. Only Roland’s patient remedial maths tutoring
caused the penny to finally drop. And this set me thinking about money and number paradoxes.
Paradoxes aggravate me. Their essential feature – a
perceived vicious circularity – is usually the product of
sloppy expression or our woolly thinking. And many
contradictory expressions labelled paradoxes are nothing of the sort. Take two common examples:
The next sentence contains a falsehood. The last sentence was the truth.
Can an omnipotent god make a rock so heavy even he
can’t lift it?
The first is not a paradox; merely two sentences which
contradict each other. The second is not just banal, it is
not even a question. Stringing a collection of words together and ending them with a curly punctuation mark
does not necessarily make a valid question, and only a
fool would attempt to “answer” such a non-question. (I
place “what is the meaning of life” in the same category,
along with “what is the colour of love,” but readers are
free to disagree.)
Many great paradoxes involve numbers. Take Richard Dawkins’ “ancestor paradox” as posed in his book
The Selfish Gene. You have 2 parents. Each of them had 2
parents, giving you 4 grandparents. Each grandparent
had 2 parents, giving you 8 great-grandparents. The
number of our ancestors doubles for each additional
generation in the past. If we assume a generation reproduces on average every 25 years then at the time of
Christ you had 2 to the power of 80 ancestors, which is
around 1.2 trillion trillion breeders.
Whenever a creationist tries to convert me to his cult,
I pose this paradox. Creationists’ minds have been conditioned to work downwards from the two naked,
fructiferous simpletons in the Garden of Eden, not to
working upwards. The solution usually evades them.
When the logic is impeccable but the results are absurd, the safest course of action is to revisit our logic.
We all had 2 parents, and 4 grandparents – but did we
all have 8 great-grandparents? First cousins sometimes
marry. Second, third, fourth cousins marrying is not
uncommon at all. So our list of ancestors only looks like
an inverted pyramid for a relatively few generations.
My favourite numerical paradox involves redheaded
typists and black crows. Carl Hempel, professor of philosophy at Princeton University, first posed Hempel’s
Paradox in 1937. In a certain office there are a number
of female typists, some of whom have red hair. Our hypothesis is that all of the redheads are married, and we
wish to test this hypothesis. Just as there is more than
one way to skin a cat, there are alternative ways of testing our hypothesis. We can boldly ask each redheaded
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typist if she is married. Alternatively, if we are too shy
for this direct approach, we can acquire a list of all unmarried typists from the Personnel Department, and
simply look at their hair when we visit them. If none
has red hair, our hypothesis is confirmed. Any arguments?
In the same way, the hypothesis ‘all crows are black’
can be tested in two ways. We can examine crows, and
every black crow we sight acts as a confirming instance
of our hypothesis 1. Alternatively, knowing the opposite of black is not white but the whole spectrum of colours called not-black, we can examine not-black objects
to see if any are crows. ‘All crows are black’ has as its
logical equivalent ‘all not-black objects are not-crows,’
and every not-black object we examine which turns out
not to be a crow serves as a confirming instance of the
‘all crows are black’ hypothesis. As the saintly Martin
Gardner2 wrote, “on rainy days an ornithologist investigating the colour of crows could continue his research
without getting his feet wet. He has only to glance
around his room and note instances of not-black objects
that are not-crows!”
The logic is impeccable, but the result is, of course,
absurd. Readers who renew their subscriptions to the
Skeptic for 1999 will find the solution to this paradox in
the Autumn journal.
These paradoxes are great brain food, but failing to
solve them costs us nothing. But there is a paradox involving money which may cost us dearly if its flaw escapes us.
You have $30,000 in a bank account earning 5%. You
wish to buy a new car for $30,000. Your friendly car salesman offers to arrange finance at 7%. What does the wise
person do – pay cash, and forego 5% interest, or keep
those funds invested and borrow the $30,000 at 7%?
Let’s see – my trusty Hewlett-Packard financial calculator tells me the monthly repayments on a $30,000
7% loan over 4 years will be $718.39. Total interest paid
over the 4 years is $4,482.59. In the meanwhile, your
$30,000 bank deposit will compound as follows:
Year
1
2
3
4

Balance
30,000
31,500
33,075
34,729

Interest 5%
1,500
1,575
1,654
1,736
6,465

Total
You will pay interest of $4,483 while earning interest
of $6,465. You will be almost $2,000 better off by borrowing. These numbers are genuine.
This nasty little hoax was first tried on me by a kitchen
salesman many years ago. Because it was very late at
night I stared at the numbers dumbly, too embarrassed
to admit I couldn’t spot the logical flaw (they call late at
night for a good reason).
Again, we are faced with impeccable logic but an
absurd result. It has to be bogus. If it worked, you could

continued p 34 ...
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Three doors of Monty Hall
Roland Seidel
Game show players, you have three doors to choose
from, one hides the prize. You choose a door. The host
says, “just before we open that door I will show you
one of the others”, (opens a door showing no prize),
“do you want to change your choice?” Is there any
advantage in changing? Yes, you double your chance
of winning.
This is the third article on this puzzle. None of us
thought it would generate such a large response but it
seems to be the history of this puzzle that it does. We’ve
received lots of letters and emails but I’ll round off the
discussion (hopefully) with some history of the puzzle, some empirical evidence and a bit of analysis of
common lines of thought.
A good description of the puzzle is in a book that
Daryl Colquhoun had at the national convention, The
Man Who Loved Only Numbers by Paul Hoffman (Fourth
Estate, London). This is a biography of Paul Erdos, an
extraordinary man, a mathematical genius whose motto
“Another roof, another proof” describes the period
when he stayed in one friend’s house after another, staying just long enough to help them solve some otherwise impenetrable maths problem and not long enough
to seriously wear out his welcome.
Mathematicians apparently all have an “Erdos
number”: 1 meaning you published a paper with Erdos;
2 meaning you published a paper with someone who
had published with Erdos, etc.
History
The puzzle was first described by Marylin vos Savant
in her column called “Ask Marylin” in Parade magazine,
September 9, 1990. It was called the Monty Hall
dilemma (Monty Hall was host of TV’s Let’s Make a Deal)
and originally had a car and two goats behind the doors.
When the solution was published, everyone who read
it thought it must be wrong.
Mathematicians from all over the planet, including
Erdos, wrote in squeaking like plucked figs, complaining about the damage to public understanding of maths
and so on. Eventually they changed their minds but
the impact of the puzzle was extraordinary.
You are utterly incorrect about the game-show question and I hope this controversy will call some public
attention to the serious national crisis in mathematical
education. E. Ray Bobo, PhD at Georgetown.
As a professional mathematician, I’m very concerned
with the general public’s lack of mathematical skills.
Please help by confessing your error ... Robert Sachs,
PhD, George Mason University.

Empirical evidence
Daryl Colquhoun, a Sydney mathematician, has run a
computer simulation that confirms that you double
your chance of winning from 1/3 to 2/3 by changing
your choice.
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Rod Langlands, from Clarkson Community High
School, Perth, sent in an email that just missed being
published last issue, which included:
You may be interested to know that I have done the
experiment with my two classes of year 9 Maths students this week and the results were as expected. I
had half the class staying with their first choice of door
and the other half of the class changing doors when
given the opportunity. There were 1300 trials in total
(both classes combined) for each of the two choices
(stay or move) and results were as follows:
Stay with first choice: 460 successes out of 1300 trials. = approx 0.35
Change doors : 891 successes out of 1300 trials. =
approx 0.685
In both cases a difference of approx 0.02 from the expected theoretical result.

The rest of us have been theorising and pontificating but thank heavens someone has had the good sense
to go out and just do the bloody thing. I think Daryl
and Rod merit some sort of award, perhaps an Occam’s
Blazer and matching hat. We should reward sensible
behaviour. Hello to Clarkson Community High School,
year 9 maths, and thank you very much.
Lines of thought
The counter arguments that were sent in were pretty
familiar; I’d tried most of them myself when I first met
this puzzle.
I think mathematicians should have a Monty Hall
Number: how long it takes them to figure out Monty
Hall. It took me a couple of weeks. You’d think the
empirical evidence would clinch it but you will find it
interesting to watch your brain wriggle and squirm
against the unwelcome, foreign feel of it. Now you
know how the astrologers feel about evidence.
“After the host opens a door it just reduces to a
choice of two: 50% each.” This would be the case if that
circumstance were arrived at by natural means. Probability describes the behaviour of random entities but
the host is not a random entity. You cannot expect ordinary probability to adequately describe what happens
next. That’s the only explanation I have for why the
result is so unexpected.
A variation on one analysis from last week goes:
Given that I choose door one.
A1 : the prize is behind door one, the host shows
door two, if I change I lose.
A2 : the prize is behind door one, the host shows
door three, if I change I lose.
B : the prize is behind door two, the host shows
door three, if I change I win.
C : the prize is behind door three, the host shows
door two, if I change I win.
Two wins, two losses, no advantage

me
me
me
me

This is not true because the four events are not
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equally likely; they do not each have a chance of 1/4. If
you draw out the decision tree you will find that A1
and A2 have 1/6 each while B and C have 1/3 each.
There was, however, a novel reminder that, while
maths describes natural events, it does not describe humans very well at all.
The analysis of the three doors paradox makes certain
assumptions:
a) the host knows which door conceals the prize
b) he only opens doors that do not conceal the prize
c) he always opens a door.
According to Cecil Adams, world’s smartest human
being, (a) and (b) are reasonable assumptions, but (c)
is not - unless the host is stupid! A more reasonable
strategy would be to always open a door when the
contestant is right and half the time when he’s wrong.
This changes the odds on switching to fifty-fifty. (Cecil
Adams, Return of the Straight Dope, pp. 189-191)
Albert Braunstein

Thank you, Albert.

Epilogue
I hope we can call this the end of the three doors. It has
been interesting being at first convinced it was wrong,
then convinced it was right, then amazed that intelligent
people could think it wrong, then remembering that I
had thought it wrong. It’s enough to drive a horse to
water.
It does give an insight into how the astrolgers feel
about evidence, though, and couldn’t we all use some
empathy there? When every intuitive nerve in your
body demands that it is true, how the hell can you digest empirical evidence to the contrary?
As Skeptics we pride ourselves on our attitude to
evidence but are we any better than average? Richard
Lead was raising all the counter arguments but, as soon
as he saw Rod Langlands note, it suddenly all made
sense. That’s the sort of response we like to see; we expect it of others - see how you go. And watch what
your brain does, watch it wriggle and squirm and swindle. After you are persuaded of the fact, look back on
your earlier arguments and see how they were constructed, see what external evidence your brain appealed to in support of its intuition - did you find analogies in other fields and other problems? did you feel
that, with your experience and training, your gut must
be right? I know I did.
After I had written the above, I decided to see what's
on the WEB - there's tons and tons. Type "Monty Hall"
into your WEB browser and be amazed at how much
there is. Yahoo has a whole section on it.
Stop Press
A second email has come in from an erstwhile
repudiator who has recanted after doing an empirical
test. Ross Martin is another candidate for the Occam’s
Blazer and it is encouraging to note that he has a not
insignificant position in the legal profession, where we
have previously noted that legal truth and scientific
truth are not necessarily the same thing. Ross has
recommended we print both emails in full but in the
interest of space I hope he will allow me to select from
the first. His second, however, is so entertaining and
illustrative that I can’t trim it - and what sort of an idiot
would I be to fiddle with the writings of a Crown
Prosecutor?
Thank you, Ross.
Ross’s first email began :
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I am sure you have received a heap of correspondence
on this. I wonder if the esteemed Seidel was hoaxing us
as a scepticism test? His analysis must be wrong. His
error is to confuse an analysis made before the injection of new information into a system with an analysis
made after new information is available.

He continued with many of the persuasive arguments we have all entertained and ended with an account of how probability and statistics have to be carefully watched in legal matters lest they lead the jury
astray.
The second email said:
Late last week, I wrote to you with a proof that Seidel’s
analysis of the 3-door paradox must be wrong. I expressed what I imagine is the standard reasoning supporting the “intuitive” conclusion that Seidel claimed
to have demonstrated to be incorrect.
It occurred to me that, while I knew that my critique
of Seidel must be correct, there was no point trading
arguments when an experiment will prove the case one
way or the other.
To my utter (and unworthy) surprise, Seidel is right.
The arrogance and presumption in my previous critique
is manifestly misplaced, and I bow my head, shamed
and embarrassed, in respect of it.
The experiment I conducted simulated the 3 door scenario, I hope accurately. I labelled 3 doors (coffee cups,
actually) Left, Middle and Right. By a throw of a die, I
randomly placed a “prize” behind one of the 3 doors.
By a second throw of the die, I made the equivalent of
a random selection on behalf of an imaginary “contestant” (actually, me with delusions of untold wealth and
a mountain of Selangor Pewter, the canonical game show
prize).
The game show host (still me, with delusions of Good
Hair) then “opened” an empty door. In most cases (approximately 2 out of 3), this “choice” of empty door to
open was no choice at all - it was forced upon me by
the fact that one door was the contestant’s guess and
the other held the prize, leaving only one left for the
host to expose. The reason for the 2 out of 3 figure is
simply that, given there is only a 1 in 3 chance of the
contestant guessing the prize correctly in his first attempt, any scenario other than a correct first guess
leads to 2 doors being unavailable to the host for the
purpose of exposing an empty door.
On those occasions when it happened that the contestant guessed correctly on the first try, the “host”
chose which of the two doors available to him was to
be exposed by toss of a coin. (In my dreams, it would
have been very nice to have the computer skills to do
all this by writing a program. I, alas, had to do it the
medieval way. There were advantages in this, I think,
because without actually handling the apparatus myself, I may not have come to the same satisfyingly
visceral understanding of my mistake.)
From this springboard experimental design, I then conducted 300 trials of the Three door paradox. (Cries of
“Get a life!” are entirely justified, but when she who
must be obeyed insists on watching old videos of Blue
Heelers, what’s a poor boy to do? There is a gratifying
passive-aggressive sense of triumph in compulsively
rattling dice during the weepy bits of the wedding scene
between Sgt Butch Bloke and Nurse Feisty Firecracker,
or whoever. But I digress).
The 300 trials were conducted according to 3 different protocols, 100 trials for each. I chose the figure of
100 because the strong difference in results predicted
by the Seidel hypothesis compared with the “intuitive”
hypothesis should have become apparent by 100 runs.
I did not do any power calculations to support this,
however.
The first protocol was to conduct the experiment for
each of the 100 trials up to the point outlined above,
where the empty door is exposed, and then to follow
the unvarying rule for the contestant to choose not to
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change his door. Under that protocol, the contestant
won 27% of the time (slightly less than Seidel predicted).
The second protocol was to do exactly the same thing,
only this time the contestant chose to change his choice
of door. Under the second protocol, the contestant won
64% of the time.
Under the third protocol, I let the toss of a coin “decide” on behalf of the contestant whether to change
his chosen door or not. Under this regimen, the contestant won 56% of the time.
I have not the skill to test these results for statistical
significance, however the gap between 27% and 64%
speaks for itself. I am now entirely confident that Seidel
is correct, notwithstanding my earlier reasoning, and
notwithstanding the minor variations from predicted
results.
The error in my previous letter became apparent almost immediately upon commencing the trials. It became obvious that once one picked a “rule” for the
contestant to follow (to change doors or, as the case
may be, not to) the outcome of the trial was determined at the point of the contestant’s first choice of
door. If the contestant chose wrongly at first (which
he did approximately 2 times out of 3) he automatically won by later following the change-of-door policy,
and automatically lost by later following the no-change
option. Thus, my assertion in my previous letter that
the choice whether or not to change doors amounted
to an independent trial was wrong - the “independence”
is an illusion.
If one follows no policy, however and randomly chooses
whether or not to change doors, then one’s results do

... Lead balloon from p31
borrow funds from a bank at 7%, lend the same funds
back to the same bank at 5%, and clear a tidy profit.
I often wonder how many people have started a lifetime of consumer-debt impoverishment thanks to this
deceptive money paradox.
The solution is simple, but not immediately obvious.
If you pay cash for the car, at the end of the first month,
you have a $30,000 car and no money in the bank – your
net worth is $30,000. If you borrow, you have $30,000 in
the bank plus a $30,000 car, less a $30,000 debt – the net
is still $30,000. But where does the first monthly repayment come from? If you pay it from your on-going income, you have reduced the debt without reducing your
bank deposit, and your net is now more than $30,000.
So clearly, we are comparing unlike things. The valid
comparison involves paying the monthly loan repayments from your investment bank account, and this produces a radically different result:
Year
1
2
3
4

Opening
Balance
30,000
22,714
15,055
7,004

Repayments
(8,621)
(8,621)
(8,621)
(8,621)

Interest 5%

Total

1,335
962
570
158
3,025

You will be out of pocket by some $1,450 if you fall
for this salesman’s trick. The commissions they receive
for arranging consumer finance explain why this artifice is so prevalent.
Purists may complain the following financial analysis is not a paradox, but readers may find it sobering
none the less. Desiree invests for her retirement $3,000
per year for 9 years. She then stops investing, having
deposited a total of $27,000 into a fund, and thereafter
spends her $3,000 per year on beer. Her twin brother
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approximate 50%, the “intuitive” figure most people
instinctively think of as correct.
So to explain the deviation from predicted figures : in
the first protocol (when the contestant invariably refused to change doors when offered the chance), the
figure of 27% simply represents exactly the occasions
when the contestant guessed correctly where the prize
was on his first try. Similarly the 64% for the second
protocol, closer to the Seidel prediction for the contestant invariably choosing to change his mind, represents all those occasions where the contestant guessed
wrong on his first try.
The last protocol contains some subtly interesting figures; if one counts the occasions where choices to
change or not led to wins or losses, the numbers were
as follows:
change/win
35
change/lose
15
no change/win
21
no change/lose 29
“Change/win” and “no change/lose” are conceptually
analogous for present purposes. When one adds those
two figures together, they represent 64% of the total
outcomes, which is quite close to Seidel’s prediction of
66%.
If you have space, you may think there is merit in
presenting both my letters as an example of the triumph of scepticism - the pursuit of evidence over mere
argument and illusory “logic”. I am both humbled and
delighted by this experience; in particular, my awe at
this impressive engine for determining truth is renewed.
Ross Martin

Kevin, a prudent accountant, invests $3,000 per year for
37 years, a total of $111,000. Both invest in the same fund
and each receives an identical 8% yield per annum. Who
retires with the larger investment?
Desiree does, of course – she retires with over
$670,000, while the hapless Kevin only receives $547,000.
How is this possible? One critical piece of information was omitted – Desiree started investing before Kevin
did. Her first annual investment was made when she
was aged 20. After 9 years, her investment balance had
grown to $40,460. Her investment income the following
year was $3,237. In that year Kevin, aged 29, started his
annual investments, contributing his $3,000 to the fund.
Desiree’s investment income exceeded Kevin’s contribution. And he can never catch up – Desiree’s investment income exceeds Kevin’s contribution plus his investment income in every subsequent year, thanks to
the power of compounding returns. To use the popular
colloquialism, her money is working for her.
This is a simplified example of course. It ignores taxation issues, and assumes a flat annual investment,
unadjusted for inflation or salary levels. Investments in
the real world are more complex. But the principal remains true.
Readers still on the immature side of 30, please take
note.
1

Scientists reading this sentence have no doubt groaned. Real scientists, as opposed to creation ‘scientists’, do not seek to verify a
hypothesis. Karl Popper emphasised the correct way to test a hypothesis is to seek to falsify it. If the subscribers to Creation Ex Nihilo
only understood this canon the creationist leaders could no longer
market their lucrative folly, and instead would be driving taxis and
flipping burgers.
2
Martin Gardner, Mathematical Puzzles and Diversions, London 1961,
as quoted by Patrick Hughes & George Brecht, Vicious Circles and
Infinity, Jonathan Cape
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Postponing death:
a review of the literature on the death-dip phenomenon
Trevor Case
Recently, Dick Smith contacted the Australian Skeptics about an article he had read in the popular media
claiming that people are apparently able to postpone
dying until after a birthday. We were curious as to
whether this claim is founded on any scientific evidence, or, like claims of patients dying in threes and
the full moon increasing crime rates, is it just another case of poor judgment?
Most of us put off today what we can do tomorrow,
but are we also capable of rescheduling death until after
we have reached a birthday, Christmas, or seen the
outcome of an election? This belief probably has its
beginnings in personal anecdotes. For example, family
stories of an ailing loved one fighting off impending
death until after seeing the birth of a grandchild are
quite common. In this case, it is assumed that the will
to live is so great that death is postponed until after the
positive event occurs.
While it is clear that stressful life events have been
linked to a large variety of ailments that shorten life, is
the reverse also true? That is, can some positive events
(such as birthdays) exert a powerful impact upon our
will to live? More specifically, is there any scientific
evidence to support this claim?
Since the early 1970s several researchers discovered
a statistically significant reduction (death-dip) in the
number of deaths occurring prior to individuals’ birthday and a subsequent rise in the number of deaths in
the month after. This finding came to be known as the
death-dip/death-rise phenomenon (Phillips & Feldman,
1973). The characteristic death-dip and death-rise was
also reported for other important ceremonious occasions such as Christmas, the Jewish Day of Atonement
and presidential elections. These events were presumed
to be of significance to a large number of people. Thus,
it was expected that people would be motivated to postpone death in order to see these events.
A dip below the average, in the number of deaths
occurring before an important ceremonial event, is suggested to be indicative of a motivation to postpone
death until after the event (Phillips & Feldman, 1973).
On the other hand, if events such as birthdays, religious
holidays, and elections were stressful, we would expect the dip in mortality to be absent, however, we
would still expect a rise in deaths after the event. So, a
dip in mortality rates immediately preceding a ceremonious occasion, accompanied by a subsequent rise in
deaths after the occasion, is required to support the
hypothesis that people are able to postpone death until after an important event.
One of the first studies to examined the death-dip/
death-rise hypothesis used samples of famous Americans and English listed in various archival documents.
Phillips and Feldman (1973) used listings of famous
people, as opposed to ordinary people because of the
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readily available birthdate and deathdate data from
their biographies. In addition, Phillips and Feldman
(1973) argued that birthdays, for the famous, are often
publicly celebrated. Moreover, the famous may receive
many gifts and other tokens of respect. In contrast, ordinary people usually received less attention on their
birthdays and would, thus, have less motivation than
the famous to see it out. Consequently, the death-dip/
death rise was expected to be more pronounced for
the famous.
Over 1300 famous people were used in Phillips and
Feldman’s (1973) sample. They calculated the number
of deaths that occurred each month prior to the birth
month, during the birth month, and each month after.
By classifying birthdate and deathdate by month, the
precision of the findings were reduced. For example,
if a person’s birthday is on March 20 but they died on
March 1 (before their birthday) they would not be registered as dying before their birthday.
Despite this lack of fidelity in categorising birthdate
and deathdate, the expected pattern of mortality was
still obtained. In the month prior to the birthmonth of
these famous people a 19% decrease in deaths was observed. In the three months after the birthday, a 14%
increase in deaths occurred. Furthermore, this deathdip/death-rise trend was more pronounced for the
most famous of the famous.
Phillips and Feldman (1973) also presented data
suggesting that the death-dip phenomenon occurred
not only for birthdays but for presidential elections (in
the United States) and for the Jewish Day of Atonement. Up coming Presidential elections may motivate
people to postpone death until after they know the outcome of the election. Likewise, Jewish people may be
motivated to postpone death until after they experience an important religious holiday.
For each of the 17 presidential election years from
1904 through 1968 the percentage of United States
deaths that occurred in the months prior to the election (September, October) were compared with the
mortality rates for the same months on non-election
years. The non-election years comparison served as a
control. A death dip was observed for 13 of the 17 election years which was advanced in support for the
death-dip hypothesis.
Using a similar procedure to that used for the election data analysis, Phillips and Feldman (1973) obtained mortality rates in New York city (Jewish population 28% in 1973) for the years that the Jewish Day of
Atonement fell between September 28 and October 3
(10 years). When compared to years in which the Jewish Day of Atonement did not fall between September
28 to October 3, a death-dip occurred in 8 of the 10
years examined. This provided additional support for
the death-dip hypothesis.
Together, Phillips and Feldman’s (1973) studies provided support for the claim that ceremonious occasions
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may have a positive impact on mortality. Specifically,
they concluded that people may fight off impending
death in order to live past important ceremonious occasions.
In another study, Kunz and Summers (1979) used a
sample of ordinary people randomly selected from the
obituaries listed in a newspaper. They also used a more
precise method of discriminating between deaths that
occurred before and after people’s birthday. They found
that there was a dip in the percentage of mortality rates
in the 3 months before birthdate (8%) and a rise in
mortality for the three months after birthdate (46.3%).
Again, the death-dip/death-rise phenomenon was
demonstrated.
Kunz and Summers (1979) found the death-dip/
death-rise phenomenon held true, not only for those
who died of natural causes, long illness, and suicide,
but also for those who died in accidents. Curiously, their
data suggests that people can postpone “accidental”
death until after a birthday. The authors explain that
many accidents may not occur simply by chance.
Rather, they may be conscious or unconscious manifestations of human will.
While there has been some empirical support for the
death-dip/death-rise phenomenon in the empirical literature many more studies have failed to replicate this
finding. In one such study, Bradshaw (1981) used a sample of 2219 famous people (much larger than Phillips
& Feldman’s sample) taken from the Webster’s American Biographies. He also used a more rigorous methodology than Phillips and Feldman (1973) by calculating
the exact number of days between the birthdate and
deathdate for each entry. Bradshaw (1981) found that
the day on which a person dies is unrelated to that individual’s day of birth.
In another study, Schultz and Bazerman (1980)
reanalysed Phillips and Feldman’s (1973) original data
using more appropriate and sensitive methods of analysis. They found that most of the reported relationships
weakened or disappeared. They concluded that for
birthdays, national elections, and religious holidays the
“...seemingly supportive data did not withstand close
scrutiny and/or appropriate reanalysis.” (p.259).
Schultz and Bazerman (1980) also raised doubts about
the representativeness of Kunz and Summers’ (1979)
data.
Most of the investigations of ceremonial occasions
and deathdate have either failed to support the deathdip/death-rise hypothesis or suggested that it held only
under very limited conditions (Alderson, 1975;
Angermeyer, Kuhn, & Osterwald, 1987; Byers et al.,
1991; Byers & Zeller, 1987; Greiner & Pokorny, 1990;
Kunz & Williams, 1983; Rago, Mason, & Cleland, 1981;
Sommers, 1989; Wasserman, 1983). For example Byers,
Zeller, and Byers (1991) used a sample of over a quarter of a million ordinary people and calculated birthdate
and deathdate using the precise methods suggested by
Schultz and Bazerman (1980). Factors such as sex, race,
marital status, and cause of death were also examined.
They found that, overall, the magnitude of the deathdip/death-rise phenomenon was very small. However,
the effect was most pronounced for people who never
married and for those who died of an ill-defined condition. It is unclear why the death-dip/death-rise
would be most pronounced for these two categories of
people.
Are the findings for the death-dip/death-rise phenomenon, albeit weak, evidence of some mysterious
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process at work? Is it mind over matter that reduces
the chance of mortality before a personally relevant
event? Well, for many categories of mortality people
do, in fact, have conscious agency over their fate
(Greiner & Pokorny, 1990). This is most obvious for the
case of suicide, which is by definition voluntary. However, accidental deaths may be reduced before an important date by taking more care and avoiding risks
than after the important date. In the same way, deaths
from medical illness may be reduced before a significant date because patients may take unusual care in
following a treatment regimen and following prescribed dietary requirement. Moreover, family and even
healthcare professionals may give a person more care
prior to an important event than after it has passed.
Personal anecdotes of loved ones successfully delaying death until after an important event may be persuasive but the empirical evidence on the death-dip/
death-rise phenomenon presents a different picture. Do
people avert death until after a birthday, or other important occasion? Maybe, but probably not. If the deathdip/death-rise phenomenon occurs at all, it is only
likely to be very small.
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How should we challenge the charlatans?
Guy Curtis
There is a tradition among skeptical experts of attending
rallies or presentations by proponents of the
pseudosciences and subsequently destroying such
charlatans’ claims with a mixture of logical and factual
scientific argument. Some of the simplicity and logic of
these arguments should, you would think, convince
anyone of the folly of the pseudoscientific point of view.
Ian Plimer (1994) notes many examples of refutation of
creationist nonsense by scientists “speaking from the
floor”, in many instances the scientist in question was
himself. This article will question this technique’s
effectiveness, based on what is known from social
psychology’s scientific studies of persuasion, attitude
formation, and social influence. What will be proposed
is not an abandonment of this means of challenging
the pseudoscientists; instead, it seems an empirical
investigation of the technique is warranted. A method
for conducting such an investigation will be suggested.
Anecdotal evidence: Tarot
There is more than enough psychological research and
pure logic to demonstrate that it is just plain silly to
put more weight on anecdotal information than
scientific and normative information (Gilovich, 1991).
Anecdotal evidence and personal experience spurred
this article, but the arguments presented here are
intended to give this evidence little weight. I was set
on the road to questioning the technique of challenging
pseudoscientists on their home turf by my discovery
that two skeptical American Professors had had a
personal experience similar to one I had a few years
ago. I had not reflected on my own experience until
reading an anecdote from Robert Cialdini’s (1984) book
on the techniques of influence that related these
Professors’ experience.
About four years ago, I was out with friends, other
psychology undergraduates, in Perth’s Saturday-night
area Northbridge. Sitting near a shop front was a tarot
card reader ($25 a reading), appropriately at a card table. I thought it might be a chance for some fun so I
approached, feigning interest in her business. The following conversation ensued:
Tarot Reader: What’s your name?
Me: Shouldn’t you be able to tell me that?
Tarot Reader: I read the future. I don’t read minds.
Me: Well, here’s what I’ll do for you. I’ll say my name in
five-minutes time and you can have a peak into the
future and tell me what it is.
Tarot Reader: The future and my power aren’t specific
enough for me to do that, I can see things like relationships and careers.
My Friend quipped (walking away): Bet you must have
been pretty pissed off when you saw your career.

The substance of that conversation was not what had
made me think, it was the events that immediately followed. A group of maybe half-a-dozen people was
standing nearby and would have overheard this con-
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versation in full. As we were walking away, I saw three
of these people approach the Tarot Reader for an evaluation of their own career prospects and future relationships. I just thought they must have been stupid, now I
am finding evidence to suggest that it may have been
my own actions that prompted these people’s approach.
Before I get to that, the Professors’ anecdote is relevant.
Anecdotal evidence: Transcendental Meditation.
Robert Cialdini (1984), Regent’s Professor of
Psychology at Arizona State University, related the
following account in his book Influence. Professor
Cialdini and a friend, who was a professor of statistics
and symbolic logic, decided to attend a lecture by
proponents of Transcendental Meditation (TM).
Cialdini gives the following account:
. . . As the meeting progressed and the lecturers explained the theory behind TM, I noticed my logician friend
becoming increasingly restless. Looking more and more
pained and shifting about constantly in his seat, he was
finally unable to resist. When the leaders called for questions at the completion of the lecture, he raised his
hand and gently but surely demolished the presentation we had just heard. In less than two minutes, he
pointed out precisely where and why the lecturers’ complex argument was contradictory, illogical, and unsupportable. The effect on the discussion leaders was devastating. After a confused silence, each attempted a
weak reply only to halt midway to confer with his partner and finally to admit that my colleague’s points were
good ones “requiring further study”.
. . . At the end of the question period, the two recruiters were faced with a crush of audience members submitting their seventy-five-dollar down payments for
admission to the TM program. . .(p. 62)

Three audience members who had signed up for the
TM course approached the two professors. Interestingly, one wanted to be able to get by with fewer hours
of sleep while another wanted to cure her insomnia,
yet they did not flinch at the contradiction. It seems,
surprisingly, that these people had understood the arguments of the logician professor but, as one put it:
Well, I wasn’t going to put down any money tonight
because I’m really quite broke right now; I was going to
wait until the next meeting. But when your buddy
started talking, I knew I’d better give them my money
now, or I’d go home and start thinking about what he
had said and never sign up. (Cialdini, 1984, p 63).

Cialdini’s (1984) explanation for these people’s signing up was simple, yet based on psychological principles that are well supported by research. Cialdini observed that these people had problems and they were
desperate for a solution. From what they had heard
before the presentation, through fliers, they hoped that
TM was the solution to their problems. When logical
argument had raised doubts that the solution to their
problems was sound they panicked. This panic led them
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to put up a barrier against the unwanted intrusion of
logic. That barrier, Cialdini argued, was consistency
with commitment. Having signed up for the TM course
all these audience members needed to do was be consistent with their commitment. To make a commitment
of some kind to a belief system has a significant impact
on people’s behaviour and attitudes. Specifically, once
people have made a commitment, no matter how seemingly inconsequential or insignificant, they are significantly more likely to act and believe consistent with
their earlier commitment (Myers, 1993). For examples
of this see research by Freedman and Fraser (1966) and
Segal (1954). Although this explanation seems plausible, I will argue later that it is another form of influence described by Robert Cialdini that may explain
similar strange behaviour in the face of logical argument. Before I get to that, I will present a different argument for why commitment and consistency may
explain Cialdini’s example.
It could be argued that by simply attending the presentation of the TM advocates audience members had
made a small commitment. They had come to listen to
the presentation with a tendency toward believing it,
or else they would not have been likely to attend. When
people’s beliefs are challenged they like to appear consistent with their earlier commitments (see Segal’s, 1954,
article on the brainwashing of American prisoners in
Korea). Thus, it could be the case that the people in
attendance signed up in an attempt not to look foolish
for having made the commitment to attend the lecture
to begin with. Despite the fact that to the professors,
and to most readers of this article and Cialdini’s (1984)
book, they certainly appear quite foolish.
Empirical evidence: Heckling
I would now like to review some pieces of empirical
research, as opposed to the anecdotal accounts covered
thus far, that are important to the theme of this article:
that debating charlatans at their own presentations may
be counterproductive. First, I will cover some research
from the 1970s by Sloan, Love and Ostrom (1974).
Sloan et al (1974) conducted a study of the effect of
heckling on agreement with a speaker. They showed
speeches by the presidential candidates in the 1972 US
election to four groups of about 55 undergraduates
each. Two groups saw the speech by Richard Nixon,
with one group’s viewing interrupted by a member of
the group, a confederate of the experimenters, calling
out pre-planned “heckles”. The other two groups saw
a speech by the long-since-forgotten Democratic candidate, Edmond Muskie, and again one group had preplanned “heckles” delivered by a confederate. Before I
continue in this description, I must acknowledge that
heckling is different from the erudite criticisms that are
usually delivered by Skeptics, but this study’s findings
may be able to be generalised to the situations at issue.
The main finding of Sloan et al (1974) was “Heckling was found to have no overall effect on agreement
with the speaker when compared to the non-heckled
conditions” (p. 521). The interesting finding, though,
is the effect of heckling on the attitudes of participants
who had no pre-existing opinion for or against the
speaker. In the heckled condition, 24% became less favourable to the speaker (ie supporting the heckler), and
12% became more favourable to the speaker, the other
64% continued their neutrality. In the non-heckled condition, 48% of the neutral observers changed their opin-
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ion in favour of the speaker and 10% became less favourable to the speaker. This study showed that, while
overall heckling has no impact on the perception of the
persuasiveness of the speaker, for neutral observers
heckling by a peer of the observer can reduce agreement with the speaker.
Neutrality
There are two points of Sloan et al’s (1974) findings that
are conditional, the findings are conditional on the
heckling coming from a peer of the audience members
and they are conditional on the audience members
being initially neutral. I will leave the discussion of peer
influence and cover neutrality first.
In the situation of presentations by faith healers,
creationists, and clairvoyants, it is unlikely that there
will be many truly neutral members of the audience.
In the case of faith healers, for example, even if the audience is unaware of the specific claims of the faith
healer in question, they are unlikely to attend unless
they have some predisposition to believe that there is
some supernatural force that can help to cure diseases.
Heckling, or reasoned refutations, may raise some uncertainly among audience members, but as I will argue
later, the raising of uncertainty may be a step in the
wrong direction in the particular situation of a rally.
And, of course, for the non-neutral observers the “nonbelievers” comments will have little impact.
Empirical evidence: Peer influence and peripheral
persuasion
Wilder (1990) reported that people are more likely to
respond favourably to an argument that comes from a
member of their own group. Moreover, arguments from
peers are better remembered than arguments put up
by members of other groups (Wilder, 1990). Who in the
Skeptics would feel like a peer of the audience members
at a presentation by an astrologer? Who would think
that an astrologer’s audience is likely to believe that a
well educated, well spoken, logical, skeptical audience
member is one of their peers? It seems unlikely that a
credulous audience is going to find the Skeptic as
persuasive as if one of their fellows was challenging
the presenter.
A related area of research is peripheral vs central
route persuasion (Myers, 1993). Peripheral route persuasion is the type of persuasion that is most effective
when the audience is not analytical (Petty & Cacioppo,
1986). If you have an audience of believers in
pseudoscience there is unlikely to be much analytical
thinking going on. When you have such an audience,
their processing of the messages presented relies on peripheral clues such as the attractiveness of the speaker,
not on substantive content (Eagly & Chaiken, 1992). In
such a situation, you are more likely to get audience
agreement if you are pretty or handsome than if you
are reasonable. That, in itself, ruins my chances of winning over new-agers to the school of critical analysis.
Social proof
Social proof is the name given to the well documented
effect that people will follow the actions of similar
people to themselves (Cialdini, 1984). Cialdini (1984)
notes that social proof has its most powerful effect on
people’s behaviour when the correct behaviour to
exhibit in a situation is unclear, ie when there is
uncertainty. When people are uncertain of the
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appropriate actions or attitudes in a situation they rely
on heuristics, or simplified rules-of-thumb, for making
judgements (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974 Sep). One of
these simplifications is social proof, ie what other
people like themselves do in the same situation.
You may think that raising uncertainty in an audience at a pseudoscience presentation, through logical
counter-arguments, would mean that there would be
no one certain enough to step forward and sign up (or
pay up as the case may be). Therefore, there would be
no one to provide social proof of “appropriate” actions
for others to follow. There are two problems with this
belief. First, there will always be the hard-core believers who will sign-up, or buy the products on offer, no
matter what facts are presented to refute the gurus’
claims. These people are likely to be more like the other
audience members than the skeptical interloper and,
as such, will be a model for the more uncertain members of the audience to follow. The second problem with
the belief that creating uncertainly will stop people from
signing/paying-up, goes to a more sinister matter. It is
a well documented phenomenon that charlatans and
faith healers have confederates planted in the audience
to attest to their successful divining, reading, predictions, healing, etc. These people do not identify themselves to the audience as people who will profit from
the success of the presenter; in fact, they sometimes
pretend to be regular audience members. Just like the
hard-core believers, such “plants” provide a role model
for the actions of uncertain members of the audience.
It is most likely, because charlatans know the effect of
social proof, that they use this tactic; raising uncertainty
simply contributes to their effectiveness.
It is possible that the raising on uncertainty and the
presence of either true believers, or those desperate for
a solution to their problems, could explain the situation described by Cialdini (1984) at the transcendental
meditation presentation.
What should we do?
I would never suggest that we forget about challenging
pseudoscience. If the Skeptics did that it would have
little reason for existence. What I am suggesting is that
we closely examine exactly where, when, and how we
make our points in public.
This article has raised questions concerning the effectiveness of challenging dubious beliefs by Skeptics
at presentations by charlatans. Some arguments were
raised as to why this practice may be ineffective; peer
influence, peripheral persuasion, and audience neutrality. Also, some points have been raised that suggest that
this practice may be counterproductive, in other words
lead to increased “success” for the soothsayers; uncertainty and social proof, and commitment and consistency.
The problem with these arguments is that the only
evidence involving situations similar to those that Skeptics place themselves in is anecdotal. It does not take
much effort to produce contradictory anecdotal evidence straight from the Skeptic, for example Scott
Campbell (1998) relates how his public criticism of
Margaret Dent (clairvoyant) convinced a nearby member of the audience that Dent was a fake. In addition,
the research evidence presented only relates to somewhat similar situations, not to the exact situation. So,
what I propose is that we should attempt to follow our
motto and seek the evidence.
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Robert Cialdini, on whose work some of the criticisms are based, believes that it would be extremely
difficult to research the effectiveness of challenging
dubious beliefs in the situation described (R B Cialdini,
personal communication, September 21, 1998). To research this properly we would need to set up fake presentations and keep count of the takings in a refuted
and an unrefuted presentation. This is totally unethical. We cannot deliberately purvey pseudoscience even
in the name of research. I have an alternative suggestion. We should try to build up some observational
records on audience responses to challenged and unchallenged presentations. This would best be achieved
by attending presentations on consecutive nights (or
days) and challenging only one. Bearing in mind that
if you always challenge the first you may not be allowed back for the second, and if you only challenge
the second that data may have an order effect. Despite
being soft data, this proposal may give us a little more
to go on than at present. I welcome future contributions and alternative suggestions on this issue.
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Are you on the lam?
Fleeing the coop?
Shooting through like a
Bondi tram?
Don’t forget to let us know
your new address.
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Cold water on a hot topic
Barry Williams
It is not often that a Skeptic can experience the sensation
of fulfilment that comes with seeing one of our areas of
interest finally laid to rest, but some of us must have felt it
when we viewed Spontaneous Human Combustion (SHC)
on ABCTV (Nov 11). Originally produced for the BBC,
the programme went somewhat further than a similar
programme of several years ago and may well have
provided the final explanation for a long-term mystery.
For those unfamiliar with the concept, throughout history there have been cases of the remains of people being
found, usually in closed rooms, with the majority of their
bodies reduced to ash, only some outlying pieces, like the
lower legs, remaining unconsumed, and with no serious
damage to the other contents of the room.
This phenomenon had been quite baffling to fire investigators until recent years and, given that human beings
are such curious animals, this mystery has spawned many
strange explanations. They range from the moderately
sublime to the patently ridiculous. On one end of this
spectrum, it has been seriously suggested that a build-up
of methane in the intestines could be, in rare cases, somehow ignited by enzyme activity. This suggestion was laid
to rest in the earlier programme by a physiologist pointing out that such an effect would surely have shown up
in a rash of cattle bursting into flames, that species being
far more prolific methane generators than human beings.
At the other end of the spectrum were suggestions of some
sort of unknown cosmic energies (that staple of the crank
pseudoscientist) being involved.
Indeed the notion that human beings spontaneously burst
into flames has never had much going for it and in almost
every reported case, there has been a very obvious source
of ignition present. But the phenomenon retained its
mystery because of the almost total reduction of a human
body to ash.
Sober forensic anatomists were attracted to the idea of a
purely localised fire, started by a careless cigarette or contact with an open fire, slowly consuming the body, with
clothing or bedding acting as a wick, and body fat acting
as fuel. This appeared to be a reasonable explanation,
though there seemed to be some confounding evidence.
Fire investigators pointed out that even after very fierce
domestic fires, human remains were still recognisably
human and, though badly charred, sufficient parts of the
bodies remained to establish the cause of death. Other
evidence was adduced that after cremations, in which
bodies had been subjected to very high temperatures,
bones still had to be reduced to granules in a ball mill,
because bones tend to be quite fire-resistant.
This programme followed an experiment conducted by
Dr John de Haan, of the California Criminalistics Institute, who had investigated a real murder case in which a
body was found burning, unusually for ‘SHC’ cases in
that it was found outdoors. In his experiment, the carcase
of a fully grown pig (selected because pigs and humans
have similar fat distribution) was wrapped in a blanket,
deposited on a carpet, and set alight in circumstances that
matched those in various ‘SHC’ cases.
And a remarkable demonstration it turned out to be.
After some time, when common sense should have told
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us that all the blanket and carpet should have been reduced to ash, we could see pig fat bubbling from the carcase, soaking the charred material, thus acting exactly as
a candle wick. It maintained a hot, though low-flame, fire
and it kept doing so for hours. After around five hours
the mystery of the bones began to unravel. The bone marrow (about 80% fat) was contributing to keeping the fire
going, and was leading to the reduction of the bones themselves to ash. And the element that is missing in crematoria is present in these cases - time. Cremations last about
1.5 hours, but in ‘SHC’ cases the fire burns for many, many
hours.
The mystery of why lower limbs so often remained after one of these fires, was explained by the low fat content
of these parts and their remoteness from the seat of the
fire - there is not much fat in shins and feet to sustain this
sort of fire. Why rooms in which such fires occurred
showed certain classical signs - nearby items not being
burnt, TV sets and wall clocks showing signs of melting,
but not of burning, was accounted for by the low intensity and localised nature of the fire, leading to a very hot
layer of gas products in the upper part of the room. The
fire is localised to the body and its immediate environment, heat builds up, but it is not enough to cause other
items to ignite, only to scorch or melt.
Of course, there must be many other cases that start in
similar circumstances, in which other parts of the room
do catch alight and then you have a classic house fire. But
no one has ever suggested that there is anything mysterious about houses catching fire and the occupants being
burnt to death - careless cigarette smoking in bed, electrical faults, arson - all have plenty of substantiated cases.
Only in very rare cases have physical circumstances allowed the fire to remain localised and has there been sufficient time for the body to have been reduced to ashes (in
almost every case where SHC has been offered as an explanation, the victim has been alone in the house).
This was a classic example of good science; making an
hypothesis and testing it. And this test showed exactly
what the hypothesis had predicted, and so should set at
rest at least one of the myths that has exercised the minds
of some who would invest the world with unexplainable
energies or other mysterious factors.
One other item of note, was that this particular belief
may very well be culturally specific. We are often asked if
some paranormal beliefs are peculiar to one country or
another, and, outside of the obvious ones, it is difficult to
determine if this is the case. However, in this case, we may
have a partial answer. Dr Dominic Dehane, a forensic scientists at the Police Science Laboratory in Toulouse, when
asked about SHC cases in France, said: “It is only in
America and Great Britain that people believe in the myth
of spontaneous human combustion. In the rest of the world
we never hear about that.”
As Skeptics we should be happy that there is one fewer
fronts on which to carry on the struggle, but it would be
an optimist indeed who believed this will be the case. No
one who has invested so much of his personal belief into
inventing the notion of mysterious cosmic energies is
likely to be deterred by mere evidence

THE SKEPTIC

1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
Forum
1234567890123456789

Postmodernism: a critique
Scott Campbell
In the Skeptic (18/3, pp. 44-5) Linden Salter-Duke writes
that she regrets that ‘many writers in the Skeptic have
taken against postmodernism’. She goes on to offer a
defence of her version of postmodernism. The views
she expressed in this article, while much less obscure
than the heavyweight French postmodernists such as
Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, are similar to
many views I hear expressed in the humanities and in
cafe-intellectual circles. So I think it will be instructive
to analyse Linden’s article, and to point out a few of
the mistakes she makes, which are typical of the
sloppiness of postmodern thought.
Linden, I must say, seems a pretty genial type, without the usual self-importance of postmodernists. And
if she’s young, then her errors can perhaps be attributed to the follies of youth. Given all that, my attack
may seem excessive. However, her beliefs are shared
by many other people these days who are neither genial nor young, and who should know better. What’s
worse, they are shoving their views down other people’s throats. So rather than seeing this as an attack on
Linden, let it be taken as an attack on those postmodern
proselytisers who share her beliefs.
Postmodern writing, Linden acknowledges, may be
‘difficult to understand’. She claims, though, that the
same is true of chemistry, yet Skeptics don’t hold that
against chemistry. However, this misses the real point
of the objection. Chemistry can be understood by any
intelligent person with the perseverance to follow the
explanations of what its concepts mean. This is shown
by the fact that chemists can use each other’s writings
to derive exactly the same results. The content of chemistry is defined with mathematical rigour, and it is constructed in such a way that its hypotheses can be tested
by observation and experiment.
But most of what passes for postmodernism is fundamentally obscure. Ask the writer to explain it all, and
in most cases you’ll only receive more obscurities.
Postmodern jargon can’t be ‘unpacked’, and explained
in simpler terms, like the concepts of chemistry can.
Some postmodernists even agree that this is so, and
insist that such a search for clarity and understanding
is a mistake, and that their writing should be understood on some sort of ‘metaphorical level’, whatever
the hell that is.
A common feature in postmodern writing is the failure to draw important distinctions, which is not surprising, given the hostility to distinction-drawing
shown by the likes of Derrida. Consider, for example,
this statement from Linden’s second paragraph:
This is not a definitive statement of postmodernism there’s no such thing... one of the main features of
postmodernism is a wholesale distrust of definitive
statements about anything, which ought to fit well with
Skepticism.

Here Linden conflates two different meanings of the
term ‘definitive statement’. Providing a ‘definitive state-
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ment’ may mean simply a defining your terms (or your
position), or it may mean ‘laying down the law’ about
what must be the truth on some matter, such as when
Creationists say that the Earth is unquestionably 6000
years old. Skeptics certainly oppose the latter kind of
dogmatism, which is based on no good evidence. But
they do not necessarily oppose the providing of definitions. ‘A bachelor is an unmarried male’ is a ‘definitive
statement’, but is not one that Skeptics will have a problem with. And defining what you mean by ‘postmodernism’ - even if you mean something different by it
than other people do - is hardly something to be automatically sceptical of. (Of course, there are various ways
in which a definition may be inadequate, but that is a
different matter.)
Another failing of most postmodernists is that their
understanding of intellectual history is cartoon-like, or
just simply wrong. This might not seem like such a
big deal, but it is when they base many of their arguments on their historical claims. Postmodernists like to
invent hopelessly crude pigeon-holes, and then rewrite
history so that it fits into them. 1 They also bandy around
terms without bothering to define what they mean by
them (but then, that would be to provide a ‘definitive
statement’, wouldn’t it?)
One term postmodernists often use is ‘modernism’.
Modernism, according to how it suits the
postmodernist, can start from anywhere as early as the
1630’s (with Descartes) or 150 years later. And what
Linden takes to be included under ‘modernism’ is hopelessly vague. She says it starts with the Enlightenment2
but she also says it includes Hitler and Stalin. But how
on Earth can such totalitarian dictators be regarded as
‘modernist’ in the same sense as Enlightenment figures
such as John Stuart Mill? The Enlightenment was
mainly about individual rights, tolerance and the use
of reason, whereas Nazism and Soviet Communism
were highly irrational and anti-individualistic, to say
the least. The only thing Mill and Hitler have in common is that they both lived after the Enlightenment.3
Thus, Linden’s view amounts to nothing more than the
view that since the Enlightenment, a lot of good things
have happened, but a lot of bad things have happened
too. No kidding. What’s postmodern about this?
Then Linden appears to tie modernism to the viewpoints of ‘WEAMs - White European or American
Males’. She says that almost all the heroes and villains
of modernism are males. She bets the reader that we
couldn’t name more than a few who weren’t, apart from
Florence Nightingale, Marie Curie and Booker T. Washington.
Easy money. How about, for starters, Amelia
Earhart, Margaret Mead, George Washington Carver,
Indira Gandhi, Mary Somerville, Duke Ellington,
Rebecca West, Susan B. Anthony, Virginia Woolf, Mary
Wollstonecraft, Martin Luther King, Mary Leakey,
Margaret Sanger, James Baldwin, Madame de Stael and
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, not to mention our own
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Caroline Chisholm, Dame Jean McNamara, Miles
Franklin and Dame Mary Gilmore.
Nevertheless, Linden is obviously right in saying
that non-WEAMs have been hard done by in the past
(although one is entitled to wonder just how much history she knows). But what’s so ‘post-modernist’ about
holding this view? It was the ‘modernists’ who fought
long and hard for the rights of non-WEAMs. In fact,
when Linden complains about such things as reference
books that devote more space to Indiana than India,
she sounds much more like a classic Enlightenment
thinker than a postmodernist (the latter is just as likely
to complain that modern reference books ignore the
genuine interests of the local people who read them.)
Post-modernists, in fact, are the last people who fight
for human rights. Most of them are either authoritarian Marxists, or ‘anything goes, nothing-is-wrong’ nihilists, who explictly reject ‘humanism’. This is not surprising, when you consider that their two main heroes
are Nietzsche and Heidegger. Nietzsche’s writings on
the ‘superman’ directly influenced the Nazis, and
Heidegger was a gung-ho Nazi in the early 1930’s, and
was a Nazi party member right throughout the war
(and who never renounced his Nazi past). 4 (And then
there was Paul de Man, the greatest champion of postmodernism in America, who, it turned out, was a very
shady character who wrote Nazi-supporting journalism in Belgium during the war. 5)
Linden might object that many of the women and
black people I refer to are not modernists. But why not?
They all subscribed to the sort of humanist values that
characterize modernism. The thing is, Linden has no
clear idea of what she means by ‘modernism’, and in
her article the term is completely useless. She even classifies James Joyce as an anti-modernist. This will be
news to those poor traditionalists who teach ‘modernist’ literature courses. She also says that:
French and other European philosophers [were] always
a little out of mainstream modernism, which is mostly
conducted in the English language.

This is a surprisingly Anglocentric view for a
postmodernist to take, and reveals an ignorance of intellectual and cultural history that is inexcusable for
one who is basing her arguments on this history. The
Enlightenment, for example, was as much a Continental movement as an English one, if not more so, and it
was especially influential in France. And a large proportion of the Enlightenment heroes are from the Continent, for example, Voltaire, Diderot, Kant, Bayle, Wolff,
Lessing and Mendelssohn.
She also says things that suggest that anyone who
casts doubt on the scientific method, or who warns
against the dangers of technology, counts as an antimodernist. But this would undermine her whole position, for one of the most pervasive features of intellectual life since the Enlightenment has been the reaction
against science and technology. There have been vast
numbers of novels and non-fiction books written in the
past century about the horrors of modern life, the evils
of factories and industrial capitalism, and so on. A large
proportion of the leading novels of the past century
that are taught by the Eng Lit ‘traditionalists’ concern
such issues (take D H Lawrence for starters).
It simply isn’t clear what Linden takes to count as
modernism, or as post-modernism. And it is just not
clear at all what her point is. She makes a number of
vague and jumbled claims about recent developments
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in physics, sociology and linguistics, as well as referring to globalisation, but not only are these claims
highly misleading, they present no coherent picture of
why postmodernism should be considered to be a significant new movement that is worth hitching your
wagon to.
In order to help us understand postmodernism, she
shows us an upside-down map of Australia, and says
there is no reason why maps shouldn’t have the South
at the top, for neither way is really correct. Similarly,
she says:
Postmodernism says that there’s no such thing as The
Answer. All answers are at best tentative, or conditional upon the question and the questioner.

But the discovery that there is no absolute up or
down in the Universe - and thus no reason why Tasmania should not be shown at the top of Australia - is a
discovery made by modern science. Besides, it is misleading to simply say that there is no ‘Answer’ to the
question of which is the right way up. There is an answer of sorts, and this answer is that there is no right
way up.
Anyway, Linden’s claim that ‘all answers are at best
tentative’ does not fit in with her analogy. The analogy
was supposed to show that some questions have no
answer, but this is not the same as the view that all
answers are tentative. The latter view is compatible with
the view that some answers are better than others.
(Skeptics agree that, in some scientific areas, answers
may be tentative, but they do not agree that all answers
are therefore equally good.)
As far as answers being ‘conditional upon the question’, well, of course! Whether ‘82’ is the right answer
depends on whether the question was ‘What is the
atomic number of lead’ or ‘How many vodkas did Scott
have last night?’ Answers, however, are not conditional
upon the questioner. The correct answer to the two
questions just given, for instance, are the same regardless of who asks them.
A postmodernist should at least be on firmer ground
when it comes to aesthetics, because relativism about
values is more plausible. But Linden’s comments on
aesthetics completely miss the point. She says ‘Shakespeare is better at a lot more things than the bus ticket
- but not at getting you on the bus’, but she fails to explain just what business it is of English Lit teachers to
teach students how to get on buses. (One thing is for
sure, though: in a postmodern University, the Eng Lit
lecturers won’t be teaching the classics.)
She then descends into a confused sort of undergraduate relativism. She says she doesn’t doubt scientific discoveries such as Darwinism, or that the heart
pumps blood. But she then says that:
The Truth is not out there. Nor are The Meaning, The
Answer, Reality... They are all inside us. We human beings make meaning, and truth, and answers. We can
also change them.

This is pure Shirley Maclaine. You can’t hold that
Darwinism is true, and also that truth and reality are
made by human beings, which we can change to suit
ourselves. 6 If the truth is just a matter of what you
choose to believe, then if Linden had chosen to believe
in Creationism, then that would have been true, according to this relativist view. And if there is no reality beyond your mind, then there does not exist anything
which Darwinism can be true of anyway. In fact, this
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position is not so much relativism, as idealism. Idealism (in philosophy) is the view that nothing exists except minds. (This sense of ‘idealism’ should not be confused with the more common sense which means ‘filled
with noble ideas’). I doubt that Linden really wants to
be an idealist, or even a relativist. But in that case, the
Truth is, in fact, ‘Out There’.
Earlier Linden had said, in pontificating on the limitations of science, that:
If you want to find a way of looking after land in Australia, CSIRO may give you a good answer. So may the
Aboriginal people who did perfectly well here for more
than fifty thousand years.

I’ll ignore some of the crucial facts and distinctions
that Linden skates over here, and concentrate on the
most important point. Let us accept that Aborigines
know a fair bit about the land, which is no doubt true.
How did they acquire this knowledge? Was it through
waffling on about how they make their own reality and
truth? Did they just think of something that appealed
to them, and then decide that it was true? Did it thereby
become true for them (but not for Europeans?) Or did
they gain their knowledge by close, careful observation of the way the world is, a way that exists independently of whatever people think about it? Call me
crazy, but I’d say the latter.
Linden also makes another classic mistake by confusing facts and values, when she complains that Darwinism has been used to justify bad things, and she
concludes that Darwinism is therefore not neutral about
values. Here she has failed to distinguish between Darwinism as a scientific position, which is value-free, and
whatever moral positions that have attempted to use it
as a basis. The latter (some of which are indeed dubious) have nothing to do with the scientific theory, and
do not follow from it.
The ‘naturalistic fallacy’ is the name philosophers
give to the mistake of thinking that moral positions follow from facts about the natural world. Consider, for
example, the fact that certain areas of science are concerned with how some organisms help each other. Some
social reformers say that we should use this as a model
of how to live, but these moral claims, whether they
are right or wrong as moral claims, do not follow from
the scientific facts, and they have no bearing on these
scientific facts. The same is true of Darwinism, and any
moral claims made in its name.
Linden also seems to argue that ‘modern science’ is
not value-free, because, for example, it spent much time
and energy on developing Viagra, but it does not stop
millions of African babies dying each year of malaria.
Here she makes the elementary error of failing to distinguish between science and its applications (and I’m
disappointed that a reader of the Skeptic should make
such a mistake.) Science itself makes no claims about
the relative importance of moral issues. In doing science, you use certain methods to discover the truth
about how something works. But the issue of what people should spend their money on is not itself a matter
for science. It is a moral issue. (It is true that science
can sometimes help us decide how best we can achieve
the goals - moral or otherwise - that we have decided
upon, but that is a different matter.) If you want to criticize anyone here, you can perhaps criticize the populace, societal institutions, the politicians, and maybe
even individual scientists. But criticizing science itself
is simply to miss the point.
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She also seems to think it is a significant blow against
the objectivity of science that:
...even the best scientific theories are created by fallible human beings who share the beliefs of the societies
in which they live.

But the fact that scientists can be fallible and biased
- as readers are well aware - does not mean that science cannot be objective. The whole point of the scientific method is to iron out the biases of individual scientists. That’s why science insists on controls, doubleblind tests, full and explicit documentation, replication,
etc. And that all works pretty well (which is why we
have computers, and why smallpox is gone). Anyway,
where you get your ideas from is irrelevant to scientific method. Science assesses your ideas as scientific
hypotheses, and accepts or rejects them according to
scientific evidence, not according to where they came
from.
The sort of claims that Linden makes are in many
ways the same sort of claims that new-agers make, and
Linden makes the same sort of crude mistakes that they
do. 7 The fact that there are now large numbers of acclaimed academics and ‘public intellectuals’ who also
make these kinds of mistakes is incredible. What’s more,
these academics are often enormously more obscure
and pretentious than Linden.
It’s also worrying, when you consider that instead
of teaching students how to think carefully and critically, and how to assess and weigh evidence, these people are teaching them the sort of sloppy, confused thinking that keeps people from understanding the world
around them. And if we are concerned with politics
and morality, as postmodernists are, then we should
remember that, while science is itself value-free, the sort
of critical thinking skills characteristic of ‘modernist’
science and reason are the best tools we have ever developed for fighting tyranny.
These academics, then, are doing exactly the opposite of what they should be doing. Instead of providing
their students with bullshit-detectors, they fill their
heads with twaddle, all officially sanctioned by the institution in question. The students might as well be
learning Church-taught medieval theology. Any inbuilt
critical faculties that the students may have are blunted.
And this is the main reason why I, at least, have ‘taken
against postmodernism’, and why I intend to devote a
lot of time in the next few years to showing just how
ridiculous it is, as well as to showing how closely it
resembles new age thought.
It may sound like I’m overreacting. But much of the
postmodern work that is acclaimed as brilliant and
revolutionary in the humanities and social sciences just
has to be seen to be believed. It is staggeringly, unbelievably bad. Much of it just word-salad, and it makes
about as much sense as a randomly-constructed Dadaist
poem. Consider this typical passage from one of the
darlings of postmodern thought, Luce Irigaray:
But where does that place - of discourse - find its
‘greater-than-all’ in order to be able to form(alize) itself in this way? To systematize itself? And won’t that
greater than ‘all’ come back from its denegation - from
its forclusion? - in modes that are still theo-logical?
Whose relation to the feminine ‘not-all’ remains to be
articulated: God or feminine pleasure. 8

Or consider this now notorious passage from the

43

famous French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, another
celebrated hero of postmodernists:
Thus the erectile organ comes to symbolize the place
of jouissance, not in itself, or even in the form of an
image, but as a part lacking in the desired image: that
is why it is equivalent to the [square root of] -1 of the
signification produced above, of the jouissance that it
restores by the coefficient of its statement to the function of lack of signifier (-1). 9

And finally, a hot-off-the-press home-grown product, from the University of New South Wales’ own
Cathryn Vasseleu:
A significant feature of speed as a critical transition is
that, in severing the tangible instantiation of the body
from the body as a discrete transmissible telepresence,
its translatability or capacity for transformation from
one state into another is reduced to a dimensionless,
atomized motility. 10

There are some science lessons here for Skeptics. You
may not have known that speed is a ‘critical transition’,
or that your body is a ‘discrete transmissible
telepresence’.
There are some postmodernists who use the
‘deconstruction’ methods of Derrida to supposedly
show that logic and reason undermine themselves. One
of the most prominent expositors of Derrida’s methods is Jonathan Culler. One of his paradigm examples
of how deconstruction works is intended to show that
the concept of ‘causation’ is problematic in the following way. Suppose you feel a pain, which causes you to
look for the cause of the pain, and you discover a pin
sticking in you. Thus, ‘the experience of pain... causes
us to discover the pin, and thus causes the production
of a cause’.11 And ‘If the effect is what causes the cause
to become a cause, then the effect, not the cause, should
be treated as the origin’.12 In other words, the concept
of causation can be turned upon its head so that the
effect can become the cause; thus, the whole concept of
causation is, in a way, dubious.
I kid you not. That is Culler’s argument, apparently
derived originally from Nietzsche.13 It is embarrassing
to even have to point out what a simple and absurd
error Culler has made.14 The cause of the pain (ie the
pin sticking into you), is not itself caused by the effect
(ie the pain). Nor is the cause of the pain caused by
your looking for the cause of the pain. The effect (the
pain) causes only your discovery of the cause, but the
discovery of the cause is not the cause itself. After all, if
I discover what killed, say, Rembrandt, it hardly follows that I caused his death.
Much postmodern thought is, unfortunately, built
upon such simple and ridiculous errors. (It is a sad indictment on many supposedly-academic publishing
houses that they promote such work these days.) And
that is why most analytic philosophers (and, I think,
most scientists) regard postmodern thought as intellectually scandalous, and consider its practitioners to
be charlatans. Unfortunately, most analytic philosophers have not made much of an effort to combat postmodernism, partly because postmodernists tend to furiously denounce their critics with vicious personal attacks, and also because little academic kudos is attached
to taking time off your own work to attack postmodernism (or new age or creationist thinking, as some
Australian academic Skeptics have discovered).
Another reason philosophers have left postmodernism alone is because they presumed that such hope-
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lessly bad stuff would inevitably fade with the other
transient fashions of the times. That hasn’t happened,
though, and postmodernism is spreading, especially
through the less intellectually-capable university departments. One of the reasons why postmodernism is
spreading is because of the unfalsifiable, win-win way
in which postmodern thought is set up. Anyone who
uses reason to show that it is wrong (or that it is too
vague to be helpful) can be automatically dismissed as
having missed the point. In this regard, direct parallels
can be drawn between postmodernism and religion,
new age thought, astrology and certain aspects of
Freudianism, parallels which I intend to explore in future work (in much more detail and sophistication, of
course, than in this crude piece).
It is high time, I think, for more of us academics to
stand up and expose postmodernism. There have at
least been a few books in recent years that have done a
superb job of demolishing postmodern pretensions.
Two such books, which I highly recommend, and which
are extremely readable, are Higher Superstition by Paul
R. Gross and Norman Levitt,15 and Intellectual Impostures: Postmodern Philosophers’ Abuse of Science by Alan
Sokal and Jean Bricmont.16 Sokal is the physicist now
famous for his hoaxing of a leading ‘cultural studies’
journal, Social Text, by having had an article accepted
and published by it, an article which was in large part
meaningless, and full of scientific howlers. I also recommend an excellent book by an Australian historian,
Keith Windschuttle, The Killing of History: How a Discipline is Being Murdered by Literary Critics and Social Theorists.17
Finally, if you think that postmodernism is a racket
you figure you could do well in, you don’t even need
to write your own articles any more. A wag at Monash
University has written a program that automatically
generates a brand-new postmodernist article every time
you visit his web site, complete with footnotes and references and all the buzz-words and shibboleths (eg discourse, hegemony, gender, logocentric, binary opposition,
phallocentric, narrative, hermeneutics, the ‘other’, paradigm,
sexed, textual, hierarchical, patriarchal, genealogy, praxis,
contextualize, entrenched). Each article is pretty much indistinguishable from the real thing. The address is
<www.cs.monash.edu.au/cgi-bin/postmodern>.
Footnotes:

1. Foucault is notorious for this. Amazingly, after some of his ‘historical’ research was discredited by real historians, he took to saying that his books should be understood as novels, despite the fact
that his arguments depended on his claims being historical, rather
than a bunch of crap that he made up.
2. Which hardly ties the origins of ‘modernism’ down: the Enlightenment is generally considered to have started in the seventeenth
century in England, and in the eighteenth century on the Continent.
3. And the use of science to gain knowledge should not be equated
with the Enlightenment anyway, because the latter is primarily a
political and ethical movement, and is logically distinct from science. There are a fair number of claims made by Enlightenment thinkers which many modern scientists would not agree with.
4. Hugo Ott, Martin Heidegger: A Political Life, translated Allan
Blunden, London: Fontana, 1988.
5. David Lehman, Signs of the Times: Deconstruction and the Fall of
Paul de Man, New York: Poseiden Press, 1991.
6. Meaning, on the other hand, is created by us in a certain kind of
way, in that words get their meaning from our actions. But it doesn’t
follow that truth is ‘up to us’.
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Postmodernism: a further critique
Mark Newbrook
These are the thoughts on these complex issues of a
professional linguist, widely-read amateur/exundergraduate philosopher and busy skeptic.
I must say at the outset that I have (of course) no
objection at all to the development of ‘postmodernism’
(if such a ‘cover-all’ term is legitimate), or of any other
new or partly new paradigm of conceptualisation or
investigation. Indeed, I agree with SD that an interest
in postmodernism goes very well with scepticism, since
postmodernist thought has indeed called into question
many established aspects of thought which had perhaps hitherto been less than adequately challenged. The
main problem that I perceive with postmodernist ideas
involves, rather, some of the particular positions and
conclusions to which the practitioners have often come.
Most obviously: along with most Skeptics who are not
specifically postmodernists, I have concluded (subject,
of course, to new evidence or argumentation, but hopefully for good reasons) that the ‘western’ scientific and
analytical-philosophical ‘mainstream’ tradition is after
all more firmly rooted than most postmodernists seem
to conclude. Therefore, some of us simply consider
some postmodernist ideas, including especially some
of those most critical of this tradition, to be mistaken
or at least overstated.
Specifically, the distrust of established ways of thinking, legitimate in itself, which is typical of
postmodernists sometimes becomes a relativist position.
Now relativism itself might perhaps be defended, and
it is not a position which is inherently intellectually
unrespectable; but most skeptics would ultimately reject it, concluding instead that some analyses of some
aspects of the universe (notably, scientific analyses) really are, or could be, superior to some others (notably
(a) those offered by traditional prescientific belief systems and (b) those deemed ‘pseudoscientific’).
We are, naturally, best placed when adopting an
‘anti-postmodernist’ stance in respect of our own areas
of expertise. For instance, many linguists, specifically,
are very dubious about the views of Derrida and his
followers concerning language, which differ considerably from those of the ‘mainstream’ for stated reasons
which strike many as less than compelling. It is true
that some specific ideas concerning language which are
associated with postmodernism have been widely accepted by linguists (some of these, indeed, had already
arisen within linguistics); but in their stronger forms
even these ideas may still be disputed by linguists who
are also Skeptics, or by other non-postmodernist linguists. I myself comment briefly below in a similar vein
on SD’s own comments concerning linguistics. Sometimes, however, it is also possible to comment usefully
on postmodernist interpretations of disciplines other
than one’s own; see for instance my pieces on
postmodernism and history in the Skeptic 16:3 and 16:4.
I now turn to some of SD’s specific points.
I agree fully with SD that the sheer difficulty of many
postmodernist notions should not be a reason for re-
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jecting them. But it must be said that many nonpostmodernist observers consider that at least some
postmodernist texts are (semi-)deliberately made to appear as difficult as possible. They seem to deal with
matters which are in fact rather straightforward, but to
obfuscate them with pretentious-sounding terminology.
There is a suspicion that the matters discussed are not
really as complex as those dealt with by, say, physics
and do not warrant this kind of treatment. Where such
comments emanate from the well-informed, I think they
should be taken seriously.
I do not quarrel with the general outline of postEnlightenment history offered by SD. But it is hardly
fair to blame social and political excesses on the entire
‘modernist’ paradigm of thought which has dominated
the intellectual scene in this period. Any complex tradition will have some unwelcome specific consequences. It would need to be argued that these consequences were a necessary or very likely consequence of
the paradigm, and I do not think that this has been done
or can be done. It should be noted, also, that many of
the perpetrators of the crimes and disasters mentioned
by SD were not themselves serious thinkers. And the
misapplication of technology is, again, not necessarily
an inherent aspect of the paradigm. Indeed, the causes
and consequences of the hole in the ozone layer are
themselves still matters of debate (the currently popular ‘Green’ position is not the only arguable position).
SD makes a great deal of the dominance of modernism by ‘W(hite) E(uropean)/ A(merican) M(ale)s’. This
is a common line to take but appears unfairly ad hominem. It is obviously true that for social and political
reasons certain groups, notably ‘WEAMs’, have indeed
dominated the tradition. However, the tradition has,
at least in the best hands, been intended as a force liberating people from restricted local perceptions of the
world. This has often failed, even where it has been
genuinely attempted; and some of its failures do relate
to the biases of the dominant groups. But (along with
most Skeptics, and most scientists) I simply do not agree
that the major insights of the tradition are substantially
related to these biases, or are especially ‘appropriate’
for these dominant groups and not for others. This is a
major difference of opinion between many Skeptics and
many postmodernists, but I would defend my view
very strongly. In particular, I would argue (with scholars
such as Sokal - see his recent book) that the scientific method/
paradigm, to the (large) extent that it is valid, is just as valid
for hitherto oppressed groups as for the hitherto dominant
groups who - by a perhaps explicable accident of history developed it.
Sokal also argues that encouraging members of hitherto oppressed groups to reject science (and analytical
philosophy) as culture-specific and ‘inappropriate’ to
their groups is likely to serve only to hinder their
progress and indeed to ‘disempower’ them further. One
does not have to share Sokal’s professedly left-wing
political views to regret any such effect (although it is
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interesting that Sokal and many other thoughtful leftwingers oppose the ideas of postmodernist left-wingers
in this area). And indeed, as I comment below, many
members of hitherto oppressed groups have in fact met
with great success in science and other ‘western’ intellectual pursuits.
Now we might of course question the validity of
the particular methods/paradigms adopted; we might
consider that others are better and should replace them.
This indeed occurs, whenever major changes in
conceptualisation or basic methodology are accepted.
But the background notion persists that some methods/paradigms really are preferable to others, and their
results thereby more reliable. If we deny even this we
risk falling into relativism, where debate soon becomes
impossible. I would regard that as a last resort! And it
is notable (again, as Sokal and others have pointed out)
that in practice even avowed postmodernists refrain
from living by a relativist code. It is easy for a nonspecialist to question the scientific method as it applies
to ancient history or the composition of distant stars,
and to mean it; but the same person, whatever they
may say - will normally act as if (some) scientific findings are valid when walking near a precipice or driving a car on a freeway!
Of course, intellectual bullying on the part of the
‘mainstream’ is to be deplored, particularly if it is done
with racist or sexist assumptions. If anyone, ‘qualified’
or not, has other approaches (or conclusions), they
should be considered (though there may be limitations
on research funding, and somebody must then make decisions). However, any approach introduced into the
public forum is up for criticism; this does not apply
only to the established methods of science and analytical philosophy. All approaches may be of interest - but,
unless one really is a relativist, one cannot assume at
the outset that all approaches are equally valid. In particular, the world views of hitherto oppressed minorities (or majorities!) must not be deemed immune to criticism merely because they are espoused by nonWEAMs.
It is interesting that SD refers to the ‘lone few’ antimodernist voices of the past, since in some disciplines
it is modernists who may nowadays be forgiven for
feeling under siege (as several scientists have commented in recent publications). It is true, of course, that
criticisms of modernism both old and new should be
taken on board. If they are not, the modernist tradition
is at fault, perhaps in a major way. In this context,
though, it should be noted that the work of Shelley, one
of the early critics mentioned by SD, helped spawn science fiction, which I take to be a major recently developed brand of literature, and mainly modernist rather
than postmodernist. And most scientists qua scientists
(despite the lack of overt philosophising which is sometimes apparent in their thinking) would surely grant
that Shelley had a point in Frankenstein - though the
case is certainly not as simple as some might suggest.
The crude misapplication of the methods of ‘hard’
sciences to ‘human sciences’ to which SD refers is certainly an issue. But a retreat into relativism is not likely
to solve the problem. It should also be noted that critical observations in this area, and the associated new
ideas, are usually taken on by the tradition after a little
time. And, where new ideas are not taken up by the
tradition even after some time, it is often because they
remain (reasonably) disputed.
In fact, the scientific/philosophical tradition is quite
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good at self-correction. It is by no means perfect, we
would all admit, but how could it be? There is indeed
plenty of bias in science, and at times sheer dogmatism
(or at least impatience with the strident presentation of
obviously inept views), and these may well require action. But the image of the hidebound, closed-minded
‘expert’ portrayed by the Barry Fells, the John Keels
and the Colin Wilsons is, fortunately, no more than a
parody (except for truly extreme cases). And, where a
scientist is indeed hidebound, there is always peer review and post-publication criticism, which seldom allow ill-supported notions much free rein. There are,
after all, many young scholars seeking to make names
for themselves by disproving some cherished positions!
The more recent ‘softening’ of the ‘hard’ sciences has,
of course, been taken on board by serious practitioners
and by philosophers of science. Some postmodernist
claims on this front (like the attempted Buddhist/
Hindu/’New Age’ appropriations of late C20 physics
in the 1970s) are exaggerated and are apparently not
founded in adequate understanding of the physics.
SD refers to French and other European philosophers, who include, most obviously, Derrida, Kristeva
etc. Their tradition has indeed been practised rather
separately from mainstream modernism, which is predominantly Anglo-American. In fact, there is still much
suspicion of these continental traditions in the mainstream of analytical philosophy - not, I think, entirely
unreasonably. And, as Sokal has recently argued, where
these scholars step outside their main areas of expertise - which in any case generally involve literary matters rather than even philosophy as such - they rapidly
get out of their depth. One cannot have much confidence in fundamental revisions of scientific perspective proposed by writers whose ignorance of well-established scientific - and mathematical - principles is
so apparent. I might add that I am an utter amateur in
mathematics - but some of the relevant errors are obvious even to me.
SD also comments on linguistics specifically. The
comments constitute something of an oversimplification, but they are perhaps adequate in context. However, linguistics deals with very different subject matter indeed from the ‘hard’ sciences. Furthermore, in
comment on SD’s specific point: despite the obvious
fact that meaning is made by people and can vary
greatly, it is still possible to be genuinely wrong about
meaning (for instance in a foreign language only partly
learned) or to mistake another’s intended meaning. It
is not clear, in any case, how central the mainstream
discipline of linguistics (as opposed what Derrida etc
might call linguistics) was in the rise of postmodernism.
Its involvement is real but seems to be of more recent
origin.
In fact, SD identifies the increasing number of educated people who were not WEAMs as the leading factor in the rise of postmodernism. This has in fact been
a very welcome development, in respect of both equality and the introduction into science and philosophy of
new culturally-based insights. But, unfortunately for
SD, most of these newcomers have been persuaded (not,
I think, unreasonably) that in broad terms the established paradigms are successful and, rather than being
overthrown, should be pursued further and, where
found in error, adjusted; they have carved out excellent careers doing just this.
In contrast, where truly novel perspectives and approaches, strongly opposed to the mainstream, have
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been proposed on the basis of culture-specific traditions
or ideas, they typically appear among the more dubious of offerings. Sometimes it emerges that they are
not even genuinely associated with the relevant traditions, or at least involve a degree of distortion. The infamous Afrocentrists in the United States are an obvious example. Less dramatic but still damaging are cases
such as the recent controversy over the origin and hence
the ‘ownership’ of anomalous ancient human remains
found in North America. In this case, attempts have
been made to place the traditional prescientific belief
of the local indigenous peoples that they were created
where they now live (and thus did not migrate from
Asia) on the same footing as the state-of-the-art archaeological/anthropological view of their Asian origins.
Two approaches have emerged here, both unwelcome. On the one hand, it has been suggested that
where views clash in this way, the local beliefs should
be favoured over the scientific view, even at a strictly
factual level. This idea itself seems damaging enough;
but, on the other hand, some postmodernists - pursuing their position to the limit - have gone so far as to
suggest that both views are true, each for those who
believe in them. On a clear-cut factual matter of this
nature (as opposed to issues of abstract analysis), such
a position appears ludicrous: we may not in fact know
where the Amerindians first appeared (although if we
accept normal criteria of evidence one position appears
much better supported than the other), but they must
have appeared either in Asia or in North America (or in
some other determinate location). Similar scenarios
have in fact arisen in Australia, for instance with respect to the presentation in museums of the geological
account of the origin of the continent and Aboriginal
stories involving the Rainbow Serpent. In a number of
such cases - including the ‘Amerindian’ case just discussed - the loss to science is or may be considerable,
with extremely interesting human remains and/or artefacts being handed over for burial (etc) to groups
having no ethnic or cultural connection with them, and
thus ceasing to be available for study.
Naturally, all non-mainstream ideas, including the
traditional beliefs of indigenous peoples, should be
given fair assessment as far as possible (though see
above on resource issues). One cannot disregard whole
strands of thought merely because of extremists like
the Afrocentrists. But, as already noted, there is no guarantee whatsoever that new ideas, or the traditional beliefs of indigenous peoples, are necessarily justified or
an improvement on existing mainstream positions - and
there are numerous cases of the reverse.
Just after this section, SD suggests that the principle
of modernism is, starkly: ‘If you want to join the party,
act like a WEAM’. It will be clear from the above that I
regard this as a gross exaggeration/distortion.
The biases in encyclopaedias and such that SD instantiates are, of course, very unfortunate. We can be
grateful to postmodernists and others for drawing our
attention to these matters. But I do not think that they
are as central to the modernist tradition as is claimed.
There is also a degree of exaggeration/misrepresentation in many such claims. SD’s ‘map’ example is entertaining and might appear striking to someone who had
not given such matters much thought - but it is hardly
a serious problem for the tradition.
I doubt if any serious recent thinker has disputed,
or would dispute, SD’s point that non-scientists, nonWEAMs and their ideas and practices have much to
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contribute to the intellectual enterprise, especially in
their own domains. I again express my appreciation of
postmodernists etc who have pointed such things out.
But ‘scientism’ (thinking science is the only valid form
of knowledge) has never been really dominant in the
modernist tradition. At the very least, science has had
to share its ground with many highly articulate philosophers, some of whom have been just as influential
as leading scientists On the other hand, I suggest that
it is dubious to adopt a deliberately non-scientific approach in cases where science does appear applicable.
SD stresses the central postmodernist idea that all
answers are ‘at best tentative, or conditional upon the
question and the questioner’, and points out that ‘[t]his
is nothing new in philosophy’. Nor indeed is it a point
alien to science. But to assert that we cannot know absolute truths is not to deny either: (a) that there may be
some absolute truths; or (b) (more importantly) that
some accounts of things are better than others (though
in some fields (b) may not be tenable - but these fields
do not seem to include the domains of science). Skeptics generally believe (b) and many of them may also
believe (a).
SD also stresses that some of the ‘best’ scientific theories, such as Newton’s theory of gravity, have been
‘proved wrong’ - perhaps not the most insightful formulation, but the point is made. However, this is the
nature of science! Anyone who makes a great deal of
this point, with the implication that something is
thereby ‘wrong’ with science, surely does not understand the scientific method.
SD’s claims about the social and political factors involved in the rise of modernism are interesting but appear overstated. For instance, there were many precursors of modernist ideas (although admittedly these did
not take hold, perhaps for social or political reasons).
More generally: it is, of course, important (as Lakatos
pointed out) to ‘make a clean breast’ of influences upon
us and others, where these are known; such things often do explain why ideas arose when they did. On the
other hand, all prophets, true and false, have their own
histories. We must not become too ad hominem. After
all, how far a theory such as ‘Darwinism’ works as a
theory really does seem to be independent of why it
arose when and where it did.
Furthermore, if a theory of this kind is properly formulated it should be as near neutral as possible, ideologically - whether it eventually turns out to be ‘true’
or ‘false’. (Illegitimate, ideologically-motivated applications of the theory, while regrettable, are not the issue - though scientists might perhaps perceive a social
responsibility to resist and denounce these.) Here, I
think, is another crucial difference of view between
most skeptics and most postmodernists, in that the latter would probably hold that the notion that a theory
can be ideologically neutral, even to a degree, is at best
naive. But most skeptics would disagree.
It is true that postmodernism has important points
to make about relative values, functions, etc in other
domains, notably literature (see SD’s ‘bus ticket’ example). But literature is not very closely parallel with science in these respects; even moderate and apparently
well-informed postmodernists, as noted, can easily
make themselves appear foolish when they discuss scientific matters. Even in the field of literary studies, some
(extremist) postmodernists have indeed made extreme
relativist claims such as those which SD sets up as parodies of the postmodernist position, both in literary stud-
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ies and in some other domains such as history - and
surely these commentators (though not, of course, the
whole ‘movement’) deserve to be criticised for this.
The references here to relativism, of course, raise
once again one of the most major postmodernist points
that most skeptics would dispute - if not for all areas of
life, at least for science (see above). Skeptics believe that
human beings ‘make truth’, that truth is not ‘out there’,
only in certain domains. In some other domains the
truth really is ‘out there’, in that there are better and
worse accounts of the nature of things. Some skeptics
believe this more strongly than others. Roland Seidel
is a good example of a skeptic who defends (very cogently) a stronger interpretation of this than I myself,
for instance, would adopt. But we all seem to share this
view to a large extent.
I stress again that I applaud the questioning of established thinking that is inherent in postmodernism.
If it does indeed help to ‘provide ordinary people with
an intellectual toolkit for challenging those in authority’, it cannot be ‘all bad’; and indeed it has given us
some valuable insights, notably in the study of literature and in some other non-scientific domains. It is the
nature of its broad conclusions, to a degree in the ‘human sciences’ but more especially in the ‘hard’ sciences,
to which I take exception. But I grant that our
postmodernist friends may have some rejoinders to my
comments. I eagerly await them.

... Postmodernism from p 44
7. More sophisticated forms of relativism and idealism can perhaps
be made somewhat respectable, even though I think they are still
wrong and ultimately foolish. But we do not get anything of the
sort from most postmodernists (although there are some ‘quasi-postmodernists’, such as Richard Rorty, whose work is sort-of respectable, although Rorty has explicitly distanced himself from standard
postmodernism in recent years). Anyway, such positions would not
give most postmodernists what they want.
8. Luce Irigaray, ‘The “Mechanics” of Fluids’, in This Sex Which Is
Not One, translated by Catherine Porter with Carolyn Burke, Ithica:
Cornell University Press, 1985, pp. 107-8. (French original 1974.) The
surrounding passages provide little help in making sense of this,
being just as obscure themselves.
9. Jacques Lacan, ‘The subversion of the subject and the dialectic of
desire in the Freudian unconscious’, in Ecrits: A Selection, translated
by Alan Sheridan, New York: Norton, 1977, p.320. (French original
1966). I can assure you that this is no isolated lapse from clarity on
the part of Lacan. Nor has he got any clearer in more recent years; in
fact, the opposite is true.
10. Cathryn Vasseleu, Textures of Light, London: Routledge, 1998,
p.127.
11. Jonathan Culler, On Deconstruction: Theory and Criticism After
Structuralism, Ithica: Cornell University Press, 1983, p. 87.
12. Ibid., p. 88.
13. Astonishingly, Culler is derided by some postmodernists as too
clear and conservative - they consider him not radical enough to be
a real postmodernist.
14. This error has also been pointed out, with admirable restraint,
by John Searle in the New York Review of Books, 27 October, 1983, pp.
73-9.
15. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1994.
16. London: Profile, 1998. In the U.S. this book is called Fashionable
Nonsense (Picador, 1998).
17. Sydney: Macleay, 1996 (rev. ed.).
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AiG terminates
Snelling
A few weeks ago, rumours began circulating on the net
that Dr Andrew Snelling’s employment with Answers
in Genesis (the trading name of the Creation Science
Foundation) had been terminated.
Dr Snelling, as readers of the Skeptic will be aware,
is a geologist, with a PhD from Sydney University, who
has worked for the CSF for many years, and who has
acted as editor of the CSF/AiG publications, Creation
Ex Nihilo and CEN Technical Bulletin. Skeptical geologists, such as Dr Alex Ritchie, have many times challenged Dr Snelling to debate, in front of an audience of
his professional peers, the evidence he has for a recent
world-wide flood, which challenges he has always declined.
Intrigued by these rumours, we made enquiries of
our contacts in the creationist movement, who confirmed that they were true. Various Victorian meetings due to be addressed by Dr Snelling in November
were cancelled, with new meetings scheduled for December, with Gary Parker, an American creationist, as
the speaker.
We emailed the CEO of AiG, Dr Carl Wieland, for a
comment, to which he replied as follows:
Dear Mr Williams,
By authority of the Board of Answers in Genesis, I am
able to make the following official statement in time
for your deadline.
“Dr Andrew Snelling’s employment with Answers in
Genesis has been terminated. We are intending to negotiate with him concerning the provision of some services as an outside contractor.”
By way of personal addendum, I would think that once
it is clear what the outcome of those negotiations (and
other cordial discussions presently going on) is concerning Dr Snelling’s ongoing role in creationist circles,
there will be a statement made on the whole issue in
our own publications, which you monitor anyway.
Sincerely,
Dr Carl Wieland
CEO, Answers in Genesis, Australia

We also emailed Dr Snelling for a comment, but he
has not yet responded.
We have been told that his temporary replacement
as editor would be Dr Pierre Jerlstrom, described in the
October Prayer News as having a doctorate in molecular biology “earned at a major Queensland university”.
Which poses an intriguing question: What possible
reason could any scientist have for not revealing the
institution from which he obtained his qualifications?
And we can’t help wondering what it was that Dr
Snelling did to cause his “termination”? Could it be
that he found conclusive evidence that the Earth was
created in 4005 BC, thus placing himself outside the
dogmatic pale?
We await further developments with barely concealed anticipation. Meanwhile, Andrew, now you
have some spare time, would you care to have that
debate with Alex Ritchie?
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Armageddon and the prophets of Doomsday
Richard Gordon
The Second World Skeptics Congress, Heidelberg,
July 23-26, 1998
In July this year Harry Edwards, Richard Lead and I
took our wives and ourselves to beautiful Heidelberg
to represent Australia at the Second World Skeptics
Congress, the theme of which was Armageddon and
the Prophets of Doomsday. The Congress was jointly
sponsored by CSICOP (Committee for the Scientific
Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal), ESCO
(European Council of Skeptical Organisations) and
GWUP (Gessellschaft zur wissenschaftlichen Untersuchung
von Parawissenschaften - the German Skeptics).
The Congress was held at the University of
Heidelberg (the new part) which is sited in the North
of Heidelberg. The University of Heidelberg is the oldest University in Germany, having been founded in 1386
by Ruprecht I. The old part of the University is to the
west along the Neckar River, in the middle of the old
town and immediately below the 13th century castle.
This beautiful old town is filled not only with the echoes of the voice of Mario Lanza singing songs from the
Student Prince, delightful cafes, bars and restaurants but
also interesting museums and galleries. Well worth a
few days browsing.
Day one
The Congress began on Thursday, July 23, with an
opening address entitled “Fears of the Apocalypse” by
Professor Paul Kurtz the Chairman of CSICOP. He
outlined many apocalyptic beliefs surrounding
calendrical turning points and described the poor track
record of the predictions made for such points. Four
more speakers followed to complete the morning’s
program.
Hartmut Zinser, Professor of Religious Studies ,Free
University of Berlin, spoke on “ Doomsday fantasies
in new religious groups”. He described how predicted
catastrophes would punish mankind for their sins and
moral failures. These doomsday fantasies can be analysed as a reaction to catastrophes projected in nature,
history and society. By that projection, the smaller and
larger crises, which never fail to appear in each individual’s life, are made endurable psychologically. As
new religious groups try to provide answers for these
individual crises doomsday fantasies arise when the
group leaders, their teachings and their undertakings
fail, and the members lose their belief and do not accept the “explanations” of the leader of the group any
longer”.
Gerald Larue Professor of Biblical Archaeology,
University of Southern California, spoke on “The Bible
and the Prophets of Doom”. Professor Larue described
the many predictions of doom found in the bible, how
these were adjusted over time to fit actual happenings
and how man was held responsible because of his sins.
Criteria for apocalyptic myths require certain assumptions:
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1. Supernatural powers are behind all human affairs.
2. There is dissatisfaction with the present age.
3. The present world must be destroyed to allow the
emergence of an ideal world, and
4 .The faithful will be rewarded.

James Lewis, author of the Encyclopaedia of Cults,
Sects and new Religions expanded on modern doomsday prophecies, how they are used in setting up new
sects and how world events are indicative of the work
of the devil and can be read as signs of the inevitability
of the Apocalypse which will begin on January 1, 2000.
Dave Thomas, a physicist from Albuquerque who
spoke about the “Bible Code”, concluded the morning
session. The code is based on finding hidden messages
in the Hebrew Torah using “equidistant letter sequences” (ELS). Bible code promoters claim that messages found in the Torah can be found nowhere else.
Dave showed us how eerily amazing messages could
be found in any text.
The afternoon was divided into two sessions Alternative Medicine and a workshop on critical thinking
run by well-known contributors to the Skeptical Inquirer,
Profs Ray Hyman and James Alcock. Topics on Alternative Medicine were: “Homoeopathy in Europe”,
“Why Altmed seems to work”, “Altmed in a scientific
world” and about the fear of amalgam fillings in Germany.
Prof William Betz from Brussels spoke about the
political machinations in the European Parliament (EP)
concerning the use, registration and research into alternative medicines. He also described aspects of the
thinking demonstrated by the supporters of altmed and
some of the problems involved in the use of untested
remedies.
Prof Barry Beyerstein asked why, if Altmed is a priori implausible, lacking in scientific rationale, unsupported by evidence, failing good clinical studies and
basic common sense, do people believe it works?
Among the answers are:
(a) the generally low level of scientific literacy in the
population at large;
(b) vigorous marketing of the extravagant claims of
“alternative healers” which strongly appeal to wishful thinking;
(c) the prevalence of anti-science attitudes in Western
society;
(d) widespread mistrust of authority including the
medical establishment; and
(e) a resurgence of mystical beliefs, magical thinking,
and various ancient practices under the banner of the
“New Age” movement.

Prof Rainer Schiele demonstrated why the amalgam
controversy is a good example of an uncritical
misclassification of analytical results as poisonings. This
has arisen because new methods have enabled measurement of minute amounts of mercury in the tissues,
saliva and breath of people with amalgam fillings.
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However these levels are still very much lower than
what is regarded as safe occupational exposure. “Illnesses” ascribed to exposure to mercury from amalgam are not generally the same as those caused by other
forms of mercury exposure.
Prof Elizabeth Loftus (Dept of Psychology, University of Washington) gave the keynote address entitled
“Rich in imagination, poor in memory” in which she
described her studies of the malleability of memory and
repressed memory. She spoke engagingly for 1 1/2
hours without the aid of notes and covered the whole
topic of False/ Repressed Memory Syndrome and its
ramifications. Prof Vern Bullough gave a talk in a similar vein on the last day entitled “The Recovered
Memory Debate”.
Day two
Friday, opened with a plenary session on Natural
Disasters with the speakers all basing their talks on
astrology or astronomy.
Cornelis de Jager Prof of Astrophysics, Utrecht,
spoke on “Predicting the Catastrophic End of Time” in
which he compared predictions made using measurements of the long corridor of the Great Pyramid with
predictions based on measurements made of the corridor in his own home. From this he deduced that mankind will enter unto the Aquarius era on March 16 of
the year 2764, at 04:19. At that time, space and time
will end.
Alan Hale co-discoverer of comet Hale-Bopp spoke
about the comet and the interpretations of its appearance, “Portent or Disaster”. He was followed by Tim
Trachet a Belgian journalist whose topic was “Doomsday - the May 2000 Prediction”. In May 2000 there will
be a compact grouping of planets and the moon around
the sun. He pointed out that an even tighter grouping
occurred on Feb 5, 1962 and nothing special happened
then. Finally James McGaha US Air Force, retired,
spoke about cosmic impacts. He asked - how real is the
threat, what would be the consequences, and can we
do anything about it.
The afternoon session was split into two with one
part in English and the other in German. My German
skills (lack of) dictated to which session I went.
Environmental issues were dealt with by Prof
William Calvin and Thomas Casten in their talks on
“The Great Climate Flip-flop” which dealt with the
consequences of global warming and showed that it
was as likely to lead to an ice-age as to overheating
and “Global warming what can we do about it” which
dealt with CO2 generation and energy efficiency and
the fact that changes in these factors can influence global warming.
One of the most amusing, if not the most obscure,
speakers opened the second part of the afternoon’s
English session. H. de Tollenaere spoke on “Theosophy and Anthroposophy in Education” including mention of Rudolph Steiner whose followers established
schools in Australia. Dr Tollenaere described the unusual beliefs held by many of these people.
He was followed by Jim Enright of the Scripps Institute of Oceanography who described an investigation into dowsers by a Munich University group. They
began with 500 candidates and finally tested the 43 who
showed the most promise. The tests were quite well
designed but not as good as those in the two studies
done here in Sydney.
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Wendy Grossman, a journalist, then spoke on the
“Year 2000 Problem”. She described the many Internet
sites that gave all-sorts of interesting advice about how
to protect yourself from the Y2K problem.
Final English speaker of the afternoon was Gerhard
Eggert of Rheinisches Landesmuseum, Bonn, who gave
an erudite paper on the “Strange Metals of Antiquity”.
Iron pillars that never rust, Roman Aluminium, Peruvian Platinum and ancient Zinc.
Day three
Saturday morning’s session was devoted to three
presentations on “Postmodernism and Anti-science”.
Presentations were given by Evry Schatzman, JeanClaude Pecker, (both French astrophysicists), Jean
Bricmont (Physicist) and Lewis Vaughn (author).
Pre-modernism was defined as Judeo-Christian,
Modernism (500 years old) as Renaissance, Reformation, and scientific and democratic revolution. Postmodernism was characterised by attacks on humanism, enlightenment and science, including the assault
on precision in the meaning of words, on objective
methods of inquiry and attacking science as a repressive endeavour.
These presentations discussed the problems in education in relation to science and critical thinking including the difficulty many people had in keeping up with
advances in scientific understanding of nature. This
difficulty leads people to seek simpler explanations thus
turning to astrology etc.
A survey of French school children found that of
those under the age of 12, 80% were interested and excited by science, but by age 13 this percentage had
dropped to around 15%. People who believe in astrology assume that a scientific explanation will be found
and that current scientists are unable to comprehend
the new knowledge about astrology. Paranormal beliefs have always existed. Despite advances of society
and science, there is a deep need to believe. Human
anxiety/unhappiness drives desire to solve personal
problems to attain happiness in “virtual life”. It takes
hard work to solve real problems. Astrology offers easy
solutions.
Lewis Vaughn, Exec Editor of Free Inquiry magazine,
spoke on “Why People Believe”. He compared religious
belief to post-modernism making the following points
saying that, like faith, radical postmodernism:
(1) is based on the premise that believing something
makes it true;
(2) fosters beliefs or belief-systems that are deemed
incommensurate with all others;
(3) leads to intolerance while professing tolerance;
(4) has repugnant moral implications;
(5) systematically divorces beliefs and actions from
reality; and
(6) both abuses and misuses science for its own aims.

He argued that we should resist the overtures of
faith: it is profoundly irrational and thus cannot help
us know, choose, or act effectively.
During Saturday afternoon five presentations were
made by members of the Commission for Advocating
the Union of Natural Science and Social Sciences, China
association of Science and Technology which was
founded to “hold high the scientific flag and popularise science, uphold the honour of science and get rid of
foolish superstition”.
continued p 53...
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Travels of a Skeptic
Harry Edwards
As I plod through my twilight years I take consolation
in the fact that I now have the time to pursue those
activities that most appeal to me - travel and writing.
Inevitably during the former, I meet those of a younger
generation who, on learning that I do virtually nothing
else, are wont to remark, “aren’t you lucky”. Apart
from the fact that luck has nothing to do with it, when
asked whether they would like to exchange their next
30 years for grey hair, half the energy and a flagging
libido, time took on a different perspective.
My latest jaunt overseas took in the Philippines, the
UK, Russia, Belgium, Holland, Germany and the Czech
Republic. The vacation presenting an ideal opportunity to meet European sceptics and to attend the 2nd
World Skeptics Congress in Heidelberg as part of the
Australian delegation.
Always on the lookout for items paranormal I was
not disappointed.
London
One up for scientific evidence.
Christopher Gates claimed that he had fallen ill after being hypnotised on stage by TV star Paul McKenna
at the Swan Theatre, High Wycombe, and that this had
caused the onset of schizophrenia.
Giving judgment at the end of a ten day hearing at
the High Court, Mr Justice Toulson turned down
Gates’s legally-aided claim for £200,000 damages.
In a 38 page decision, the judge evaluated all the
scientific evidence and concluded “... that it is highly
improbable that the onset of the plaintiff’s schizophrenia had anything to do with his participation in the
hypnotism show. Even if there were a connection, the
strong possibility must be that the most the incident
could have done was to affect the timing.”
Naturally the case gave rise to conflicting opinions
on the subject of hypnosis, among them an essay by
Colin Wilson in the Daily Mail of August 15, 1998.
Wilson’s article did nothing to answer the question
whether or not it is possible for one human being to
enter the mind of another and then control it. He dismisses the opinion of psychologists that hypnosis does
not exist as nonsense and, based on his own 20 year
study is “... convinced that it can be used for good - or
- evil - and that used as an entertainment is inevitably
fraught with potential hazards”.
The extent of Wilson’s lack of objectivity can be
gauged by the evidence he presents - in particular, the
following two paragraphs.
In the 1880s, for instance, a stage hypnotist called
Carl Hansen used to tell a member of the audience that
he was going to become as stiff as a board. Then he
would place the man’s head on one chair, and his heels
on another, and would jump up and down on his stomach, or invite members of the audience to sit on him as
if he were a park bench.
What this p r o v e s (my emphasis) is that the mind can
influence the body to such an extent that the apparently impossible becomes possible.
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In truth of course it has nothing to do with mind
control, it simply proves that in a stiffened human body
the spinal column forms a segmental arch - one of the
many types of arches used since Roman times to span
wide openings and to support considerable weight.
Although Wilson’s qualifications or expertise were
not mentioned, I assume it is the same writer well
known for his books on the supernatural.
Mind, Body & Spirit festivals are just as popular in
England as in Australia and the 22nd annual event was
in full swing at the Royal Horticultural Hall.
I made my way through the middle-aged crowd
with its preponderance of females, the scent of burning mood sticks assailing my nostrils but nary a pyramid in sight.
Apart from the ubiquitous tinkle of wind chimes it
was almost a church-like atmosphere with people undergoing whispered consultations in confessional huddles with astrologers, numerologists and tarot readers.
Massage of one sort or another drew long queues Japanese or Reiki, and for the more adventurous the
healing Sevenstar - a metal replica of a seven pointed
star which it was claimed, would work wonders on
everything from static electricity build-up to heart problems. Just wave it around your body or sleep with it
under your pillow at night.
For those from down-under unaccustomed to the
northern hemisphere gravitational pull, Inversion
Therapy was available - an easel from which one dangled upsidedown by the feet.
Aura readings were available for $75, as were personality readings determined from your facial features.
A deeper knowledge of angels was on offer at the
Swedenborg stand and for those interested in astral
travel, who better to inform you than the ECKists?
Pausing by the beautiful display of ceramic waterfalls I was told that these were ideal for relaxation and
meditation, but with prices starting at $500 I moved
on, curious to see what the Robert Gray Intestinal
Cleansing Programme had to offer. The promoter suggested in no uncertain terms that the true path to health
was through the colon. While pills and potions may
have a part to play in internal cleansing, the huge brush
lying amidst the bottles made the mind boggle (and
the sphincter clench).
The other end of the torso was catered for in the
next stand where, for a modest sum, one could purchase the original Hopi ear candle. Simply stick one in
your ear and light it and wait for the benefits of thermotherapy to clear your head of impurities.
On the way out I passed the T-shirt stand - wizards
and monsters abounded in lurid colours and one simple garment bore the legend, “What a long strange trip
it’s been”.
Too right mate I thought as I relaxed later in the local sipping a pint of mild and bitter.
A visit to the Society for Psychical Research in Kensington and a chat with the secretary may auger well
for Australian Skeptics in the future. I was informed
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that the society often receives enquiries about Australian Skeptics but that they had absolutely no information to pass on. This situation has been rectified by
including them on our subscribers mailing list.
Glastonbury
Long steeped in myths, legends and
spirituality, one of the principal attractions
in this small Somerset market town is of
course the remains of the Benedictine
abbey of St Mary on which Henry VIII did
a fairly good demolition job. It has always
been a mecca for tourists and in recent
years the town has become popular with
proponents of New Age nonsense.
Prominent in the High Street is the Isle
of Avalon Foundation Ltd where, for a fee
of £300, (Aus$780) one can undertake a two
year course (160 hours),to qualify for a Certificate of Esoteric Soul Healing or as a
Crystal Healer. After one year, students
become Probationer Esoteric Soul Healers, at the end
of the second they become full Practising Healers, receive a specially inscribed Isle of Avalon Foundation Full
Certificate of Esoteric Soul Healing CESH, and have the
opportunity to become fully registered Members of the
IOAF Faculty of Healing (for an annual fee).
The prospectus for the courses includes subjects such
as, angels, magnetic healing, laying on of hands,
chakras, radiating healing energy out through the aura,
sound healing, seeing with the third eye, energising and
rebalancing the body with crystals, absent healing and
healing with crystals. Presumably, after qualifying,
those proficient in the above (for which there exists
absolutely no scientific evidence for their existence or
efficacy) they are then free to practise and charge the
unsuspecting and gullible for their “healing” services.
In both courses students are required to complete
up to 8 Case Studies. If this means what I assume it to
mean - that the students must diagnose, prescribe and
treat illnesses and diseases, then they are performing
functions for which they are not medically or legally
qualified. Furthermore, by using metaphysical and scientifically unproven methods
they are, in my opinion, a menace to the
public.
I have written to the Isle of Avalon Foundation Ltd for clarification of this point. not that I expect a reply.
Incidentally, doctors who have spent
many years of intensive training before being allowed to practise, may be interested
to note that the Foundation, despite the fees
charged, is a registered charity.
St Blasien
Peering down from a wall in St Blasien
(famous for its domed church) was a familiar face - on
a poster advertising the appearance of one Erich von
Däniken. “Die Grossen Rätsel Dieser Welt” it
proclaimed. (The biggest Puzzle in this World) would
be explained by the famous author in the half dozen
towns listed thereon. Debunked - but he won’t lie
down.
Bruges
Consider the following four unrelated incidents.
The cathedral at Naples has a phial of blood alleged
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to be that of St. Januarius, (c. 304?) a bishop of Benevento
said to have been martyred at Pozzuoli under
Diocletian. It has been kept in the cathedral since 1389.
The Holy Grail was linked by Robert de Borron in a
13th century history to a story to be found in the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus. He identifies
it with the vessel of the Last Supper, entrusted to Joseph of Aramathea who also
supposedly used it to catch the blood from
the body of Christ.
In 1389 Pierre d’Arcis the bishop of
Troyes (referring to the Shroud of Turin)
complained to Pope Clement VII saying,
the church’s canons had:
... falsely and deceitfully ... with avarice ...
procured for their church a certain cloth on
which was cunningly painted ... the image of
one man ... pretending that this was the actual Shroud in which our Saviour Jesus Christ
was enfolded in the tomb.

In the cathedral at Bruges is a painting of two golden
winged figures holding what appears to be a metal tube
with a glass window under which the caption reads,
“Waeragtige Afbeeldinge Van Het Heylig Bloed Ons Heeren
Jesu Christi.” Near the altar is a sign in four languages
shedding light on this single sentence.
THE RELIC OF THE HOLY BLOOD
is found behind the tabernacle of this altar.
According to tradition, the relic was brought to
Bruges by Derick of Alsace, Count of Flanders (1128
-1168), founder of this chapel of St Basil and the
Holy Blood. The rock crystal phial, which contains the
coagulated blood, is preserved in a glass cylinder
adorned with golden crowns, and this has remained
intact since its arrival in Bruges, as testified by
historical data from as far back as 1250.

Now never let it be said that Harry Edwards has a
suspicious turn of mind, but weren’t the 13th and 14th
centuries the heyday of fakers and forgers of religious
artefacts? I’m not suggesting that all the above are fakes,
but the twelve hundred year gap between their alleged
origin and their re-appearance during which
there are no records of their existence, does
raise a question or two.
Darmstadt
On my way to Heidelberg for the Second
World Skeptics Congress I was asked by a
representative of the local Skeptics group, Lee
Traynor (an expatriate Oz), to give a talk A
meeting was arranged for July 21 to be held
in the Technische Universitat, Darmstatd,
with Lee doing the translating. Although the
meeting was not particularly well attended,
interest was evident and the talk was
recorded by a reporter for a future radio
programme. The meeting was not without its
humorous moments, particularly when Lee had to
translate the phrase “the perpetrator of the most
preposterous piece of paranormal piffle” - a tonguetwister in any language.
Heidelberg
My visit to Heidelberg as one of the three Australian
delegates to the Second World Skeptics Congress had
a threefold purpose. It enabled me to lobby for the Third
World Skeptics Congress to be held in Sydney in 2000,
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presented the opportunity to put faces to the names of
people with whom I had communicated over the years
but had never previously met, and as a speaker, tell
other Skeptics from groups all over the world about
Australia and our own Skeptical movement.
Elsewhere in this issue are reports on the Congress
by the other delegates so there is little point in my reiterating. My contribution was of a general nature concerned only with providing a brief overview of Australian Skeptics, and an insight into our activities over
the years. If the applause was any criterion to judge
the talk by, it was well received, a fact further endorsed
by Paul Kurtz seated centre front, who gave me the
thumbs up sign - at least I think it was his thumb!

the Skeptic Cryptic Crossword No 1
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... Armageddon from p 50
Topics discussed were:
1. Strategies in fighting against pseudoscience in
China;
2. Exposing false claims;
3. The present publishing situation and evaluation of
fortune-telling books in China;
4. Doomsday: Its origin and our countermeasures;
5. Chinese Qigong Masters scorn pseudoscience.
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Name
Saturday night saw the main social event of the
Congress when most of the attendees boarded a river- Address
boat for a cruise down the Neckar River. After an excellent buffet we parked, along with a large number of
other river-boats, to enjoy a wonderful fireworks dis- Across
play and the annual display of special illumination of
& 2D. Doubters in the US? No,
four ruined castles high up on the ridge above the river, 1.
us. (10,8)
called the Lighting of the Castles.
6. Utes wrecked by mysterious
forces. (1-1-1-1)

3. Confrontation and arrest. (3-2)
4. Darcy was one of the
miserables. (3)
5. Decapitated giant is stunned.
(4)
7. What might be correct for the
United Nations is false for most of
us. (6)
8. Encourage promissory notes is
doubtful. (8)
9. Medic in debt. (2)
12. Good island for a bloke. (3)
15. Small saint on the street. (2)
17. Test run of conclusive
evidence. (5)
19. Horrifyingly great. (8)
20. Regarding circuits Edward
returned to. (8)
23. A small copper periodically. (2)
24. Dead and buried - that tore it.
(1-1-1)
25. Randy beasts hide why in
falling stars. (6)
26. Silliness acquired at each
birthday. (3,3)
29. Catalogue of clairvoyants. (5)
30. Not the blue of the East. (4)
32. Initial home of Moa and Xena.
(1-1)
33. Piece of 31 across puts you
before the foreign office. (1-1-1)

10. The official view of
Day four
backmasking (8,5 or is that 5,8)
The final day was a morning session “Prospects of 11. Gold weight, goodness
Scientific Skepticism Worldwide”. Speakers from five gracious. I’ll look after my own.
different countries contributed. Prof Sergei Kapitza (8)
13. Ancient “spirit” found in
from the Russian Academy of Sciences spoke on the dogma fundamentally. (4)
state of “Science and Pseudoscience in Russia”. Vern 14. Gold of Egyptian god’s haloes
Bullough (USA) spoke on the social and legal (5)
16. Take a punt with a copper
implications of the Recovered Memory Debate. Harry cure, if you get the point. (11)
Edwards spoke about Australian Skeptics and about 18. Hesitate to go back to
the investigations and challenges that we have been mythical island. (2)
French and alien. (1-1)
involved in. Mike Hutchinson (UK) spoke on “Public 21.
22. Witches go berserk when
Opinion and the Paranormal in the United Kingdom” they see crossers. (12)
and the final speaker of the Congress was Luis Alfonso 27. Alien life forms are mainly
(1-1-1-1)
Gomez who gave a report on the activities of the false.
28. A pole consumed the
Spanish sceptics.
backslider. (8)
Overall the Second World Congress was a most en- 31. Interstellar crockery. (6,7)
Copper bet taker on the edge.
joyable experience. We met many interesting Skeptics 34.
(4)
from all over Europe, from the UK to Russia and all 35. The advantage of Occam’s
points in between, along with a strong contingent from principle is a fine thing. (6,4)
the USA, courtesy of subsidy from CSICOP.
Thanks go to ESCO and CSICOP for staging the Down
Congress but my very, very special admiration goes to 1. Sort of travel for the starry
Armadeo Sarma and his wife and children who seemed eyed. (6)
to be involved in every aspect of planning and run- 2. See 1 across.
ning the Congress. We learnt a lot about the problems
of organising a large conference involving visitors from The Cryptic Crossword will be a regular feature of the
“out of town”, and we hope to incorporate that learn- Skeptic. Entries will not be opened until January 22, 1999,
ing into our organisation of the Third World Congress and the first correct entry opened will be the winner.
when we stage it in Sydney in November 2000. See you The prize will be a copy of one of the books listed inside
there!
the back cover.
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Chocolate

- pleasurable desire or addictive high?
Glenn Cardwell
The world’s No 1 food desire
Although we sneak into the top 10 chocolate consuming
countries in the world, it is the Swiss who truly love
their chocolate, giving themselves nearly 10 kg per
capita of oral pleasure. Australia devours over 5 kg of
chocolate per capita, but have less choco-bliss points
than Norway, Germany, Ireland, Belgium, Austria, UK
and Denmark.Could it be that, as chocolate is
considered sensual but sinful, a marriage of restorative
pleasure and painful guilt, that our consumption is
attenuated?
Indeed, is the pleasure addictive? It is a common
public view that chocolate may contain addictive substances which, in part, explains the desire for chocolate consumption and the prevalence of chocolate
cravings. Both US and Canadian studies suggest chocolate may well be the single most craved food.
Weingarten & Elston (1991) surveyed 868 college students in Canada and found that chocolate, followed by
pizza, was the food that elicited the biggest craving. Of
those who listed chocolate as a commonly craved food,
three quarters said there was no substitute food that
would satisfy that craving!
Another study of US undergraduates (and is not
cheap research fodder their role?) by Rozin et al (1991)
also showed chocolate to be the most craved food. In
both studies, the craving for chocolate was most prevalent in women, especially pre-menstrual. And it has to
be milk chocolate. Only one in ten chocolate cravers
preferred dark chocolate (Hetherington & Macdiarmid
1993).
It has been convenient to state that chocolate craving is due to a pharmacological effect or an innate search
for a deficient nutrient. Chocolate craving has been attributed to phenylethylamine desire, magnesium deficiency (nuts contain more magnesium than does chocolate, but no-one hears of a craving for peanuts), caffeine addiction (chocolate has less caffeine, 20 mg/100g,
than coffee, 70 mg/ teasp instant), and even
cannabinoid related substances in chocolate, all of
which has been highly speculative and found very little support from researchers. Chocolate cravings have
also been observed after specific drug abuse (3,4methylenedioxymethamphetamine or “ecstasy”) where
chocolate was typically consumed in 1000-2000 calorie
binges (Schifano & Magni 1994).
Eat chocolate, be happy
I was able to corner Professor David Benton,
Department of Psychology, University of Wales, during
the recent Kellogg Nutrition Symposium in Sydney and
ask him about his special area of interest, food and
mood, in particular chocolate which he describes as“a
very powerful food” which fits perfectly into healthy
eating. I can only agree.
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We like chocolate because we are programmed genetically to like sweet/fat combinations that taste extremely
good. When we eat something we like we produce
endorphins. This is not exclusive to chocolate - anything that tastes good induces brain endorphin release

said Professor Benton.

He believes that chocolate is craved mainly for its
mood-improving properties and dismisses its potential to exert drug-like effects.
If you have traditionally used chocolate, even unknowingly, to improve your mood, the next time you feel a
bit low you are going to feel a craving for chocolate,
but I don’t want to imply that chocolate is addictive.
There are a number of suggestions that there may be
active substances so that the intake of chocolate is
almost self-medication. There is an increased craving
for chocolate in the last stage of the menstrual cycle.
Large doses of a magnesium supplement may help PMT
but you don’t get an effect with the second cycle. It’s
inconceivable that you could get enough magnesium
from eating chocolate.

Drug-free chocolate
Phenylethylamine is produced by the body when one
experiences feelings of love and you get headlines that
chocolate is a substitute for love. Phenylethylamine is
present in very small amounts in chocolate and is broken down very, very rapidly by the liver and to get it to
act therapeutically you need several grams of the stuff
and a drug called monoamine oxidase inhibitor to prevent its breakdown. Eating chocolate doesn’t mimic that
sort of situation,

he added.

He also mentioned that anandamides, which acts at
the same site of cannabis, are found in chocolate, but
only in small amounts. There have been no demonstrations that anandamides in chocolate are physiologically
active. David Benton’s comments at the symposium
received a lot of publicity. Interestingly, less than a quarter of his presentation was on chocolate, yet that was
the area that fascinated the media.
Mmmm & Mmmms
A more likely explanation for chocolate desire is that
its sensory properties, such as the aroma, taste and
mouthfeel, combine to provide a wonderful
organoleptic fusion that creates an ongoing desire for
the pleasure of chocolate consumption. Michener &
Rozin (1994) studied 34 self-reported chocolate craving
adults (29 female, 5 male) giving them either:
* milk chocolate;
* white chocolate;
* cocoa powder capsules;
* white flour capsules (placebo);
* white chocolate and cocoa powder capsules; or
* nothing
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Only the milk chocolate and the cocoa powder contained any possible pharmacological substances (there
are none in cocoa butter, being only fats).
It was no real surprise that milk chocolate had the
greatest effect in reducing the chocolate craving, followed by white chocolate and the white chocolate with
cocoa powder with only two thirds the ability of milk
chocolate to reduce chocolate craving. The cocoa powder alone had little effect on reducing chocolate
cravings, and received a similar rating to the placebo
and eating nothing at all.
This indicates that people did not consume chocolate for any addictive drug-like properties; rather, it
strongly suggests that chocolate cravings are truly satisfied by its sensory properties, created by chocolate’s
unique combination of over 400 compounds (Hoskin
1994).
Too much of a good thing
Macdiarmid and Hetherington (1995) looked at selfreported female adult chocolate“addicts” (or
overeaters) and compared them to a control group
(chocolate“likers” who didn’t feel they were “addicted
to”, or “over-ate”, chocolate). The “addict” group ate
four times as much as the controls and were more likely
to eat in secret (20.3% v 1.3%). “Addicts” were
significantly more depressed, more dissatisfied with
their body shape and scored higher on measures related
to disordered eating according to the authors. Although
the consumption of chocolate in both groups was a
pleasant experience that reduced both the hunger and
the craving for chocolate, the enjoyment was shortlived, increasing guilt feelings, more so in the “addicts”.
Hetherington and Macdiarmid (1995), possibly using the same subjects, found that when both addicts
and controls were given a fixed amount of chocolate
(60g), there was a significantly smaller decline in hunger, pleasantness and pleasure recorded by the addicts.
Addicts ate more chocolate under ad lib conditions than
the controls, but what was interesting was that when
the subjects were given their favourite chocolate they
ate less (16% in addicts and 28% less in controls) that
when given the researchers’ choice of chocolate (type
unknown). The message seems to be “If you really like
chocolate and don’t wish to overconsume the product,
always choose your favourite”.
Both
of
the
Hetherington and
Macdiarmid studies
support their earlier
beliefs (1993) that a
perceived chocolate
“addiction” is likely to
reflect a disordered
eating pattern rather
than a pharmacological function of the
chocolate. Even the
chocolate cravers attribute their “addiction”
to
the
orosensory, rather
than the biochemical,
features of the chocolate.
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So...
In summary, there is no evidence that chocolate is
addictive. Rather, the desire for chocolate is based
purely on its enjoyment. It seems that with a little luck,
and a lot of ingenuity, humans have hit upon the
greatest taste in the world and chocolate manufacturers
have the privilege of providing a constant supply of
pleasure.
Dr Rössner, Karolinska Hospital, Sweden, speculates
that a cure for chocolate craving may be detrimental to
health.
If chocolate craving is cured, what would the consequences be? Deep depression, a baby boom when sex
replaces chocolate craving or other unwanted consequences of approaches to compensate for the chocolate loss?

Chocolate is more than pleasure. There is good evidence that it’s very good for your health. My argument,
upon a solid foundation of unquestionable science
(truly!), that chocolate is an essential food group will
have to wait until another edition of the Skeptic.
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Two histories of the species
James Gerrand
The Future Eaters; Tim Flannery. Reed Books 1994.
423pp. ppbk $25.
Guns, Germs and Steel - A Short History of Everybody for the Last 13,000 years; Jared Diamond. Vintage 1998. 480pp. ppbk $19.95.
Tim Flannery’s work is a great example of how the
scientific approach is the way to understanding our past
and so plan wisely for our future.
Flannery explains how and why the flora and fauna
developed so differently over the past 80 million years
in Australia, New Guinea, New Zealand and New Caledonia, following their separation from the original
landmass of Gondwana. He also reveals and details
how we humans are the “future eaters”. A prime example is how the first settlers in New Zealand, the
Maoris, as part of the Polynesian invasion of the Pacific islands, arrived some 1,000 years ago to find a
country “flowing with milk and honey” - giant moa
birds to be exact. But within 600 years the moa was
eaten to extinction. The Maoris had to turn from huntergatherers to crop growers, from peaceful folk to tribal
warriors, fiercely protecting or fighting for land. Because of the lack of protein in their diet they became
cannibals.
The first Australians arrived from Asia some 40,000
years ago to find a continent so arid and prone to
drought, fire and flood (thanks to ENSO - El Nino
Southern Oscillation) that it could not support any
Asian-type agriculture. So they remained hunter-gatherers. They did evolve a system of bush fires to stop
forest growth so as to allow kangaroos, their main game,
to have the open space to flourish. One surprising fact
is the Tasmanians, unlike their mainland cousins, did
not eat fish. Tim suggests that perhaps there may have
been an early case of fish poisoning that made fish eating subsequently a taboo.
The New Guineans did become crop growers because of the richness of the soil from volcanic eruptions
and the regular rainfall. But they also suffered from
protein deficiency arising from lack of game fauna
which encouraged cannibalism.
New Caledonia is exceptional in its unusual range
of flora and fauna (particularly insects) arising from its
nutrient poor, often toxic, soil being rich in metals such
as nickel. This soil supported unique plant communities and invertebrates particularly land snails. Because
of its tropical climate, cold-blooded animals such as
crocodiles, turtles and geckos dominate its fauna.
The above are only a few examples of the range of
ecological information presented by the author.
The third part of his book records the regions’ history following the arrival of the Europeans. The evolutionary supremacy of a food producing people over
hunter-gatherers, as had occurred in most other continents, was quick in Australia. The British settlers intro-
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duced sheep and wheat and, later, industry and mining that were found to be so productive that the land
could support 100 times the population of the huntergatherers at a standard of living now 100 times that of
the hunter-gatherers. They also introduced diseases
such as smallpox and measles to which the settlers had
developed immunity over the centuries but which
proved fatal to many of the indigenous people.
The author concludes with warnings to Australians,
particularly that we are “eating” up our environment
to the extent that it is becoming unsustainable to our
increasing population.
He states that Australia can never be part of Asia
because it is so different ecologically. He warns of the
need to control increasingly devastating bush fires by
fighting “fire with fire”. We must control our increasing urban density with its concrete jungles, and solve
increasing problems of pollution and sewage disposal.
The real issue of mining is how best to use this nonrenewable wealth, not arguing about where and
whether it should occur. “... although mining can have
a significant local impact, it affects a relative small area
and is presently well-regulated.”
The Future Eaters is a must for all Australians concerned with a sustainable environment for our country. Surely this means all of us.
Jared Diamond’s illuminating enquiry into why Europe
and the Near East were the cradles of our modern global
societies is also a convincing argument that human
history should be a science, the author’s concluding
thesis.
He examines in detail the evidence available - from
history, biology, ecology and linguistics - to find how
and why some civilisations developed in some continents from our hunter-gatherer beginnings of13,000
years ago, following the last Ice Age. It was then some
peoples turned to food production - domesticating wild
animals and plants. This food production enabled such
peoples to settle into dense communities and to be
empowered to conquer other peoples. They could store
grain and keep herds to allow permanent settlement
and provide for warriors to protect their communities
or to seize weaker communities.
The major factors in deciding which communities
became successful food producers were climate, plant
species that were available to be successfully cultivated,
and what animal species were available to be herded.
The most successful food producers were those in the
Fertile Crescent - what is now Lebanon, Eastern Turkey and Iraq. Its climate of mild, wet winters and long,
hot summers selected annuals such as cereals (wheat
and barley) and pulses (peas and lentils). It had sheep
and goat species that were able to be herded. China
was the other principal region where its climate and
available suitable plant and animal species produced
food producing communities. But here the cultivated
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plants were rice and millet and the animal herds were
pigs.
Diamond points out only a small proportion of plant
species are successful for food production and their
availability varies geographically. For example there are
32 large-seeded grass species (wheat and barley in the
top 13) in the Mediterranean zone compared with 6 in
East Asia (China), 4 in Sub-Saharan Africa, 11 in the
Americas and 2 in Northern Australia
With domesticable animals Diamond calls on the
Anna Karenina principle enunciated in the first sentence of Tolstoy’s novel: domesticable animals (happy
families) are all alike, every undomesticable animal
(every unhappy family) is undomesticable (unhappy)
in its own way. The big domestic animals provided
meat, milk products, fertilizer, land transport, leather,
military assault vehicles, plough traction and wool as
well as germs (such as smallpox, measles and flu) to
kill previously unexposed peoples. Only 14 of the 148
big wild terrestrial herbivorous mammals have passed
the test of domestication. The major five domesticated
mammals - sheep, goat, cow, pig, horse - all originated
in Eurasia. No carnivorous mammal has ever been domesticated for food. A major reason is the food production inefficiency. To obtain 1,000 lb of carnivore (say
lion) meat requires feeding them 10,000 lb of herbivore
food (say cow) meat), grown on 100,000lb of plants
(say corn). A quick growth rate is important. This eliminates gorillas and elephants. Some animals such as the
cheetah won’t breed in captivity. Nasty dispositions,
such as possessed by the grizzly bear, hippo, African
buffalo, onager and zebra is another no-no. Another
deterrent is a tendency to panic possessed by deer and
antelopes. A final deterrent is being solitary as in the
cat family. Social animals such as the horse are ideal
for domestication if they live in herds, have a dominance hierarchy and occupy overlapping home ranges
rather than exclusive territories.
An initial disadvantage to herding animals was that
they transferred diseases such as smallpox, measles and
flu to their human keepers, causing many deaths before the keepers developed immunity. This disadvantage turned to advantage when the food producers
breathed their germs on the hunter-gatherers.
Diamond then presents another convincing argument for the more rapid development of the food producing communities of Eurasia - its continent was not
only the largest but also stretched East and West rather
than the North and South of the Americas and Africa.
This meant the latitudes, and so climatic conditions, of
adjoining communities were similar. Thus developments in one community would be more likely to be
suitable in adjoining communities. The crops and mammals developed in the Fertile Crescent spread across to
Europe, Egypt and North Africa, Ethiopia, and the Indus Valley, either by communities trading with, or
dominating, adjoining communities. However their
spread to South Africa was stopped by the 2,000 miles
of tropical conditions, including tropical diseases, of
mid Africa.
Similarly the hot lowlands of Central America
stopped the spread of crops and animals between South
and North America.
Writing brings power to modern societies, making
it possible to transmit far greater accuracy, quantity and
detail. Allied to mass printing it enables knowledge to
be readily passed to whole communities. Most writing
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characters have developed from the Sumerian cuneiform some 5,000 years ago.
Many societies, particularly the hunter-gatherers,
had no written language. I worked in Somalia in 1973,
just two years after their government introduced a written Somali script. Printing spread explosively in medieval Europe because printers were able to combine six
technological advances - paper, moveable type, metallurgy, presses, inks and script.
Diamond now moves on to his central argument.
Farmer power arose from their much denser population, breathing out nastier germs, owning better arms
and armour and better technology, and to living under
centralised governments, better able to wage wars of
conquest.
He lists four types of societies: Band, consisting of
dozens of nomadic people; Tribe, consisting of hundreds living in villages; Chiefdom, consisting of thousands living in a number of villages; State, consisting
of more than 50,000 living in many villages and cities.
The Chiefdoms and States arose from food production.
Their larger populations required a bureaucracy and a
religion to control and provide service to their people.
He introduces the term “kleptocracy” meaning a
government that transfers wealth from commoners to
upper classes. I like it as a salutary warning that we
commoners must keep eternal vigil to ensure that the
rich and powerful are kept under some restraint. Diamond lists four ways kleptocrats use to gain popular
support.
1. Disarm the populace and arm the elite.
2. Make the masses happy by redistributing much of
the tribute received.
3. Use force to promote happiness by maintaining public order and curbing violence.
4. Construct an ideology or religion justifying
kleptocracy.
Diamond concludes with a research agenda to answer the still many unresolved questions. More detail
is needed on the numbers per continent of wild plant
species such as legumes, and which factors disqualified big mammals from domestication. Then we need
to investigate why the Fertile Crescent and China lost
their lead-time to late-starting Europe. Diamond does
give some reasons here. The Fertile Crescent is no longer
fertile. In China a change in dynasty of this unified
nation forbade ocean-going shipping. In contrast in divided Europe, Columbus was able to find one country, Spain, to sponsor his voyage to the Americas.
I would like to add one further item for the research
agenda. It seems to me the birth of modern science, fathered by Francis Bacon in the early 17th century, has
been the determining factor in the rise of a global civilisation at the end of this millennium. Modern science
began in Europe due to exceptional factors of the time
and gave Europeans the power through knowledge to
expand and conquer the world over the succeeding four
centuries. Thomas Huxley was the moving force in
England to put science as the key element in England’s
industrial supremacy of the 19th century. In his later
years he was concerned at the rising power of Germany
due to its support of science, particularly chemistry. The
resultant rivalry was a major cause of World War I.
This book is a must for anybody wanting to know
to the best available research how our modern civilisation has developed.
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Fantasy for Skeptics
Barry Williams
Fantasy and Skepticism are not the sorts of concepts
we would naturally associate with each other, though
it could be argued that all of us exercise our ability to
fantasize in order to inject a little colour into the
monochrome tones of the quotidian round. It might
even be suggested that, while we all have fantasies, it
is the ability to discriminate between fantasy and reality
that ultimately distinguishes the Skeptic from the True
Believer.
Even the editors of Skeptical magazines are not immune to the temptations of fantasy, although mine tend
along the lines of coming in at the fall of the seventh
wicket and saving the test match with an unbeaten
double century, with the subsequent adulation of tall,
willowy, English women. That may be evidence of the
persistence of juvenility well into the age of senility,
nonetheless I have always managed to resist the increasing popularity of literary fantasy. While I enjoy a good
science fiction yarn, the science must be plausible. Not
for me the interminable works based on Celtic or Norse
mythology, incapable of being contained
in less than a trilogy (and often in trilogies of five or more volumes) that infest
the SF shelves of modern bookshops. I
may, in fact, be the only person alive
who has never got past the first fifty
pages of Lord of the Rings, finding it to
be an insufferably boring work.
But recently my life has changed,
and, I think, for the better. On a web discussion list to which I subscribe, one of
the other Australian subscribers usually
ended his postings with a witty and apposite signature. Tracking him down I
found him to be one, Glenn Brady, hailing from the environs of Geelong. Glenn
and I struck up a cyber-correspondence,
and after we marvelled at the astonishing coincidence that the character Greg
Brady in the 70s high-culture TV series,
The Brady Bunch , was played by an actor named Barry Williams, I convinced Glenn to become a subscriber to the Skeptic, while he insisted that I
should at least sample the literary works that gave rise
to his sigs. I resisted, persisting in my opinion that fantasy novels falls somewhere between creation ‘science’
and ufology as the sort of drivel the world would be
better off without.
I am now confessing, Dear Reader, that I was wrong.
What Glenn has succeeded in doing is to introduce me
to the books of British author Terry Pratchett, and his
amazing invention, the Discworld.
And what an invention it is. Discworld, as the name
implies, is a disc shaped world resting on the backs of
four enormous elephants, standing, in their turn, on
the back of a giant turtle, slowly swimming through
the reaches of space. As is de rigueur in fantasies,
Discworld is a place where magic holds sway, but this
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is a very special sort of magic. It is magic that has close
counterparts in the science of our own world
(Globeworld?) and the denizens of Discworld are prey
to all the fallibilities of modern Earthian folk.
The novels have a varying cast of intermingling, and
instantly recognisable, characters. Academe is represented by the faculty of wizards at Unseen University,
whose main preoccupation seems to be bickering, when
they are not indulging in banquets. The exceptions are
the group of younger, nerdish wizards in the School of
High Energy Magic, who have developed a computerlike device run by ants. They are also working on a
scheme for controlling electricity, based on a large
number of cats being strapped to a very big wheel and
rotated past amber rods.
There is the coven of witches, as pragmatic a bunch
of hard-nosed old biddies as is ever likely to be found
in fiction of any kind. Rather than spells, they look at
human responses to situations, which the refer to as
“headology”. They are particularly hard on one of their
number who seems to want to become
involved in herbs and new agey notions
about the world.
Then there is the City Watch of the
great city of Ankh-Morpork, whose
motto inscribed above the door reads
“FABRICATTI DIEM PVNC”. Death, the old
Grim Reaper himself, stars in several of
the books. Appropriately skeletal, and
scythe equipped, Death seems to be
undergoing a permanent identity crisis,
and frequently takes time off to “find
himself”. He always speaks in SMALL
CAPITALS, and rides a great white stallion
with the appropriate name of Binky.
Trolls and dwarves abound, as do zombies, werewolves, vampires and other
characters of fantasy, and all with very
human foibles.
Among the wizards is Rincewind,
who failed all his exams, but is the one
who is fated to save the world, albeit inadvertently,
many times, and usually while running away from
something. And Cohen the Barbarian, another staple
of heroic fantasy, far advanced in senility and a martyr
to crippling arthritis, but still winning through.
Pratchett satirises popular and high culture (the film
and music industries), organised religion, nationalism,
academia, politics, and everything else that presents a
tempting target, and he does it with unfailing good
humour and an immaculately sceptical common sense.
Perhaps the latest in the series will have a special
resonance for readers of the Skeptic. Titled The Last Continent, Pratchett says in the introduction, “[This] is not
a book about Australia. It’s just vaguely australian”.
Indeed it is, as Rincewind, lost in a vast red desert (it
never rains), wonders how to cook his few remaining
vegetables - he has no water, but he does have a few

THE SKEPTIC

1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
1234567890123456789
Notice
1234567890123456789

New web site
John Stear
On September 30 I launched a dedicated anticreationism web site which I call “No Answers in
Genesis” (NAG), a title I hoped might draw a response
from Answers in Genesis (AiG), a creationism web site.
I even opened my heart and invited AiG to provide
a reciprocal link to NAG, on the perfectly (to me) rational assumption that since I have provided numerous links to creationists’ web sites, in the interest of rational debate reciprocal links would be a good thing.
One David Jolly from AiG replied:
Answers in Genesis does not provide reciprocal links to
other web sites because they link to ours. At the moment, we have very few links to other sites.
As for comments to your site, it seems to provide the
same anti-creation rhetoric that we see many times.
And as with other such sites and articles, your site is
laced with inaccuracies that obviously have been written from a full lack of investigation and with the typical
anti-creationist bias.

Sorry! I forget that creationists aren’t too keen on
rational debate. Silly me!

... Fantasy from previous page
cans of beer (the local town is named
Didjabringabeeralong). He reckons that as beer contains
yeast, which is food, he can boil up his veggies in the
beer, add salt for taste and have nourishing soup. He
falls asleep and awakes to find his tinny contains a dark
brown, sticky concoction, which, though unpalatable,
is strangely addictive. He makes this discovery shortly
before stumbling across a billabong, under the shade
of an unnamed tree, where he is apprehended by a land
owner and three law enforcement minions, while he is
releasing a stolen sheep from a tucker bag. No worries.
In the same book, the senior wizards are transported
back into the far past, where they make the acquaintance of the creator god, busily at work inventing evolution. That he hasn’t got it quite right yet becomes
apparent when they are charged by a large Tyrannosaur,
which manages to evolve into a chicken before it reaches
them. They have it for dinner.
Perhaps it would be useful to finish with a quote
from Terry Pratchett’s introduction to The Discworld
Companion, a handy reference to all the characters and
locations of the eponymous world:
But reality is a bit untrustworthy at the best of times.
There are plenty of people who believe that Elvis is
alive, or that aliens occasionally land here to do highly
personal things to people, or that the whole idea of
evolution is a conspiracy of godless scientists. Almost
all of these people can vote and some of them have
got guns. When you look at it like that, the Discworld
seems positively harmless.

It could be a creed for Australian Skeptics. Wonderful stuff, very enjoyable reading for Skeptics (or
anyone else who appreciates excellent comic writing).
There are 22 books in the series and I am delighted to
say that my daughter owns the lot.
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Notwithstanding AiG’s reluctance to enter into fair
dinkum debate via the Web, the e-mails from individual
creationists keep flooding in. Not to mention several
congratulatory messages including one from no less
than Professor Richard Dawkins.
The site was set up with the intention of providing
mainly Australian input but, despite important contributions from notable Australian scientists such as Dr
Colin Groves, Dr Alex Ritchie, Prof Mike Archer (the
new Director of the Australian Museum) our own esteemed (or steaming) editor Barry Williams and the
indefatigable Sir Jim R Wallaby, I have had to draw on
many overseas sources. I have also received advice and
encouragement from the aforementioned as well as Ian
Plimer, Martin Bridgstock and Holy Ghost Buster,
Richard Lead.
I welcome appropriate contributions for the pages
of NAG from readers of the Skeptic.
No Answers in Genesis has been quite successful in
as much as, at the time of writing, the site had attracted
more than 3,500 visitors in just six weeks and elicited
much written response from creationists, evolutionists
and, gratifyingly, a few who just aren’t sure.
I received this message from a concerned man in
Wichita Falls, USA:
Thanks for your excellent site. Answers In Genesis is
coming to my town Dec 4-5 to do a huge propaganda
show targeted at kids too young to know better. How
can I best combat their influence?

Another from a troubled chap with fanatical in-laws:
I have been on a spiritual search my entire life. I am 44
years old and rather highly educated. I could never
(until now) reconcile my spirituality with my intellect. I
can't tell you how helpful your page has been to me.
The arguments offered are ones that I have tried to
articulate on many occasions, in particular to the religious fanatics who are my In-laws. I will print out your
pages and study. I look forward to their next attempt
to try to use the Bible as it's own validation. Many,
many thanks to you.

And another from an American fan of Sir Jim W:

The Australian Skeptics, has just set up a delightful
new web site, No Answers in Genesis. They have a
great article by Sir Jim R. Wallaby on Ken Ham.

And from a lady in Florida:
What a wonderful website... I've added it to my favorites
and will read it frequently.

I am not a scientist so rely heavily on scientific articles to post on the site and scientific advice to refute
the arguments in messages I have received from creationists. Without the continuing support of Skeptics
and in particular scientist Skeptics No Answers in Genesis will falter. At the moment it is attracting a good
deal of comment and, I believe, is a successful tool in
Australian Skeptics’ anti-creationism armoury.
No Answers in Genesis can be found at:
http://www.onthenet.com.au/~stear/index.htm
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Creationist deception: a response
Barry Williams
In September the Skeptic (18/3 pp.7-10) published an
article of mine entitled “Creationist Deception
Exposed”, in which I accused the producers and the
marketers of a creationist video tape, From a Frog to a
Prince, of distorting an interview for crude political
propaganda reasons, of seeking to damage the
reputation of Professor Richard Dawkins and of
betraying the trust of their own followers.
The producer of the video tape, Gillian Brown of
Keziah Video Production, has written to the Skeptic,
claiming that my article misrepresented her involvement and requesting a right of reply. Naturally, as a
responsible publication, the Skeptic does not refuse anyone the right of reply if they claim we have misrepresented them. (I might add here that in this we differ
markedly from creationist publications, which have on
more than one past occasions, flatly refused to publish
letters from me, correcting misrepresentations they
have made of Australian Skeptics.)
Ms Brown has also published her complaint on the
internet and had part of it published in the November
edition of Prayer News, a tabloid (in all senses) sheet
produced by Answers in Genesis, the Australian distributors of the offending video tape. Curiously, this
latter piece omits all questions from No 4-7 and 11-15
inclusive, for reasons that are not apparent. (That’s the
second point 11 in Ms Brown’s complaint, not the first
one. I intend to publish her complaint in full and unedited, except for an insertion Ms Brown had included
after Q 16, concerning a conversation she had with another individual and his quite long response. This referred to something which I do not believe is in issue.
As I have no authority to publish the other person’s
response, I told Ms Brown that I would delete this piece
and she did not demur.)
In what follows, Ms Brown’s words are heralded by
the letter B., while the items of which she complains
are in italic type and introduced by a number. My response follows her complaint.
Response from Gillian Brown, Keziah Video Production.
B. The first to present his case seems right, until another
comes forward to question him. (Proverbs 18:17)
B. You have written an article, published in the Skeptics
journal, which claims to “demonstrate the depths to
which the creationist movement will stoop in order to
try to discredit its critics”, in which you denigrate my
character and work, and that without having spoken to
me at all. In respect of fairness I would request that
you publish my response in full.
Your article recounts Prof Dawkins’ recollection of an
interview, which is included in the video From a Frog to
a Prince, which I produced, in which Dawkins is seen to
pause for 11 seconds, and evade a simple question.
As you yourself say, “It beggars belief that someone of
Richard Dawkins’ stature in the field would have been
stumped by such a simple question or would have
evaded it.” So, you conclude that Dawkins was “set
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up”, with “malicious intent”, in “a piece of crude propaganda”, “deliberately manipulated” with “deceitful intent”.
Firstly, I would like to say that if you are going to
publish a slanderous attack against someone, it is considered responsible journalism to at least inquire into
both sides of the story, and in this case, before making
accusations regarding the circumstances of an interview it would have also been circumspect to have viewed
the unedited tape. That way you could have presented
a serious investigation of the matter, and avoided making illinformed and false assertions.
You state in the article that, “perhaps it could be
argued that Prof Dawkins’ memories of the events might
have deteriorated with the passage of time since the
interview...” In fact, whether from memory lapse or for
other reasons, the recollection of Dr Dawkins is riddled
with inaccuracies and some downright untruths. Following is an accurate account of the interview, which
may be confirmed by viewing the unedited video tapes.
Dr Dawkins makes a number of incorrect statements:

1. On September 16, 1997, Keziah Video Productions, in
the persons of Gillian Brown and Geoffrey Smith, came to
my house...
B. I was accompanied by a former geologist, Philip
Hohnen, not Geoffrey Smith.

2. ...I was challenged to produce an example of an evolutionary process which increases the information content of
the genome. It is a question that nobody except a creationist
would ask...
B. That question actually came at the end of the interview. At the beginning, Philip Hohnen asked several
general questions on the origin of new information.
These questions are recorded on tape and may be
viewed, either on tape or transcripted, by anyone interested in the exact nature of the questions. Dawkins
objected to the questions and stopped the recording.
He claimed that questions on the origin of new information were invalid, and that nobody ever asked him
such questions. I responded that the question of information was perfectly valid, and very important to the
evolution-creation debate.

3. The tape having stopped, I explained to them my suspicions, and asked them to leave my house.
B. This is untrue. At no time did Dr Dawkins ask us to
leave his house. A second camera, (newly purchased,
which we were testing), was inadvertently not switched
off until later, so it recorded most of the ensuing conversation. This remains on record to expose such false
statements and clarify supposed “lapses of memory”.

4. Gillian Brown pleaded with me, saying that she had flown
all the way from Australia especially to interview me.
B. Actually that was a comment made by Philip.

5. She assured me that they were not creationists...

B. We were not asked if we were creationists. I made
no assertion or denial regarding our personal views.

6. ...but were taking a balanced view of all sides in the debate. Like a fool, I took pity on her, and agreed to continue.
B. I stated that our production was looking at both
sides of the debate, and named the other people who
were being interviewed. Dr Dawkins objected that he
was the only anti-theistic evolutionist in the production, but agreed to participate.

7. I remember that, having had quite an acrimonious argument with her, when I finally agreed to resume the interview
I made a conscious effort to be extra polite and friendly.
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B. This is untrue. There was certainly no “acrimonious
argument”, the conversation was at all times courteous.

8. As it happens, my forthcoming book, Unweaving the Rainbow, has an entire chapter (`The Genetic Book of the Dead’)
devoted to a much more interesting version of the idea that
natural selection gathers up information from the environment, and builds it into the genome. At the time of the interview, the book was almost finished . That chapter would have
been in the forefront of my mind, and it is therefore especially ludicrous to suggest that I would have evaded the question by talking about fish and amphibians.
B. After he asked for the camera to be switched off,
Dawkins asked that his answers to the first few questions would not be used (and they have not been used).
He then agreed to make a statement, but refused to
take more questions from Philip. We resumed recording, then after he finished his statement I asked for a
concrete example in which an evolutionary process can
be seen to have increased information on the genome.
The long pause seen on the video immediately followed
my question, he then asked me to switch off the camera so he could think, which I did. After some thought
he permitted the camera to be switched on again and
his final answer was recorded, the answer which appears in the video, which, as can be seen, does not
answer the question. Because my question was offcamera and off-mike (though clearly audible on the
tape), it could not be used in the finished production,
that is why the presenter was recorded later, repeating
my question as I had asked it. Your concern is that the
pause was fabricated. No, the pause followed by an
irrelevant answer was in response to that exact question, a question which Dr Dawkins could not answer
and would have preferred not to even discuss. “Ludicrous” perhaps, but the question was indeed evaded.
If you would care to view the unedited tape you will be
able to confirm my account.

9. If I’d wanted to turn the question into more congenial
channels, all I had to do was talk about `The Genetic Book
of the Dead’. It is a chapter I am particularly pleased with.
I’d have welcomed the opportunity to expound it. Why on
earth, when faced with such an opportunity, would I have
kept totally silent? Unless, once again, I was actually thinking about something quite different while struggling to keep
my temper?”
B. Whatever he may have been thinking about I don’t
know, but it is clear that he didnot answer the question.

10. If it had been left at that, it might merely have been
evidence of professional incompetence on the part of the
producer and editor of the tape....
B. Barry Williams, before making charges of “incompetence” the original tape should be viewed.

11. Further evidence of incompetence includes the tape
showing the male “interviewer” in a completely different
room from the Dawkins’ drawing room where the interview
took place, and with entirely different lighting. Moreover,
the person who interviewed Prof Dawkins was named as
Geoffrey Smith, while the “interviewer” shown in this clip
is identified as Chris Nicholls, the narrator of the entire tape.
However this, of itself, is not evidence of malice. While it is
doubtful if any professional video producer would inadvertently leave a silence of that length in a tape, the fact that the
long silence ends with an answer to an entirely different
question, one about fishes, amphibians, and common ancestry, speaks strongly of malicious intent.
B. The question, asked by myself, (not Geoffrey Smith)
was off camera, and that’s why the question was
rerecorded by the narrator, the pause and the answer
which follows is exactly the response from Prof Dawkins.
The actual pause was in fact shortened from 19 seconds to 11 seconds, and Dawkin’s request to switch
off the camera so that he could think was also cut out.
So, there was no malicious intent whatsoever, what is
seen is Dawkin’s exact response, with a shortened pause,
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and the (merciful not malicious) removal of his request
for time to think.

11. Richard does not react as one would expect him to, had
he merely been asked a difficult question; his reaction is
much more believably one of someone who has just realised
he has been conned into giving an interview he would not
normally have given, ie he doesn’t look nonplussed, he looks
angry... Such is the dramatic change in Richard’s demeanour between the two segments, that it is utterly inconceivable that the second piece of tape followed immediately after the first.
B You’d better believe it... angry silence and an inappropriate response was Prof Dawkins’ answer. I suggest you view the original tape.
13. Your article continues:

...the Keziah tape... purports to show that there is no biological evidence for evolution.
B. Have you even watched the tape? It purports to
show no such thing. The video presents two opinions
on the question of the origin of biological information,
the evolutionist perspective and the creationist perspective, the viewer can weigh all the evidence and
decide which opinion appears more credible.

14. By selectively editing this tape, the producer clearly
seeks to show:
a) that Richard Dawkins, an eminent biologist, was unable
to answer a question he was asked about biology; and
b) that he then evaded the question by answering a completely different one.
This tape seeks to denigrate Professor Dawkins’ professional
reputation, and it is difficult to believe that it was not deliberately done.
B. Perhaps if you had taken the trouble to view the
unedited tape you would see that, eminent as he is,
Richard Dawkins was, on that day, entirely unable to
answer the question.

15. In recent times, both the Australian Skeptics web site
and at the Skeptic office, we have fielded questions from a
number of individuals who have posed questions couched
in the terms, “Can you give one example of new information being added to the genome by mutation today?”
B. Doesn’t this suggest to you that this is a valid question worthy of serious consideration?

16.. Certainly this is by no means the first occasion on which
the creation `science’ movement has sought to misrepresent
the words of eminent scientists to bolster their own inept
grasp of scientific matters, and to mislead their own unfortunate followers.
B. This accusation is beneath contempt now that the
your willingness to make accusations without doing your
homework has surfaced.

[Reference to a third party’s correspondence deleted]
17. So much for the supposed impartiality of Gillian Brown,
the producer of the tape, or for her protestations of “balanced view”, of which she assured Professor Dawkins when
seeking to continue taping in his home.
B. Please take the trouble to view the video and notice
that there are two sides presented, both represented
fairly and with impartiality. How impartial are you being
in your consideration of this issue, Barry Williams?

18. This is, sadly, typical of the less-than-honest political
propagandist approach creationists use in their “mission”....
they resort to ad hominem attacks on the genuine scientists
who have exposed their myths.
B. These are the biased accusations of an uninformed
Skeptic who falsely charges others with misrepresenting facts, while blindly refusing to consider the evidence
on both sides of the question with appropriate partiality.

19. This is not the way of science - it is the way of political
propaganda -yet another blatant example of “telling lies
for God”.
B . “Who’s telling lies?” You may view the unedited,
original video tape of our interview with Richard Dawkins
in order to establish the truth in this matter.
Barry Williams, in your article you accuse me of a
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“resort to trickery in order to denigrate critics, and to
mislead unsophisticated minds.” May I suggest that
you check your “facts” more carefully and draw your
conclusions on a less biased view of a one-sided and
distorted account of events.
Behind the smokescreen thrown up by your cry of
“lies, lies” is a very important question: What is the
origin of new information? We do know that great variation within species results from rearrangement or loss
of genetic information, but this does not explain
macroevolutionary transition from simple life forms to
complex ones with far greater genetic information.
Clearly, if new functional information cannot be shown
to come through evolutionary mechanisms, then the
only alternative is intelligent design.
I just have one final question: Could you give any
example of an evolutionary process or mechanism which
can be seen to create new functional information at
the genetic level?

Now where should we begin to respond to this
complaint? Perhaps we should start a little before the
beginning. It is no secret that Richard Dawkins refuses
to give interviews to creationists. He does so for the
reasons he enumerated in a letter to me (see my original
article in 18/3 p.8), and, as subsequent events have
shown, his reasons now seem to be very well justified.
How, then, did he allow himself to be drawn into this
interview? Perhaps the fax to Richard’s secretary, dated
27/8/97 (shortly before the interview), on Keziah Video
Production letterhead and over the name “Gillian
Brown, Producer”, the text of which is reproduced
below, might help answer this question:
Geoffrey Smith spoke with you this week regarding an interview request. I spoke with Richard Dawkins last year by
phone, and he agreed to an interview, however we had difficulty scheduling a date.
Keziah Video Production is producing a documentary series on the question of origins. One of the programmes will
look at the biological issues, and in this programme we would
like to feature Dr Dawkins. In the interview we are interested in the question of how Darwinian evolution can explain the transformation of simple organisms into complex
ones, the role of natural selection and the way in which genetic mutations passed from one generation to the next can
bring about evolutionary change.
The documentary series will be distributed by an independent distributor, Discovery International (not associated with
the Discovery Channel), based in Melbourne, Australia. The
interview will be conducted by BBC producer Geoffrey
Smith, who is acting as an independent producer on our
behalf.
I do understand that Dr Dawkins has a very busy schedule,
so I hope the interview will be possible, and I look forward to
scheduling at your convenience.

All fairly innocuous; carefully worded topics so they
look like the sort of things an independent producer
making a genuine documentary about “biological issues” might be expected to ask a biology professor, and
a reference to a “ BBC producer” to add an air of respectability. No reason to suspect a set-up there (although one can’t help gasping at Ms Brown’s sheer
nerve in accusing Dawkins of ‘inaccuracy’ when he
assumed, as it now turns out wrongly, that the male
interviewer who turned up with her was indeed the
promised BBC producer. But what the fax carefully
does not say, but what is given away in the caption to
a photograph of Ms Brown in the November issue of
Prayer News : “Gillian Brown of Keziah Productions,
who were contracted to produce the video From a Frog to a
Prince for us”.
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Ms Brown, who seeks to lecture me on responsible
journalism, makes no mention of her inexplicable failure to include the important information about her employers in her fax seeking an interview. One has to
wonder why.
In other correspondence to me in which she seeks
to justify her actions, Ms Brown, says that Prof Dawkins
had “...a mistaken presumption ... about my own personal bias”, a presumed presumption that she did nothing at all to allay. She went on with the extraordinary
claim, “It is generally assumed that producers hold
evolutionist convictions”.
Well, I can’t speak for Richard Dawkins’ presumptions, but I have met and worked with quite a few
producers over the years, and I have never once presumed anything at all about their “convictions” on any
scientific subject. I may have assumed that if they said
they worked for the ABC or the 9 Network, then they
probably did, but that is about all. Ms Brown is being
disingenuous here.
Ms Brown makes much of the “inaccuracies” and
“downright untruths” in Prof Dawkins statement about
the interview, but in large part what she adduces is mere
trivia, or disagreement about individual interpretations
of what happened. It wasn’t Geoffrey Smith, it was
Philip Hohnen! So what? Richard obviously looked up
his records and saw the name of the BBC producer who
was supposed to be doing the interview, rather than the
“geologist and antique dealer” (as Ms Brown described
Mr Hohnen to me) who actually turned up. It is irrelevant to the story who it was; it wouldn’t have mattered if it had been Henry Kissinger. Richard hasn’t
sworn on a stack of Origin of Species that every minute
detail of the interview was fixed in his memory, he described it as he remembered it, a year later. What he
did say he remembered was the incident as a whole,
and the anger he had felt when he realised he had been
duped. That this is an entirely normal reaction, anyone
can judge from their own experience. It is Ms Brown
who should apologise for substituting Philip Hohnen
in place of Geoffrey Smith, the respectable-sounding
“BBC producer”.
Ms Brown may put whatever spin she cares to on
the disagreements about how various incidents were
perceived by the participants: “There was certainly no
‘acrimonious argument’, the conversation was at all
times courteous”, but perceptions is all they are. Ms
Brown knows what she thought and felt, and Richard
Dawkins knows what he thought and felt. Perhaps in
the circles in which Ms Brown moves she doesn’t often
run up against people who merit the title “gentleman”,
but no one who knows Richard Dawkins would expect him to be less than courteous at all times. Just as
no one who knows Richard Dawkins could be in any
doubt that his reaction shown in the infamous pause
was caused by anger; it certainly was not caused by an
inability to answer a question in his own field.
Ms Brown’s whole complaint rests on her conviction that she had posed a question that Prof Dawkins
could not answer, and she goes to extraordinary lengths
to cling to that belief - one might almost say that it has
become an article of faith for her. Perhaps, had she
taken the time to explore the issues more fully with
Prof Dawkins, she might have understood why her
question made no sense to him, and posed it in a more
sensible way.
There are genuinely interesting questions that can
be explored about information and evolution, and they
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are explored and answered fully and lucidly by Prof
Dawkins in his article on page 21 of this issue. This
article, of course, gives the lie to the canard “he couldn’t
answer the question”, that forms the whole basis of Ms
Brown’s complaint. Richard not only can answer the
real questions about information and evolution, but he
has answered them very elegantly indeed. I commend
it to Ms Brown and AiG and suggest that, in the interest of fairness and balance, they should bring it to the
attention of those who have been misled by their advertising and bought the tape.
Now I am not blaming Ms Brown for the fact that
she did not know it was a foolish question; ignorance
of biological mechanisms is hardly a cardinal sin. But
she really should have consulted someone who did
have some understanding of the subject, before she
rushed in. Or at least she should have, if, as she claimed
in her request for an interview and in subsequent selfjustification, her aim was to present a balanced and objective documentary on the topic of origins. However,
we have now learned that she was working under contract to Answers in Genesis, and the very last thing that
that organisation would want was a balanced and objective view of origins. Her “consultants”, as noted on
the tape itself, were the executive officers of two Young
Earth Creationist organisations, the very last people
anyone would consult for an objective opinion of biology (or any other scientific topic, for that matter).
Complaints against my reporting
Again, Ms Brown’s whole argument and her
accusations against me of “irresponsible journalism”
seem to revolve around one central issue; that I had
accused her of inserting a different question into the
tape from the one asked of Prof Dawkins. But that is
not the case, and my charges against her and, more
particularly, against Answers in Genesis (the
organisation that markets the tape) do not at all depend
on the insertion of a different question. What they do
depend on is a whole series of events and actions whose
culmination is a distorted presentation of Richard
Dawkins’ position. I did not accuse her of inserting a
dummy question, though I did canvass that proposition
in general discussion of the many ways in which
interviews can be manipulated
When Richard first heard of the tape from a friend
in the USA , he contacted me to see if I had any information about Keziah or Gillian Brown. At the time Richard and I did canvass the possibility that a dummy
question had been inserted into the tape and that his
reaction may have been to something else, but concluded it was unlikely that even the most bigoted and
ignorant of creationists would have left themselves
open to legal redress on that score. They may be ignorant, but that is not synonymous with stupid.
It was when I purchased a copy of the tape and
viewed it that I came to a full understanding of just
what a crude piece of propaganda it is, and wrote my
article to that effect. Ms Brown has since kindly supplied me with a copy of her unedited tape of the interview with Prof Dawkins. It confirms that the question
she posed and the question asked by the interpolated
“interviewer” are essentially the same, but that only
serves to confirm my suspicion that no matter how ignorant they may be, creationists are not stupid.
Incidentally, the unedited tape also shows that Richard was becoming increasingly irritated as he began
to suspect that he had been wasting his time talking to
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people whose interest in exploring scientific matters
was, at best, minimal. It also shows, much more clearly
than the final edited version, that his angry pause at
the end was not a sudden reaction to a question he could
not answer, but his reaction to having his suspicions
that he had been played for a sucker, confirmed.
But that is not what was at issue in my story. My
claim is that From a Frog to a Prince is crude propaganda
that has been manipulated to present a political point;
Ms Brown’s claim is that it is a balanced documentary
about origins. In correspondence with me she says “I
really believe that our production didn’t misrepresent
Dawkins.” Well, there would have been one easy way
for a “responsible” journalist to find out. She could
have asked him. She is quick to question why I didn’t
contact her for her side of the story, but she makes no
mention of contacting Prof Dawkins to ask whether he
was happy with the way his position was portrayed in
the edited version, nor, apparently, did she send him a
copy of the final version of the tape. ( To forestall trivial
objections from Ms Brown that she was not legally
obliged to clear the final version with the participants,
I am well aware of that. However, any balanced documentary maker who found she had a participant whose
reactions were so obviously out of character should
have done the “responsible” thing and checked.) It
seems this “irresponsible journalism” is awfully commonplace.
She goes on to say in the same correspondence, “Certainly it was not ‘kind’ to show Dawkins lost for words,
but journalism is not meant to be ‘kind’ unless you are
promoting propaganda”. Quite so! No balanced documentary on origins here; balanced documentaries are
supposed to present the views of the proponents fairly,
not to rely on misrepresentations gained by opportunism. That really is “promoting propaganda”.
The real point at issue is not what the question was,
but that the question appeared in the tape at all. The
tape consists of three other scientists (apart from Richard Dawkins) speaking about their views on the topic
of information and evolution. In each case, the scientists make statements of their views, with no sign of an
interviewer. Interspersed with the statements are some
nice pictures of animals and iterations of the party line
by the narrator, Chris Nicholls and Don Batten, a biologist who works for AiG. (To any knowledgeable
viewer, these latter add nothing of substance to the tape,
serving as little more than commercials.)
But anyone who has ever taken part in interviews
for documentaries will know that there is always an
interviewer present to feed in questions and to keep
the speaker on topic. Nothing wrong with that, it is normal practice for documentary makers. The same technique applied in the first three statements by Dawkins.
Then came a critical moment - Richard Dawkins,
having had it confirmed that he had been played for a
sucker, lost his temper. Any balanced documentary
maker, responsible journalist, or other genuine seeker
after knowledge, would have paused at this point,
sought to find out what had upset the subject and tried
to find a way the interview could continue so that information could be imparted. But for a propagandist
it must have seemed like a “gift from God”; a way to
make the “enemy” look bad. Opportunism, pure and
simple, and an opportunity that was not rejected.
Of course you can’t just insert a clip into a documentary, showing someone looking uncomfortable for
no apparent reason, so the question had to be inserted
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to give the clip some “provenance”. Remember that
this is the only such question in the whole “documentary”, a point I made very clearly in my original article.
That manipulation clearly takes this tape out of the
field of balanced documentary and places it firmly in
the camp of political propaganda. If Ms Brown thinks
that she was presenting a documentary on a scientific
subject, then she is clearly naive indeed about science.
There is much stronger evidence in her correspondence that suggests scientific naivete on her behalf: “We
showed four different views on the subject of information: antitheistic evolution, theistic evolution, creationism and judaism.” What? Have we stumbled into a
Monty Python script here? (Here to discus the Theory
of Relativity we have Fidel Castro, the Chairman of
Westpac, a lady from the corner shop, and a duck.)
Evolution is a scientific theory; antitheism and theism are broad religious positions which have nothing
to do with science; creationism refers to a whole range
of religious positions, none of which has anything to
do with science (though a minority version of it is espoused by her mentors in AiG, who pretend they are
involved in science); and Judaism is specifically the
religion practised by Jews, which also has nothing to
do with science. What on Earth did she think her video
tape was about? Is she suggesting, for example, that
there is such a thing as Jewish Science? (I would have
hoped that sort of thinking had been laid to rest at the
Nuremberg Trials.) Was it supposed to be a scientific
discussion, a theological discussion, or what? If so, the
science was peripheral, and the theology rudimentary,
at best. No, the truth is it was none of those things what the scientists had to say was irrelevant to the purpose of the tape - it was the propaganda in the “commercials” that was the important message.
I will concede Ms Brown one point. In my article I
said “...the Keziah tape... purports to show that there is
no biological evidence for evolution”, which she denies. I confess that I was in error on this point and
apologise to her. I can only plead that my known distaste for a diet of pap misled me on that point.
However, if she is scientifically naive, I am surprised
at her cavalier approach to laws that definitely do affect her profession. I must admit I was astonished by
her confession “A second camera, ... was inadvertently
not switched off until later, so it recorded most of the
ensuing conversation”, and even more so by her offer
to publish the information from that tape. She is fortunate that she was not in NSW when she “inadvertently” taped a conversation without the permission of
the other party, or she would have been facing serious
criminal charges. Penalties might have been mitigated
by the “inadvertence”, but the offer to publish would
almost certainly have attracted the full measure of the
law. She may be lucky, as privacy laws vary in severity
and extent from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, but it is, at
the very least, ethically dubious behaviour.
Incidentally, the positions put by the other three scientists interviewed seem to reflect the idea of a “design inference” which, while it has not attracted widespread support among biologists, is at least an arguable position. Strange to say, it offers little or no support to the pseudoscientific positions proposed by
Young Earth Creationists, which have been exposed as
vacuities many times, by many scientists, in many different disciplines.
Why then would it have been included?
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You have to remember that the target of the YEC’s
marketing strategies are scientifically unsophisticated
people, and particularly children. The statements made
by the scientists would undoubtedly have gone right
over the heads of the target market, and the fact that
they could market a tape showing three scientists seeming to oppose evolution and only one supporting it,
may well have been the sales pitch, had they not fortuitously managed to secure a piece of embarrassing
tape of one of their enemies.
Ms Brown passionately denies that her intent was
malicious, and, while I do think that she should have
exercised a far more responsible approach to her journalistic activities, given her evident lack of understanding of scientific matters I am prepared to withdraw that
implication from her involvement in this tape. It may
well be that Ms Brown is yet another victim of the
propaganda promoted by the people by whom she was
contracted to make this tape.
No such excuse can be made for the marketing organisation that contracted for and sells this tape; Answers in Genesis does employ a few people who actually have qualifications in scientific disciplines. It is hard
to believe that they could be unaware that their main
selling point is a misrepresentation, at the very least.
That this organisation is resolute in its espousal of
ignorance can be confirmed from the very same issue
of Prayer News mentioned above. In an article headed
“The Skeptics and their ‘churchian’ allies”, the author,
one Jonathan Sarfati, PhD, aims the usual load of semifactual bile at the Skeptics, but reserves his real vitriol,
heavily larded with biblical quotations (which is what
passes for scholarly discourse in creationist circles) for
our “allies”. These allies (of whom I was unaware until I saw Prayer News) belong to an organisation known
as the Institute for the Study of Christianity in the Age
of Science and Technology (ISCAST) which is composed
of evangelical Christians who do real work in the sciences. It would appear that the heinous “sin” of ISCAST
is that these scientists, who take both their science and
their religion seriously, have rejected the primitive versions of both being pushed by AiG.
To put the issue beyond any doubt, Prayer News carries a warning to its readers about an Australian Museum travelling exhibition entitled “More than Dinosaurs: Evolution of Life”. Obviously living in terror
that the children of their deluded followers just might
be exposed to scientific knowledge, AiG advises readers to “forearm their children” by buying “Ken Ham’s
booklet Dinosaurs and the Bible which costs only 75
cents”. Readers who doubt that this particular collection of rubbish is grossly overpriced should read Sir
Jim R Wallaby’s review of it in “Ham boners exposed”
(the Skeptic, 14/4).
Finally, Ms Brown, you charge me with bias and
partiality in my dealings with creationist propaganda.
I make no secret of my biases: I value scholarship,
knowledge, critical thinking and understanding. I dislike ignorance, while recognising that simple ignorance
is curable. But I abhor wilful ignorance and have nothing but contempt for those who peddle it , and that
contempt is magnified many times when the targets
are children.
You started with a quotation and I will end with
one. I believe mine to be the more apt.
...there is no sin but ignorance (The Jew of Malta:
Marlowe. 1592)
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Weirdness politely debunked
Martin Bridgstock
Why people believe weird things. Pseudoscience,
superstition and other confusions of our time.
Michael Shermer: New York, W . H. Freeman and Co
1997. xii+306pp. A$39.95.
Michael Shermer is a former long-distance cyclist, now
an academic at Occidental College in Los Angeles. He
is a very active skeptic. He has co-authored a critique
of ‘scholars’ who deny the Holocaust occurred, is
publisher of Skeptic magazine and director of the
Skeptics Society (both American). He has debated
creation scientist Duane Gish, criticised psychics on
Oprah and Holocaust deniers on Donahue.
Most of the chapters in this book originally appeared
in Shermer’s Skeptic magazine, and this accounts for
the rather ‘choppy’ feel to the whole volume. There are
some introductory chapters and a conclusion, and in
between Shermer hops from topic to topic, or takes different angles on the same topic, without much in the
way of a smooth argument developing. This is irritating but not terribly serious: Shermer has so much of
interest to say that his hopping around is barely a distraction.
The sub-title to this book is important: Shermer takes
his sceptical approach well beyond claims of the paranormal: from his co-authored book he spends three
chapters on Holocaust deniers. The last of these chapters is an overview of the evidence for the Holocaust. It
is an excellent primer on the topic: unless you want to
get heavily involved in arguing with deniers, this
should tell you what you need to know. More remarkably, Shermer spends a chapter on Ayn Rand’s “objectivist” movement, arguing that it has all the hallmarks
of a cult. He also criticises physicist Frank Tipler, who
believes that the physical structure of the universe
shows intelligent design, and that we will all be immortal.
Much of the book, though, will feel familiar to most
Skeptics. This is more due to the approach than to the
content. I was a little surprised at the lack of coverage
of some very widespread weird beliefs. Astrology and
“complementary” medicine receive little coverage,
though they are widely followed and practised. Still,
creationists are criticised, UFO abductions doubted and
near death experiences debunked. Shermer also shows
how ‘psychics’ work on an audience, eventually convincing most that they have received messages from
deceased loved ones. It is all well done, and often rendered vivid by anecdotes from Shermer’s own experience. For example, he describes how he was abducted
by aliens. In fact he was hallucinating from lack of sleep
on a long-distance cycling race, and thought his support team were aliens. A point I liked about the book is
its civility. The author criticises the weird beliefs
strongly, but refrains from personal abuse or denigration.
Shermer writes well, and often achieves brilliant
insights. For example, he points out that the arguments
employed by Holocaust deniers are parallel to those
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used by creationists. In both cases, normal scholarship
indicates the existence of a huge, complex process. In
both cases, there are many converging lines of evidence.
So strong and numerous are these lines of evidence that
any reasonable person will conclude beyond reasonable doubt that, yes, evolution and the Holocaust both
occurred. The doubters avoid the strength of the evidence by refusing to consider it as a whole. Each type
of evidence is attacked separately, with ad hoc reasons
for not accepting it. As a result, the doubter has to sustain an enormous range of shaky arguments to sustain
his views. Equally brilliant is Shermer’s perception that
Ayn Rand’s “Objectivist” movement - which stressed
the primacy of reason and supported laissez faire economics - had become a cult centred on the person of
Rand herself. A movement which should have been part
of the solution ended up as part of the problem.
On the level of the individual, Shermer is very good
at explaining why (some) people believe weird things.
He lists and explains various sorts of mental mistakes
which can lead to weird beliefs, and also illustrates how
a skeptical approach works. In some cases he gives perceptive pen-portraits of a movement’s leaders, and often sees deeply into their motivations. For instance, he
suggests that maverick historian David Irving has
moved so far to the right because of market forces. There
is not much of a market on the extreme right for dense
historical analysis, but a large market for outrageous
demagoguery. Again, he makes sense of the position
of David Cole, a Holocaust denier who is, remarkably,
of Jewish descent.
However, while Shermer is perceptive about individuals, he does not spend enough time on the group
and organisational level. We are all familiar with outbursts of collective lethal weirdness like the Aum Supreme Truth, Heaven’s Gate and People’s Temple cults.
There is more going on in these cults than just individuals believing weird things. We need to understand
the collective dynamics which lead to such dreadful
outcomes. However, Shermer does little more than stick
in a couple of badly-explained wheel-shaped diagrams.
These are supposed to represent feedback loops, but
make little sense.
I suspect that the two weaknesses of the book - its
choppiness and its weakness on the group level - are
related. If Shermer had decided to write a book from
scratch on why people believe weird things, he would
probably have planned a more comprehensive analysis, and that would have included more on the largerscale aspects of weird beliefs. Instead, he had a large
number of individual articles already written, and these
he ‘topped and tailed’ with an introduction and a conclusion.
Still, the strengths are much greater than the weaknesses. In general, I liked this book very much. It is fun
to read, instructive, and focuses on examples of weird
beliefs which often are not the subject of sceptical attention. Read the book. You’ll like it too.
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Santa: harmless or a threat?
Jane Curtain
Responses to claims made by anti-Santa lobbyists
So why do some Skeptics believe this fantasy is
harmful? I must admit, I simply do not know. I think
that most of their claims are totally unsupported and
highly exaggerated. There appears to be absolutely no
evidence that the Santa fantasy is harmful
for children.
First of all, this issue must remain separate from religious or New Age issues. Although there are many adults who believe
in God, and there are also many adults who
believe in clairvoyancy and numerology, I
am not aware of any adults who believe in
Santa Claus. The reason for this is perfectly
simple: Father Christmas is a fantasy reserved only for the very young. There are
many other fantasies - most of which are
deemed educational by teachers and the like - which
are also reserved for the very young. For example,
healthy adults do not normally believe that huge bananas dressed in pyjamas regularly stroll down staircases, or that Dorothy the Dinosaur is really a good
friend of the Wiggles. These delightful, entertaining and
educational fantasies are reserved only for small children, and small children have the tendency of growing
up. When they reach a certain age, children work out
for themselves the difference between fantasy and reality, and they are usually able to do this without much
overt intervention from parents and/or other adults.
Imaginative young children are imaginative young
children for a very short time. But they normally grow
up to be adults for a very long time. Until they reach
the age of self-achieved reality, is it really harmful to
let children sip pretend-tea from pretend-cups and pretend-burn their lips? Is it harmful to let them pretenddrive to pretend-doctors in pretend-cars and have pretend-operations? Is it harmful to allow them to pretend-breast-feed their pretend-babies? Is it harmful to
let them visit pretend-fairies at the bottom of the garden? Is it really harmful to allow children to believe in
Father Christmas, the Easter Bunny and the Tooth
Fairy? If it is, where is the evidence? Show me the
evidence and I will consider changing my mind.
For all those Skeptics who oppose Father Christmas,
what is next? Are you going to boycott all nursery
rhymes and fairy tales. After all, many of these are
equally unrealistic. Little golden-haired girls, for example, do not normally enter bears’ houses uninvited
and devour their porridge. In fact, to my knowledge,
bears do not normally live in brick veneer houses, and
they certainly do not normally eat porridge. Similarly,
I am not aware of any wolves who are in the habit of
dressing up as grandmothers with the intention of conning little red-cloaked girls. Furthermore, train engines
are not in the habit of having animated and lengthy
conversations with each other, and I have never seen a
banana wearing blue and white striped pyjamas.

66

While the anti-Santa lobbyists are at it, perhaps they
would like to ban all fictitious stories and songs - even
those which could conceivably be true?
Incidentally, I believe that it is perfectly possible to
simultaneously encourage an enquiring mind and nurture the Father Christmas fantasy without any conflict of interest. Most of the
under-fives I know - almost all of whom
still believe in Santa - can explain in
graphic detail how babies are conceived
and born (Biology); most of them ask repeated and intelligent questions about
the mechanics of machines and gadgetry,
such as videos and computers (Physics);
and most of them are fascinated by cooking (Chemistry). In fact, it is highly conceivable that a child who is originally encouraged to believe in Father Christmas, but who eventually questions his existence (as they all do), is demonstrating a very sophisticated critical mind, which
questions its world and does not accept things arbitrarily.
Perhaps the most serious (albeit unsupported) claim
by the anti-Santa lobbyists is that believing in Father
Christmas can potentially cause emotional and/or psychological problems. In order to support this claim,
these lobbyists must produce strong evidence or persuasive arguments from expert witnesses such as child
psychologists. Until they do this, their claims cannot
be taken seriously. In fact, I have informally consulted
a few psychologists, probationary psychologists and
child counsellors, and none of these professionally
trained experts suggest that participating in the Santa
fantasy is harmful for a child’s emotional or psychological development.
Furthermore, I have recently perused the 1998 Santa
School Training Manual used by consultants from Western Staff Services to train the Myer/Grace Brothers
Santa Clauses. I was very pleased to note that these
Santas have a strict and sensible procedure which they
must follow if children ask emotionally-charged questions. For example, if a child whose parent(s) is/are
dead says “I want my mummy/daddy to come back
from heaven” or something similar, the Myer/Grace
Brothers Santas must always respond with something
like “There are some things Santa can do and some
things Santa can’t do” (Santa School, 1998: 7). If a child
from a divorced or separated family asks “Why won’t
Mummy/Daddy come home”, the Santas must always
respond with something like “That’s for Mummy and
Daddy to work out” (Santa School, 1998: 7). In fact, the
Santas are told that they must deal only with toys - not
births, deaths, separations or animals (Santa School,
1998: 5). In other words, they should always direct the
child’s attention back to toys, and leave grievance (or
similar) counselling to suitably qualified professionals.
Surely this is a sensible and professional way to be-
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have? The Santa fantasy cannot be held responsible
for causing or even contributing to a child’s grief.
Deaths, separations and divorce are problems which
many children have to face, regardless of whether or
not they believe in Father Christmas, and Santa cannot
be expected to solve these problems.
Another anti-Santa argument is that the Father
Christmas fantasy contributes to the gross commercialism of Christmas. This claim is, of course, more difficult to refute. It cannot be denied that Christmas is a
hugely commercial operation, and for atheists like me
it denotes little more than family, friends, food, fantasy,
presents and culture. However, it must be noted that
many of the anti-Santa lobbyists participate in other
Christmas traditions and festivities, such as in the exchange of material gifts with friends and family members. This, in my view, is nearing hypocrisy. The purchasing of Christmas paraphernalia and/or gifts must
be viewed as contributing to the commercialism of
Christmas. If the anti-Santa lobbyists were strictly
against such commercialism, surely they would abstain
from any sort of Christmas present buying?
The investigation
In order to investigate whether reasonably intelligent
and critically-thinking people in the Monash University
community support the Father Christmas fantasy, I
decided to conduct a small and relatively informal
survey. Sixty seven adults were surveyed, and with the
exception of three people, most of the participants were
completely naive as to the purpose of the survey (the
three who were not naive were colleagues with whom
I had discussed the matter).
The participants were asked to respond to a number
of questions designed to assess their attitudes towards
the Santa Claus cultural fantasy. The questions and
responses are set out below:
Results of Father Christmas/Santa Claus Survey (N =
67)
Variable
Age
18-25
26-35
31-45
46-60
61-75

n

%

56
3
5
2
1

83.6%
4.5%
7.5%
3.0%
1.5%

Religion
None
Christian (unspec)
Catholic
Anglican
Protestant
Baptist
Lutheran
Seventh Day Adv
Greek Orthodox.
Jewish
Buddhist

27
12
12
4
3
1
1
1
2
2
2

40.3%
17.9%
17.9%
6.0%
4.5%
1.5%
1.5%
1.5%
3.0%
3.0%
3.0%

Q1 As a child did you believe in Father Christmas/
Santa Claus?
Yes
58
86.6%
No
8
11.9%
Forgotten
1
1.5%
Q2 Do you still believe in Father Christmas/Santa
Claus?
Yes
1
1.5%
No
58
86.6%
N/A
8
11.9%
It should be noted that the one person who claimed
that she still believed in Father Christmas qualified this
by stating that she thinks it is important to support the
culture of believing in Father Christmas.
Q3 How old were you when you stopped believing
in Father Christmas/Santa Claus?
4-5
6
9.0%
6-7
17
25.4%
8-9
16
23.9%
10-11
10
14.9%
12
4
6.0%
Forgotten
5
7.5%
NA
9
13.4%
Ignoring the participants who had forgotten or for
whom this question was inapplicable, I must admit that
I was surprised that four participants claimed that they
did not stop believing in Santa until the age of 12. Prior
to this survey, I speculated that most children start
doubting the Santa fantasy at about the age of seven. If
these results are representative of the larger population,
it is now clear that I underestimated the relevant age
for most children.
Q4 What made you doubt his existence?

Sex
Male
Female

10
57

14.9%
85.1%

Nationality
Australian
British
Oth Europ
Asian

46
4
8
9

68.7%
6.0%
11.9%
13.4%

Older Siblings
Friends
Parents
Self
Forgot
N/A

4
10
4
33
7
9

6.0%
14.9%
6.0%
49.3%
10.4%
13.4%

Compliments of the season to all our readers.

Ho! Ho! Ho!
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Michael Creech

Recently Channel 9 rang me and said
that they were in the process of
obtaining a home-video of a UFO shot
by some students on Kangaroo Island.
Would we be able to supply someone
to view the tape and make a comment
for their nightly news program?
On the principle that the news media should not be rebuffed when seeking comments from Skeptics, I concurred that we could provide a commentator. There was the secondary
consideration that they might also
have been seeking a comment by
Colin Norris (a local UFO enthusiast
with a naive belief in the superior
compassion and wisdom of extraterrestrials). That he should present his
misanthropic views uncontested did
not seem desirable.
I made a few phone calls to see if
anybody knew if there was any astronomical, meteorological or aeronautical event that might have caused the
sighting. These having proved uninformative, I presented myself to the
Channel 9 newsroom at 4:30 with
some nervousness as to what the film
could possibly be. While I was intellectually prepared to accept being
unable to identify the sighting, I
didn’t want to inspire the headline
“South Australian UFO that baffled
the Skeptics”. The tape arrived late
and there hadn’t been time to transfer it to studio tape, and no-one there
had seen it yet. There was a slight
delay to find cables to connect the
camera to the monitor, and it was after 5 before we set down to see the
first confirmed authentic (possibly)
sighting of a vehicle from another
world. There seemed to be a current
of expectation in the air. I certainly felt
a vague, perhaps irrational, hope that
this might be The One.
After the tape was run, there was a
brief period of disappointed silence.
The film wasn’t quite as impressive
as I (and they) had been led to expect.
My observation was that it was great
film for radio. The comments of the
students on the tape, if not of the
gravitas appropriate to the occasion
of First Contact, were more entertaining that the brief glimpse of undistinguished specks of orange light.
The tape was run a couple more
times to see if we could get a fractionally longer view of the UFOs (which
occurred at the beginning of the tape).
No luck.
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Time for me to do my piece for my
supper (actually a cup of coffee).
I braced myself, took a deep breath
and launched myself into a considered response on what could be ruled
out, what additional information
would help in deciding between the
remaining alternatives. (Hey, we are
genuine inquirers here. We don’t just
disbelieve in the unlikely.) When I
concluded I was quite satisfied on
how it came out, not to mention relieved that it was over. I was then told,
“That was good. Now we can do it
with the camera running.” Doh!
It was now after 5:30, and I headed
home to see if I could get there in time
to catch the 6 o’clock news, on the
unlikely possibility that they could
get the report ready in time. I had a
few qualms on how they might cut it,
whether I put in enough qualifiers,
too many qualifiers, or libelled anyone. No way to know, maybe not,
maybe, I didn’t think so.
Well I made it by just after 6, confirming Adelaide is still a city you can
travel 5 miles, crossing the city centre, during the rush hour, in twenty
minutes. Adelaide would be a great
uncrowded hassle-free city to visit for
a Convention in November 1999 (subtle hint).
Channel 9 also made it by 6, and the
report ran on the 6 (and the 10:30
news). Still didn’t look that impressive, and didn’t have the more entertaining students’ comments, made
later to a blank sky while they were
anticipating a return of the vanished
UFOs.
And my contribution? It ended up
as “At this stage I couldn’t rule out
the possibility of a hoax.” Twelve
words. But at least Colin Norris didn’t
appear.
* * *
I had thought our appearance at the
Psychic Fair was quite successful, and
that the feeling of the many people
we talked to was that our presence
was a welcome contribution to the
diversity of the event.
However Walter Broadbent, noted
commercial psychic and past life
therapist has written to the New Age
Guardian (September/October 1998),
declaring that we were “inappropriate”, “contributed nothing to the enjoyment of the day”, “pestering the

Local psychics In demand
‘There is a huge demand for psychics
because they are needed. And they
feel sorry for Skeptics because we are
missing out.’ So say some local
identities in a recent issue of the
Newcastle Herald (NH). Our fearless
President was allowed a response but
as with many such articles, only a few
small paragraphs. It would seem that
it is far easier and profitable to pander
to the huge demand out there than
challenge these people. Local identity
‘The Amazing Valda’ states that there
is a strong need for spiritual guidance
in the community, and alternative
methods are now seen as quite
acceptable. We even have a Pet
Psychic in town now! So what else is
there to do. As a humble geologist I
feel my only response is to peg out a
few crystal mines, not for any
personal gain of course, just to fulfil
an obvious social need!
Jeff Corbet of the NH has transmitted to The Amazing Valda our
$100,000 Skeptics Challenge (no
doubt hoping to pick up the $20,000
spotters fee) but to date has had no
reply. How Amazing!

*

*

*

A Skeptical view of Santa.
There are no known species of flying
reindeer.
Of the 2 billion children on earth
only some 350 million are Christians.
The number of good children could
be around say 100 million. Santa has
31 hrs to visit these children at a rate
of 37 visits a second. At a conservative average of 1km between each
visit that represents a speed in excess
of 40km/sec after including pit stops.
Reindeer can run 24km/hr tops.
The payload is worth considering.
Assuming each child receives say
some lego or a small doll at 1.5kg, that
is a total weight of 15 million tonnes.
The ability of one sleigh and 9 reindeer to cope with such a payload is
questionable. Non flying reindeer can
pull approximately 150kg. And these
calculations do not include Santa!
Conclusion: You need faith to accept
this story, and it has parallels with
another well known man who travelled in an overloaded wooden craft.

continued over page...
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Banana bendings

Tasmanian topics

Michael Vnuk

Fred Thornett

Our speaker for the August meeting
of the Queensland Skeptics was Dr
William Grey, Senior Lecturer in
Philosophy at the University of Qld.
William has worked with the
Canberra Skeptics and also done a
survey on astrology. He covered some
of the reasons why we believe certain
things and how we can judge things
to be believed, drawing on Hume’s
essay on miracles. He reminded us
that “extraordinary claims demand
extraordinary evidence”.
In our efforts to make sense of the
world in order to just live, let alone
approach the bigger or more difficult
questions, William said that “any map
is better than no map.” Creating too
many connections where none exist,
ie credulity, is probably better in the
evolutionary sense than creating too
few connections, ie ultra-skepticism,
where nothing is accepted. It seems
this is one reason why, for example,
astrology can thrive (8-10% take astrology seriously and 20-25% will take
some of it seriously).

selves; we can only provide information. We can’t teach, and we certainly
can’t preach.

* * *
While the September meeting was
being held I was stuck on Norfolk
Island due to bad weather, but I’m
told that Frank Miller, Principal
Learning Strategist of BHP
Engineering and a Fellow of the
Institution of Engineers, was very
well received and a lively discussion
followed his presentation.
Frank discussed the great difference
between teaching and learning.
Teaching is often described with
words like training, boring and compulsion, while learning usually has
nicer words associated with it, eg understanding, knowledge, appreciation. “I have learned many things but
I’ve never been taught anything”,
seems to sum it up.
Words are really meaningless in
themselves. All a word does is evoke
our own values and conjure up for us
our own preconceived ideas related
to that word - not necessarily what the
speaker intended. So a person presenting an edifying talk should be
better described as a facilitator of
learning more than a teacher. Seen in
this light, all our efforts to “change”
people’s minds about their woolly
thinking are bound to fail because
their mindset is far from receptive to
our logic. They must learn for them-

* * *
The Queensland Skeptics meet on the
last Monday of each month at 7pm at
the Dutton Park State School,
Annerley Road, Dutton Park. But
please note that there is no meeting
scheduled for December; meetings
will recommence in January.
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* * *
Dr Gail Williams, Associate Professor
of Health Statistics at the University
of Queensland, was our October
speaker.
She discussed how statistics are
mainly used today to measure the
degree of belief in relationships between variables. There are many
modern statistical methods to tease
out relationships and degrees of confidence. But statistics must be treated
skeptically: “Don’t take numbers at
face value.”
Gail used simple examples and
material from her own research to discuss with us some of the various factors that need to be considered when
designing statistical surveys and analysing statistics. The general discussion which followed covered health,
statistics, risk and the understanding
of all three.

The Tassie Branch is alive and well,
but we intend to review our activities
to see if we can attract more members
to functions, meetings, etc.
Our last widely advertised party
was poorly attended despite wide
publicity. Clearly we need to be more
attuned to members needs. Maybe
they need less functions. We shall see.
* * *
The last scepticism course at the Adult
Education was cancelled due to
insufficient punters. It will be
revamped and offered again next
term as part of the philosophy
offerings. It will be titled, “Thinking
About Weird Things” and will
emphasize the development of the
skills needed to sort out the
intellectual sheep from the goats. It
will focus on avoiding being conned
by new age nonsense, political
trickery, financial scams and so on.
We will use Harry Edwards Skeptics
Guide to the New Age and Schick and
Vaughan’s How to Think About Weird
Things (2nd Edition) as texts for those
students who want text books. I shall
let you know how it goes. A similar
course will continue to run at the
Hobart U3A next term also.
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public”, “hounded the stallholders”,
and were responsible for “the prevalence of wars, famine, hatred and mistrust”.
* * *

So far, we have had a brilliant range
of speakers for our skeptical dinners
in 1998, one of whom will be giving
a presentation at the 1999 Skeptics
Convention in Adelaide.
Just to make sure that we understand Skepticism, our December
speaker will be the noted wreck-ontour Barry Williams, who was there
when it all began.
*

*

*

In the early 1990s United States
politician Al Gore wrote a book
declaring The Earth was in Balance,
and we had only until the Millennium
to stop the Greenhouse Effect. How
much time do we have left now?
Next year the Wednesday 3 February 7PM Dinner and Discussion
evening at the Rob Roy Hotel, 106
Halifax Street Adelaide will feature
Dr Roly Byron-Scott, Atmospheric
and Marine Sciences, Flinders University, on the Topic of “Global Warming.”
If you wish to attend, it is necessary
that you ring me on 08 8277 6427 to
confirm your booking.
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Letters
More Scepticism?

I enjoyed the article on “The New
Skepticism” by Paul Kurtz in the
Skeptic (18/2) in which he gave a
thoughtful
and
thorough
consideration of a sceptical approach
to reports of paranormal and occult
phenomena,
extraterrestrial
sightings, and other extraordinary
occurrences. However, on reflection,
I felt that there was an unstated
assumption underlying some of the
discussion.
Kurtz suggested that reports of extraordinary or anomalous occurrences should not be rejected out of
hand, but should be investigated. In
the final paragraph of the section on
“Anecdotal Reports” he stated “The
skeptic says that the report may or
may not be true and if it did occur
there may be alternative causal explanations to be made of it. Are we dealing with a real event, or a misperception, hallucinatory experience, fantasy, and/or a misinterpretation of
what happened ?” Among the suggested possibilities there was an omission. He did not suggest that the report might be of a real event with no
causal explanation, a “one-off ’
anomaly, that is an anomaly that occurred only that once. The unstated
assumption is that “one-off’ events do
not occur.
At the conclusion of the preceding
section the same assumption was apparently made. Kurtz wrote “....we
have an open mind and are willing to
examine anomalies without prejudgment. . . “. The aim of the examination would be to find “a normal and
natural explanation of the phenomenon”, the implication being, apparently, that if the phenomenon really
occurred there would be such an explanation.
The assumption underlay the discussion in various other places as
well. It almost came to the surface in
the statement “The key argument of
sceptical inquirers ..is the need for
replicable experiments”.
This assumption is, of course, used
as a working hypothesis by virtually
all practising scientists. It is so widely
used that it is often taken to be selfevidently true. But it is an assumption, which has not been proved and
cannot be proved. To prove that there
are no anomalous events of a particular type it would be necessary to examine every occasion this type of
event ever occurred.
It might be argued that if, for in-
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An opportunity for readers to
air their views, vent their
spleen or generally sound off
about items that have
appeared in the Skeptic, or
anything else that has taken
their fancy.
stance, a scientific experiment produces the same result every time in a
large number of trials, it is not unreasonable to extrapolate to the conclusion that it will always produce that
result. But in practice scientific experiments do not in all trials produce a
particular result. The occasional
anomalous results are normally dismissed as being due to some unnoticed error in the setting up of the experiment, or in the instrumental readings, or in shielding the experiment
from outside interference. It is said
that the anomalous result must be due
to some error. I have no doubt that it
often is. But must it be? Why? Because
real one-off anomalies " never occur”?
If the assumption that one-off
anomalies never occur were replaced
by one that they rarely occur, or very
rarely, this would reflect more accurately what is observed to happen in
scientific practice. It could reasonably
be justified by the above observation
that repeated trials of a scientific experiment (nearly) always produce the
same result. Also, it would emphasise
the need for repeatability of scientific
results. And it need not contradict the
scientific conviction that reliable
knowledge is possible, provided it is
understood that the reliable knowledge is about what “normally”, or
nearly always, happens. Further, such
a modified assumption would be less
likely than the original assumption to
assume the character of Holy Writ,
and this should please Skeptics.
There would be another advantage
as well, in that researchers would be
less tempted to claim advances in scientific knowledge with insufficient
experimental evidence.
Educators might strike a problem,
in that a student producing a “wrong”
result in an experiment might claim
to have observed an anomaly. However, this could be dealt with by telling the student “That is bad luck. Because this is Science, which is about
what normally happens. You will
have to repeat the experiment, and
this time take particular care to do
everything properly and accurately,

so you can be sure that your result is
not just a mistake”.
There might also be some complications in the field of forensic science.
For instance, if scientific evidence
were brought in a court case, that
someone was in a particular place at
a particular time, the defence might
claim that it was an anomaly, that the
evidence had got there without the
person having been there to leave it.
It might be necessary to rethink the
use of expert scientific evidence in
court cases. But this might not be a
bad thing, in view of the miscarriages
of justice in recent years due to reliance on inadequate expert evidence.
There was, for instance the Lindy
Chamberlain case. And a number of
people world wide have been convicted and jailed (some later released)
for abuse of children, the only evidence being uncorroborated memories the children had supposedly forgotten, and then “recovered” under
therapy as adults.
However, the modified assumption
would not suggest any change to the
sceptical critique of most of the paranormal and extraordinary events
and phenomena considered in Kurtz’
article. These were events/phenomena which were in principle repeatable, or had some repeatable aspects.
There was also some consideration
of single events which were reported
in a way suggesting they might be
repeatable. The repeatability of such
an event would be subject to the same
critique as suggested by Kurtz. However, a modified critique would be
required to consider whether the
event itself actually occurred, a critique focusing solely on the reliability of the observer and the observation, and leaving on one side questions about consistency with the body
of scientific knowledge.

Bill Moriarty,
Sunbury, VIC

News literacy
One wonders whether years of
education have any effect on some
journalists and others who work in
the news industry.
On November 18, 1998, there was a
news segment on Channel 9 concerning the Leonid meteor shower. An
astronomer who was interviewed had
a caption on screen describe him as
an “astrologer”.

David Maddison
Toorak VIC
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Fundamentalism
In the last issue Lindsay Moore’s
article “Fundamentalism and
Fanaticism”
states
that
fundamentalists are “totally unable”
to engage in debate. This is false.
Some years back a spokesman for the
American Atheists (which I used to
support) lost in a public debate with
a Christian fundamentalist. More
recently the leading British
philosopher Anthony Flew, a secular
humanist, similarly lost. I have heard
that Flew accepted the umpire’s
decision.
Over the last few years I have read
scores of Christian texts on current
moral issues, such as homosexuality
and euthanasia. The texts, some written by fundamentalists, were usually
well researched and cogently argued,
astutely using scientific research in
the case of homosexuality. The widespread existence of this literature also
contradicts Moore’s claim that these
people are not willing to engage in
open discussion or debate.
If Moore wants to exercise himself
over people who notoriously avoid
debate or are not good at it, then there
are any number of classes of people
that fit the bill better than fundamentalists: Australian housewives, asylum inmates, and that proverbially
disadvantaged group, one-legged
black Jewish lesbians.
I also question Moore’s attribution
of paranoia. My small knowledge of
paranoia comes from reading a few
books and a recent discussion with a
clinical psychologist. If Moore’s use
of the word is the usual pejorative one
of everyday language then it tells us
little. If he is using the term as scientists would use it then where is the
research showing a significant rate for
paranoid personalities and paranoid
states amongst fundamentalists?
What populations were studied,
when and where, and how general
can we make the findings? One needs
to do more than insert "paranoid"
into the definitions of "fundamentalist" and dogmatically attribute the
definition to many diverse people,
past and present. Keep in mind also
that otherwise healthy people can
lapse into a “paranoid” mode under
pressure. Likewise we should be wary
of the common attribution of “authoritarian”. This popular pejorative
term detached itself long ago from the
pioneering research text on the authoritarian personality. In particular,
the popular usage does not reflect
subsequent counter-theorising in psychology.
Twelve years ago I married into a
family of Swiss missionaries, one of
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whom, as a matter of interest, taught
a future African president. They are
not fundamentalists, but my experience with them leads me to question
fashionable antichristian prejudices
(wowsers, bigots, homophobes, etc),
which seem to be replacing antisemitism now that the latter is heavily ostracised.
Recently in the US, a widely syndicated cartoonist portrayed Christians
as rats and another cartoon pictured
Christians, Moslems and Hindus as
vultures. If the media depicted blacks
or gays similarly there would be hell
to pay. I am reminded of the Soviet
Union’s practice of slandering its
Christian citizens as criminals, retards, mentally ill and so forth.
Moore’s piece is mere pandering to
a common Skeptics’ hang up. We
must note also that he borrows from
the work of a single scientist whose
reliability and agenda are left in the
dark. I doubt if Moore will write for
us an equivalent text on Jews, gays
or aborigines. Current democratic
wisdom is that you can slander Christians all you like, even pee on the image of their Redeemer, but if you criticise the others you are instantly antiSemitic, homophobic or racist.
Readers would do well to check
Moore against Guenter Lewy’s review of scientific research on US religion, including fundamentalism. The
philosopher David Stove said that if
we do not understand religion then
we do not understand nine tenths of
human history. We need more than
colourful but worthless formulae
such as “it’s all a racket” (Marxists),
“it’s all superstition” (atheist hacks)
or “religion is a form of neurosis”
(would-be Freudians).
References; Why America Needs Religion by G. Lewy, The Extermination
Of Christianity by P. Schenck, and First
Things, an open-minded conservative
Christian journal of the public forum
that gladly publishes atheist rejoinders from Paul Kurtz, Ed Doerr and
others.

Religion
Mr Snowden protests that he is being
totally objective in his views about
Religion versus Secular Humanism,
yet his diatribes against Humanism
reveal him as anything but. How
often, in his recent writings has he
criticised Humanism? - all the time.
How often has he criticised Religion?
- never. Hands up those, who along
with Nigel Sinnot, thought that Mr
Snowden’s missives were from the
pen of a right wing, religious type?
There you go John, perhaps you are
not as objective as you think.
Mr Snowden also protests that Humanists have a problem with their
trousers. Perhaps, but nowhere near
the problems that organised religion
has had with its Habits, for hundreds,
if not thousands of years. Miscreant
Monks have been an embarrassment
to the Church for centuries. The difference is that these religious excesses
were institutionalised, and the culprits shielded by the Church hierarchy. Can he really compare the depressing (and apparently unceasing)
parade of paedophile priests, with a
few Humanists of admittedly doubtful moral character? There are sexual
miscreants in every walk of life, but
few have enjoyed the shielding and
anonymity which the Church until
recently provided. That is what the
Church should be roundly condemned for, not the fact that there are
perverts in its ranks. There are rotten
apples in every organisation.
For an avowed Atheist, Mr
Snowden comes across as a closet
Theist. At any rate, his writings suggest as much, being indistinguishable
from the standard fundamentalist
polemics. As he himself has said :
“you can know a tree by its fruit”. A
late life conversion similar to that of
Malcolm Muggeridge, seems likely.
For all his protests, methinks he
protesteth too much.

Charles Nagy
South Melbourne

John Snowden
Tarragindi QLD

Words, words, words
I have no problem with men (or
women for that matter) who,
according to John Snowden
(“Skeptical of Humanism”, (18/ 3,
p.48), have bigger words than mine,
but I do object to having to travel to
the Queensland State Library to find
the meaning of a word that may help

me to understand what John is on
about.
Now we have “Strepsiades”,
“phrontisterion” and “nephelai”, and
I’m still none the wiser about
“dhimmitude”. C’mon John, you’re
bloody well making them up!

John Stear
Coombabah Qld
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Skepticism and the OT
It may surprise many Skeptics, who
otherwise dismiss religion and its
writings out of hand, the extent to
which some of the the laws of the Old
Testament may have met with their
approval. Much of the Jewish law
described in the OT is concerned with
opposition to the very same things
that many hardened Skeptics now
find themselves fighting! A survey of
the 613 commandments relevant to
Jews in the OT reveal these laws.
Please note that this is not submitted with intent to start a religious debate as the policy of Skeptics is not to
debate matters of religious faith. This
is submitted for the historical interest of readers and concerns matters
which are directly relevant to the outlook Skeptics have on the world and
also to demonstrate that the “ancients” just may have had an interest
in things Skeptical, as well....
Some Skeptics may find themselves
in sympathy with some of the following sampling from laws concerning
prohibition of pagan practices:
Not to make a graven image; neither to make it oneself nor to have
it made by others (Ex. 20:4).
Not to make use of an idol or its
accessory objects, offerings, or libations (Deut. 7:26).
Not to drink wine of idolaters
(Deut. 32:38)
Not to prophesy in the name of
an idol (Ex. 23:13; Deut. 18:20).
Not to hearken to one who prophesies in the name of an idol (Deut.
13:4).
Not to pass a child through the
fire to Molech (Lev. 18:21).

(And many more on the subject of
idolatry)
Not to suffer any one practicing
witchcraft to live (Ex. 22:17).
Not to practice onein (observing
times or seasons as favorable or
unfavorable, using astrology) (Lev.
19:26).
Not to practice nachesh (doing
things based on signs and portents;
using charms and incantations)
(Lev. 19:26).
Not to consult ovoth (ghosts)
(Lev. 19:31).
Not to consult yid’onim (wizards)
(Lev. 19:31).
Not to practice kisuf (magic using herbs, stones and objects that
people use) (Deut. 18:10).
Not to practice kessem (a general term for magical practices)
(Deut. 18:10).
Not to enquire of an ob (a ghost)
(Deut. 18:11).
Not to seek the maytim (dead)
(Deut. 18:11).
Not to enquire of a yid’oni (wizard) (Deut. 18:11).
Not to remove the entire beard,
like the idolaters (Lev. 19:27).

72

Not to round the corners of the
head, as the idolatrous priests do
(meaning to shave the sides of the
temples) (Lev. 19:27).
Not to cut oneself or make incisions in one’s flesh in grief, like the
idolaters (Lev. 19:28; Deut. 14:1).
Not to tattoo the body like the
idolaters (Lev. 19:28).
Not to make a bald spot for the
dead (i.e. to shave the top of the
head) (Deut. 14:1).
.

David Maddison
Toorak VIC

Medical objection
I feel compelled to reply to the article
titled “Sense and nonsense in manual
therapy” by Philip Latey in the Spring
1988 issue. The article typifies the
usual arguments fringe “medical”
practitioners use to try to gain
acceptance as providers of credible
health services. Almost every
sentence in the article can be
challenged but I will attempt to be
brief in my rebuttal.
The author immediately loses credibility by describing himself as an osteopath and a vigorous sceptic. This
is akin to being a creation scientist and
an ardent evolutionist. The two positions are simply irreconcilable. It is
however not unusual for those involved in pseudoscience to masquerade as being adherents of mainstream
science.
He practises something called
“manual therapy” which appears
from his description to rely on manipulation of the body. He admits that
manual therapy is “permeated
throughout with myths, fads, frauds
and self deceptions on a grand scale”
- I have no argument with this. He
states “it is wrong to think that any
non-orthodox health worker must
agree with any of the others”. Why is
it wrong? Surely there should be a
consensus among nonorthodox
health workers even if what they
practise has no rational basis. He continues “nor is there necessarily any
consistency of agreement within each
denomination” . I take this to mean
that there is not necessarily any agreement between the many different
branches of nonorthodox practices,
for example, a reflexologist would not
necessarily agree with an iridologist.
He is basically giving a license to practitioners of nonorthodox therapies to
disagree with each other in both an
inter- and intra-disciplinary manner.
They can all disagree with each other
and yet can all be correct! Latey explains this inconsistency by advocat-

ing that “it is far more important to
show questioning, debate and academic ferment leading to testing of
hypotheses, than it is to pretend that
there is any real form of cohesion
within each form of therapy”. The
testing of hypotheses in nonorthodox
practice is something to be welcomed,
but while we frequently hear claims
that alternative medicine treatment
regimes have been scientifically
evaluated, there is a dearth of acceptable supporting evidence in the literature. Unlike scientific medicine the
field of nonorthodox practice is almost devoid of questioning and debate.
“Collusion with ideas that are unsound, naive and generally insupportable is almost universal throughout health care”. Really? The author
is confused . While I agree that the sort
of collusion Latey refers to is a feature of alternative “medicine”, it
would be anathema for medical scientists to conspire in this way. Scientific medicine is based on the exhaustive testing of hypotheses related to
medical or surgical therapeutic regimes. This is what has allowed orthodox medicine to develop. Medical
therapies are constantly being discarded or replaced by newer and better, tested and proven techniques. For
medical scientists to collude on ideas
that are unsound, naive or insupportable is to expose themselves to the risk
of almost certain peer humiliation and
condemnation. After all, the very essence of Scientific Medicine is to test
the claims of others rather than collude with them.
“Remember that doctors and therapists may seem very nice and kind;
even charmingly winsome. But most
are also very tough bullies, either direct or indirect/subtly; and you don’t
want to have more to do with them
than is absolutely necessary. Many are
also extremely arrogant, thoughtless,
greedy and lazy - and some are entirely unscrupulous? with an almost
sociopathic lack of real ethics.” What
can I say about this mini-tirade. Latey
has resorted to a fallacy commonly
used by proponents of pseudoscience:
ad hominem - attacking the man. Admittedly his attack has the unusual
twist of including practitioners of his
own unproven field (not himself, of
course). It would be pointless to dispute the fact that, as in every other
profession, there are doctors who are
substandard in the practice of medicine. This however does not invalidate the principles of scientific medicine. It simply confirms human variability and fallibility. Latey would
better serve his purpose by disproving current orthodox medical techniques than by insulting practitioners.
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“If there is the slightest whiff of a
publicity machine, an overblown or
‘public’ reputation, charisma and followers run fast(sic). Skeptics know
that any requirement to believe is always a lie”. The fact that the author
is requesting us to believe in him and
his therapy without any tangible
proof of efficacy seems to worry him
not a bit.
‘’Virtually all of our activities, work,
sport and preferred positions of rest
are asymmetrical. Which side do you
dress sir?” I can’t possibly see that
there can be any significance attached
to which side a male may dress! “The
body functions in complex
oppositional spirals (a reference
would be most welcome) and doesn’t
need bilateral symmetry at all. With
(perhaps) up to 30 degrees of displacement we can all do well”. How
was this decided? In the field of orthopaedics, displacement is measured
in linear units eg cm or mm? It is angulation that is measured in degrees
“naturally if we strain a joint in our
neck or back we will temporarily lean
to one side (like limping); but it resolves itself. This certainly doesn’t
need a bully to ‘thrust it straight’...
Very dangerous”. At last some sense,
although I don’t think quite enough
to justify the title of this article. I cannot dispute this good advice - if followed however it would leave many
a “therapist” out of pocket.
Under the heading “Vague conditions”, Latey claims that “many diagnostic labels are dumping grounds for
patients and stillborn symptom clusters that don’t really belong together”.
He then makes a connection between
patients’ medical problems and possible causative character problems
such as an inability to face up to
things which they are ‘’furious and
resentful about and.. laziness, cowardice, self indulgence, failure and
embarrassment”. I am not an expert
in the fields of psychology or psychiatry and therefore offer no comment.
I suggest that Latey should have
done likewise.
“good manual therapy feels right to
the patient and makes sense to them.”
This refrain is frequently heard from
the practitioners of nonorthodox
‘medicine’. Feeling right and making
sense to the patient conveniently
overlooks the fact of whether or not
the technique works.
“It (manual therapy) can be helpful
for a surprisingly large range of human ills”. Why do we have to be tantalised so? What human ills can
manual therapy cure, or even help?
And please, please can we have some
acceptable evidence?
Finally - and it is worth reading
through the entire article for this. “The
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common sense warnings and dismissals outlined here should help you to
avoid the 98% of peripheral and
mainstream manual therapists who,
in the author’s opinion, can’t really
help resolve difficult problems”. Although the author gives no indication
how he obtained the figure that 98%
of manual therapists cannot resolve
difficult problems I nevertheless think
it is very close to the truth - well a 2%
correction would probably make it
spot-on. All in all, a subjective article
of self promotion and no substance.
A good example of the type of irrational argument utilised by those involved in pseudoscience in trying to
gain credibility.

Michael Meyerson
Milsons Point NSW

Compliment
I gained tremendous satisfaction from
my first year as a subscriber in not
having to rely on borrowed copies of
the Skeptic or random scanning of
articles wherever I found them. It was
a pleasure to be able to read and
digest everything in my own time and
refer back to articles of special
interest. Sometimes to reinforce a
point of view.
Comparing the reasoned thoughts
of most of your contributors with
those of the leaders of our society,
political, commercial and religious,
often reminds me of Richard
Feynman’s principled belief in the
primacy of doubt. The author of
Feynman’s biography Genius, James
Gleick, wrote of him:
He believed in the primacy of
doubt, not as a blemish upon our
ability to know but as the essence
of knowing. The alternative to uncertainty is authority, against
which science has fought for centuries

And again on the same credo:

He believed, too, that it was not
certainty but freedom from certainty that empowered people to
make judgments about right and
wrong...

Now here’s the part that reminds
me so much of the Skeptic:
Only by understanding uncertainty
could people learn how to evaluate the various kinds of false knowledge that bombarded them: claims
of mind reading and spoon bending, belief in flying saucers bearing
alien visitors.

I thank you and your colleagues for
giving truth the eloquent voice it deserves.

Leo Fuller-Quinn
Bondi NSW

Complaint
As a long-term subscriber to the
Skeptic,I wish to register a protest
against the inclusion of Mark
Lawsons’ “Stolen Children”article in
the Spring 1998 edition. I can in no
way see how this topic fits within the
scope of the Australian Skeptics’
mission to promote science and the
scientific method.
Has it now become editorial policy
to publish any article submitted to
your journal, irrespective of skeptical
content? If so, I would be happy to
start contributing material relating to
the ARL/Super League war, the decline in comic book readership, the
frequent cancellation of trains on the
East Hills line, and any other pet rant
which comes to mind. Please confine
the Skeptics’ province to the realm of
scientific endeavour.

Matthew Lally
Bexley North, NSW
For some time now we have been
publishing items in the Forum section,
that we think will be of interest to our
readers, but that do not necessarily
fall within the guidelines of
Australian Skeptics’ aims. Our aim
is to broaden the appeal of the
magazine by publishing well argued
items of general interest. In our
judgement, this article met that aim.
Publication of any such items do not
reflect any change the aims of any
Skeptics group, and the opinions
expressed are, as always, solely those
of the authors.
Ed

Legal advice
“Bunyip” invites legal readers to
provide pro bono advice regarding the
proposed class action against Sydney
Water.
What must be appreciated is that an
action against Sydney Water would
be an action for negligence. Potential
plaintiffs (that is, members of the class
action) would be persons who, as a
result of the negligence of Sydney
Water, have suffered damage. Obviously, many members of the public
suffered no damage at all whereas
others (for example, restaurateurs)
suffered substantial damage. Some
fell ill and were absent from work for
extended periods, many did not. That
is to say, the loss sustained by users
of Sydney Water’s services did not fall
equally.
Actions for negligence, as part of
the system for tort law in this State,
are essentially a loss distribution ex-
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ercise. That is to say, because the loss
was caused by the fault of the Sydney Water (if indeed be the case) then
it is not fair that that loss should not
be borne equally among all those who
own Sydney Water. Put another way,
it is unfair that those who suffered a
great deal of loss should have to bear
all of that loss, whereas the bulk of us
who suffered no loss at all should escape entirely.
The fallacy in Bunyip’s letter stems
from:
1. Not all “owners” of Sydney
Water will be members of the class
action; and
2. Not all persons who suffered
damage, suffered damage equally.

Michael Errington
Sydney NSW
Bunyip replies:
Thank you for the reply Michael. My
concern is not that people genuinely
suffering damage caused by
negligence in this case should not be
compensated; of course they should
be.
I have no problem with the concept
of class actions per se, but I have a real
concern that the increase in the actions brought by entrepreneurial litigators raises the hypothetical case
where all the citizens of the state
might become engaged in litigation
with themselves, as the owners of a
state enterprise. I do not think this is
entirely beyond the realms of the possible.

Odds
I enjoyed reading Roland Seidel’s
article “Challenging odds”. I would
have enjoyed it even more had I
understood it. I would find it valuable
if Roland were to explain the
probability table in a way that the
acutely innumerate such as myself
could comprehend.
I understand the bit where the probability of getting at least one match is
0.64 (You multiply 1/20 by itself 20
times and subtract the result from
one). I even half understand that the
probability of not getting a match by
the 19th trial is 0.3773. Beyond this I
am completely lost.

Colin Weekes
Coogee NSW
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