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Editorial

Another Good Year
cal programme on ‘psychic’ detectives in prime time
This has been another successful year for Australian
viewing. This decision will no doubt pain our friends
Skeptics, culminating in an outstanding convention
within the ABC who try to
mounted by the Victorian
keep the flag of skeptical
committee in November.
thought alive, as much as
Our decision to institute
it does us. You should not
our own Skeptics Prize,
restrain yourself if you
has borne fruit, with two
wish to protest to the
excellent applicants being
management of ‘our’ ABC.
rewarded for the courses
We are also planning a
they have initiated, and
revamp of the Skeptic,
you can read about it in
starting with the first
this issue. We have also
issue of 2007. Much as we
experienced an encouragwould like to convert it
ing growth in the number
into a full colour glossy,
of subscriber, following a
that is not an economic
couple of flat years.
proposition, but we would
On the plus side we
welcome any advice from
have seen the Intelligent
our readers who have
Design movement, which
skills in this area. Whatthreatened to further
ever we do, we will conerode science education
tinue to strive to keep the
standards, losing steam
content of the magazine as
after a highly critical
fresh and interesting as we
court finding about their
can make it and as you
claims in the USA. Their
want it.
local allies in the Young
On a personal note, my
Earth Creationist movethanks go to you, the loyal
ment are also suffering
readers, for your continuproblems, though it is all
ing support and advice. I
of their own making, so
offer you my best wishes
Skeptics can hardly claim
for whatever festivities you
credit. The alternativeschoose to engage in at this
to-medicine front also
time of year. As for me, I‘m
shows some hopeful signs,
planning to follow the
with money being allofortunes of the flannelled
cated by the federal
fools in returning the
government to test the
sacred symbol to its
claims being made by its
rightful home. But you had
proponents. Some of the
probably already guessed
credit for this must go to
that.
one of our own and you
can read her report in
this issue.
On the negative side is
Dr W G Claus
the disgraceful decision
by the ABCTV to pander
to cheap sensationalism
by scheduling an uncritiBarry Williams

A Merry Ashes

To All Our Readers
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News

Around the
Traps
Trouble in Paradise
For more than 20 years the Skeptic has
catalogued the affairs of the Queensland-based creationist pseudoscience
organisation that has luxuriated under various names, none of them really indicative of what it was trying to
accomplish (ie, a crass antipathy to
science).
It first came to our attention as the
Creation Science Foundation, though
that was not its original title, it having been formed in the merger of two
other bodies. Some years later it
changed its style and title to Answers
in Genesis, which some optimistic
Skeptics thought might have denoted
a move from the pretence of having an
interest in science, to more properly
reflect its real position as a promoter
of literalist Christian fundamentalism. That optimism was soon shown
to be misplaced, however, as the sect
showed no evidence that it was dropping its role as a purveyor of
pseudoscience, nor its promotion of
these dogmas as alternatives to science
in educational institutions or at large.
The name change came about after
CSF had instituted a push into the far
more lucrative US market, setting up
a subsidiary there, headed by Ken
Ham, under the AiG rubric, with the
Australian head office, controlled by
Carl Wieland, following suit. Initially
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this export initiative looked a little
optimistic, as the US already had any
number of home-grown organisations,
all seeking to push the same fatuous
message. However the Australian
group persevered and before long was
seen to be taking a substantial market share from the native entrepreneurs, until it soon began to outstrip
its parent company in acquiring funds
and influence. Inevitably this state of
affairs led to friction, and when the US
branch launched a campaign to construct a multi-million dollar “Creation
Museum” in Kentucky, matters
reached a critical temperature.
Earlier this year AiG Australia,
along with its subsidiaries in Canada,
New Zealand and South Africa, again
changed its name, this time to Creation Ministries International (CMI).
The name AiG remained with the US
operation and it soon became apparent that it was this body that had instituted the change, probably against
the wishes of its parent. The main reason seemed to be that the US AiG no
longer wished to be constrained by any
editorial or financial oversight from
the Australian parent. This was soon
confirmed by events, with both sides
claiming ownership of subscriber lists,
copyrights and the like.
That this divorce was by no means
amicable is borne out by postings on
the respective web sites of the two bodies. Charges of shonky business prac-

tices, unlikely alliances, and insinuations of vicious personal denigration
have emerged, some of them quite
breathtaking. No amount of references
to scriptures can disguise the bitter
struggle for power that has been going on, with a distinct paucity of Christian charity evident in the whole sorry
affair. It’s almost (but not quite)
enough to make a Skeptic feel sorry
for the Australian group, who seem to
have suffered by far the worst of the
damage.
For those who are interested in
more details of the Byzantine machinations involved in this sordid saga,
we highly recommend the excellent
blog of US Skeptic, Jim Lippard, who
has investigated it all in clinical detail: lippard.blogspot.com/2006/11/
more-from-behind-scenes-of.html

Boom! Boom!
Then there was the case of a family
member at Bunyip Towers, one whose
musical interests lie at the noisy end
of the spectrum. Consider his puzzlement when he received a brochure
from a music shop that specialises in
the percussive arts, in which he was
offered a selection of cheap drum kits.
Nothing unusual there? It certainly is
to when they are described as “Unbeatable Bargains”. T’would seem to negate
the whole purpose of drums.

Auntie’s anguish
We don’t like to be seen as bagging a
revered cultural institution, but is
Auntie ABC really in such drastically
reduced circumstances that she has to
schedule pernicious drivel in TV prime
time? I refer, of course, to the Summer
replacement programme that goes under the title Psychic Investigators.
At first we thought they were pulling our legs; and that the advertised
programme would turn out to be a
clever imported comedy along the lines
of People Like Us or Little Britain, but
they weren’t. They chose, instead, to
subject their loyal and dedicated viewers a show whose ludicrous premise
was only matched by its appalling execution.
A joint Canadian-British co-production, Psychic Investigators purports to
show how psychics assist police in solving crimes. As seems to have become
the fashion with pseudo-documentaries, it followed a pattern of five minutes exposition, followed by a minute
or so of recapitulation, then back to
exposition again. It is not certain
whether this reflects a programme
designed to allow plenty of commercial
breaks, or that people who like this
sort of tripe have very short attention
spans. Add this to other common
pseudo-doco trends of sepulchral voiceovers, quick scene changes, extreme
close-ups of mouths and eyes and you
have a really annoying TV experience
(unless you are a trainee ophthalmic
or oral surgeon, one supposes).
What the first episode presented
was the story of a young man who went
missing in Wales in 2001. After a few
days police, suspecting foul play, investigated, found evidence that he might
have been murdered, carried out scientific tests, interviewed two suspects,
each of whom implicated the other, and
obtained a confession. They did not
find a body, which the officer in charge
thought might have lessened the
chance of a conviction. (The recent
.
NSW case of Bruce Burrell, convicted
of murdering Mrs Kerry Wheelan,
whose body has not been found, shows
that though this might make the prosecution more difficult, it is by no means

impossible.) In the Welsh case, the
main suspect was arrested, charged,
convicted and sentenced to a long
prison term. His accomplice was given
a lesser sentence. Pretty straight forward stuff — good police work, but
hardly the basis for an exciting TV
documentary.
Meanwhile, the victim’s grieving sister, dissatisfied with progress, consulted a local psychic, who convinced
her that by using tarot cards she could
communicate with her (perhaps) dead
brother’s spirit. What ensued was generalised chat about restless spirits,
vague references to alleged events and
places, but little that would convince
anyone other than a vulnerable grieving relative. More drama followed as
the psychic called on other psychics to
use their own methods of contacting
the departed (though they weren’t even
specific about him having departed
until well after the police were convinced that a murder had occurred).
According to the show, the psychic
and the police often came to similar
conclusions, and in the melodramatic
method that characterises such shows,
sought to suggest that the psychic was
at least as well-informed as were the
professionals. There is a glaring inconsistency here; contemporary details of
the police work will be logged in police
and court records; the psychic, who
was interviewed some years after the
event, relied on memory. It is not impossible, indeed it is quite likely, that
much of what the psychic claimed to
‘remember’ was information she had
gleaned from the public records. They
even had the gall to intimate that the
police were somehow at fault for not
consulting psychics
It will hardly surprise Skeptic readers that the news that this appalling
rubbish was scheduled to replace one
of the few programmes that looks at
science seriously, Catalyst, caused outrage among Skeptics. Many of us have
complained, and as there are another
11 programmes still to come (at our
time of going to press) you should too.
After all, it is supposedly ‘our’ ABC,
and ‘we’ have every right to express our
displeasure at being treated to this sort
of Bent-Spoon-worthy piffle.

Finally, there is some good news. A
mole in the ABC tells us that Psychic
Investigators attracted 300,000 fewer
viewers for its first show compared
with Catalyst.

Rip off
Our thanks to Kevin McDonald of
Balickera, who sent us the story about
the psychic who tricked a number of
women in Sydney out of large sums of
money, including the life savings (over
$300 000) of one woman. The scam consists of the con woman asking her victims to leave large amounts of money
and jewellery with her so she could
“cleanse it of evil”. We have heard
about similar scams in the past, which
have netted large sums for the unscrupulous criminals,
Kevin is also concerned by recent
calls for a National Day of Prayer to
relieve the drought. Well that one
worked, didn’t it?

Strange attractions
And thanks also to Brian Miller from
Adelaide who sent us the following advice from a jeweller.
Please make your staff aware that
magnetic jewellery can affect the workings of a watch. We have had a customer complaint where a watch has
come back 3 times because it was losing time, this customer was getting
very angry and wanted a new watch.
When I queried about magnetic jewellery I found out this lady wears magnetic bracelets on both wrists and
around her neck. The complaint was
solved and the customer realised it was
her fault. Also some people do have
magnetic underlays or pillows and if
they wear their watch to bed or place
it next to their bed; this could also
cause problems to their watch.
And that’s not to mention that covering a fridge door with magnets does
not protect the contents, so why would
anyone imagine they would protect
their health?

Bunyip
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Report

Convention
Round-up
Once again Skeptics were treated to
an excellent National Convention, as
Melbourne lived up to its reputation
of providing four seasons in a weekend, while the acclimatised Victorian
Skeptics committee did their usual
outstanding job of organisation.
Located in a fine venue, the Age
Theatre in the Melbourne Museum,
visitors were treated to an eclectic
range of speakers addressing the
topic Science, Truth and the Media
from their different perspectives.

onto television. Leading off for the
ABC was popular Hobart radio
presenter, and staunch Skeptic,
Annie Warburton, who assured us
that she preferred sex to gender any
day (and who in their right mind
would disagree?)
Leigh Dayton, the Skepticsfriendly, award-winning science
writer on The Australian, continued
the theme of the media’s approach to
science, telling how difficult it is to
get serious stories into print when

Media matters
The ABC was well represented,
with a Who’s Who of science
journalists representing the
long history of science broadcasting on the national carrier.
Peter Pockley, who instituted
the first ABC science programmes and who has been at
the forefront of science journalism for more years ago than he
cares to remember, spoke of
media manipulation in the
CSIRO, and of his battles,
alongside the Skeptics, with the
anti-science forces of creationism. The estimable Robyn
Williams, whose Science Show
has maintained ABC science
standards of excellence for many
years, spoke of current attempts
to stifle good science, as discussed in his recent book, UnIntelligent Design. Paul Willis, a
former Skeptic of the Year and
stalwart of the Catalyst programme, gave some tips on
how to get good science stories
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competing for space with other
topics. Science counts for less than
celebrity, it would seem.
Distinguished science communicator and author, Rob Morrison (a
former Skeptics Eureka Prize winner) began a cutting edge , state-ofthe-art, groundbreaking presentation on having stories accepted in the
media, by cautioning strongly
against using any of those preceding
clichés.

Climate change
The hot topic of climate change
and its reporting, as well as
scientific input into policy
making, were themes addressed
by leading climate scientists,
Kevin Hennessey and Graeme
Pearman. Their hard-hitting
and data-filled presentations
gave much food for thought. It
was pleasing to hear these
issues discussed without the
media hype that often distorts
the public discussions.

Medical affairs

Lynne Kelly tells fortunes for visitors

Medical matters, and their
treatment in the media, was
the subject of a presentation by
David Henry (another Skeptics
Eureka Prize winner) and his
award winning Media Doctor
web site, which rates medical
stories against set standards. It
came as little surprise that the
broadsheet newspapers rate
much better in this respect
than do any other media. Steve
Basser, in a welcome return to

Skeptics forums, spoke of his battles,
as a GP, to keep alternative practitioners honest. Rosemary Nixon, a
dermatologist and occupational
physician, took issue with the
advertising used by cosmetics companies, exposing many popular myths
being perpetrated.

Skepticism in education
The value of skepticism in education
was scrutinised by Martin
Bridgstock and (briefly) Kylie
Sturgess, who were later recognised
for their work by the award of
Skeptics Prizes for Critical Thinking
(see following story). Lynne Kelly
continued the educational theme
with discussions of her techniques of
teaching science and entertained the
crowd with her own form of divination. The education unit concluded
with a presentation by a STAV team
of the Science Talent Search programme, of which the Skeptics are
proud sponsors.

On the record
This was a high quality programme,
with a wealth of informative material, being presented by experts in
their fields. It was all captured on
video, and we expect to have DVDs
available in the near future. As well,
we hope to have some of the papers
available for publication in the
Skeptic in the new year.

Leigh Dayton chats with convention visitors during a lunch break

Dinner
The annual Skeptics Dinner, held in
the historic Windsor Hotel, a Melbourne landmark for a century and a
half, was a convivial affair. Old
friendships were renewed and new
ones made, as Skeptics from
throughout Australia, circulated
throughout the hotel ballroom. Some
were even seen to be taking strong
drink
Announcements of the recipients
of the Bent Spoon Award and the
Skeptic of the Year, as well as the
winners of the inaugural Australian

Skeptics Prize for Critical Thinking
(see following stories), disposed of
the business of the evening. Then
people relaxed to enjoy the entertainment provided by two accomplished
magicians. Mentalist Mark Mayer,
mystified us with his skill, while the
inimitable Steve Walker not only
acted as MC in his usual hilarious
style, but also performed feats of
prestidigitation as only he can. To a
lay obsever, magicians and skeptics
might be seen as odd bedfellows, but
the fact is, skeptical movement ows a
lot to these masters of legerdemain.
Long may the partnership prosper.

Kudos
This was the 26th Skeptics Annual
Convention, and it certainly rated as
one of the best. The Victorian Skeptics are to be commended for their
professionalism and dedication. Like
any successful and ostensibly
smooth-running event, this one no
doubt caused many sleepless nights
and attacks of panic for the organisers. It didn’t show, folk — you did a
great job, just as we knew yoiu
would. Thank you.
Next year’s Convention will be
held in Hobart for the very first time.
The small Tasmanian Skeptics
branch deserves all our support in
making it another success.
The audience enthralled by a speaker.
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Annual Skeptics Awards
Let us consider pharmacists —
an admirable group of folk,
scientifically trained, running
small businesses in every town
and suburb, ever so helpful to
us with those mundane minor
ailments we reckon are not
worth adding to our GP’s
overloaded schedules. Pillars
of the community, you might
say, and in most cases you
would be right — and in some,
you would be wrong.
The problem lies in the fact that,
while the fruits of science are undoubtedly good for commerce in a
wide range of fields, the different
imperatives of the two areas do not
necessarily make them natural
bedfellows. Science should always be
concerned with finding the truth,
while commerce needs to make
money if it wants to remain in
business. (This probably helps
explain why you rarely see storefront
theoretical physicists or palaeontologists peddling their wares in local
shopping centres.)
Pharmacists run businesses,
and the part that relies on their
scientific training, ie dispensing
pharmaceuticals, is so constrained
by price regulation that it is unlikely that anyone could make a
living by relying solely on that.
Thus pharmacies also sell nonprescription pharmaceuticals,
toothpaste, cosmetics and all
manner of other useful items,
without compromising their professional status.
Then the lines start to become
blurred. As pharmacies stock their
shelves with products making
claims of efficacy in treating the
same ailments as the prescription
drugs that are the core role of
pharmacists, then one must wonder
where the scientific training ends

and the business brain takes over.
Offering a ‘generic’ pharmaceutical
as a lower-cost alternative to a
prescribed brand (as long as it does
the same job) is one thing and well
within the competency of a pharmacist. Offering an unproven ‘alternative medicine’ product is a different
matter entirely. As is the promotion
of unproven “nutritional supplements” to people whose nutritional
deficiencies are very likely selfdiagnosed or, equally likely, nonexistent.
Skeptics do not like this sort of

thing, but recognise that
sometimes commercial realities
might offer some sort of excuse,
albeit not a convincing one.
Further down the slippery
slope, though, are those pharmacies that actively promote
unscientific and unproven
practices that can only be
described as quackery.
For pharmacists to trade on
their aura of scientific expertise
to offer iridology, homeopathy,
magnetic treatments and the like, is
a disgrace to their profession and
those who are charged with the
regulation of matters concerning
health should do something about it.
For this reason Australian Skeptics awarded the 2006 Bent Spoon
Award (presented to the perpetrator
of the most preposterous piece of
pseudoscientific piffle) to Australian
Pharmacies who promote quackery
under the cloak of science.

Skeptic of the Year
On a more positive note the Skeptics
also named, as Australian Skeptic of the Year, the peripatetic
and colourful Dr Karl
Kruszelnicki, Julius Sumner
Miller Fellow at Sydney University, author of 25 books on
science, broadcaster, sleek geek
and public speaker.
Dr Karl’s tireless and enthusiastic promotion of the wonders
(and occasional wierdness) of
science, to young and old alike,
makes him one of Australia’s
most recognisable public figures.
We were delighted to award him
this well deserved accolade.
You can find out more about
Karl and his many interests on
his web site:
www.abc.net.au/science/k2/
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Skeptics Prize Winners
At the annual convention, we
announced the winners of the
inaugural Australian Skeptics Prize
for Critical Thinking. The Prize,
formerly part of the Australian
Museum Eureka Prizes, is designed
to reward teachers, journalists or
researchers for “work that investigates conventional wisdom and
beliefs which lack reliable evidence
or scientific method, and that
promotes critical thinking about
such matters”.

The winner
Winner of the $10 000 Skeptics
Prize was Dr Martin Bridgstock, a
senior lecturer at the School of
Science at Griffith University.
Concerned at the high level of
acceptance of paranormal beliefs in
the community, the lack of knowledge of the nature of science displayed by first year students, and
their inability to evaluate paranormal claims, Dr Bridgstock convinced his university of the need to
do something about the problem.
This led to him constructing a
course, Skepticism, Science and the
Paranormal, as an elective for second
year students. From an initial
enrolment of 25 in 2003, the course
has grown in numbers and popularity each year since then and reached
80 in 2006.
Dr Bridgstock was aware that
simply debunking paranormal claims
would be unlikely to win the acceptance of young adults, so his
course requires students to demonstrate that they understand, and can
apply, key skeptical principles to
arrive at their own conclusions. He
makes clear to his students that a
skeptical approach is not merely a
set of tools that can be discarded; it
is a powerful perspective that, once
learned, will make it difficult for
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Martin Bridgstock and Kylie Sturgess
them to look at the world the same
way again.
This is precisely the sort of
critical thinking that Skeptics are
looking for, and this entry received
high marks from all the judges.
Martin Bridgstock, with his longtime dedication to skepticism and
critical thinking, is a worthy winner
of the first Australian Skeptics Prize
for Critical Thinking. Details of his
course can be found in an article he
wrote for the Skeptic (24:3) on our
web site www.skeptics.com.au.

Runner up Prize
When the Skeptics first thought of
offering a prize for critical thinking,
they considered the possibility that

while one entry might be outstanding, there might be other
entries that would have qualified
in another year. For this reason it
was decided that up to two $2 000
prizes could be awarded to runners-up who had also reached high
standards. Thus, in this the first
year, we also awarded a Runnerup Prize.
The winner was Ms Kylie
Sturgess, a teacher at Methodist
Ladies College, Perth, for her
initiative in instituting a course to
encourage students to investigate
popular beliefs using skeptical
principles. Kylie’s course was
adopted with enthusiasm by
several of her high-school students, who were successful entrants in a separate Prize offered
by the Western Australia Skeptics
(see the Skeptic 26:3). Of particular interest is that Kylie is an
English, not a science, teacher.
Kylie has written about her
course in a separate article in this
issue and her entry can be viewed
at our web site.
The judges, and Skeptics
generally, were delighted with the
high standards attained by the Prize
winners and hope that the rewards
attendant on success will encourage
others to seek to apply a skeptical
approach.
The Critical Thinking Prize will
be awarded annually and is not
necessarily confined to educational
institutions We will also seek entries
from original researchers, or from
journalists, who expose popular
paranormal or pseudoscientific
claims to critical scrutiny. Further
details can be found at our web site
www.skeptics.com.au.

Report

Results — At Last!
“Well done you, YOU’VE GOT FIVE
MILLION DOLLARS! Way to go girl!”
I had arrived home late and that
message was on my answering
machine. When I turned on the
computer there were over 20 congratulatory emails. I’m pleased to
say, after three years of hard work,
in my own way, I seem to have made
a difference.
After my cancer diagnosis in
2003, while waiting for my medication at my local pharmacy, the onduty naturopath cornered me and
tried to convince me to buy additional natural remedies. So upset
was I by this experience that since
then I’ve been trying to stop pharmacies from selling unproven products.
It soon became obvious that our
pharmacists, despite being scientifically trained professionals, sell these
products for profit, even though they
know they may not work, with the
excuse that they have Government
approved listing numbers. For two
years, both the on-duty pharmacists
and the pharmacy owners ignored
me and I realised that to have any
impact, for starters, I needed to get
these products delisted.

Loretta Marron is a science graduate, successful
business woman, recovering cancer sufferer
and, in her guise as the Jelly Bean Lady, an
untiring campaigner for good medicine.

Queensland has the distinction of
producing about 90% of complementary medicines. Out of our Nature’s
Own factory come products for the
labels Bio-organics, Cenovis, Natural
Nutrition, Natures’ Own, Golden
Glow and Vitelli. Symbion Health, a
publicly listed company that owns
the names Terry White, Chem-Mart,
Healthsense Pharmacies and The
Medicine Shoppe, owns this factory.
When I found this out, I felt betrayed
by my own state. Earlier this year I
spent several weeks going through
the 65,000 goods listed on the Therapeutic Goods Administration website.
I matched current research with the
claims made by the sponsors.
When I reached my goal of 2000, I
wrote a covering letter to Pio
Cesarin, Director, Non-Prescription
Medication, that asked him to de-list
these useless products. The resulting
report consisted of page after page of
individual listing numbers, product
names and sponsor details categorized under 25 appendices, one for
each of the product types, complete
with the results of scientific research
that proved they didn’t work. I added
a jellybean-patterned cover on which
I had printed “ARTG – A DUMPING
GROUND FOR PLACEBO PRODUCTS?” I produced 20 copies, had
them professionally bound and
posted them to high profile medical
professionals around Australia. I
then sat back and patiently waited. I
had a ‘smoking gun’ and I knew it.
November 2006 was a great
month for me. In the first week I
received a note from Professor Lesley
Campbell, Professor of Medicine,
Director of Diabetes Centre, St
Vincent’s Hospital, with a copy of her
letter in which she requested a
delisting of the 120+ useless diet and
detox products (Appendix W), and

which she attached to my report
before forwarding it to our Federal
Health Minister, Tony Abbott. The
next week Australian Doctor, a
magazine sent to GP’s, interviewed
me. My story was published two days
later, under a banner “Call to Delist
Natural Therapies” — just in time
for me to pick up a copy as we left
Brisbane to attend the 2006 Melbourne Australian Skeptics Convention.
When I arrived at the convention,
I showed the article to our committee
members. Here was a group that
have encouraged and supported me
since I took on this challenge and I
knew that they would share my
success at being in the magazine. It
was a great conference, and to top it
off, I was also given the honour of
presenting the Bent Spoon Award to
our pharmacists, an opportunity for
a short speech about them that I
tackled eagerly with passion and
enthusiasm. Could life get any
better? On 23rd November, one week
later, the Hon Tony Abbott MP,
announced $5 million to “investigate
the use and effectiveness of complementary and alternative medicines”.

Editor’s Note
All Skeptics should be grateful to
Loretta for her unswerving efforts in
calling the promoters of unproven,
non-evidence-based, remedies to
account for their claims. If the
money allocated by the government
to this project is spent wisely, we
should now hope that her quest will
be fulfilled.
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Report

Critical Thinking
in the Classroom
Sterling story of a prize-winning
performance

Kylie Sturgess is an English teacher at MLC,
Perth, who won the Runner-up Skeptics Prize
for Critical Thinking.
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This text of a talk, broadcast on
the ABC Science Show on December 2 2006, tells what motivated
Kylie Sturgess into constructing a
course in critical thinking that
netted her recognition by Australian Skeptics.

Everyone thinks, or at least, we
think we do. Thinking about thinking is not something that appears to
come naturally — it becomes developed through practice and through
internalising certain habits of mind.
Examining the basis of your current
beliefs is the start of critical thinking. How to build that firm basis of
reason in Australian high schools is
something I’m interested in. It
began in 2003, when a student told
me about her favourite book in the
school library — an encyclopaedia of
the paranormal. She read it whenever she needed to relax, like reading a good romance or pulp fiction
novel.
This encyclopedia told her that
you can sharpen razor blades by
placing them under a pyramid shape,
either glass or paper. Apparently it
didn’t really matter what it was
made of, because the special forces
inherent in the pyramid shape have
magical powers. She knows this is
true — because the book told her so.
The books said that there’s a patent
for it in Europe, so it must work... or
at least she thinks it works. She
hadn’t tried it herself, but the book
seemed confident enough.

I’d like to point out that the
student isn’t stupid, misguided or
illogical. She made a rational,
logical decision based on the evidence that was before her. She came
to her beliefs the same manner as
would any of us. In her case, a
respectable looking-book told her
that pyramids did sharpen objects.
She examined that story within the
framework of what data she was
given. Everyone can be wrong about
something and believe weird things
that don’t have much evidence for
them — but how often do we see
what can be learned from being
wrong and use it to improve our
thinking... especially about weird
things?
A few years ago, I read an excellent book called Why People Believe
Weird Things by the renowned
Skeptic Michael Shermer. In the
book, he asks if teaching critical
thinking skills will stem the rising
tide of belief in the paranormal. As a
teacher, I was interested in putting
this into practice, so I started
looking into undergraduate courses
into skepticism and critical thinking. However, I didn’t find much on
how to teach similar concepts in
secondary schools.
It was with this in mind that I
first taught how to investigate the
paranormal and pseudoscientific. I
did this in my high school English
classes at Methodist Ladies’ College,
in Western Australia. Although I
started with discrete assignments

on philosophy and personal essays
on what makes us believe weird
things, this year I devoted an entire
term to ‘Science, Fiction and Skepticism’.
Skepticism is a subset of critical
thinking; questioning the validity or
authenticity of something claiming
to be a fact — usually applying the
scientific method to investigate
claims of the paranormal, the
pseudoscientific and alternative
medicine. Questioning what could
be the best way to teach skepticism,
led me to seek a project which
required the practical application of
thinking skills. After working on
various ‘philosophy in the classroom’
projects over the past three years, I
discovered the 2006 West Australian
Skeptics Awards for Young Critical
Writers. The Skeptics encouraged
students to investigate, survey and
experiment upon any
pseudoscientific or paranormal
claim. With regular consultation
with my school’s science department, who were more than willing
to suggest graphing strategies,
double blind testing protocols and
useful research papers, we began
seeing whether we could do science
— in the English classroom.
Ideas abounded as the students
pondered how exactly one could test
psychic abilities, horoscopes, Ouija
boards and feng shui. Could we
survey the entire school to find out
how popular these beliefs were
amongst young women? What was a
reasonable sample size and how did
one graph the variables correctly?
Although I originally started my
tertiary studies in agriculture, this
was a learning experience for me
too, as we all sought out useful sites,
books and films that could communicate scientific concepts and not soscientific human interest stories
that were relevant to our studies.
Skepticism can be a lot of fun when
you challenge what people do with
their beliefs in weird things. ‘Where
do we draw the line?’ was a common
question.

Naturally the Internet became
one of our favourite sources of
information. The power of the
internet is that there is a lot of
material out there. The curse of the
internet is the same, as discovered
by a group of eager students when
they found a dubious masters
degree thesis in commerce which
claimed to use the I-Ching as a
business management tool. And not
even our beloved ‘Aunty’ is immune
to this sort of claptrap. ABC television’s popular science program,
Catalyst is taking a break over
summer. Strangely, it’s being re.placed by the highly misleading
non-fiction program, Psychic Investigators — there are eleven episodes
scheduled. This is a shameful show
which claims that psychics solve
murders when all the evidence by
the police and the investigators
actually points to the contrary. Yes,
it certainly looks very convincing...
just like an encyclopaedia of the
paranormal once did to a young girl
who didn’t know any better.
Like hoax sites, vanity publications, flyers and brochures, workshops and even strangely accredited
colleges, we are surrounded by
messages that we really should
question. In response, our school
library began ordering books by
James Randi, Phil Plait’s Bad
Astronomy and Robert T Carroll’s
Skeptic Dictionary — just to even
out the balance a bit.
We had a range of investigations
and surveys done, all demonstrating
that children can apply critical
thinking to some benefit, informing
themselves and others what odd
things they may believe without
question. The ouija board was found
to be a big disappointment, after the
participants were blindfolded and
the board turned upside down! The
ghostly messages disappeared like...
well, like ghosts really. A psychic
reading was found to be exactly like
a magician’s cold reading. The
Apollo 11 moon hoax was discovered

to be far less popular than conspiracy theorists would like us to
believe and Zener cards were admired for their pretty patterns after
being tested over a hundred lessthan-telepathic students.
By the end of the term, the WA
Skeptics awarded my class an
honorable mention for their studies
in Feng Shui and won two awards
for Tarot card and I-Ching studies.
All of the students were highly
praised for their efforts; what
amused them the most was because
they were members of an all girls’
school, people were particularly
impressed by what they found.
Their response? ‘Do they really
think we all believe what Dolly
magazine tells us about horoscopes
or something?’
I hope that other teachers start
seeing how philosophy for children
is one of the best contributors to
their education. Encouraging a
skeptical mindset in the face of the
many credulous claims which
influence young people is very
important too, considering the
power of group thinking and our
complacency in regards to potentially damaging claims.
The student who initially inspired me was given Lynne Kelly’s
The Skeptics’ Guide to the Paranormal as a Christmas present. That
book in particular summed up one of
the most important things we
learned this year: that we should
care about the effects of paranormal
and pseudoscientific claims, as they
range from the unfortunately
deluded idea to outright fraud. We
could be less wrong about what we
believe in. All it requires is a little
more thought and encouragement to
think.
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Article

Geysers, Grizzlies and
Ghosts in Yellowstone
Facts, fantasies and fables in a
famous setting

Karen Stollznow, expat and ilnguist, is our
regular North American correspoondent
kstollznow@berkeley.edu
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Formed by three tremendous volcanic blasts between 2.1 million to
640 000 years ago, and moulded by
three glacial ages that ended 14 000
years ago, the Grand Canyon of the
Yellowstone is an excellent argument
against Creationism. However, this
natural marvel still attracts the
supernatural. With a backdrop of
ghost trees (bare tree trunks
bleached by the acidic floor),
Yellowstone ghost stories are told by
campfire. The landscape often looks
ominous, with bubbling acid lakes
shrouded in steam that also billows
from geysers in the distance, but
Bible Code interpretations claim that
Yellowstone will be the source of
Armageddon in 2007…or 2010…or
2012…or 2023.
As I was boarding a plane to
Jackson Hole, Wyoming, I overheard
a passenger greet the assembled
crew members, asking “How y’all
doing?” One flight attendant replied,
“I’m marvellous. How could I not be?
We’re going to the most beautiful
place on earth!” Yellowstone is the
world’s first national park and also
one of the largest in the United
States, covering 2 million acres of
land through Wyoming and parts of
Montana and Idaho. Most visitors
come to see the 10 000 hydrothermal
features in the park; the tiers of
cascading terraced stone at Mammoth Hot Springs; the hundreds of
geysers; the gurgling mud pots; the
raging, churning mud volcanoes; the

hissing, spitting fumaroles; the
rainbow-coloured hot springs; the
unique wildlife, like the prehistoriclooking bison that graze across the
park; the 32 kilometres of golden
cliffs known as the Grand Canyon of
Yellowstone; the waterfalls and
rivers; the crystalline lakes that
indistinguishably meld into the sky
and the daunting, craggy mountains
of the Grand Teton National Park
that trail the road to Yellowstone.
Then there are those visitors who
claim to see even more, like the
spectral boy who stands alongside
the living to watch Old Faithful
erupt; the haunted hotels, the
ghostly grizzly bear who lurks in the
forests; the cries of those who
drowned in the park’s lakes or hot
springs; and the staple figure of
ghostlore, the vanishing hitchhiker.
The park is also the victim of bad
science and conspiracy theorists.
Yellowstone is a source for discovery
and science, but is also a source for
myth and pseudoscience.

History
The human history of Yellowstone
goes back about 11 000 years, when
Native Americans inhabited the
land. About 200 years ago, European
people arrived in the region, mainly
explorers, miners and fur-trappers.
After several major expeditions to
the area and an official exploration
by geologists, botanists, artists and
zoologists, several groups began

lobbying to make
Yellowstone a national
park. In 1872 this vision
was realised when President Ulysses S Grant
decreed that Yellowstone
was to be “set apart as a
public park or pleasuring
ground for the benefit and
enjoyment of the people”1.
However, in those early
days, it was more like an
amusement park.
In the park’s infancy, it was prey
to poachers, vandals, raiders, thieves
and other destructive visitors. Bears
were chained to trees and elk were
caged so that people could see them
up close. Laundries were set up near
the geysers and hot springs. Visitors
injected soaps to set off geyser
eruptions (and by the way, I witnessed this performed by a park
ranger at the Lady Knox geyser in
Rotorua, NZ in 2003). By the early
20th Century, a greater focus was
placed on preserving the ecosystem
with minimal interference to the
park’s natural state. Yellowstone has
always been a testing ground and
data centre for research into the
inexact science of preserving
wildlands for public use. In 1916 the
National Park Service Act was
enacted (also covering Yosemite,
Sequoia and Mount Rainier parks)
that specified the fundamental
purpose of a National Park:
To conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wild
life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner
and by such means as will leave them
unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations2.
Today, the park is one of the
last refuges in the States without
television or the Internet. There
are almost 1500 kilometres of
trails and boardwalks, to prevent
erosion and to preserve the (often
unpredictable) thermal areas.
Conservation is paramount and
although three million visitors
enter the park each year, the
mantra is — the best visitor is one
who leaves no evidence of having

Armageddon Geyser
visited. According to Yellowstone lore,
some visitors have never left. This
article shares some fascinating facts
and folklore about Yellowstone.

Yellowstone facts...
While there are also large hydrothermal regions in New Zealand, Iceland
and Russia, Yellowstone has the
world’s largest and most varied
collection of hydrothermal features.
Yellowstone is a wealth of amazing
features and statistics. The park is
at an elevation of around 8000 feet
and bordered by mountain ranges of
10 000 to 14 000 in height. The
Continental Divide passes through
Yellowstone, intersecting the continent between Pacific Ocean and
Atlantic Ocean water drainages. The
park is unofficially divided into five
regions: Lake Country, Canyon
Country, Roosevelt Country, Mammoth Country and Geyser Country.
Yellowstone’s Geyser Country is
home to the majority of the world’s
active geysers. There are about 300
active examples here, including
Steamboat Geyser that erupts up to
122m in height. Old Faithful is
probably the world’s most famous
geyser, and is certainly the star

Bison dreaming

attraction of the park.
Despite being named for
constancy, Old Faithful is
not the most regular
geyser in the park, and its
average eruption interval
has lengthened over time
to about 92 minutes,
varying from 53-205
minutes. An eruption
lasts from 1-5 minutes,
and expels
14 000 - 32
000 litres of boiling water,
reaching a height of 30-55 metres3.
As I watched the thunderous eruption of Old Faithful on three separate occasions, I didn’t see the ghost
of a little lost boy, who reputedly
haunts the site, looking for his
parents.

... and myths
The Old Faithful Inn is an historical,
chalet-style building that looms in the
backdrop of its namesake geyser. This
striking log structure is the largest of
its kind in the world, filled with
overhanging balconies and stairways
of split logs and gnarled pines. This is
the perfect setting for a ghost-tale, or
ten. The most infamous story has been
circulating since the 1980s, but dates
back to 1914, when a newlywed couple
arrived at the Inn. After a few blissful
days, the honeymoon turned to horror.
One morning the bride’s body was
found in the couple’s hotel room, lying
on the bed…headless. The groom had
disappeared and was never seen
again, unlike the bride. Ever since this
tragic event, the figure of the young
woman has been glimpsed in the halls
and on the balconies. Hundreds of
staff members and guests have
reported a gory headless figure,
draped in a flowing white gown.
In some accounts, the bride
carries her severed head, tucked
under her arm.
Common to urban legends,
each account is a variation on
this theme. However, why is this
story so ‘new’ in relation to the
date of supposed incident? Why
does the story relay an incident
that allegedly occurred circa
World War I, but the story itself
originates seventy years later?
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Although it is repeated as fact in
books and online, this well-crafted
story is a hoax. A long-term manager
of the Inn, George Bornemann claims
that he was repeatedly pestered by
visitors for ghostly tales, and so he
invented the ‘Headless Bride of the
Old Faithful Inn’. Sometimes people
want to be fooled and just won’t
accept the truth.
In Yellowstone Ghost Stories,
Shellie Larios reports this tale,
clearly representing it as a prank.
However, in a dogged display of
confirmation bias, the author
recounts another story of a ghostly
sailor, and links this character to the
headless bride. This tale tells of an
old gentleman, dressed in period
merchant marine garb. Apparently,
staff and visitors have reported the
sights and sounds of the sailor, as he
rattles doors and peers in through
windows. Larios sincerely surmises
that this is the repentant groom, now
a tormented spirit searching for his
bride, exiled to the scene of his crime
to atone for his misdoings. Sadly, he
searches in vain:
For their deaths took place in different
decades, and their spirits will never
meet because they each haunt different
dimensions, and dimensions seldom
intersect4.
Did Larios forget that the headless
bride story is a fabrication? Not only
is the story disproved, but the author
further reports that the sailor tale
predates the bride’s tale by ten years.

Geyser Country
Geyser Country boasts a wide range
of hydrothermal features. These are
created when heat from magma
below (as close as 5-13km underground!) and the rain water and
snow of this cold climate combine to
produce a natural ‘plumbing’ system.
In this area we can find splattering,
plopping mudpots; fumaroles, gaseous vents that steam, hiss and roar;
and hot springs that aren’t of the
bathing kind. These are
‘unconstricted geysers’ of intensely
hot, intensely coloured pools of
water. The Grand Prismatic Spring
is the country’s largest hot spring, at
71m by 91m, and 49 m deep. The
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into the Celestine Pool to rescue
a friend’s dog7. As he emerged
from the near boiling pool, he
was blind, his skin was peeling
and he had sustained third
degree burns to his entire body.
Both the young man and the dog
died. Yellowstone archivist Lee
Whittlesey’s Death in Yellowstone
details 19 hot spring related
deaths in the park, since 18708.
Some of these were unattended
children — if only some stories
were just urban legends.

Mammoth Country

Old Faithful
centre of this spring is a startling
sapphire blue of sterile, boiling
water, surrounded by vibrant bands
of emerald green, mustard yellow
and burnt orange. These brilliant
ribbons of colour are bacteria mats,
formed by thermophiles (heat-loving
organisms).
A thermophile is not just a pretty
face. These organisms are primitive
life forms that have inhabited the
earth for almost four billion years.
Furthermore, they have important
implications for science. In 1969 two
scientists reported a bacterium,
Thermus aquaticus, in a Yellowstone
hot spring5. An enzyme extracted
from this bacterium has contributed
to DNA finger-printing. More recently, a team of researchers from
the University of Colorado, Boulder,
have discovered microbes in
Yellowstone hot springs that could
provide clues about ancient life on
earth, and possibly, evidence of life
on Mars6.
While marvelling at the prism
effects of the hot springs, visitors
cannot ignore the dangers of these
scalding, often acidic pools and
rivers. Snopes.com, the excellent
urban legend online resource, reports
an horrific incident in 1981 whereby
a 24-year-old man leapt headfirst

Mammoth Country encroaches
on Montana. This area is renowned for the Mammoth Hot
Springs, imposing rows of
travertine terraces. Rotorua was
once famous for a similar feature,
the Pink and White Terraces, but
this ‘Eighth Wonder of the World’
was destroyed by the Mount
Tarawera eruption in 1886. Like the
precise combination of heat and
water in other areas, limestone is
added to the mix here. This mineral
was deposited here millions of years
ago, when a vast sea covered the
area. While there are many grey,
dormant terraces, this is still a
dynamic hydrothermal area. The hot
springs deposit up to two tonnes of
travertine every day, and have
created a lacy, layered, wedding
cake-like structure. This is a living
sculpture of pinks, oranges, yellows,
greens and chalky white, where the
features are constantly changing,
and often overnight.
This area is reputedly the scene
of much paranormal activity. The
Mammoth Hot Springs Village is the
final unresting place of a man who
was so devastated by an unrequited
love, that he committed suicide. An
apparition of the heartbroken,
huddled man supposedly appears
during the evening. Some stories
claim that he appears as a distant,
faint light over the mountains.
Larios’ Yellowstone Ghost Stories
reports more curious phenomena,
including the phantom aroma of
cigar smoke; the restless spirits of
those who were mysteriously ex-

humed from a local cemetery; and a
mischevious spirit that haunts the
Mammoth Hot Springs Hotel, moving furniture and locking doors on
unsuspecting guests9.

US Geological Survey have found
toxic, corrosive and acidic gases at
Death Gulch, including hydrogen
sulfide, carbon dioxide, and carbon
monoxide12.

Roosevelt Country

Canyon Country

Roosevelt Country, in the north
eastern corner of the park, was
named after its famous visitor,
former US president Teddy
Roosevelt. This region is reminiscent
of the Old West, with rolling hills,
stagecoaches, cowboys and horse
wranglers. This was also part of the
stomping ground of William “Buffalo
Bill” Cody, the soldier, showman and
bison hunter. Contrary to his
redneck, stick-whittlin’ image,
Buffalo Bill was an enlightened
fellow, who campaigned for the rights
of women and indigenous Americans.
He was also a conservationist who
condemned hide-hunting, fought for
an organised hunting season, and
was active in founding the town of
Cody, Wyoming. In this country,
popular attractions include a petrified forest and the 40m Tower Fall,
but the area is also known for its
wildlife, especially its wolves, deer,
bison and grizzly bears.
It is here that we learn of the
adventures of Wahb, a great silver
tipped grizzly bear, as told in the
1899 book, The Biography of a
Grizzly10. Wahb was the mighty,
feared King of Yellowstone, but when
his strength waned, he was mysteriously drawn to a valley named Death
Gulch, where he died breathing in
the “deathly vapors”. Originally
based on indigenous American oral
tradition, this story is often re-told
as fact. These stories claim that
Wahb did indeed exist, and following
his tragic demise, now haunts the
park as the ‘Sentinel of Yellowstone’.
Larios writes that Wahb:
posts himself as sentry outside Death
Gulch, located in the northeastern part
of the park. Wahb’s eternal job is to
beckon others who must also pass on.
But his ghost is felt by many to be the
great spirit of Yellowstone.11
But what of these “deathly
vapors”? Today, scientists from the

Canyon Country is spoilt with
canyons, cascading rivers, waterfalls,
thermal activity, forests and meadows. The Mud Volcano Trail features
a veritable kitchen of roasting,
boiling, thermal activity, including
the “Churning Caldron”, “Cooking
Hillside”, “Sizzling Basin”, “Sour
Lake” and “Dragon’s Mouth Spring”.
Most of these features have a pH of
approximately 1-2, which is about as
acidic as battery acid or stomach
fluid.
This area is most famous for its
32km long, 240-360m deep, 4501200m wide “Grand Canyon of
Yellowstone”13. This breathtaking,
multihued canyon was carved out of
rhyolite by glaciers, and continues to
be shaped by water, wind and earthquakes. Canyon country also boasts
a vanishing hitchhiker story. If
you’re driving through the area at
night, you may notice a beautiful
young woman at the side of the road.
She is dressed in rain soaked clothes
that appear to be from the Victorian
era. She will ask for a ride. After you
oblige and drop her off at her remote
destination, she may even thank you
with a cold-lipped kiss. You’ll be so
charmed that you’ll try to find her
again. When you finally track her
down, you’ll find that this woman
lives in the Fort Yellowstone Army
Cemetery, and died 100 years ago.
An 1883 article from the Ogden
Standard Examiner reports a most
curious story about the Canyon, the
“Discovery of a Gorge Where the
Atmosphere is a Non-Conductor of
Sound”14. This has all of the hallmarks of an urban legend. In an
undisclosed valley, James Carroll
was waiting for his companions to
return. After “resting awhile”, he
realises a deep stillness all around.
Carroll had stumbled across a sound
‘vacuum’. The gorge was a “land of
enchantment” filled with “charmed
air” that prevented the transmission

of sound waves, “But although I
opened my mouth and went through
all the details of a good lusty yell, not
a sound could I make.” During this
adventure, Carroll noiselessly shot a
panther, and his horse could not
“whinny”. Carroll was eventually
reunited with his friends, who were
also stricken with this inexplicable
muteness. They continued on their
journey, and after hiking a quarter of
a mile in silence, a companion,
expecting no sound, screamed “let me
lead!” in Carroll’s ear. Carroll complained, “His shout nearly busted
my tympanum.” One cannot help but
wonder why the shout was the first
noise that could be heard, rather
than the sound of shoes or horse’s
hooves treading the Canyon’s floor.

Lake Country
The pride of Lake Country is
Yellowstone Lake, filling a large
caldera (crater). This is the largest
high elevation lake in North
America, with a shoreline of 225km.
This cold blue lake is so large that it
can even create its own weather,
forming cumulus clouds during the
day that often shower the area by
evening. West Thumb is a small
thermal area on the shore of the
lake, with hot springs, mud ‘paint’
pots and geysers. The famous Fishing Cone geyser is submerged until
the lake’s water level drops in late
summer. It’s here that people once
fished for trout in the lake, then
promptly dropped their catch into
the boiling Fishing Cone to cook.
From Lake Country comes a
skeptical success story. In 1928, The
Davenport Iowa Democrat and
Leader reported an old story about a
suspected ghost at the Fountain
Hotel (1891-1916). Throughout the
life of the hotel the locals believed it
to be haunted. During one bitterly
cold Yellowstone winter, a service
bell in room 203 would ring at 6pm,
every evening. Every evening, the
caretaker would attend to the bell,
only to find the room empty. The
following spring the hotel was
remodelled, and the mystery solved.
The culprit was a mouse that had
nested in the wall of room 203, just
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above the wiring leading to the
bell. Incredibly, the mouse had
been nibbling at the insulation
at exactly 6pm, every evening.
The paper commended the
mouse on its precise timing,
remarking that, “The regularity
of the ghostly rings testify to the
excellent character of the
rodent.”15 Even this discovery
didn’t silence the reputation of
the hotel, which was eventually
demolished.

From Spirits to Pseudoscience
A volcanically active part of the park
is also known as the Yellowstone
Caldera (caldera is derived from a
Spanish word meaning ‘cauldron’).
The Wikipedia defines a caldera as:
a volcanic feature formed by the collapse of a volcano into itself, making
it a large, special form of volcanic crater.”16
This crater is created when the
ground surface caves in, as a result
of the withdrawal of partially molten
rock below.
The 55km by 72 km Yellowstone
Caldera is known as an ‘explosive
caldera’ (as opposed to those formed
by lava flows, such as in Hawaii, or
non-volcanic, erosive forms). Other
examples of calderas include Long
Valley in California, Toba in
Sumatra, and Lake Taupo in New
Zealand. The most recent event of
this kind was 74 000 years ago at the
Toba Caldera. Yellowstone has
experienced three of these explosive
eruptions, 2.1 million years ago, 1.3
million years ago, and 640 000 years
ago; prompting the theory that
another eruption is ‘overdue’.
These three eruptions were about
2500 times the power of the Mount
St Helens, Washington eruption in
1980. Doomsday websites claim that
a Yellowstone ‘Super Volcano’ will
soon devastate the United States and
beyond. This is a possibility, but
what are the facts? For starters, let’s
consult the fiction. Infamous conspiracy theorist Whitley Strieber
(author of Communion, the alien
abduction book) leads the fearmongering, claiming that the US

Terraces
Geological Survey and the media are
engaged in a cover-up of the true
threat of Yellowstone. Strieber claims
that the ‘coming’ Supervolcano is
foretold by Nostradamus, and that
the warning signs have already
arrived:
Rangers have closed part of the park
because of land deformation and high
ground temperatures. Visitors are
complaining about the stench of sulfur.
Everything in the area of the bulge is
dying, including trees, flowers, grass
and shrubs. Even animals are leaving.
Dead fish are floating in Yellowstone
Lake.17
One “King Caspian” corroborates
this alarming news, and reports that
the state is so severe that the park
“closed the entire Norris Geyser
Basin because of deformation of the
land and excessive high ground
temperatures”. The sovereign observes:
There was no choice but to close off the
entire area. Everything in this area is
dying: The trees, flowers, grass and

Mud, mud, glorious mud
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shrubs. A dead zone is developing
and spreading outward. The animals are literally migrating out of
the park.18
The US Geological Survey
website confirms that the Norris
Geyser Basin was closed from
late July to early October of
2003, due to the formation of
new steam vents and increased
ground temperatures. However,
this is part of a noticeable
change in the colour and steam
discharge of geysers and thermal pools that is so common as to be
known as the “annual disturbance”19.
The website explains that this
activity is related to the increased
emission of deep, hot waters. Apparently, the 2003 “disturbance” was
larger and longer than normal, and
this part of the park was closed as a
safety precaution. This was an
anomaly that has not occurred in
subsequent years.
Animals are not abandoning the
park. In contrast, reports announce
that they are thriving throughout 20.
Bison were nearing extinction at the
turn of the 20th Century but have
now established a stronghold of
4000. Elk, bighorn sheep, wolves,
otters, eagles, beavers, bobcats,
woodpeckers, porcupines and moose
are flourishing in, rather than
“leaving”, the park. In fact,
Yellowstone is one of the last remaining strongholds of the grizzly bear in
North America.
During my visit, no areas appeared to be “closed”. Warnings are
made, for as noted above, toxic gases
exist in some areas of the park, such
as Death Gulch, and have killed
some unsuspecting bears and bison.
If suddenly feeling sick, visitors are
advised to leave any location immediately. However, in this litigious
country, warnings about hazardous
chemicals in food even appear in
restaurants. Moreover, those who
complain about the “stench of sulphur” obviously haven’t been to
Rotorua, where the odour permeates
the entire town and leaves clothes
reeking and jewellery tarnished. In
NZ, many parks are tapped for
energy and other purposes, and this

has changed and even destroyed
some of the delicate features.

Supervolcano
The US Geological Survey (USGS)
monitors the seismic, volcanic and
hydrothermal behaviour of the park
through the Yellowstone Volcano
Observatory. The park has a diverse
collection of natural thermal features, and is the site of frequent
earthquakes (150 in October 2006
alone, but none of greater magnitude than 2.4).
But what about that volcanic
eruption that is supposedly “overdue”? The docudrama Supervolcano
depicted the hypothetical effects of a
large-scale, caldera forming volcanic
eruption, and was based on the
Yellowstone eruption that occurred
2.1 million years ago. With the
recent events of tsunamis, hurricanes and floods vividly in our
memories, this show has added to
the public panic, and provided fodder
for the conspiracy theorists. To
provide the facts and allay our fears,
the USGS has published an FAQ list
on their website21. This presents the
following explanation of a ‘Super
Volcano’:
The term ‘supervolcano’ implies an
eruption of magnitude 8 on the Volcano
Explosivity Index, meaning that more
than 1,000 cubic kilometers (240 cubic miles) of magma (partially molten
rock) are erupted.
Such an eruption would result in regional effects such as falling ash and
changes to the global climate in the
years to decades that follow. These
events usually form new calderas.
What is the likelihood of such a
catastrophic eruption? Contrary to
the rumours, the USGS explains that
such an explosion is not imminent:
Although it is possible, scientists are
not convinced that there will ever be
another catastrophic eruption at
Yellowstone. Given Yellowstone’s past
history, the yearly probability of another caldera-forming eruption could
be calculated as 1 in 730,000 or
0.00014%. However, this number is
based simply on averaging the two
intervals between the three major past

eruptions at Yellowstone — this is
hardly enough to make a critical
judgement. This probability is roughly
similar to that of a large (1 kilometer)
asteroid hitting the Earth. Moreover,
catastrophic geologic events are neither regular nor predictable.
Furthermore, a volcanic eruption
will not necessarily be ‘super’. The
website explains that since the last
‘Big One’ 640 000 years ago, there
have been approximately 80 other
eruptions that have mainly produced
lava flows. The most recent of these
took place 70 000 years ago. This
would be the most likely kind of
future eruption. A modern nonexplosive eruption would cause
disruption to the park, but would
endanger few lives. The USGS have
the final say in this matter of the
‘Super Volcano’:
There is no evidence that a catastrophic eruption at Yellowstone is
imminent, and such events are unlikely to occur in the next few centuries.

Real concerns
However, there is a very real and
immediate danger facing
Yellowstone, the deterioration of the
park. Yellowstone is suffering from
both heavy use and misuse. The
millions of acres of parkland are
visited by millions of visitors each
year, and signs of decline are starting to show. Trails, steps and fences
are becoming safety hazards and
water erosion is causing significant
damage. Superstition can also be
destructive. In the late 19th Century,
the Morning Glory pool was named
for its remarkable likeness to its
namesake flower. However, years of
visitors tossing coins into the pool,
treating it as a ‘wishing well’, have
clogged its vent, reducing the water
circulation and temperature, and
dimming the pool’s vibrancy to a
light aquamarine. During my stay,
quite a few pools were contaminated
with coins, camera lens caps and
other bits of trash.
In addition, the protection of flora
and fauna is an ongoing mission. The
park is home to a number of endan-

gered species, including the grizzly
bear, pronghorn antelope and the
grey wolf. Preservation is vital. It
would be disastrous if Yellowstone
was destroyed by a volcanic eruption,
but it would be unforgivable if the
park was destroyed by us.
With thanks to Dean Baird for sharing his photographic art.
Dean’s inspiring photography can be
viewed at: http://phyz.smugmug.com/
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Article

Getting the Future
Wrong
Precautions prior to pursuing
the perilous path
of prognosis

Mark Lawson is a journalist on the Australian
Financial Review and, after 29 years of so
scratching a living as a hack, rarely reads
beyond the first paragraph of any news story.
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In the very popular Harry Potter
series of books by J. K. Rowling, one
branch of magic taught at the
Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and
Wizardry which no-one holds in very
high regard, except for its practitioners, is that of divination — the art of
foretelling. Whether it is by looking
into crystal balls, through reading
tea leaves, or the use of tarot cards,
even in a world where magic rules,
the craft of prediction is seen as a
highly inexact one.
Quite so. Back in the real world
there are plenty of groups that try to
predict events in areas like the stock
market, the economy, market demand for new products, the importance of certain technologies, which
horse will win a race, developments
in the entertainment market, the
results of elections, the occurrence of
earthquakes and mean temperatures
in 100 years or so. The list goes on.
Mostly those predicting various
events, such as whether the Reserve
Bank will increase interest rates, do
so by applying certain rules to their
knowledge of whatever is being
predicted. They are trying to apply
reason or logic, based on often hardwon experience, to the prediction
process. This process may involve
computer models.
Then there are those who try to
predict from crystal balls, communing with ghosts or tapping into the

spirit plane or whatever. This branch
of foretelling has been so thoroughly
debunked by this journal and other
publications that there is no need to
dwell on these techniques. Instead,
this article will look at more scientific attempts to predict the future
and when it comes to the future, as
we shall see, those who use logic may
not be much more use than ghosts.

Rising standards
However, it is my general impression
that standards of prediction have
risen considerably in recent decades,
in part because those who attempt
predictions now know the limitations
of the art. Plenty of forecasts have
proved too far wrong for any forecaster to be confident. In the 1950s
and 1960s for example, it was
common for futurists (there were and
are such people) to publish long lists
of forecasts such as flying cars being
common by the 1980s, or people
being able to control their dreams by
the turn of the century and so on. In
the 1970s and 1980s, the predictions
became more pessimistic with
forecasts of imminent environmental
doom. One such forecast is to be
found in the book Make Room! Make
Room! by the SF author Harry
Harrison, actually written in 1966
but made into a film entitled Soylent
Green starting Charlton Heston in
the 1970s, predicting a world of

starving people, baking temperatures and sea levels many metres
higher than at the time. This world
of horror, projected by Harrison after
careful research of the trends of his
time, was set in 1999. There are
some who believe that Harrison is
still right, just a couple of decades
too soon in his calculations. We shall
return to environmental forecasting
in a moment.
A book Megamistakes: Forecasting
and the Myth of Rapid Technological
Change, written by Steven P.
Schnaars in 1989, but still the last
word on the confident era of forecasting, points out that many such
forecasts or predictions say far more
about public concerns at the time
than they say about the future. For
even the best of such forecasts are
rarely more than extrapolations of
existing trends. Anyone forecasting
the future of the computer industry
in the late 1970s, for example, would
have paid little attention to the
hobby computer end of the market.
Even after they had become established, PCs were considered just toys
by the bulk of the computer industry.
The embryonic Internet was also
dismissed as unimportant, and noone foresaw the rise and rise of
mobile phones.
By the 1990s, after many failed
attempts to “pick winners” among
particular technologies and companies, everyone had become more
careful in making predictions. The
state and Federal governments, in
fact, largely vacated the field by
declaring that they would set up
general funds and let the market
pick the winners. In the noughties,
as this decade seems to be known,
futurologists vigorously deny that
they “predict“. (I have direct experience of this.) Instead they may
confess to something like “acting as
facilitators for discussions on future
scenarios”.
What does that mean? If, say, a
mobile phone maker wants to assess
the future of its industry, one way to
do it is to convene a group of executives, perhaps led by a futurologist,
and work out a set of likely scenarios
to which they will give names, such

as “device convergence”, or “pure and
simple”, or “texting is king” or
whatever. Once the scenarios are
mapped out the executives go back to
what they had been doing previously,
and a small section in the company
will scan the likes of news reports or
consumer surveys to look for any
sign that the market is developing
along the lines of one of the scenarios. With all that effort the
company is hoping it will at least not
be taken by surprise by market
developments. This is expensive to
do properly and far from foolproof. It
is quite possible for all the executives
to ignore weak trends (such as IBM
executives discounting early PCs).
Scenario scoping is also only
really applicable for certain forms of
prediction. To look at all the various
forms of prediction we practice,
whether we think of it as prediction
or not, would take several books. So I
have selected a few well known areas
where I can add some value.

Climate change.
It is one of the ironies of this form of
prediction that just as awareness of
climate change has reached a new
level, the old certainties about
expected temperatures increases
have all withered away, without
anyone seeming to notice. Until
recently the likes of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
had been pumping out various
predictions about likely increases in
Earth mean temperatures over the
next 100 years (somewhere between
2 and 6 degrees). However, the IPCC
relied, at least in part, on a thing
called the ‘hockey stick graph’ which
purported to show a direct correlation between the production of
greenhouse gases and temperature
increases.
After some criticism of the hockey
stick an ad hoc committee of eminent
statisticians looked closely at the
research (it mainly relies on statistics) for the US Congressional
Committee for Energy and Commerce, and found it contained a basic
flaw which invalidated the graph.
The committee also spent considerable time and energy examining the

relationships between scientists who
had supported this graph to identify
what amounts to an ’old boy’ network
which never seriously criticised the
research. This was the much trumpeted scientific consensus.
The committee were careful to
point out that climate change was
occurring and temperatures have
gone up a degree or so since 1850 —
this is well known — but noted that
some part of the change was natural
and some part due to human activity.
(Climate change is known to occur
constantly, entirely without human
aid, and the mean temperature was
low in 1850.) So which part is which?
No one really knows. The ad hoc
committee noted that considerable
more work needed to be done on
ocean currents and their interaction
with the atmosphere. As climate
change is driven by both natural and
— we assume — artificial factors
that scientists are still trying to
understand, serious predictions are
out of the question at the moment.
Predictions about change in particular regions would be one step further
removed from reality (climate in
certain areas could well become
colder rather than hotter due to
greenhouse effects) and estimates of
any economic effect from climate
change would be pure fantasy. This
has not stopped one eminent economist from claiming that climate
change could push the world
economy into recession.

Sea levels.
All sorts of figures have been thrown
around about likely changes in sea
levels, with some of the more extreme fantasies suggesting six
metres in 100 years. The ad hoc
committee mentioned in the previous
section cites a figure of about one
millimetre a year, about half of
which is due to run off from melting
ice caps. That works out to a metre
over a century, or perhaps a 1.5
metres if you allow for some sort of
acceleration in warming. Natural
erosion, or deposition, may change
coast lines much faster, but in any
case so many figures on actual and
likely increases have been thrown
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Future
around that I would be reluctant to
accept any figure without thorough
checks.
There have been media articles
about the likely effect on various
chunks of coast if sea levels rise by a
certain amount, but I would be far
more impressed with evidence of
changes to beach-front in the last 50
years, considering that temperatures
have already increased by a degree
or so. I have never seen any attempt
to map such changes because I
strongly suspect that such an exercise would not show much. In any
case, as no-one really knows what
the temperature increase is likely to
be, attempts to estimate sea level
heights would seem to be particularly futile. Don’t sell the beach front
property just yet, your grandchildren
may want it.

Predicting elections.
There have been elections where
almost all political commentators
have managed to predict the wrong
result. Not easy to do you would
think, but the Joh Bjelke-Petersen
victory of 1986 in Queensland is the
stand out example. That was a long
time ago of course, and of late the
pundits have managed to get election
results mostly right. That does not
mean the art of political prediction is
getting any better — it more likely
means that of late Australian politics
has been stable, if not boring, and
thus much easier to call.
When politics becomes more
volatile the common form of error is
to rely heavily on polls, where the
figures in even the best designed
political polls are usually out by 3
per cent (the error is mathematically
determined by the number of people
canvassed) and may have a substantial proportion of “don‘t know”
responses. In an Australian election
those “don‘t knows” eventually have
to make a choice, or be fined for not
voting. However, some polls may
eliminate the don‘t knows by allocating them to the other results in
proportion, although that means the
poll may bear no relation to the
actual result.
Another and perhaps even more
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serious problem is that there is
always a gap between poll and
election, and a week is a long time in
politics. The major political parties
do detailed research on the voting
preferences of the electorate, for
obvious reasons, including focus
groups, workshops and polls, and
usually have a pretty good idea what
will happen, although they may put
on a brave face before the poll.
Upsets still occur of course, but if you
really want to predict the result then
look for hints about what the major
parties think will happen.

Stock market.
Where to start? There are literally
battalions of highly paid fund managers whose job it is to second guess
the market. Do these people justify
the fees they are paid? One way to
answer that question is to compare
the results of individual share
market funds with the share market
indices. Did the share market fund
do better or worse than, say, the S&P
ASX 200. Generally the answer is no,
with honourable exceptions, although when the stock market is
going up, as it has been of late,
investors do not seem to care. There
are always the stand-out stock
pickers and if you know anyone like
that then your investment worries
are over. Why not chose the fund
with the highest return over five
years, you say? That can work, but it
might also mean you are getting into
the fund just as its fortunate stock
picks of five years ago run out of
steam.

Oil reserves.
When petrol prices shot up recently
there were lots of stories about how
the world’s oil production was going
to peak in 2008 and decline sharply
thereafter. This is in fact the “early
topping” case. There are also “late
toppers” who say much the same
thing except that the peak will occur
20-30 years hence. Then there are
those who say “pick a number”. The
September quarter of the Australian
Commodities journal put out by the
Australian Bureau of Agricultural
and Resources Economics states, in

effect, that there are still plenty of
reserves.
The early topper versus late
topper argument is really about the
end of the big, multi-billion barrel oil
fields and low cost oil. Certainly
those big fields must eventually run
dry, mainly because no new ones
have been discovered since the
1960s. That means that increasingly
we will be forced to turn to more
expensive oil from vast deposits of oil
sands in Canada and elsewhere. This
is beginning to happen, as is the
switch to a lot of exotic alternatives
such as biodiesel, of which a surprising amount is already produced in
Australia. If the oil price ever goes
high enough there is always shale oil
in Queensland.
When will the big fields run dry?
Apart from other, major uncertainties, there is no standardised system
for estimating and reporting oil
reserves, so the experts are more
helpless than usual. At the height of
the oil crisis I counted seven books
on oil on Australian book lists. I got
around to glancing through three.
Two did not commit to a date and the
third was of the opinion that the
Middle Eastern wells will be pumping air soon.

Horse racing.
There are people who know enough
about horse racing to second guess
both the people who handicap horses
and the bookies who offer odds, to
make a living at predicting the
outcome of horse races. They may
even use some form of system,
although whether this form of
prediction is more of an art than a
science that can be reduced to a
formula or computer system is open
to question. It is extremely unlikely,
however, that anyone who devised
such a system would offer it for sale.
There is, or was, a group on the Gold
Coast trying to flog race results
picking programs. They even sent a
brochure advertising the system to
my eleven year old daughter, who
has yet to go near a race track and
could not work out what the brochure was offering. I told her she
was not missing anything.

Traffic projections.
There is a long and not very honourable history of predictions of future
traffic use for the likes of bridges,
tunnels and railway links in Australia that have been provien wrong
by events. To my mind the stand out
worst must be the Westgate Bridge
project in Melbourne. When it was
finally completed back in the early
1970s (it famously fell down during
construction in 1970) the tolls
collected did not even pay the wages
of the toll collectors. The airport link
project in Sydney, however, must
run a very close second.
How do these projects get built if
no-one is going to use them? Multibillion dollar projects, once proposed, tend to take on a life of their
own. There is a lot of prestige and,
more importantly, a lot of money at
stake. Any engineer or economist
who gets in the way with inconvenient traffic projections will soon find
themselves on the dole queue. In the
recently published book Confessions
of An Economic Hitman by John
Perkins, the author says his main
job as an economist in the 1960s and
1970s was to “create” economic
forecasts which justified gigantic
projects in third world countries.
The gigantic projects would then be
built by big American engineering
companies, and paid for by hard
dollar loans made to the country by

the US Government. Most of
Perkins’ book can be dismissed as a
rant but it does point to what must
happen behind the scenes in some
projects.
There is much, much more that
could be said about predictions, but
rather than rave on for thousands of
more words I will set down several
basic rules on prediction:

4. If an individual or group is good at
one thing, that does not mean they
will be good at anything else, such as
prediction. When the Japanese
emerged as dominant car exporters in
the 1980s, because of their excellence
in manufacturing, it was assumed
that they would also know which
emerging technologies would be worth
pursuing.

Lawso’s Six Laws.

5. The amount of publicity a prediction
receives, such as the expected outcome
of an election, has no bearing on
whether the prediction will be right or
not. It could mean that there is no real
doubt about the outcome, or it could
mean that everyone is making the
same set of mistakes. You have to look
at the facts for yourself.

1. Do not predict unless you have to.
When people who talk loudly in restaurants tell you they are confident
that something or other is going to
happen, then you say “really”, smile
knowingly and change the subject.
2. If you must predict, and many investments count as predictions, do so
in the knowledge that you could well
be wrong. If you are making a prediction and a serious outcome rests
on the result — such as whether you
become a bankrupt or a millionaire
— you cannot rely on others. Start
looking at the basic facts and closely
question any assumptions.
3. Past record is no indication that
an individual will know anything
about the likely course of future
events. Bill Gates was the ultimate
PC guru when he missed the significance of the emerging Internet (as did
everyone else).

6. Be wary of predictions made during a crisis. A few months back there
were a lot of stories about how Asian
bird flu was expected in Australia any
time soon, because there had been
deaths from it in Asia. The disease was
occasionally linked to predictions of
waves of viral assault because the
greenhouse effect would make the
tropical breeding grounds of the diseases more productive, or some such.
We are still waiting for the bird flu
onslaught.

Contact Australian Skeptics on
www.skeptics.com.au

Listen to ‘the Tank’ Podcasts on
www.skeptics.com.au/tank/tank.htm
Guests have included;
James Randi, Eugenie C Scott, Phil Plait, Lynne Kelly, Mark Mayer, Loretta Marron, Kylie Sturgess,
Karen Stollznow, Steve Roberts, Alison Smith, Ian Bryce, Peter Bowditch and AlexRitchie.
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Letter from Nigeria

The Menace of
Traditional Medicine
in Nigeria
Our Nigerian correspondent poses
a problem that will, sadly, be all
too familiar to readers in countries where the ‘ western’ scientific tradition has
been long
established.

Leo Igwe , our regular Nigerian Correspondent,
runs the Nigerian Skeptics.
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In Nigeria the practice of traditional
medicine presents the country and its
citizens with very complex and
complicated problems which they
need to confront. First of all, traditional medicine is portrayed as an
alternative medicine. That is a
medical field that works and operates
differently from the main stream
orthodox medicine. Hence, traditional
medicine is locally described in very
extravagant terms — as ‘natural’,
‘holistic’ and without any side effects,
while orthodox medicine is said to be
‘artificial’, based-on chemicals and
with many side effects. Traditional
medicine is not only portrayed as an
alternative therapy but as superior to
modern (orthodox) medication.
Actually traditional medicine
predates modern medicine. Before
the advent of orthodox medicine,
people in all societies have used and
relied on herbs, roots, assorted
concoctions, divination, etc. for the
“cure” of diseases. But the discovery
and application of the scientific
method have brought a lot of
advancement to medical practice. So
what many people in Nigeria are
calling orthodox (western) medicine
is a refinement and a standardization
of traditional medicine. There isn’t
this medical disconnect as such
between ‘traditional’ and ‘orthodox’
medicines that qualifies traditional
medicine to be called an alternative
medicine. Many of the chemicals used
in orthodox medication are extracted

and processed from herbs, roots and
plants. So whether we are talking
about medicinal herbs or medicinal
chemicals, it is still the same medicine (and often the same chemical).
Any substance — natural or synthetic — that can treat or cure a
disease is medicine. There is no such
thing as alternative medicine — the
alternative to medicine is no medicine.
But in Nigeria traditional medicine continues to operate under the
guise of an alternative therapy,
mainly to avoid subjecting its claims
to the rigours of scientific tests,
standards and scrutiny, as is the case
with orthodox medication. Hence
today, traditional medicine thrives
unchecked, unregulated, uncertified
and unstandardized. Traditional
medicine continues to undermine the
ethics and integrity of medical
practice and health care delivery
system in the country.
Another problematic aspect of
traditional medicine is that it makes
very general, vague and indiscriminate cure-claims. Many traditional
healers claim they can cure all sorts
of deadly, chronic and incurable
diseases, but there is little confirming or corroborative evidence for this,
as these diseases continue to kill,
maim and debilitate millions in
Nigeria and beyond.
For instance, Prince (Dr)
Akintunde Ayeni popularly known as
Yem-Kem claims he has a BLOOD

CURE FORMULA which he describes
as “a hygienically formulated herbal
tonic that is helpful in building the
natural immune system”. From what
is stated, the ‘formula’ does not
qualify to be described as a “Blood
Cure” in any way. What actually does
it cure? Also Yem-Kem claims he has
a Cancer Formula — “For Cancer of
All Types”; Viva — For Viral Infection; YOU & I — ‘For Bacterial
Infection’ etc.
As we know, there are many
bacterial and viral infections. Which
ones exactly do VIVA and YOU & I
cure? Or is Yem-Kem claiming that
they can cure all viral and bacterial
diseases? Yem-Kem is not alone in
this business. All traditional/alternative therapists in Nigeria make all
sorts of bombastic claims to attract
customers and patronage. They have
assorted formulas and teas to cure
cancer, diabetes, stroke, infertility,
fibroid, AIDs etc. Their colourful
advertisements adorn local streets,
newspapers and magazines.
No independent verification
That brings me to the next issue. In
traditional medicine, most ‘doctors’
produce their own ‘drugs’. They test
their ‘drugs’ (on their patients). They
evaluate, certify, manufacture and
administer them. They combine all
these roles — which normally should
not be the case — in a way that does
not allow for independent verification
and confirmation of what they do and
claim. Recently some of these alternative therapists have started
securing National Agency for Food
and Drug Administration and Control
(NAFDAC) registration numbers. But
while the NAFDAC approval is an
indication that a substance is safe for
consumption, it is not a confirmation
that it is effective. When it comes to
curing diseases a substance must not
only be safe it must be effective.
What we have today as traditional
medicines ranges from the most
useless treatments to the most
dangerous drugs. The tragedy is
that most people in Nigeria do
not know when they are consuming
one or the other.
The traditional medicines are
mainly concoctions — strange mix-

tures of roots and herbs. And there is
hardly any specific knowledge of
what does what, where and how.
Most times the herbs/roots are
cooked or soaked with water or local
gin. Sometimes the bitterness or the
alcoholic content is taken to be
evidence of efficacy and ‘power’, when
in fact they are placebos or poisons.
There have been instances where
these traditional medical concoctions
have resulted in terrible health
complications and death. So in
traditional medicine, it is a case of
fair is foul, and foul is fair. There is
no way to distinguish between cooked
or raw vegetable and medicinal
herbs, soup and syrup, bitter chewing
sticks and medicinal plants and
roots. Unethical practices, quackery
and fraud abound.
Links with traditional religion
Again, traditional medicine has this
intricate link with traditional religion. Many traditional ‘doctors’ have
acknowledged the place of supernatural powers, magic and witchcraft in
traditional medicine. According to Dr
Ayeni, “a disease is caused in three
ways, it is either caused by natural
means or hereditary or spiritual
means. There is no way you can
overrule the powers of witchcraft,
witches and wizards. They can inflict
diseases on people through their
supernatural powers.” Views like this
are popular among advocates and
practitioners of traditional medicine.
And they belie the popular notion
that traditional medicine is natural
medicine. But the fact still remains
that diseases are natural phenomena. So there is no place for the
spiritual and the supernatural in
disease cause, cure and control.
Lastly, traditional medical practitioners undergo little or no training
before establishing their clinics —
and start answering to “doctor”. Most
traditional/alternative therapists
claim they inherited their “powers”
from their fathers or families. What
actually does that mean? Medical
practice requires knowledge and
skills. And one needs to undergo the
training and be certified to have
acquired the relevant knowledge and
skills before he/she can be allowed to

practice. But this is not the case with
traditional medicine. Traditional
medical practice is still done in the
same crude, pre-modern and secretive way.
Anyone starts practising at any
time or place of his/her choice. Hence,
the traditional medical field is filled
with self-acclaimed, self-appointed,
self-certified ‘doctors’ and charlatans
who continue to dupe, exploit and kill
poor, helpless, hopeless, hapless,
ignorant desperate folk. Most traditional medicine men and women lack
basic knowledge of medical science
and human anatomy. Still they are
allowed to operate clinics, treat and
diagnose diseases in Nigeria of the
21st century. Nigerians should not
allow this dangerous and embarrassing trend to continue. This medical
rape going in the name of traditional/
alternative medicine in the country
must stop.
As a way forward, the Nigerian
government should ban all traditional/alternative medical practices.
The government should close down
all the so-called herbal homes/clinics/
hospitals. All those who have cureclaims should come forward and
submit them to a team of medical
scientists for verification, evaluation
and certification. Anyone who wants
to practice medicine must first of all
go to the medical school for training,
and qualify. The same is applicable to
anyone who wants to manufacture
and sell drugs. The Nigerian government must make traditional medical
practitioners/pharmacists responsible
for their actions. That means anybody who does not undergo any
medical training and goes ahead to
operate a clinic should be arrested
and prosecuted. Anyone who manufactures, sells or administers untested, unverified and uncertified
drugs should be arrested and prosecuted. The government must rise up
to the task of safe guarding the
health of the nation, which has been
in great jeopardy, partly due to the
mess and menace of traditional
medicine.
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On Literacy and Grading
the Humpty Dumpty Way
Further despatches from the
academic front line

“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty
said in a rather scornful tone,“it means
just what I choose it to mean - neither
more, nor less.”
Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking
Glass

Disclaimer:
This article takes the form of a
memorandum to a senior academic
administrator. The memorandum is
from me, but I am the only real
person. Any similarity between any
of the other persons or entities
named in this article and any real
person or entity is purely coincidental. The article should be considered
by readers as a fake but true cautionary tale. The fakery is in the
names and roles of the characters,
and the names of institutions and
entities within institutions. Some
exaggeration has been employed
here and there for comic effect, but
the passages of student writing
herein are 100% accurate.
The truth is in the fundamental
nature of the tale which is told...
unfortunately.

Cast of characters

Jef Clark is an educator of educators at a
prominent university. In his spare time he is
working towards world peace and designing a
faster-than-light drive.
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Prof Helmut vonVolkswagen, is
Reichs-Chancellor of Walladumpdung
University. The Reichs-Chancellor
outranks the Chancellor and the
eighteen Vice-Chancellors, Deputy
Vice-Chancellors and Pro Vice-Chancellors at Walladumpdung. He is answerable to no-one.

The Bletchley Board. The Faculty
of Humanities Bletchley Board is the
final arbiter of disputed grades in the
Faculty. The pseudonymous component of the name (“Bletchley”) is an
oblique reference to Bletchley Park,
the super-secret codebreaking centre
in wartime Britain. The Bletchley
Board’s
deliberations
and
determinations are secretive. Hence
the name is not such an enigma after
all (pun intended).
Prof Dumpty is Chair of the Faculty of Humanities Bletchley Board,
and has research interests in userfriendly text simplification for traffic
signs. She has an international reputation, and was recently engaged as a
consultant on public signage possessive apostrophe randomisation by the
Department of Neurolinguistic’s at
the Hollywood Campu’s of Texa’s Community College. Professor Dumpty’s
most notable recent achievement was
her successful bid to have the Bachelor of Teaching degree (B.Teach) at
Walladumpdung renamed the Spinster of Teaching (Spin.Teach) on equity grounds.
Prof Humpty is a senior academic
with publications and special interests in Google literacy, iPod literacy,
Gameboy literacy, post-literacy and
protoliteracy affirmation. She is a
leading proponent of spelling reform
and recently self-published a textbook
on the “new grammer” entitled
Analising Sentences. Unfortunately
the book had to be recalled and pulped
as the title provoked widespread hi-

larity. She is now extending her interests into sentence reform, and has
managed to present a completely unintelligible two-hour paper (made up
entirely of one sentence) to vagrants
in a deserted railway station. The paper caused alarm and confusion at
first, but in a breakthrough for sentence reform, the paper was the proximal cause of an immediate rise in occupancy levels at homeless shelters in
the area.

Another disclaimer
Hereinafter, the fake but true memo.
Note that some bits which might
appear to be fake are true, and some
bits which might appear to be true
are fake. Some bits which might
appear to be exaggerated for cheap
laughs are in fact downplayed to
preserve the underlying tone of
gravity (which is warranted given
the seriousness of the issue). Some
intended comic gems are embedded
in prolix and unrelieved narrative
(warning: most of this article is lifted
from sober and serious correspondence). If you miss the transient
funny bits, it is your fault for not
paying attention. On the other hand,
some passages of ribald mockery
contain sober reflections. If you think
my intention in writing this paragraph was to muddy the waters, you
could be right. Or wrong.
Memo to: Professor Helmut von
Volkswagen, Reichs-Chancellor,
Walladumpdung University
From: Mr Jef Clark, Respectful
Underling
Subject: Grading kerfuffle,
Ms Alice Amalgam
Dear Professor von Volkswagen, I
apologise for the length of this
document. On second thoughts, I
don’t apologise, who do you think you
are? If I’ve got the time to write it,
you’ve got the time to read it, you
bastard. Now, read on mine Fuhrer.
I am convenor of a third year core
course in the Spinster of Teaching
(SpinTeach Secondary) degree. I
have been convenor of this course

since its inception, and I have been a
member of the Faculty of Humanities at Walladumpdung University
for two decades. My course, Education III has been in existence in one
form or another over that 20-year
period, and I have always been the
convenor of Education III (and its
antecedents).
In first semester of this year, I
failed one of my students, Ms Alice
Amalgam.
I failed the student outright on
the essay because of her poor written
expression. The Walladumpdung
University Graduate Skill of written
expression has been a major objective in this course since the notion of
such generic skills was floated by the
university some years ago. A consequence of Ms Amalgam failing to
demonstrate an adequate standard
of written expression in the essay
was an overall failure in the course
(this requirement is made quite
explicit in the course materials,
including the course outline).
Extract from my feedback to the
student
Your written expression is frequently
ambiguous and many passages have
to be read twice to get a sense of what
you mean. Errors in word usage and
syntax (sentence structure) are very
frequent. Not an adequate standard
of written expression for an assignment at this level. About every second sentence needs a complete rewrite. Most sentences have one or
more errors in grammar or usage. I
have noted in red ink sample corrections in the passage marked with a
highlighter in order to give examples
of the types of errors you make — or
to suggest improvements for consideration. I don’t make editorial corrections on written expression throughout the rest of the essay...
Some time after receipt of my
feedback, Amalgam registered an
application for a review of grade. In
due course, I received the application
and responded to various points in
her application. Most points were not
relevant to the grade determination,
but one in particular was, and I
responded to that point by referring

to course requirements. An extract
follows from my attachment to the
student’s application. (The attachment was headed “Convenor’s notes
on Alice Amalgam’s Application for a
Review of Grade”.)
The student is no doubt aware that the
appendix to the workbook for the
course states: If in your lecturer’s
judgement the essay you submit does
not meet a minimum standard of clarity, it will be failed outright without
reference to the other assessment criteria. This is because appraisal of your
essay on criteria such as “demonstrated knowledge” or “critical perspective” is meaningless if your essay has
to be decoded rather than read. For
your guidance and to assist you in selfappraisal of your written expression
prior to submitting your essay, samples of student writing which would
not meet a minimum acceptable standard are provided below. They are extracted from assignments submitted to
the subject coordinator in previous semesters.
This was made clear to students
repeatedly, and attention was drawn
to this requirement in the course
outline.
I returned the application (with
my comments appended) to the
Faculty of Humanities Bletchley
Board via a member of the Board (Dr
Crippen). My normal expectation
under such circumstances is that if
the student remained unhappy with
this initial response, a “checkmarker” would be sought from
Education III teaching team members. In fact I heard nothing from the
Board — nor did any of my team.
When I spoke to Dr Crippin some
weeks after I returned the application with my remarks, he said that
he “thought maybe” the application
had been passed on to Professor
Humpty for check-marking. I was
somewhat surprised at this, as
Professor Humpty has no specialised
knowledge about Education III, and
has certainly not participated in any
benchmarking exercises with the
course team.
I decided to exercise patience in
this matter and wait for a recommendation from the check-marker
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via the Bletchley Board. I assumed
that once a recommendation was
made, the Board would invite a
response from me as convenor. Such
a process would be particularly
important in securing a valid grading decision for the following reasons:

♦

So far as I know, the
checkmarker chosen by the Board has
no substantive knowledge of the content of the course, or key aspects of
the delivery of the course.

♦

I understand that the
checkmarker has never seen any other
assignment produced by any other
student in the course, or any feedback
from any other markers. (I have archived failed assignments for
benchmarking purposes, and could
have given Professor Humpty samples
on request.)

♦

The checkmarker has not participated
in
assignment
benchmarking meetings with the
course team (one team member has
worked with me for two decades, the
other team member is a co-author of
the textbook used for the course).

♦

So far as I know the
checkmarker has not seen any of the
resources posted on the course
website. These resources amplify, extend, and further explain essay criteria and expectations. Samples of written expression which would not meet
requirements for the course are also
posted for student consideration.

♦

I understand that the
checkmarker chose not to give any
consideration to my detailed responses to the claims made by Amalgam in her application.

♦

So far as I know, and contrary
to standard practice elsewhere (eg,
Macquarie University where I first
taught at the tertiary level) the
Bletchley Board does not sample, archive and benchmark assignments for
comparison purposes. So Professor
Humpty would not have had a sample set of assignments across courses
at various levels in the SpinTeach to
assist her in arriving at a view as to
what constitutes a standard minimum
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expectation for written expression at
third year level in the degree.
Note that I preface most of the
points above with “so far as I know”,
or “I understand” because neither
the Chair of the Bletchley Board
(Professor Dumpty), or the checkmarker chosen by the Board (Professor Humpty) have had the courtesy
to contact me about this procedure.

Appeal upheld, but the decision was
not disclosed to the course convenor.
I reviewed my assessment records for
Education III on the 2nd of November in order to finalise any outstanding issues before the second semester
grading period began. When I looked
at my notes I was reminded that I
had not heard anything about
Amalgam’s appeal for some months.
I therefore logged on to the secure
records and checked Amalgam’s
academic transcript. I was astounded
(to say the least) when I found that
her grade in my course had been
changed from Gross Failure to High
Distinction without my knowledge.
This secretive process seems to me to
be grossly inept, extremely discourteous and high-handed to say the least.
(Aside to the reader: this change of
grade is not as dramatic as it sounds.
A High Distinction is the lowest
grade of pass at Walladumpdung
since the University Council eliminated Pass, Credit and Distinction.
The University Council did this to
make Walladumpdung “more internationally competitive”. Passing
grades (in order of merit) are now
HD (High Distinction), VHD (Very
High Distinction, SVHD (Super Very
High Distinction), and SDVHD
(Super-Duper Very High Distinction.)
Consider just one possibility. I
could have accidentally met Alice
Amalgam on campus in the weeks
after she knew about the success of
her appeal. If I had spotted her, I
would probably have initiated some
helpful discussion about her options
in the event that her appeal proved
to be unsuccessful. In the course of
such a discussion, she would no
doubt have informed me that she
had been successful — and that I
was wasting my time.

While I was dismayed and astonished at the lack of transparency
exhibited by Professors Humpty and
Dumpty on this occasion, I can live
with an occasional lapse in protocol
— even gross discourtesy. What I
can’t live with is invalid checkmarking procedures, capricious
grading decisions, and the subversion of course objectives. (Particularly course objectives involving
literacy standards — standards that
have been collaboratively developed
and refined by the course teaching
team.)

Student literacy standards and the
written assignment — a digression
The question of student literacy
standards and the quality of written
assignments has been a matter of
concern to me long before the incident that prompted the present
memorandum. I provide a summary
of those concerns here to provide
further context for your consideration of this case.
First, I need to make it quite
clear that I have little or no interest
in teaching basic literacy to tertiary
students. I raised the issue not
because I wish to teach literacy, but
because the widespread lack of
“tertiary-assignment standards” of
literacy has an impact on:
(a) the standard of essays submitted
to me for assessment;
(b) the likelihood of vexatious and unjustified appeals from students who
have failed because of poor writing;
and
(c) outside perceptions of the quality
of our SpinTeach graduates (ie, the
way they are viewed by parents and
schools).
I canvassed the issue of literacy
standards in one of my lectures to
the 2006 Education IVc cohort, and I
set one of my journal articles as
preparatory reading.
I can say with some justification
and limited modesty that my lecture
was very well received and my
Skeptic journal article on literacy
was enjoyed by many. But a surprising feature of student response in
the “mill around and talk” phase

after the conclusion of the lecture
was the vehemence with which
students endorsed my sentiments
(about inadequate standards of
literacy at the tertiary level).
Some of the students gave what
they regarded as a clinching argument that the Faculty of Humanities
in particular (and collectively) hasn’t
got a clue. They stated that at the
beginning of the year, they had
bought a copy of the Faculty’s officially endorsed and definitive guide
to writing student assignments.
They had immediately found a
plethora of errors throughout the
book, and were scandalised at the
lack of quality control, given that:
(a) the book is officially endorsed as
the Faculty’s definitive guide; and
(b) the errors have persisted up to the
current (6th) Edition!
One particularly sympatico
student (a literature major) emailed
me after my lecture, and stated:
You will find Chapter 5 — Glossary of
terms, a particularly rich tapestry, sure
to have you in stitches. I think the highlight for me was discovering an error
in the ‘drafting and redrafting’ section
which stresses the need to correct text
prior to submission of the final copy...
I have now bought my own copy
of the book, and I can confirm that
errors are frequent and at times
risible. I hate the tedium of making
detailed corrections, so I will only
draw attention to the section referred to in the student’s email (as a
representative example).
...Revision is sometimes used instead of
redrafting to emphasise that reconsideration of the essay is argument and its
organisation are the primary concerns...
(Presumably ...reconsideration of
the essay, its argument and its
organisation... was intended.)
Note that although the syntax
and punctuation of the paragraph
could also be improved, there is only
one specific error, so this paragraph
is not an outstanding example of the
genre. I think what particularly
appealed to the student was the
unintended irony — the fact that the
paragraph was about drafting and

redrafting to remove errors, and yet
the error has survived (so far) to the
fourth edition.
The crunch issue for me is that I
am receiving a high proportion of
student assignments that contain
relentless and basic illiteracies. I am
not bitching about subtleties here. I
am not complaining about nuanced
matters or matters of taste. By basic
illiteracies I mean students who
treat homophones such as “their”,
“there” and “they’re” with complete
indifference or ignorance. I mean
students who have never been
introduced to the mysteries of the
possessive apostrophe. I mean
students who have never cottoned on
to the fact that subjects and verbs
are often linked in mysterious ways.
I mean students who use words with
a fine lack of discrimination (ie,
without having a clue as to their
meaning). I mean students for whom
number, case, tense, register, syntax,
parsing, word order, and spelling are
unfathomable mysteries. I mean
students who are unable to construct
a simple sentence. I mean students
whose writing has to be decoded via
multiple readings in order to uncover
a rough approximation of the intended meaning.
As a rule-of-thumb, I generally
fail students who make an average of
one error (or more) per sentence over
long passages of writing. I fail them
irrespective of any other merits or
deficiencies in the essay. I provide a
justification for doing so in course
outlines, and fair warning in the
form of examples of writing that
would not pass muster. Here is a
particularly fine sample from an
assignment recently submitted to me
by a student who has successfully
progressed to the fourth year of a
Walladumpdung Spinster of Teaching degree. I will use it (suitably
disguised) in revised versions of my
course outlines, and in an article I
am currently writing. (The article
argues that schools should independently test the literacy of applicants
for teaching positions, rather than
relying on results achieved in the
SpinTeach degree.)

In Simper article I agree with many
points but not all this is one of them.
He state that Aboriginal women casually sell sex for beer which in my opinion it over judged not all Aboriginals
are always drunk and useless, some
are but when he says casualty it means
many of them sell sex for beer which
maybe only 1 or 2 out of 100 do.
When I fail students who write
like this, most of them appeal. The
written justification for the appeal
often cites the student’s prior performance in other courses, and the
fact that he or she has never failed a
written assignment before. I have
followed this claim up in some cases,
and I have asked the students in
question whether they would mind
me having a look at some of their
past written assignments. Those who
agree offer up samples. I usually find
a plethora of basic errors in written
expression that seem to have escaped
the notice of the marker. I have
concluded elsewhere that many
essay “markers” must scan-read
essays and register a “hit” for each
chunk of content. Such markers
either deliberately ignore illiteracies,
or remain ignorant of illiteracies.
The “problem” of the students’ lack of
basic literacy remains undiscovered
and uncorrected until they have the
good fortune to encounter a marker
who cares about such things.
In conversations with my Head of
Element, I have asked her to imagine the widespread uproar and
dismay in the community at large,
and among commentators on education if it became generally known
that we are producing graduates who
write like this. One could argue that
the broader community, our political
masters and the agencies that fund
our programs have a right to know.
Chickens have a habit of coming
home to roost. With that metaphor
firmly in mind, I offer the following
commentary on Amalgam’s essay.

Tally of errors in the first section of
Alice Amalgam’s essay
I decided to revisit Amalgam’s essay
to check on my original perceptions.
After all, Professors Humpty and
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Dumpty have
both concluded
that Amalgam’s
written expression is at an
appropriate
standard for a
third year student enrolled in
the
Walladumpdung
University
Spinster of
Teaching (secondary) degree. Both
Professor
Humpty and
Professor Dumpty
are therefore
comfortable with
graduating this
student in due
course, and believe that her current
level of skill in written expression
would not reflect adversely on our
degree program. To test this assumption, I selected a sequence of 8
sentences on the first page of her
essay, and tallied errors or inadequacies in syntax, semantics, grammar,
word-usage and punctuation. I found
a total of 19 errors in a continguous
sequence of eight sentences (see
appendix for detailed analyis and
commentary).
I have no doubt that if and when
my analysis of Amalgam’s essay is
brought to the attention of Professors
Humpty and Dumpty, they will
challenge many of my asserted
errors.
Let them.
After all, I have identified 19
errors in eight sentences, so even if
they successfully challenge half of
the errors I have asserted, the essay
would still trigger my “rule-ofthumb” criterion of an average of one
error per sentence. This rule-ofthumb has been applied consistently
in Education III for a number of
years — to select candidates for a
possible failure due to inadequate
written expression. Note that where
failure looms as a possibility,
benchmarking and consultation
comes into play. At least two members of the teaching team have to see
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who would have
no real knowledge
into low-achieving
students’ treatment in schools as
a superintendent
deals with the society as a whole
and could not focus his energies on
studying
all
schools and how
all low-achieving
students
are
treated within
them.

the essay, and have to be satisfied
that a failing mark is warranted.
On the next section of this memorandum I provide a representative
selection of sentences from the
remainder of Amalgam’s essay. I urge
you to read them carefully, and while
reading them, to consider these
points:
According to the generic descriptor for
a passing grade (now High Distinction) in the Walladumpdung grading
scale, a student must achieve all major objectives of a course.
A major objective for Education III
was to demonstrate a satisfactory
standard of written expression in the
essay.
As convenor of Education III, I formed
the view that a satisfactory standard
of written expression was not demonstrated.
Professors Humpty and Dumpty have
formed the view that the student has
demonstrated achievement of a satisfactory standard of written expression.

Representative sentences from the
rest of Amalgam’s essay
Although the authoritative person
Jones has made an unwarranted appeal to authority is a superintendent

In past societies,
female was constantly the direct
victim of such belief. When men began to claim the
acquisition of property as part of their
production, subordination and oppression had been immediately recognised
as significant characters of women.
It was clear to understand that the
school had had many problems with
students. The causations varied with
who ever you may speak to.
This, consequently distorts catering to
the individual needs of a student and
violates their basic human rights. It
truly bewilds me that teacher absence,
non-work and giving up on achieving
academic goals can be classified as
survival strategies.
The second area in which misuse of
information is not just about the misuse of the information but the misuse
of the content and reason for why the
piece is in the article.
The destructive lifestyle lived by these
people could reserve the Governments
trust to provide them with financial
support.
Such an example would be of the Child
Development Project as authors and
Hogan being part of the National
Council of Teachers of English.
This use of information applies that
all residence are drunk, vomiting and
incapable of standing upright, as well
as all first time visitors are afraid to
venture outside their hotel room.

The article seems more like a recount,
relevant are issues are discussed.
Throughout these articles, arguments
about culture, lifestyle and who is
right and wrong through opinions is
clearly demonstrated.
The false dichotomy lies in this part
of article, where the author tries to a
black and white perspective where
there really are shades of grey in the
argument.

Formal notice of dissent from a
Bletchley Board ruling
As convenor of Education III I wish
to register my view that the Faculty
of Humanities Bletchley Board has
made an error of judgement in
awarding a grade of High Distinction
in my course to Ms Alice Amalgam. I
believe my original decision to award
a failing grade was sound, and
remains sound and defensible. As a
result of the Board’s decision, Ms
Amalgam may be taking up a position as a high school English teacher
in a little over one year’s time. I
believe her standard of written
expression is not up to the demands
of the role, and that in due course
her performance in this area will
reflect badly on assessment standards and credentialling processes
within the Faculty of Humanities at
Walladumpdung University.
Her academic transcript will
show that she gained a High Distinction in my course. I am recording my
dissent here so that there is verifiable evidence that I did not agree
with the decision to award her a
High Distinction. I did not agree
with the decision to change her
failing grade to a High Distinction,
as she did not meet an essential
course objective. That is, she did not
demonstrate a satisfactory standard
of written expression (for an assignment at third year level in a Spinster
of Education degree).

Outstanding Issues (pun intended)
1. Professor Dumpty claims in her letter to Amalgam that she had “arranged for an independent remark” of
her essay. I dispute this claim.

Dumpty had in fact arranged for an
airhead remark of the essay. The
check-marker was blissfully unaware
of:
(a) standards applied in the course
over a number of semesters;
(b) benchmarking processes used by
the course team; and
(c) adjectives, adverbs, apostrophes,
clauses, colons, commas, conjunctions,
danglers, definite articles, determiners, indefinite articles, infinitives,
nouns, noun phrases, parsing, participles, predicates, prepositions, prepositional phrases, pronouns, semicolons, sentences, subjects, tenses,
verbs, verb phrases, and voice (active
or passive).
2. The appeals procedure carried out
in this case could not be less transparent. If the procedure is not
changed, I expect more of the same —
perhaps in a matter of a few weeks
(as second semester results are published). I have no confidence in the
capacity of Humpty, Dumpty, or the
Bletchley Board to carry out a reliable,
properly benchmarked, valid, independent and transparent appraisal of
disputed assessment items. I also
have no confidence in the capacity of
Humpty, Dumpty, or the Bletchley
Board to address my present concerns.
Hence this memorandum.
3. My standpoint for this memorandum, and for any further actions to
follow is informed by paragraph 86.3.2
of the Academic Staff Agreement (Academic Licence and Internecine
Bastardry). I am claiming my right as
an academic staff member to “make
life difficult for assorted colleagues,
including but not limited to:
wackademics, spivs, lurk merchants,
ignorant over-achievers and assorted
wankers”. It may be that this matter
could be resolved through a frank exchange of views at a meeting. I would
welcome a minuted meeting with Professors Humpty and Dumpty, and
your nominee. I am not prepared to
discuss this matter directly with
Humpty or Dumpty unless a disinterested and fully independent third
party is present. If such a meeting is

set up, I would also invite my team
members to be present if they are
available.
4. There is a legitimate public interest in standards of literacy in education. A week does not go by without a
feature article appearing in The Coast
to Coast Thunderer or a major metropolitan daily on this issue. Such articles invariably prompt voluminous
correspondence from letter-writers.
Feature articles on illiteracy also
prompt more formal and extended responses in the form of opinion-pieces
from educators, writers, politicians,
editors and academics. I have myself
averaged one modest 6000-word article per year on this and related issues
over the past four years. However, as
a result of the present experience, I
have decided to elevate a hitherto secondary scholarly interest to a primary
interest. I propose to make student
literacy, the quality of student essays,
and the assessment of student written assignments a major focus of my
scholarly publications over the next
five years or so.
Mr Jef Clark
Respectful Underling, and
Convenor, Education III
Author’s final note. My sincere
and heartfelt advice to prospective
employers of Walladumpdung
graduates is as follows. Ignore
academic results — they can’t be
relied upon. Give all applicants a
simple literacy test. Sit them down
for two hours and give them a
ballpoint pen and some ruled paper.
Ask them to write a two-page composition. The title: A day at the beach.
If they can spell simple words such
as sand, sun, surf, sex and seagulls
they are good prospects. If they can
also write coherent, simple, grammatical sentences, my advice is to
appoint them without delay.
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Why Creationists Love
Debating Atheists
There’s more to a debate than
simply having the facts

Michael Lucht is a Lecturer at the School of
Computing, University of Tasmania
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On 29 September 2006, the Atheist
Foundation of Australia took on the
Combined Baptist Churches of
Launceston in a debate on the topic:
Evolutionary Science is Reliable.
The “Combined Baptist Churches of
Launceston” were represented by
two young-Earth Creationists. This
is an account of the debate.
To create a sense of what it was
like to be there, I will at times be
quoting the speakers. Please note
that these quotations are not exact
reproductions of what was said,
rather reconstruction based on my
brief notes. I repeat: while I believe
that the quotes faithfully reproduce
the essence of what was said, they
are not verbatim. Nor is it my
intention to minute everything that
happened, just a selection of highand low-lights. The focus will be on
the presentation techniques of the
two sides, the reaction from the
audience and lessons to be learned
for future debates.
The debate attracted substantial
interest, packing a large auditorium
to overflowing — plastic chairs were
pushed up to the front. I estimated
the crowd at 400 —given
Launceston’s population just short of
100K, this is impressive. I have been
to free public seminars by the internationally renowned speakers at the
University, such as George F. R.
Ellis, cosmologist and winner of the
2004 Templeton Prize, where just a
fraction of that number showed up.

The First Speakers
The first speaker for the affirmative
was Dr John Perkins, a mathematical economist and President of the
Secular Party of Australia. Ironically, his dress (suit and tie) and
speech (slow, controlled and gentle)
reminded me of an Anglican minister.
He asked the audience to “act
rationally, not emotionally”. I
admire his optimism. He said that
“all things can, or can conceivably,
be explained by science.” A bold
claim, open to challenge — what
about ethics? He said, “We are
stardust”. True, and a powerful
example of how science adds wonder to the world. He claimed that,
“the universe was created by the
principles of ‘Quantum Cosmology’,
which does not allow for a theistic
interpretation.” This might be
stretching it. While physicists like
Stephen Hawking love to speculate
on the origins of the universe,
science does not as yet have a good
answer to the mother of all philosophical questions: Why does
anything exist rather than nothing
at all? This conundrum later returned to embarrass the atheists.
First speaker for the affirmative
was Craig Hawkins, a MSc in Plant
Science who is working for his
family business, Seahorse Tasmania. He claimed that the MillerUrey Amino Acid Experiment

disproved evolution as it produced
both left-handed amino acids and
right-handed amino acids, while life
on earth is based on left-handed
amino acids. By that twisted logic
(sorry!), experiments which show
how organic molecules can arise
from inorganic ones actually disprove evolution! This nicely encapsulates the difference between
science and creationism. Scientists
will think, “This is interesting. Can
we explain this?” (Incidentally,
they can.) Creationists will think,
‘Let’s junk all research and praise
the Lord!’
To illustrate his point, Hawkins
used a picture of a rodent, apparently solely so he could exclaim: “I
smell a rat!” Many in the audience
were easily (or eager to be?) amused
— it got him laughs. Laughter
again, as he ridiculed our “fishy
beginning” with regards to early
human embryos having fish-like
characteristics.
In this article, I will not be going
out of my way to refute the creationist arguments. If you are interested, visit the excellent No Answers in Genesis website at:
home.austarnet.com.au/stear/
default.htm. (The URLs
noanswersingenesis.com and
noanswersingenesis.org will redirect to the ‘Answers in Genesis’ site.
Creationists are shrewd that way.)

The Second Speakers
The next speaker for the affirmative was Dr Richard Doyle, lecturer
in Soil Science at the University of
Tasmania, and he began with guns
blazing. “There have been over
20,000 gods,” he said, and “the idea
of a resurrected god-man had been
around in the cult of Dionysus
centuries before Jesus.” Great stuff,
had the debate been about the
existence of god or the validity of
Christianity. With the debate being
about evolution, all Doyle achieved
was to suggest that evolution and
atheism go hand in hand. In fact,
this was the one issue on which
creationists and atheists were in

complete agreement. Unfortunately, this overwhelmingly benefited the creationist side, drawing
the Christians in the audience
deeper into their camp, hence my
title. This was tragically avoidable,
since the majority of present-day
Christians are of the opinion that
evolution and God are compatible.
After all, the Pope may or not be a
Catholic, but we doubt that he is an
atheist?
Finally, Doyle launched a preemptive strike at some of the
arguments that he expected the
creationist side to present, pointing
out among other things, that sloth
and kangaroo fossils are never
found together. Good arguments,
but for the second time, no jokes on
the atheist side.
Enter an old warhorse of creationism, John Mackay, the “Australian and International Director
of Creation Research”, his name no
stranger to the pages of the Skeptic.
He was casually dressed in a vest
which, together with his retreating
grey hair, gave him a grandfatherly
appearance. He spoke clearly and
forcefully, the best speaker as far as
presentation was concerned. But
when it wasn’t his turn, he seemed
uninterested, irrespective of
whether his team-mate or a member of the opposition spoke. Ignoring the slides, he was fiddling with
a digital camera or scratching his
arm, creating the impression of a
man going through the motions.
He began by suggesting that
Darwin had invented evolution, as
an act of revenge after his beloved
daughter Anne died, as if Darwin
were a latter-day Job who had
flunked the test. What a strange
assertion — for one thing, Darwin
finished his journey on the Beagle
in 1836 while Anne died in 1851.
Mackay continued by drawing a
distinction between “kind” and
“species”. Or as he put it: “finches
with beak turned into finches with
beak”. Laugher! “There even are
people with different beaks in this
room.” Greater laugher.

Rebuttals
Doyle rebutted for the Atheist
Foundation, somewhat off-target. He
used the various dog breeds as an
example of evolution in action, but
without challenging the creationists
devolution and kind/species claptrap.
He did better when explaining how
measuring the DNA differences
between different species provides
evidence of the family tree of life.
Mackay fielded the rebuttal for
the creationists. He took on the weshare-most-of-our-DNA-with-chimpanzee fact by stating that we share
50% of our DNA with bananas. This
got him big laughs and clapping —
rather strange really, since all that
this shows is that we are related to
the bananas, just rather more
distantly than to chimpanzees.
(Incidentally, why is it that “we are
related to bananas” sounds so much
funnier than “we are related to
apples”?)
Mackay also reprised his theme
that evolution and old earth are
contraptions devised by scientists
out to get God, quoting Lyell (of
continental drift fame) saying that
his goal was to “free science from
Moses.” Okay, let’s assume that he
said this, but how does that refute
the theory of continental drift? How
does it change the fact that South
America and Africa fit together like
two giant puzzle pieces?
Both sides were invited to address one question to the opposition.
Doyle asked: “Do you believe in an
Islamic God? Do you believe in the
Koran? Would like to live under an
Islamic state?” Interesting questions, but someone behind me
whispered: “What do they have to do
with this debate?”
Mackay answered that “Allah is
not the God of the Old or New
Testament”. Surprise! As for the last
part, he cleverly replied, “I would
rather live in an Islamic state than
Stalinist Atheist Russia”, although
he also expects to be killed in an
Islamic state.
As for his question, Mackay
challenged the affirmative team to
comment on the following quote by
Richard Dawkins: “Evolution has
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been observed. It’s just that it hasn’t
been observed while it’s happening.”
There was widespread clapping at
the perceived “absurdity” of this
statement.
Doyle’s achieved the biggest
laugh of the night with his reply:
“Evolutionists are not claiming that
the slime of yesterday became the
president of the USA today.” From
there, he explained how the antibiotic resistance of Influenza A was an
example of evolution happening
whilst we observe.

Audience Questions
The audience put six questions to
the atheist side and two to the
creationist. To a question on Irreducible complexity, Perkins competently demonstrated how evolution
is not based on total randomness.
He used the example of randomly
picking the letters “c”, “a” and “t”
from a hat containing all 26 letters,
putting the letters back after each
attempt. The number of tries required reduces enormously if one is
allowed to hold on to any correct
letters and only put back the incorrect ones. He explained that this is
how randomness in evolution
operates.
Perkins did rather less well later,
getting trapped in a child’s line of
questioning:
Audience member: “Where did the
original star stuff come from?”
Perkins: “First there was hydrogen...”
Audience member, interjecting:
“Where did the hydrogen come from?”
Laughter.
Perkins: “The Big Bang.”
Audience member, interjecting:
“Where did the Big Bang come from?”
Laughter
Perkins: “Nothing.”
Audience member, interjecting: “How
is ‘Nothing’ different from ‘God’?”
Clapping.
Here, the Atheists paid the price
for their brave statement that
science can explain everything. The
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only refutation to the above line of
questioning is: “Where did God come
from?’ There is a genuine mystery as
to why anything exists rather than
nothing at all. In philosophy, there
is the argument from contingency
that, if valid, proves the existence of
a necessary being — a being that
could by its very nature not not
exist. Theists would call this
necessary being “God”, but Atheists
can just as easily call it the “Laws of
Nature”. The point is, the mystery
exists, but adding “God” does not
solve the mystery either, so why not
simply admit this?
At this point, the creationists
started to stretch the rules of the
debate, commenting on questions not
directed at them. Hawkins (making
his near-namesake spin in his
wheelchair) questioned the Big Bang,
without so much as mentioning why.
After all, what evidence is needed if
the choice is between “eternal hydrogen or eternal God?”
At least the moderator, perhaps
feeling guilty for allowing the creationists to butt in, allowed the
atheists a final word on the question.
Perkins pointed out that just because
you do not understand something,
there is no reason to put a god in
there, which was rewarded with
clapping from a minority in the
auditorium.
Another member of the audience
gave a long rambling speech in
support of creationism. When finally
told to get on with it (by an audience
member, not the moderator), he
asked the atheists to respond to the
“impossibility” of bacteria evolution.
I had the feeling that Doyle, who
fielded the question, had stopped
listening halfway through the
ramble. He mumbled something
about carbon dating being reliable
and excused himself, saying, “This
questioning is going on forever...”
He might have been getting
weary, but Mackay knows when to
seize an opportunity, butting in
again, making the old watch-impliesa-watchmaker type of argument
dressed in the clothes of “irreducible
complexity.”

Concluding Remarks
At the end, Hawkins abandoned all
veneer of being scientific, asking the
audience to “submit your life to the
creator Jesus Christ.” I would not
have been too surprised had he
asked the audience to come down to
accept the Holy Spirit!
Perkins, on the other hand, reassured the listeners that, “Atheists
are not Stalinists, we do not even
have horns.” He criticised the position of the other side as, “Science is
wrong because it is not Christian”.
He encouraged audience members to
“distrust the emotional reaction in
the brain and let reason decide.” Did
I mention that I admire his optimism?
Upon leaving, creationists were
handing out leaflets. This debate had
been Day Two in Mackay’s 17 day
Origins – Creator or Chance? program! In fact, the debate was the
only event on the Origins calendar
marked in bold. This suggests that
the creationists had challenged the
Atheist Foundation to debate for the
sole purpose of stirring up publicity
for Origins. Dare I say, they were
successful.

Recommendations
Overall, Perkins and Doyle, did a
competent job at putting the evolutionary/atheist position across,
especially considering that they,
unlike Mackay, do not do this sort of
thing all the time. But improvements
are possible. From the point of view
of a member of the audience, here
are recommendations for anyone who
contemplates taking on creationists
in debate:

•

It is a mistake to argue that evolution implies atheism. To be blunt, it
plays straight into the hands of the
creationists. Theirs is a god of the
gaps: Yahweh, God of Instant Materialisation, hardly distinguishable from
Thor, God of Thunder. However, just
because their god is too small for billions of years and billions of galaxies,
that doesn’t mean that other people’s
conception of God need to be equally
limited.

Continued p 36 ...

Article

A Picture Paints a
Thousand Truths
Superstition has no place in the
age of science

Ian Jackson is completing a PhD in Journalism
at Murdoch University.

There is a photo of the planet Mercury hanging on my office wall. In
truth, it’s not a very good photo; it’s a
mosaic made up of several images
taken by the Mariner 10 probe, to
date the only probe ever sent to the
Sun’s closest neighbour. In the days
before Photoshop made everything
look beautiful, the jagged lines of the
mosaic image are visible even from
quite far away but since it was
‘snapped’ on March 29, 1974, the day
that I was born no less, I’ve always
felt a sort of nostalgic association
with it. It also happens to be the only
visual confirmation I have that the
planet exists at all; Mercury, unlike
the four other planets visible to the
naked eye is rather difficult to spot,
and despite frequent attempts to
locate it, I’ve never met with any
success.
Ancient astrologers on the other
hand, with eyesight no better than
mine, and bereft of an ‘astronomy for
dummies’ guide, were more than
equal to the task and noticed something profoundly different about this
little ‘star’ low on the horizon. It
moved. Or to be more precise it
moved across the backdrop of stars
that we now know as the Zodiac. It
wasn’t unique of course; it was one of
five mysterious objects known by the
Greeks as planets (or wanderers)
that travelled around an earth that
in their minds lay, more or less, slap
bang in the centre of the universe.

What were they to make of such
objects?
Predictably enough, they attached religious and spiritual significance to them. The Sumerians, who
settled in Mesopotamia around 4000
BC, provide us with an example of
the first people who worshipped the
Sun, Moon, and Venus, considering
these heavenly bodies to be either
gods, or the homes of gods. The
distinction that we now make between astronomy and astrology did
not yet exist, the baru-priests of
Sumer built ziggurats in order to
map star formations and scour the
sky for omens that would of course
not be forthcoming, but their observations also allowed them to correctly predict eclipses, to create the
first calendars and allowed the
division of the year into twelve
months. The superstitious beliefs of
our forefathers encouraged the
acquisition of knowledge only on one
level, the mathematical; whilst they
could predict the phases of the moon
accurately, their theories as to why it
behaved in such a way were firmly
mired in superstitious fabrications.
The desire for an understanding of
the heavens clearly existed, what
was lacking were the tools required
to accurately explore the questions
that needed answering. The tools in
question were what we know today
as the scientific method.
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Picture
The rise of science
For most of human history,
science did not exist; questions were answered by
observing phenomena and
extrapolating ‘truth’ from the
observation. Plato’s Pythagorean belief that mathematics
would reveal the structure of
the world was not shared by
Aristotle, whose belief that
observation was the key to
unlocking the mysteries of
the universe, proved so
influential that it was to
resonate for over a millennium. Observation, although
unaccompanied by experimentation, was unequal to
the task of explaining the
natural world. The Aristotelian
mindset might have looked at a
burning log and concluded that it
contained fire. This observation,
perfectly reasonable to anyone who
knows nothing of chemistry, is
nevertheless false. Logs of wood do
not contain ‘Fire’, they combust due
to a relatively complex chemical
reaction, and the long held belief
that the world consisted of four
basic elements was simply incorrect.
The temptation to conclude that the
ancient cultures’ ignorance was
somehow linked to a general lack of
intellect on the part of those who
populated them, should be resisted.
The universe and everything in it is
immensely complex and understanding even a minor aspect of it
tends to take a long time, far longer,
than the span of a human lifetime.
As Isaac Newton famously said,
If I have seen farther than others it is
because I have stood on the shoulders
of giants.
It is a little heavy in the pomposity of prose that was all the rage in
those halcyon days of oversized wigs
and puritanical preaching, but
Isaac’s point was nevertheless well
made. His genius did not exist in a
vacuum; his laws of planetary
motion owed a debt to the work that
preceded it, to Copernicus’s
heliocentricity, to Francis Bacon’s

36

the Skeptic, Summer 2006

Mercury

‘Advancement of learning’, and to all
the prior inventions from the alphabet to the telescope, that enabled
him to calculate and disseminate in
the first place.
What has any of this got to do
with being a skeptic? Well, quite a
lot really.

Relevance to Skepticism
To the Ancient Egyptians the world
was created when the god Atum
copulated with his hand (masturbation?) producing air and moisture,
earth and sky. It is from the name
Atum incidentally that we get the
Hebrew name Adam, who you may
recall, also features quite heavily in
a story of creation (though any
masturbation that might have
occurred in Eden must surely have
been done at the prompting of that
loquacious serpent).
Now there are a few fundamental
problems with the Egyptians’ creation theory, the most pressing of
which being that it requires us to
believe in an individual of such
massive proportions that it was
capable of ejaculating the universe.
The story of course could be dismissed as pure allegory, certainly
there is something poetic in its
execution and without too much
effort we would tie the ‘Big Bang’
theory into the discussion without

the need for too much snickering. But to paint it as mere
allegory is to rewrite history’s
continuity. In Egypt, at the
time, no-one seemed to think
there was anything odd about
the way Atum chose to bring
the universe into being; it
wasn’t a story, or a parable,
something to be taken with a
pinch of salt or indeed allegorical in any way whatsoever. It
was how the world was created. Only five thousand years
later and you would be hard
pressed to find one single
person in their right mind who
would accept the Ancient
Egyptian world view of creation.
And it’s not surprising.
Although most of us have not had
the privilege to stand, as Newton
did, on the shoulders of giants, we
were at least able to ask them what
it was they could see from up there.
For the most part, they saw inconsequential things; they jotted down the
colours that arose from magnesium
in a flame, or they noted that there
seemed to be an awful lot of beetles
around and wondered why God was
so fond of them. But occasionally,
something fundamental would occur.
Galileo would look up into the sky
and notice that the planets were not
gods, but worlds, at once similar and
dissimilar to our own. Newton would
realise that every action has an
equal an opposite reaction, paving
the way for the science of rocketry
that, nearly 300 years later, would
land a man on the moon. And Darwin would remove the need for God
in the natural world and upset an
awful lot of theists in the process.

An elegant narrative
It is an elegant narrative; From the
Sumerian Ziggurat to the picture of
Mercury on my wall. On March 29,
1974 I was born into a world that no
longer had need for superstition.
Mercury, the messenger god that
travelled through the ancient skies
at great speed, turned out to be
nothing more than a lump of rock,

created not through divine providence but through the geological
process of accretion.
Ptolemy and his Mesopotamian
predecessors may have had no real
reason to doubt that the stars could
reveal destinies; they could look to
the skies and ponder the enigma
until they were blue in the face, but
what they needed, a radio telescope
( just for starters), was still millions
of incremental ideas away. In the
21st Century we thankfully retain no
such luxury. What was understandable then is ludicrous now.

A muddied reality
Modern society is mired in the mud
of new age spiritualism; concepts
that the Renaissance skeptics
began to reject in favour of enlightenment, and understanding are
undergoing a renaissance of their
own. It is an eclectic package, more
often than not deliberately picked
for its marketability. Ancient
Chinese medicine is in; the medieval propensity to drill holes in
people’s heads (to let out the demons) is out. Astrology too is to be
found in most newspapers throughout the western world, despite it
being based on notions that no
longer hold any relevance to a
society capable of actually landing
on these planets.
Attempts to merge the planets
discovered long after Ptolemy
stratified astrological methodology
have proven to be an arbitrary
exercise in poetical expedience.
Neptune governs dreams, apparently, although what it did for us
prior to its discovery in 1846 we will
presumably never know.

The question
The question is why should such
beliefs still proliferate? Forrest
Gump might answer that there’s no
stupid like people stupid, but he’d
probably be missing the point.

There is nothing in the testosterone
charged creation myth of Atum that
strikes me as being any more
inherently ridiculous than any
other creation myth I have come
across. The main reason why people
might scoff at Atum whilst believing
in Adam is that we still allow the
cultural framework that supports
such nonsense to punctuate our
lives. We wed in churches, we all
know our star signs (that we read
just for fun) we celebrate Christmas, and no matter how much
secular significance we place on the
giving of an Easter egg to a loved
one, the religious trappings are still
there. In short, we have yet to let go
of our immature ancestry.
But although the skeptics
amongst us might chafe at the
notion that we need to give reason
and enlightenment a little more
time, in truth, time may be all we
need. Though religion has not yet
faded, though healing crystals hang
over people’s beds and séances
might still be held from time to
time, progress in its own inimitable
way has been made.
There was a time when we
would argue that God was a myth
but remain unable to answer the
question ‘from whence came man?
There was a time when we argued
that the animals evolved from
simple creatures into those we see
today, but were incapable of pointing to the mechanism that allowed
natural selection to occur. And there
was a time, that when we argued
that the skies were filled not with
gods or connect-the-dot animal
avatars but with dust and gas, we
would have been derided for bucking
millenia of percieved wisdom. Nowadays we can always just show them a
picture or two.

... Debate from p 33
•
From the first point, it follows
that debating evolution under the flag
of atheism should be avoided. A team
of “Concerned Scientists”, would be far
less confronting to the theists in the
audience.
•
Going one step further: if at all
possible, the pro-evolution side should
include a theist.
•
Debates that make evolution the
battleground should also be avoided.
Creationist arguments are optimised
for the age of the “sound bite.” Someone like Mackay can easily attack a
different area of science per minute.
Rebutting each of them within the
same time is impossible, since real science tends to be complex. This creates
the illusion, among a large proportion
of the audience, that the creationists
are winning. It would be far better to
take the offensive. “Creationism is not
Science” would make a nice topic.
•
The evolution side must use humour and satire — more powerful in
a debate than any number of dry facts.
Lame as their jokes are, the creationists know this.
•
Care should be taken that any
debate will not result in undue free
advertising for Origins and suchlike.
•
It is a good idea for the evolution side to hand out free information
after the debate.
Finally, the various rationalminded associations in Australia
should give thought to nurturing a
pool of talented debaters, giving
them a chance to practice, learn from
each other, study the creationists
tactics, and try out different debating techniques.

Editor’s Note
Experience tells us that if you are
inclined to debate with a creationist,
it is a mistake to allow them to select
the topic. Our advice is to insist on
debating the supposed science that
they claim supports their position;
this allows them far less room to
obfuscate.
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Do Ya Wanna Hear
What I Think?
Boorish cruelty in the name
of entertainment

David Kay is a freelance journalist from
Melbourne.
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Phillip McGraw is a smart guy. After
all, he has a PhD and his own television show. And he’s a straight-shooter;
not afraid to tell it like it is. “Get
real”, he tells his guests and they love
him for it. His show has sold into 97%
of the US television market. Audiences flock to his shows and readers
queue to buy his books.
To appear on the Dr Phil show, you
must first sign a disclaimer which
states that the advice you will receive
should not be considered “therapy or a
substitute for therapy”. That much is
true. Having signed, your appearance
will follow a predictable path. I call it
Shock and Ambush. The audiences are
invariably well-dressed, middle class
lemmings. The first part of the show
will be dedicated to shocking them
with your particular problem.
In his book SHAM, Steve Salerno
describes the case of the 374-pound
editor of Big Beautiful Women magazine and a 400-pound representative of
the National Association to Advance
Fat Acceptance who were preparing
for an appearance on the show. They
allege that McGraw’s crew paid
stooges to insult them about their
weight while they were filmed walking
the streets. It may not always be done
quite as obviously as this, but one way
or another your problem will be
rendered suitably scandalous to fulfil
the show’s daily need for tabloid TV
footage.
McGraw’s obnoxious performances
have not escaped scrutiny. During his
now infamous Family First special, he
announced ominously:
For the most violent of criminals, there

are fourteen traits of serial killers. Now
meet parents terrified of their own son,
who has nine of the fourteen traits.

To ensure his point was not lost, he
showed the boy’s picture on the screen
alongside the serial killer and cannibal, Jeffrey Dahmer. They young boy,
Eric, was nine years old. In response,
the National Alliance for the Mentally
Ill (NAMI) in the US stated that not
only did McGraw’s behaviour breach
professional ethics, but that it may
also constitute malpractice. Eric
appeared to be suffering from mental
illness; McGraw — seemingly based
upon the observations of his TV crew
— slated responsibility for the boy’s
behaviour on the parents. Taking Eric
fishing was part of the prescribed
treatment. In their statement, NAMI
claimed that the show may have put
children’s lives at risk.
Once the audience are appropriately scandalised by your problem, the
ambush begins. McGraw might make
a few sympathetic noises, but it’s hard
to ignore the saliva dripping from his
fangs. He naturally asks what you’re
doing to manage. Whatever you say,
he sneers back something like “And
how’s that been working for ya?”
Obviously, it hasn’t been working well.
Then he leans forward and asks “Do
ya wanna hear what I think?” Brace
yourself.
Dr Phil is smarter than you and
what follows is a rant rebuking you
for your astoundingly dim-witted
mistakes and faults. You will be
berated, ridiculed and mocked for
your stupidity. How could you possibly
let things get this bad? The bastard

seed of the recovery movement,
McGraw offers snappy little slogans as
a solution to your problems.
I’m unsure of the subject of his
doctoral dissertation, but I suspect it
had something to do with vacuous
inanities. His rants soon degenerate
into an exhibition of his mastery of
aphorisms. If you are having problems,
you can save time and effort by skipping the middle man: just go straight
to The Dr Phil Random Quote Generator at www.mangydog.com/games/
drphil.php. My favourite is: “You don’t
need broken fingers to tickle a gypsy”. I
also find “You don’t need to call the
Pope to wax your elbows” particularly
helpful in times of difficulty.
The McGraw marketing machine
demonstrates the same commitment to
substance, and operates on the wellproven principal of regurgitation.
Here’s a sample of some of the books,
CDs and cassettes for sale on his web
site: The Ultimate Weight Solution, The
Ultimate Weight Solution Cookbook,
The Ultimate Weight Solution Food
Guide, The Ultimate Weight Solution
for Teens, Life Strategies, Life Strategies Workbook, Life Strategies for Teens
Workbook, Life Strategies for Teens
Calendar, Life Strategies for Pets, Life
Strategies for Indoor Plants. OK, I
made that last one up. And the one
before that. There are taped transcripts of shows to purchase, and a fine
selection of t-shirts, caps and mugs.
Just click the Begin Shopping button.
During his earlier career in private
practice, the Texas State Board of
Examiners of Psychologists saw reason
to discipline McGraw for an “inappropriate dual relationship”. He provided
a job working in his office to a patient,
which is unethical. Sophia Dembling
and Lisa Gutierrez, in their unauthorized biography, The Making of Dr Phil,
described the circumstances surrounding the disciplinary action. The client
was nineteen years old at the time. She
alleges that McGraw insisted that she
report to him often and kept her
“totally dependent”. She also claims he
touched her inappropriately. He
received a public letter of reprimand
requiring him to undergo a year of
supervision by a licensed psychologist,
agree to ethical counselling and submit
to full physical and psychological
examinations.

When talking about his previous
career in private practice, McGraw
admits “I have no patience for my
patients.” Following his disciplinary
action, he did not have to endure them
for much longer. A year later, he quit to
co-found Court-room Sciences Inc,
which soon developed a reputation in
witness preparation and jury analysis.
One of his clients — and his ticket to
fame and fortune — would be Oprah
Winfrey.
For their book, Dembling and
Gutierrez interviewed Thelma Box, one
of McGraw’s former business partners.
She says he waited a whole year before
informing her that he had sold his
stake in their company, Pathways,
which ran self-help seminars. She also
claims that material she co-authored is
still used by McGraw, but that he has
never acknowledged her contribution
on the show, in his books, or in interviews about his past.
Timed to coincide with the launch
of his book, The Ultimate Weight
Solution, McGraw endorsed a range of
nutritional supplements marketed
under the name Shape Up! The
products soon lined supermarket
shelves with Dr Phil looking out from
the label. A class action suit was
subsequently filed against McGraw
and the company alleging that advertisements for the products made
dubious claims about their nutritional
value. Salerno points out that a Shape
Up! Chocolate Peanut Butter Bar has
the same calories per gram as a Milky
Way Lite bar. A description more
accurate than nutritional supplement
would be candy bar. A spokesperson for
the American Diabetes Association said
that McGraw was “preying on the
vulnerability of people trying to lose
weight”. The products have been
discontinued. McGraw remains
unapologetic.
Of course, even McGraw recognises that “get real” is not appropriate
advice for everyone. For some, “get
over it” is better. Now I don’t have a
PhD so I could be missing something,
but I do regard myself as something of
an expert in this area: when you’re as
messed up as I am, you get lots of
advice. “Get real” and “get over it”
sound to me like stop-some-moron-inthe-street advice, not for-$400-anhour-I’d-better-know-what-I’m-

talking-about advice.
What disturbs me most is that
McGraw must have studied for at
least ten years; ten long years of
scholarship and research. And after
all that, the best he could come up
with was “get over it”. If nothing else,
surely he suffers from a pathological
lack of imagination.
Nevertheless, his consistency can
only be admired. He expects the same
standards from his own family as he
does from the guests on his show.
Salerno interviewed McGraw’s first
wife, Debbie Higgins McCall, who
says that McGraw monitored her
every move, insisting that she phone
him each time she left the house. She
claims he also demanded that she
spend a lot of time working out at the
gymnasium he was managing. In the
meantime, he was seeing other
women. McCall described her husband’s response when confronted
about his infidelity:
I told him I knew he was fooling around
on me, and instead of denying it, he basically told me that’s how things are,
and I needed to just get over it.
McGraw’s on-air attacks naturally
leave his guests bewildered. It’s not
easy to defend yourself when you’re
ambushed in front of millions of
people. I thought something like this
might be appropriate:
Yes, Dr Phil, I need to get over it. In fact,
that’s why I came. If you think about it,
you’d realise that if I knew how to get
over it, I wouldn’t be here: I’d be at home,
sitting on the couch watching you badger
some other hapless victim. But I don’t
know how to get over it, so I dragged
myself across the country to have my
personal problems aired on national TV.
Which is where you come in, with your
fancy degrees; you’re supposed to help
me figure out how. That’s what you’re
paid for, Dr Phil. So start earning your
keep. “Get over it” is not the answer, you
loud-mouthed, lame-brained, baldheaded bully. It’s the question. And by
the way, lose the kid. He’s a creepy, soulless clone. Is that real enough for ya, Dr
Phil?
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Healthmanship
for Fun and Profit
An Alt2Med primer for those who,
unable to beat ‘em, decide
to join ‘em

J.D. Brookwell
Professor and Head of School, Health
Greater Southern Hemispherical Electronic
Correspondence College of Life and
Professional Skills for the Alternatives to
Medicine Industry
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Many readers may remember the
series of training books published by
Stephen Potter in Punch, and later
as books (eg, Gamesmanship,
Lifemanship, One-Upmanship).
These training manuals were intended to teach people how to be
successful in life. A few misguided
people though they were satire.
Alas Yeovil College is no more,
Punch is no more and the world has
moved on. I, therefore, have taken it
upon myself to provide a similar set of
training manuals to cope with the
modern era. Fortunately the good
work of Mr Potter has been perpetuated and his methods can be found in
many commercial colleges, and even
publicly funded Universities. Lest my
intent and purpose waver from the
original purpose of Mr Potter I urge
all to read his many books. Some are
available as an omnibus edition.
The first field I will address is the
art and skills of Healthmanship. I do
not intend this to discriminate
against the female reader, for we have
experienced a widening of education
and social roles in our female population that cannot be repressed, but
treat the “man” as a description of all
of the class that biologists label Homo
sapiens.
There is no one college I can
recommend, there are no outstanding
individuals in teaching roles, none to
emulate Odoreida so I must leave it
to the reader to seek out the college
that that best suits them. The Commonwealth Government of Australia
recommends many of these colleges,

but it may befall the reader to ask a
mentor who has been successful.

FAQ
What life career can the graduate of a
Healthmanship college expect?
Generally as long as a client is not
killed (or at least a client who does
not attract adverse publicity by their
death), and the Healthman refrains
from sexually molesting clients a long
and lucrative career can be enjoyed.
How does healthmanship relate to
medicine?
There are many medical practitioners
who practice healthmanship, but the
process is vastly different from medicine. Medicine is science based and it
is important that the Healthman does
not apply any scientific method in
their practice — we will certainly use
the jargon as a Healthman, but under no circumstances is science to be
used.
Is any of the Healthman professions
recognised by the government?
Many are! Private health funds now
support provide reimbursement for
many of the Healthman practices,
government agencies will accept certification from Healthmen, and courts
will accept the opinion of Healthmen.
Some Healthmen shun this legitimisation as it is not “natural”, others
view it as a conspiracy to take over
and control the industry.
What advantages has the Healthman

over medical practice?
There is a tokenistic requirement for
truth and honesty in advertising, but
it is not enforced. So generally outrageous claims can be made. It is best if
these are made through advertorials
— the Healthman can buy advertising, this makes them important to the
media, who will then generate free
publicity. A prime example of this in
Australia is the government run television media which ran a program
called Second Opinion which advertised all forms of Healthman practices. Magazine publicity is generally
the best — the Healthman needs to
target the vain, introspective and scientifically ignorant people. Fortunately most education systems around
the country are producing large numbers of such people, so the market potential for Healthmen can be expect
to grow over the next 30 years or so.
What if I make a mistake and injure
someone or make them worse?
As you will see from succeeding pages
and articles this rarely affects the career or income of the Healthman. At
worst you may need to undertake a
geographic relocation.

The Basic Principles of
Healthmanship.
For those of you old enough to have
read Mr Potter’s books, or even seen
the movie attempt at replicating his
great work, will understand that the
basic goal is to win without actually
cheating. Winning may be at a
competition (gamesmanship), sexual
athleticism and social status
(lifemanship), and life in general
(one-upmanship).
I urge all readers to dip into Mr
Potter’s One-Upmanship chapter 2
Doctorship before proceeding. Mr
Potter was of course unfamiliar with
Alternative to Medicine (Alt2Med)
practices which have blossomed in
western countries to the profit of
many over the last 50 years, but his
seminal text on exploitation of the
social interaction in the health
consultation is a good place for the
novice to begin, and it is not my
intention to replace the work of the

great man, but merely to bring it up
to date.
When the movie of Mr Potter’s
teaching and research was made,
severe liberties were taken with the
intent and purpose of the great
man’s teaching. The Lifeman was
shown to have qualms about seduction by trickery, and it was suggested that emotions such as “love”
were more important; and I can
recall the teacher (I think it was
Alastair Sim) begging the protagonist not to be honest. This of course
was a simplification to make the
movie saleable in the USA where
the formula for movie marketing
required “true love”.
Healthmanship is not dishonesty
with clients. Healthmen understand
that all human perceptions are
idiosyncratic beliefs about the state
of the world and that people seek
health interventions because they
perceive there is something “wrong”
with them. The Healthman understands that self-selection of clients
occurs — people holding this belief
will seek the intervention of someone whom they believe will make
them feel better, hence there is
usually no need to actively market
the process to clients, except when
the trembling nervous “bring along”
is detected. The most that
Healthmen usually need to do is
confirm the client beliefs and market their particular type of intervention.
The Healthman knows that he is
regarded as the expert, otherwise
the person would not be there, and
it is necessary to enhance the aura
of expertism with the use of jargon.
Medical jargon no longer suffices —
the profligacy of use of medical
terminology in television has seriously diminished its usefulness, so
that there is a risk the client may
actually know what a term means.
The Healthman should therefore
expect the patient to provide their
own diagnosis, and will enhance this
by dipping into a medical dictionary.
To this must be added the jargon of
the Healthman’s own chosen field
(the joint is “out”, misalignment,

aura, chakra, pressure point, foofle
waves etc). I will provide more on
the initial consultation later. Sometimes diagnosis cannot be avoided,
in which case it pays not to be too
specific — “Liver problems”, ”Kidney
Problems” — will suffice. Many
Healthmen have specialised in
providing diagnoses for those who
symptoms are so non-specific a
diagnosis cannot be made by the
most careful and ardent medical
practitioner (or a search of the home
encyclopaedia of health). This is an
area to be left to those with specific
skills about which I will write in a
later article, but the keen may use
technology to bolster their marketability.
The Healthman must also
denigrate by any means possible
treatments that are proven to be
effective. This necessarily involves a
denigration of science in its entirety.
Many methods are used and I will
list a few;

•
All scientific research is funded
by big business
•
Science is controlled by the
wealthy western countries who selectively release information when it is
profitable.
•
Science has made monumental
blunders which have been covered up
as part of the capitalist conspiracy (eg,
polio immunisation causing HIV).
•
Scientific data are not real —
they are fabricated by big corporations
to market their products.
•

People who find out the “truth”
about products are silenced by big
business because they will lose profit.

•

Post hoc propter hoc (Joe Bloggs
had his flu needle and then was hit
by a car — before the jab he was always careful crossing the road).

•

Adverse events are more common than the corporations allow to be
publicised — agreeing to a treatment
is a highly risky process

•

It is not “natural”.

•

The use of science is merely a
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ploy by the established health industry to keep real “healers”(or should it
be heelers) away from patients who
need them.

•

Epidemiological proof is merely
“statistics” (with a reference to Mark
Twain if necessary )

•

Case reports and history are
more reliable than clinical trials because they have been around for more
than 2000 years.
Chiropractors have done a
marvellous job convincing people
not to have their children immunised, leading to a marked increase
in measles (and encephalitis, and
SSPE) in the UK, and waves of
petussis throughout the world. The
great achievement was then in
convincing people that the increased
disease incidence was because the
vaccines did not work!
The Healthman graduating from
one of the publicly funded educational institutions may be exposed
to science as a sop to the academic
councils of their universities, they
should not fail this subject, remember it is merely rote learning the
facts about science because that is
all they can put in the MCQ papers,
and the academics know that you
will have no interest in science, and
not try to apply its methods; and
they will have to account to the
business manager if too many
undergraduates in the Alternative
to Medicine courses fail.
Of course Healthmen graduating
from private institutions may not be
burdened by this desultory attempt
to label their particular Alt2Med
field as science based. This will be
particularly evident if the organisation controlling the institution
opposes the teaching of evolution,
you may then graduate with no
knowledge of scientific method
whatsoever. Of course there is no
requirement to be licensed as an
educational institution but it is
better for marketing if Healthmen
attend a recognised teaching institution.
While Healthmen will denigrate
scientific method, the use of technol-
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ogy, and technology jargon, provides
real competition to health interventions that work. If possible, the
Healthman can label themselves as
something which appears on television; some excellent examples are;
•
The convicted con man from
Maitland who set himself up as a biochemist with special skills in treating cancer.

hard core of believers who will
spread the Healthman’s reputation
far and wide (without payment!)
and defend him/her always.

Continued Next Issue
Making a diagnosis when the patient
does not provide their own.

•
The chiropractor at Circular
Quay who describes himself as a
“doctor who specialises in the nervous system”.
Chiropractors have performed
extremely well as Healthmen. They
are permitted to request X rays,
some are even licensed to irradiate
the unwary themselves. That the
radiological diagnoses made were
meaningless is irrelevant — it is the
magic of the test that matters, and
Take your pick at the Christmas Fair.
the appearance of erudition. Others
There’s foolish fantasy waiting there.
have of course used some wonderful
For
many an image becomes confused
technology to diagnose and treat. A
When legends from far and wide are used.
machine that does in vivo blood
analysis is still being successfully
used, as are Moro machines, aura
With wise men, shepherds, nomadic kings,
analysers and far too many techPerfumed presents and angels’ wings,
nologies to mention here.
Jolly red coats and beards of white,
Tinselled trees with a fairy light.
Finally an analogy.
Haloed babies in swaddling clothes,
A successful Healthman will be like
An antlered deer with a shiny nose.
a professional poker player. They
will know when to fold, when to hold
and when to bluff. Unlike poker, the
Perpetuating, some ancient myth,
probabilities are better for treating
You take your pick for the twenty fifth,
someone who is self selected, beWhen holly and mistletoe, inns and cribs
cause the specific Alt2Med field the
Create a flurry of festive fibs.
Healthman has chosen will produce
a reported improvement in 60-70%
Dodgems or dogma, ride or rejoice
of clients — because they believe,
Yer pays ver money and takes yer choice.
and will report feeling better. Some
clients may be suffering from a
Mince pies, and sherry, wafers and wine
serious and life threatening illness.
The turkey, robins and doves combine
Healthmen must learn to refer such
In carols or cards or pantomime
people as soon as possible — it does
All are crazy — it’s Christmas time.
not matter to whom they are referred, the goal is protection of the
Camels, deserts mid frost and stars,
reputation so necessary for marketing. As for the 30% who do not feel
They’re all a part of our repertoires.
better, they can be strung along for
Roll up, roll Lip you can take your pick
a while using various ploys such as
Before Easter Bunny, you’d best be quick.
previous treatment blocking the
effect, and eventually they will drift
Joan Vaughan-Taylor
away. There will remain a dedicated

Fairground

American Matters

Turning from Science
to Psychics
Two tales of misplaced belief in
improbable hypotheses

Benjamin Radford is an investigator, author,
and managing editor of the Skeptical Inquirer
magazine.

Psychics claim to guide us in matters of romance and money, predicting handsome strangers or future
fortunes. (If anyone finds a psychic
who correctly predicts lottery
numbers, please let me know.)
But what happens when psychic
powers are used for much more
important and practical purposes,
such as solving crimes? Psychic
detectives have a long and glaring
track record of utter failure in
criminal cases; from Elizabeth
Smart to Laci Peterson to Chandra
Levy, Jimmy Hoffa, and countless
others, psychic information has been
worthless in leading police to missing persons. Still, when crimes
remain unsolved and families are
desperate, psychics will offer to
help. And sometimes entertain.
Following the success of Court
TV’s series Psychic Detectives, the
network launched a new “reality
TV” program in mid-2006 titled
Haunting Evidence. California
“psychic profiler” Carla Baron and
two other investigators spend 24
hours revisiting real-life cold case
murders in the expectation that
their powers will succeed where
police have failed. Oddly, the team
doesn’t tackle obvious missing
persons cases that many Americans
are desperate to solve, such as the
1996 murder of JonBenet Ramsey,
or Natalee Holloway’s 2005 disappearance. Perhaps those cases are
too high-profile, and might cause
the public to wonder why America’s

top psychic detectives hadn’t solved
those long ago.
In a recent episode, the group
went to Athens, Georgia, to look into
the unsolved 2001 murder of college
student Tara Baker. The investigators visited the Baker family, camera
crew in tow, and asked them to
relive the daughter’s death. The
psychics then launched into very
graphic, detailed descriptions of how
they imagine Baker was murdered
(based entirely on “feelings,”
guesses, and conjecture). They later
headed to Baker’s grave, though it’s
unclear why, other than for dramatic
effect. Ghost hunters usually claim
that people’s ghosts remain not at
the spot they were buried, but where
they died (hence haunted houses,
not haunted cemeteries). Apparently
the group was unaware of this, but
in the end it didn’t matter, since no
information came of it.
One psychic stated confidently
that the police already have the
DNA evidence they need to find
Baker’s murderer (which makes one
wonder why the group was needed
in the first place). The investigators
also claimed that Baker knew her
victim well, and that they had
communicated with Baker’s ghost. If
Baker knew her killer well, she
would presumably know his name,
address, and telephone number —
exactly the sort of information that
would be useful to police. Predictably, both psychics’ powers dimmed
on that subject, and instead they
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provided only the usual vague and
ambiguous information that may (or
may not) turn out to be true if and
when the killer is found.
The team concluded by giving
their information to police and
acting as if they had helped solve
the crime, when nothing of the sort
happened. The murderer has not
been caught and the crime remains
unsolved.
If the trio truly were trying to
solve the case (instead of simply
make entertaining television), it
seems odd that they would limit
themselves to only 24 hours of
“investigation” and supposedly
request that they not be given
information about the case. Real
detectives want as much information as possible, but on Haunting
Evidence this technique is meant to
impress the viewers when the team
“senses” information about the
murder that would have appeared
in news coverage or been obvious
from common sense. The information they come up with might seem
inexplicable — unless, of course,
they had spent a few minutes
looking into the case before they
showed up. If the psychics weren’t
sure where to look, they could have
consulted a memorial Web site for
the victim, www.TaraBaker.com,

which includes dozens of newspaper
stories detailing the crime. Tara’s
brother, in fact, later thanked me for
writing about the case and said that
the family did not believe the
psychics were useful at all. They
only participated in the show to
raise the stalled case’s profile.
In a way, Haunting Evidence will
be a good test case. If the team can
come up with new evidence (based
on psychic powers) that actually
brings a criminal to justice, it would
be the first in history, and revolutionize the criminal justice system.
If psychics can provide valid, reliable evidence that leads police to
bodies and suspects, they should be
in every police department. The
show may in fact end up helping
solve the crimes they feature—not
through psychic powers but simply
raising the crime’s profile and
encouraging the public to come
forward to help the stalled investigation.
Despite claims that police departments routinely use psychic
information in investigations, the
relationship between police and
psychics is an uneasy one. After all,
across the country hundreds of
professed psychics are arrested each
year for fraud and theft by deception, usually after taking money

from elderly victims in fortunetelling scams.
In the end, it is science, not
psychic powers, that has a proven
track record of success in solving
crimes. CourtTV’s slogan, which
appears in ads for Haunting Evidence, is “Seriously Entertaining.”
Yet the families of those murdered
are desperate to find justice, not
provide entertainment for CourtTV’s
audience. If psychic detectives can
really find missing persons and
want to help, they should be in the
hurricane-ravaged southern states,
where nearly two thousand people
are still missing from last season’s
disasters. Instead of helping these
families recover their loved ones,
psychics are busy not solving cold
cases on cable television shows.

Editor’s Note
Ben’s article is particularly appropriate, given the inexplicable decision of
the ABC to broadcast Psychic Investigators as a Summer replacement for
the science programme Catalyst.
More on this story elsewhere in this
issue.

Searching to Noah Vale
In this world there are things that
seem on the verge of being discovered every so often, yet never quite
materialize. The “Lost City” of
Atlantis, for example, has been
claimed to have been found at least
a half dozen times. One researcher
is pretty sure it is in Bolivia;
another says it is Antarctica; a
third claims that Bimini beachrock
may be from the lost civilization
(see Eugene Shinn’s article in the
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January/February 2004 Skeptical
Inquirer). So it is with Noah’s Ark.
The difference is, of course, that
the implications of Noah’s Ark
actually being found extend far
beyond archaeology. The weight of
all the paired animals in the world
is nothing compared to the religious
freight that the Ark carries.
The Ark story is implausible on
the face of it; there simply wouldn’t
be enough space on the boat to

accommodate two of every living
animal (including dinosaurs), along
with the food and water necessary
to keep them alive. Furthermore,
constructing a vessel of that size
would take hundreds of workers
months to complete, instead of the
eight people in forty days the Bible
describes. Still, Biblical literalists
— those who believe that proof of
the bible’s events remains to be
found — have spent lives and

fortunes trying to validate their
beliefs.
Before discussing the recent
claims regarding the whereabouts
of Noah’s vessel, a history of Ark
“finds” is instructive. Violet M.
Cummings is the author of several
books on Noah’s Ark, among them
Noah’s Ark: Fable or Fact? (1975),
in which she claimed that Noah’s
Ark was found on Turkey’s Mount
Ararat. According to the 1976 book
and film In Search of Noah’s Ark,
“there is now actual photographic
evidence that Noah’s Ark really does
exist.... Scientists have used satellites, computers, and powerful
cameras to pinpoint the Ark’s exact
location on Mt. Ararat.” This is a
rather remarkable claim, for
despite repeated trips to Mt. Ararat
over the past thirty years, the Ark
remains elusive. Undeterred by a
lack of evidence, in 1982 Cummings
issued a book titled, Has Anybody
Really Seen Noah’s Ark?, published
by Creation-Life Publishers. The
subtitle, “An Affirmative Definitive
Report,” hints at Cummings’s
conclusion.
Interest in Noah’s Ark resurfaced in February 1993, when CBS
aired a two-hour primetime special
titled, The Incredible Discovery of
Noah’s Ark. (Little did CBS know
that they were using incredible in
its accurate, proper meaning: “not
credible.”) As Ken Feder describes
in his book Frauds, Myths, and
Mysteries, the special “was a
hodgepodge of unverifiable stories
and misrepresentations of the
paleontological, archaeological, and
historical records.” It included the
riveting testimony of a George
Jammal, who claimed not only to
have personally seen the Ark on
Ararat but recovered a piece of it.
Jammal’s story (and the chunk of
wood he displayed) impressed both

CBS producers and viewers. Yet
Jammal was later revealed as a
paid actor who had never been to
Turkey and whose piece of the Ark
was not an unknown ancient
timber (identified in the Bible as
“gopher wood”) but instead modern
pine soaked in soy sauce and
artificially aged in an oven. Redfaced CBS, which had not done a
whit of fact-checking for their
much-hyped special, said that the
program was entertainment, not a
documentary.
So the matter stood until June
2006, when a team of archaeologists from the Bible Archaeology
Search and Exploration (B.A.S.E)
Institute, a Christian organization,
claimed to have found what they
believe is Noah’s Ark at 13,000 feet
in the Elburz mountains of Iran. “I
can’t imagine what it could be if it
is not the Ark,” said team member
Arch Bonnema. They brought back
pieces of stone they claim may be
petrified wood beams, as well as
video footage of the Ark (and by
“Ark” I mean a large dark rock
formation, which is of course
common on the mountain).
The team believes that, within
the rock formation, they can see
evidence of hundreds of massive
hand-hewn wooden beams laid out
in the presumed size of the Ark.
The Biblical archaeologists seem to
have experienced pareidolia; seeing
what they want to see in ambiguous patterns or images. Just as
religious people will see images of
Jesus or the Virgin Mary in toast,
stains, or clouds, they may also see
images of Noah’s Ark in stone cliffs.
(In New Mexico’s Sandia National
Forest there is a large rock formation called Battleship Rock, which
— from a certain angle — does
indeed look like a battleship. One
wonders what the B.A.S.E. team

would make of that.)
Other researchers remain
certain that the Ark is in fact on Mt
Ararat. Noah’s Ark enthusiasts are
therefore in the somewhat awkward position of deciding which (if
any) of several scientifically “definitive” Ark finds is the real one. The
real reason that all attempts to find
the Ark have failed is that the
searchers proceed unscientifically,
beginning with a conclusion (ie,
that the Ark exists) and working
backward looking for evidence to
support that hypothesis.
The B.A.S.E. claims, as with all
previous claims about finding the
Ark, have yet to be proven. Ultimately, it may not matter, because,
as founder Bob Cornuke states, “I
guess what my wife says my business is, we sell hope. Hope that it
could be true, hope that there is a
God.” Yet the question is not about
faith, hope, or God; the question is
if Noah’s Ark is real and has been
found. Like Atlantis, the Ark will
continue to be “found” by those
looking for it— whether it exists or
not.
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Article

The Mind and Mental Illness:

a Tale of Two Myths
This paper forms the basis of a
talk given by Prof Spillane to a
NSW Skeptics Dinner Meeting
during 2006

My aim in this paper is to ask if
there is such a thing as a mind, and
to argue that there is not. If there is
no such thing as a mind, then there
can be no illnesses of the mind, and
so no mental illness. If there is no
mental illness, there is no mental
health either.
The view that the mind and
mental illness are myths is neither
new nor rare. The case against the
mind and mental illness has been
argued by behaviourists, nominalists, positivists and existentialists.
Despite these critiques, the ideas of
the mind and mental illness continue
to have a strong hold on the public
imagination. Mental health professionals and government publications
even criticise sectors of the community for their confusion about the
‘facts’ of mental illness. My argument
is that there are no facts about
mental illness except that it is a
myth, based on the myth of the
mind, or ‘the ghost in the machine’.

Inventing the mind

Robert Spillane is a professor at the Macquarie
Graduate School of Management, Macquarie
University
Robert.Spillane@mgsm.edu.au
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The mind was not discovered, it was
invented. The story of the invention
of the mind begins with Homer
(about 800 BC) whose language in
the Iliad is dominated by verbs,
adjectives and adverbs. This is
because in Homer’s heroic society a
man is what he does — he is the sum
of his actions and there is no actor
pulling the strings of action, as it
were. Homer makes no distinction
between actor and action in the same
way in which we should make no

distinction between flash and lightning (since the flash is the lightning.) Homer’s characters act because their roles demand it — there
are no hidden depths, no unconscious
motives, no personality traits, no
hierarchy of psychological needs.
Homer has no conception of soul,
mind or psyche — and so no psychology or psychosomatic (mind/body)
processes. For Homer psyche means
‘breath’ and soma means ‘corpse’, so
‘psychosomatic’ in Homeric Greek
means breath/corpse interaction —
an absurdity.
Homer had no mental language.
He relies on external factors to
account for human action and
interpreted the ‘irrational’ elements
in human nature as an interference
by the gods with human life. We
must not suppose, however, that
these alien sources are spiritual.
Neither Homer nor any other early
Greek writer had a concept of ‘spiritual’. Psyche is not spiritual but is
composed of material which resides
in the body while the person is alive,
and at death flies down to Hades
through a bodily orifice. From there
it may be summoned to address the
living. The only recorded function of
psyche for living people is to leave
them at death. Psyche had, for
Homer, no mental function in the
living person: it is simply that whose
existence ensures that the person is
alive. Lacking the linguistic framework to distinguish between a
‘psychological’ function and a bodily
organ meant that psyche was felt as

a surge of power from within.
Homeric characters dream
because gods put something into to
them, they act angrily because they
are bothered by the external ‘angers’,
they are afraid of the enemy because
they lack menos in their bodies.
Warriors fill their breasts with fury,
Achilles fills the thymos in his breast
with power. In this way the Homeric
Greeks attributed behaviour to
(external) roles and (internal) bodily
organs — a biosocial, not a psychosocial, perspective. We continue this
tradition when we say: “He has a job
but his ‘heart’ is not in it, and he
lacks the ‘brains’ to succeed and the
‘guts’ to resign.”
Homer’s belief that human action
is initiated through the body by the
gods was to suffer a serious setback
to his followers when, in the 6th
Century BC, 54 of his 55 gods were
retrenched. The ancient Greeks then
needed a different way of explaining
human action, especially those
actions that violated social norms.
With the removal of the gods from
Mt Olympus, Homeric ‘psychology’
had to change radically. The obvious
solution to the problem was to
reverse causes — human action is
not externally caused, it is internally
caused. This led, in the time of the
pre-Socratic philosophers, to the
view that human action is caused by
psyche, which is that element of a
living creature which distinguishes it
from a dead one. Psyche is, therefore,
life. But Plato notoriously opposed
the psyche to the soma. He argued
that since the soma is mortal, the
psyche must be immortal. He has
Socrates say that a true philosopher
should turn away from his soma and
devote himself to his immortal
psyche. Accordingly, the lover of
truth will turn away from this world
and pursue ultimate truth in the
spiritual world through his psyche
alone. Just how this is accomplished
is never explained. I am reminded of
Frank Ramsey’s quip: “What you
can’t say, you can’t say, and you can’t
whistle it either.” Plato was, I believe, whistling what he couldn’t say
and so set the agenda for spiritual-

ists down the ages whose whistling
became ever more fantastic.
The first great transformation in
Western thinking is, then, a movement from Homer to Plato, from one
world to two. Something must have
been in the air in the 6th Century
BC because this is when the Buddha
in India, Zoroaster (Zarathustra) in
Persia and Isaiah in Palestine
preached a philosophy of two worlds.
After the 6th Century philosophers
and dramatists promoted the ‘two
world view’ — a physical world
infected by sense-defeating illusions
and the metaphysical world accessible to the ‘psyche’. They argued that
since the physical world of the body
is illusory, the metaphysical world of
the psyche is ‘real’. The key to
unlocking the secrets of the metaphysical world is the psyche which is
extolled in proportion as the body is
indicted. The mind is set to triumph
over the body.
Homer describes the world in
human terms: he does not concern
himself with a spiritual world or a
mysterious inner world of mental
events. Plato spiritualised Homer’s
naturalistic way of thinking (which
explains why he wanted the Iliad
banned from his Republic). From
Homer we have taken the view that
human action is caused by bodily
organs, notably the brain. From
Plato we have taken the view that
the essence of the human body is the
psyche, rendered in English as ‘soul’
or ‘mind’.

Cartesian dualism
Descartes (1596-1650) is known as
the father of modern philosophy
because he wrestled with the question: is there a place in a scientific,
mechanical world for faith and
freedom? His importance rests on
the fact that he faced the dilemma
introduced to European philosophy
by the conflict of scientific thought
with the religious worldview. He
was himself a devout Catholic and
was unwilling to relinquish belief in
the soul, while being an incisive
thinker in the scientific mode.
His belief in the soul was not

based on respect for the authority of
the Church nor on respect for the
wisdom of the ancients. But he did
accept the existence of innate ideas
such as those of God, time, space,
substance, motion and the fundamental geometrical axioms, holding
that these are not implanted by
experience but held with a certainty
that must be accounted for. On this
basis he was prepared to seek proofs
for the existence of the soul. On the
other side, he held without reservation the scientific viewpoint and its
leanings towards materialism. So he
held the central tenets of both the
religious and scientific worldviews
to be substantially true, and devoted
his thinking life to reconciling
them.
Descartes proposed that the body
is a machine and that its physiology
can be explained according to the
principles of physics. It is composed
of matter, which is extended substance. This doctrine opened the
way for the scientific approach to
physiology, especially through the
study of animals by vivisection because animals had no souls
according to theology and were, in
Christian terms, simply automata.
The soul, on the other hand, is
unitary, unextended and free. It
knows the perceptions which arise
in the body. It wills actions but once
having done so, the body runs them
off mechanically. The soul therefore
interacts with the body and
Descartes proposed the pineal gland
as the point of this interaction. This
imaginative bit of fiction actually
served very well to separate the soul
from the rest of the body, leaving the
matter to be viewed as a perfectly
mechanical contrivance on which
the freedom of the soul did not
intrude.
This doctrine that soul and body
are two quite different kinds of
entity which interact only in certain
special ways is known as Cartesian
Dualism. It should be emphasised
that Descartes was not a religious
heretic. He was not abolishing the
soul. What he did with his doctrine
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was to present the philosophical
world with a problem which as been
with it ever since, and bring into
relief a kind of duality which pervades life at all times. On the one
hand there is the material world in
which we live and the physical body
which we must maintain by physical
means; on the other hand is the
conviction held by many people that
they are something more than flesh,
bone and nerves. For Descartes the
soul must be what is left after the
body has been abstracted; for
materialists there is nothing left.
So far as the existence of the soul
is concerned, Descartes’ proofs are
summed up in the famous saying:
“Cogito ergo sum” - “I am thinking
therefore I exist.” He arrived at this
conclusion after resolving, in the
Discourse on Method, to accept
nothing as true which he did not
clearly recognise to be so: to accept
nothing in his judgements beyond
what presented itself clearly and
distinctly to him, so that he should
have no occasion to doubt it. Applying his method of Cartesian Doubt to seek for an internal truth after he
has systematically doubted everything, including his body - he
concluded that he could not doubt
that he is doubting, and since
doubting is a form of thinking, he
must exist because he is thinking.
He then asks the obvious question:
“What is this thing which doubts?”
Descartes concludes that he is a
soul (a thinking ‘thing’ that doubts,
understands, asserts, denies, wills,
feels and imagines), and he has a
body contingently attached to the
soul. But how does he get the soul
into the body? By assigning it the
function of thinking. In The Passions of the Soul he lays it down
that the soul exercises its functions
in a small part of the brain. Now
when the body dies, the brain
obviously perishes also but,
Descartes maintains, the soul as a
“substance closely joined to the
brain” is immortal and survives the
death of the body. So Descartes
completes his mission, which is to
locate the soul in the brain.
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From soul to mind
The modern concept of ‘mind’ as an
immaterial ‘thing’ - separate from
the body yet in communication with
it - is attributed to Descartes. Although this view is widely accepted
today, libertarian psychiatrist
Thomas Szasz has argued that it is
false, the product of a mistranslation. There is no French (or German)
noun corresponding to the English
‘mind’. Yet translators have employed ‘mind’ when Descartes used
the French word for soul. In The
Meaning of Mind Szasz argues,
rightly in my view, that it is a
mistake to blame Descartes for the
division of the human being into
body and mind and to name this
dichotomy ‘Cartesian’. Instead, it
would be more accurate to view him
as a pioneer neuromythologist, in
that he claimed to have discovered
evidence for locating the soul inside
the cranium.
Szasz points out that today ‘mind’
functions as both noun and verb. Yet
it was not always so. Before the 16th
Century people had souls, not minds.
‘Mind’ meant only minding (as in
‘mind the step’). As a noun, the
(scientific) mind resembles the
(religious) soul, although it is less
likely to be granted the ability to
survive bodily death. Mind - from the
Latin mens which meant intention or
will - is not a thing (material or
immaterial) but is an activity which
is reflected in its status as a verb.
Much confusion has resulted from
the unfortunate tendency to turn
verbs into abstract nouns, and then
treat the abstractions as if they are
concrete nouns. If mind is not an
entity ‘it’ cannot be in the brain or in
any other part of the body. And there
can be nothing ‘in’ the mind, such as
thoughts, feelings, wishes, memories.
We can conclude, therefore, that we
have no minds even though we mind;
how and what we mind is who we
are.
Because there is no observable
entity called ‘the mind’ we identify
the concept in terms of activities
which we attribute to it, notably
thinking. The ancients believed that
thinking is talking to oneself. So

Socrates says: “I describe thinking as
discourse - as a statement pronounced not aloud but silently to
oneself.” Mind is not brain, or psyche, but a person’s ability to have a
conversation with himself. Petrarch
(1304-1374) wrote: “The written,
spoken, contemplative word is the
true medicine for self-healing.”
Montaigne (1533-1592) wrote: “We
have a mind capable of turning in on
itself; it can keep itself company. It
talks to itself.” And Vico (1668-1744):
“The mind is the total of what a
person does and says.” According to
these philosophers, mind(edness) is a
moral and psychological concept and
not a ‘thing’ to be studied by biologists, neuroscientists, psychiatrists
and cognitive psychologists.
Minding is, therefore, the ability
to attend and adapt to one’s surroundings by using language to
communicate with others and with
oneself. Because we attribute this
ability only to intelligent beings,
minding implies moral agency which
we attribute to some, but not all,
persons. We do not attribute the
ability to mind to children or demented folk because they cannot
communicate by language. To be
recognised as minded is to be acknowledged as a moral agent, an
individual who is willing and able to
function as a responsible member of
society. And this assumes a capacity
to mind which we identify with the
capacity to think, which is the ability
to talk and listen to oneself. There is
an obvious connection, then, between
mindedness and language and since
reason is a function of both, so too is
unreason.
Descartes gives to physiology a
charter to study the body as a
physico-chemical machine, to psychology a basis for continuing to
believe in the existence of the soul
(now thought of as a mind), to
philosophy the problem of mind/body
interaction, and to psychiatry the
problem of dealing with illnesses of
the mind - ‘mental illnesses’.

The myth of mental illness
If there is no such thing as a mind,
there can be no illnesses of the mind.

The notions of ‘mental health’ and
‘mental illness’ are, therefore, profoundly problematic. The problematic nature of mental illness has
been revealed in two ways: (a) by
critical analysis of its logical status;
and (b) by critical analysis of its
empirical status. The logical status
of mental illness is problematic
because illness affects only the body
and since the mind is not a bodily
organ, it follows that the mind
cannot be ill. Mental illness is,
therefore, an oxymoron. Since logical
impossibility entails empirical
impossibility the debate should end
here. But a feature of the mental
illness literature is its startling
insensitivity to language and logic.
The most obvious example is the
popular view that illnesses of the
‘mind’ are, in fact, illnesses of the
brain. If so, they are bodily illnesses
and not mental illnesses and the
category ‘mental illness’ is selfcontradictory and redundant. Either
way, mental illness is a myth
The empirical status of mental
illness is problematic because the
authors of DSM IV TR admit that
“no definition adequately specifies
precise boundaries for the concept of
‘mental disorder’.” They add: “Although this volume is titled “Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders” the term ‘mental
disorder’ unfortunately implies a
distinction between ‘mental’ and
‘physical’ disorders that is a
reductionistic anachronism of mind/
body dualism.” And so it is. But the
authors then embrace this dualism
when they assert: “A compelling
literature documents that there is
much ‘physical’ in ‘mental’ disorders
and much ‘mental’ in ‘physical’
disorders. Had they been logical in
their reasoning they would have
concluded that there are bodily
illnesses and there are
(mis)behaviours (misleadingly called
‘mental disorders’). They could then
have dispensed with ‘mind’ and
‘mental’ entirely. But this would
raise embarrassing questions about
why we call misbehaviours illnesses
that require medical treatment.

Misbehaviours are called ‘mental
disorders’ even though there are no
objective, medical tests by which
they can be diagnosed. Diagnoses of
‘mental disorder’ are, therefore,
putative, i.e. they are not real
diagnoses. And so we encounter in
DSM IV such ‘mental disorders’ as:
academic disorder, binge-eating
disorder, disruptive behaviour
disorder, expressive language disorder, gender-identity disorder, mathematics disorder, phase of life disorder, rumination disorder, written
expression disorder, and many more
examples of the medicalisation of
moral problems in living.
Faced with illogicalities, lack of
empirical evidence and linguistic
confusion, the “National Mental
Health Strategy” (NMHS) website
claims: “Mental health is about
balance (sic) in our thoughts, feelings, behaviour and relationships
with others.” Who determines
‘balance’ and on what criteria? It
should be obvious that ‘thoughts and
feelings’ cannot be studied objectively - they are inferences from
behaviour, generally communications, and often complaints.
‘Thoughts’ and ‘feelings’ are abstract
nouns which are reified as concrete
nouns. People do not have ‘thoughts’
and ‘feelings’ like they have colds;
they communicate their thinking and
their feelings to others. Diagnoses
are based on these communications
and since their evaluation is based
on some moral code, diagnoses of
mental illnesses are based also on
that moral code. In short, bodily
illnesses are diagnosed on objective
medical criteria; mental illnesses are
diagnosed on subjective moral
criteria.
Following the publication of
Virchow’s book, Cellular Pathology in
1858, the standard scientific measure of illness became bodily lesion,
objectively identifiable by anatomical, histological or other physicochemical observation or measurement. Yet the NMHS website, which
purports to inform the public of “the
myths, misunderstandings and facts
about mental illness”, asserts:

(a) mental illnesses “are just like any
other: heart disease, diabetes,
asthma.” This is patently false since
they are not, and cannot be, diagnosed
on the basis of objective signs. If they
were diagnosed objectively, they
would be bodily illnesses. People do
not catch a mental illness, they do not
pass a mental illness to another, they
do not have inoculations against a
mental illness, autopsies do not identify a mental illness.
(b) “The causes of mental illness are
unclear.” True, if there is no mental
illness there is no cause of that illness.
Yet it is frequently and incorrectly
asserted that schizophrenia, for example, is due to chemical imbalances in
the brain. Exactly which chemical is
the culprit is rarely stated although
there are many candidates which fall
in and out of favour as the fashions
change. For many years it was
dopamine (now totally discredited)
while others compete for supremacy.
(c) “A predisposition to some mental
illnesses, such as schizophrenia, can
run in families.” True again, but
speaking English also runs in families.
(d) “Many other factors can contribute to the onset of mental illness in
people with a predisposition such as
stress, bereavement, relationship
breakdown, child abuse, unemployment, social isolation and times of
accidents and life-threatening illness.” No one would deny the suffering that such problems cause people,
but does such suffering qualify them
as candidates for an illness and associated medical treatments? Many people with such problems suffer from
social, economic and moral problems
and they should be treated as moral
agents, not as medical patients. It is
also an historical fact that many of
those labelled ‘mentally ill’ deny they
are ill, do not want to be in the presence of doctors and refuse medication.
These refusals are often used as further ‘evidence’ of their mental illness.
(e) “Research has shown that most
people cannot correctly recognise
mental disorders” (but mental health
professionals can?) “and do not under-
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stand the meaning of psychiatric
terms.” But this may reflect genuine
and well-meaning concern about the
pretensions of psychiatry and the base
rhetoric it employs to stigmatise people whose behaviour annoys or offends
others.
(f) “Because those with a mental illness can experience disruption of their
normal thoughts and feelings, their
behaviour may seem odd, annoying or
unpredictable.” How do the authors of
such tendentious assertions evaluate
‘disruption of normal thoughts and
feelings’? Furthermore, the authors do
not canvas the possibility that the odd,
annoying or unpredictable behaviour
is frequently the ‘basis’ for the diagnosis of mental illness.
In The Myth of Mental Illness
Thomas Szasz argues that mental
illness is a metaphor: minds can be
sick only in the way that jokes can be
sick. It follows that mental illness is
not something people have, but is
something they do or say. Szasz
concludes that “mental illness is a
myth whose function is to disguise
and thus render more palatable the
bitter pill of moral conflicts in
human relations.” On Szasz’s view
madness is a form of mutiny, insanity a kind of insubordination. He
believes that the metaphors of
mental illness function as euphemisms for moral problems in living,
as excuses for crime and misbehaviour, as stigmata for invalidating
adversaries and as medico-legal
fictions. When obesity, gambling,
self-starvation, murder and drugtaking are called illnesses alongside
diabetes, tuberculosis and syphilis,
the category ‘illness’ becomes perfectly elastic, accommodating virtually anything one wants to place in
it, including metaphorical illnesses.
To logically minded folk this is
merely amusing but it becomes
especially serious when children are
drawn into this net of semantic
confusions and base rhetoric. A
worrying example is the invention of
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD) which was voted
into existence by a show of hands at
a 1987 meeting of the American
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Psychiatric Association. Six million
American children are being forced
to take a cocaine-like drug for this
‘mental disorder’. The mass drugging
of children — a crime against humanity — has spread around the
world.
The myth of the mind generated
the myth of mental illness, in which
there is a certain irony. The mind
was to be the source of human
freedom and responsibility. Mental
illness is the source of unfreedom
and non-responsibility. The mind is a
metaphor and mental illness is
metaphorical illness which we
literalise at our peril. If moral
problems are re-defined as mental
illnesses, notions of right and wrong,
freedom and responsibility are
replaced by notions of healthy and
sick, unfreedom and non-responsibility. The progressive medicalisation of
moral behaviour (which is a conspicuous feature of life in the 21st
Century) produces a society in which
individuals are labelled as victims of
their brain chemistry, not as moral
agents. A consequence of these
efforts is the undermining of the
notions of personal responsibility. A
mind/brain cannot be held responsible for murder.

Conclusion
I conclude with brief answers to the
questions presented for discussion at
the conference — Mind and its
Potential.
Q: Is mind merely a product of the
body, a random act of nature?
A: There is no such thing as a mind.
We are minded because we can speak
to ourselves.
Q: Is mind the product of a creator god,
an intelligent designer?
A: There is no empirical evidence for
an intelligent designer.
Q: Does mind come from a previous
mind, i.e. reincarnation?
A: There are no (previous) minds. And
reincarnation is another myth.
Q: What are the logical arguments for
and against mind?

A: I have rehearsed the main philosophical arguments above. Valid logical arguments do not entail empirical
truth. The logical arguments for the
existence of mind are only as strong
as their premises, which are dubious.
There is no empirical evidence for
mind (or for mental illness either).
Q: Will it ever be possible for science
to prove which is correct or is it just a
matter of faith?
A: If science could prove the existence
of mind, it would not be mind - it
would be a body structure or process.
The mind is a secular version of the
soul and is a matter of faith, ie, a belief with no empirical support.
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Forum

The Real Dangers of Alternatives
Many members of the public seem to
have the impression that “alternative” personal advice practitioners
such as kinesioligists, psychics,
naturopaths, homeopaths and astrologers do little harm. Even hardened
skeptics may not understand the
extent of harm that can be done by
these people. If however one reads,
for example, psychic columns in
women’s magazines and the like, it is
evident that they are involved in
providing “advice” about very serious
life decisions.
Examples of the questions dealt
with are diverse. These include
serious questions such as whether a
husband is cheating on a wife, or to
terminate a relationship, whether to
move houses, change jobs or move to
another city, whether there will be
future financial problems or whether
the current ones will be solved and
whether one has a serious medical
problem or is likely to be cured of an
existing one, to name but a few. All of
this advice is given with the practitioner having little or no background
of the situation and not necessarily
having met any involved parties. The
consequences of the advice provided
can greatly affect one’s personal
relationships, finances, career and
health.
Most conventional professionals
involved in such areas have high
levels of training derived from scientific, technical and moral principles
which are subject to constant peer
review and additionally are often
under the surveillance of professional
associations or government regulatory agencies. Alternative practitioners have no such training or oversight
and no independently proven record
of success.
The consequences of following
“alternative” approaches to life
problems can be disastrous. I personally know of a case involving extensive intra-family conflict which
included serious psychological,
psychiatric, financial and medical

issues in which one party relied
heavily for advice upon psychics,
kinesiologists (who also practiced
remote “healing” of individuals
without their knowledge or consent),
irresponsible conventional medical
practitioners performing non-proven
intravenous vitamin and mineral
therapies, naturopathic and homeopathic potions of various kinds, New
Age affirmations and other practices.
The financial cost of all these practices was also significant.
The result of the alternative
advisers’ advice was that there was
no positive discernable improvement
in the family situation. Indeed, the
situation became progressively worse,
ending up in court with restraining
orders, complete disruption of lifestyle and the break up of what was
once a close-knit family.
It might have been more appropriate to employ conventional medical,
psychological, psychiatric and other
practitioners which would have likely
been far cheaper, more efficient and
more effective. Indeed, even a family
conference mediated by a mutually
trusted friend or community member
might well have been better. Of
course, this is not to say that the
party resorting to this advice was
responsible for what happened, but it
appears that the advice obtained was
not effective.
So upset was I due to my emotional involvement in the aforementioned case that I became sleepless
and watched late night TV — only to
discover televangelists claiming to
have cured people of diseases such as
bone cancer, even though it is illegal
in Australia to falsely claim an ability
to cure cancer. The damage these
people cause is very real and the
victims are not just relieved of a few
hard-earned dollars, the harm can be
fatal.
In the case of alternative practitioners, they are under no requirement to either demonstrate the
efficacy of their advice, nor are they

responsible for it (at least there
seems to have been little activity in
the courts suing such people for fraud
or negligence). In addition, they
frequently charge more for this
advice than highly trained conventional professionals. For example a
prominent US psychic charges
US$600 for a one hour session and in
Australia 1900 phone line psychics
charge $5 to $6 per minute (up to
$360 per hour). Very few conventionally trained professionals, no matter
how well trained, can claim these
sort of fees.
Further harm is done because it
appears that those people who rely
most on such practitioners are those
that seem least able to afford it. The
freedom from responsibility of these
“professionals” is quite distinct from
that governing regular practitioners
such as psychologists, psychiatrists,
doctors, financial and career advisers, who are all considered to be
responsible for the advice they give
and who can, and have, been sued
when their advice is deemed to be
inappropriate. Additionally, state or
professional body licensing applies to
many such professionals and can be
and is withdrawn for a variety of
transgressions.
Whilst I am not advocating any
more government regulation and I
strongly believe in the principles of
caveat emptor, I do believe that these
alternative practitioners should be
held responsible for their advice and
that the common law practice of tort
should apply to them. The first
alternative practitioner sued for
providing inappropriate advice on a
major life decision may make the
others sit up and take notice.

The author of this piece, DM, is
known to us, but for personal reasons prefers to remain anonymous.
Ed
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Alien Abductions:
Why People Believe
A calm look at a disturbing
phenomenon

Martin Bridgstock is the inaugural winner of
the Australian Skeptics Prize for Critical
Thinking.
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Abducted: How people come to
believe they were abducted by
aliens. Susan A. Clancy: Cambridge, Mass. Harvard University
Press. 2004. (A$44.95)

Alien abductees are all around us.
A recent experience brought this
home to me. A student on my
skepticism course was giving a
seminar on alien abductions. She
revealed that she had been drafting her seminar on a university
computer when another student
had glanced at the screen. He then
introduced himself as an alien
abductee. Later in the seminar, the
student revealed that her aunt was
an abductee, and had an entire
room devoted to abduction materials. The student was skeptical, and
rather embarrassed about it all.
Millions of people now claim to
have been abducted by aliens, and
a large proportion of the population
seems to believe their claims.
Ridiculing the claims in general,
and debunking some of them in
detail, does not work. We need to
understand what is going on, and
Susan Clancy’s book is a valuable
first step in this direction.
Clancy used to be a run-of-themill Harvard psychologist, before
aliens entered her life. Her research involved giving electric
shocks to drunken men, and taking
assorted measurements. As she
says, this gave her an unusual set
of skills:

I had to be able to mix drinks, attach
electrodes, inflict pain, measure blood
alcohol levels, and tactfully yet effectively slap away frisky men
Clancy (2004:15)

Manufacturing false memories
This was not very rewarding. So
when the chance of something more
interesting came up, Clancy jumped
at it. Essentially, she found a word
test which might pinpoint people
who manufactured false memories1,
and then she applied it to women
who claimed to have recovered
memories of childhood abuse. Sure
enough, women who claimed to have
been abused scored higher on the
test.
Clancy published her results,
and the abuse rolled in. The whole
recovered-memory area is fraught
with conflict. Any result from
research is interpreted as being an
attack on, or a defence of, entrenched positions. Advisers indicated that Clancy’s professional
prospects were in doubt because of
the enmity. So she looked for
another application for the falsememory-proneness test. Who, she
wondered, would have such absurd
beliefs that they could not possibly
be genuine? Of course, alien
abductees!
So Clancy advertised in a
number of newspapers for people
who had been abducted by aliens.
She also went to an abductees’

convention, and eventually was
able to test eleven such people,
and to compare these with people
who thought they’d been abducted, but had no memories, and
a control group. And, yes, it
worked. People with memories of
alien abduction were more likely
to have false memories on
Clancy’s word-test.
Of course, this does not mean
that alien abductees are crazy.
They are more prone to develop
false memories, and seem generally more fantasy-prone than the
general population2. However,
many of them can function perfectly well in daily life.
Probably skeptics could work
this out for themselves. They
could also probably predict that
the alien abductees would be
outraged by Clancy’s results, and
would interpret them as an attack
on the whole idea of alien abductions. This happened. Where
Clancy’s book is really valuable is
when she goes beyond her research
results. After all, she has worked
with alien abductees for a considerable length of time, and has a good
idea of what they think and why.
This is where her book enters new
territory for skeptics. Clancy has a
great deal of insight into what it is
like to be an alien abductee, and
why people might believe it has
happened to them. Her statistics
and experiments are useful, her
understanding is exceptional.

Reality of personal experience
For one thing, there is the sheer
brute reality of some personal
experiences. Often, the triggering
event is an experience of sleep
paralysis. This is perfectly well
understood by psychologists, but not
by the general population. Apparently about 20% of the population
may experience sleep paralysis at
some time or other. It is a terrifying
experience. Clancy, who has had
such an experience, describes it
vividly:

others are not. Authors like John
Mack and Whitley Strieber are
important in providing this link,
and there are the abduction films
and television programmes as
well.
When you’re looking for the cause of
an anomalous experience, your
search is limited to the set of explanations you’ve actually heard of. For
most of us, the set of possible explanations is far from complete. We’re
unaware of the prevalence of sleep
paralysis, sexual dysfunction, anxiety disorders, perceptual aberrations, chemical imbalances, memory
lapses, and psychosomatic pain. But
our set of possible explanations does
include alien abduction, because everyone knows about aliens and their
modus operandi (they come in the
night, fill you with terror, kidnap
you, and erase your memories).
In the middle of the night, you suddenly wake up. You’re wide awake.
You open your eyes and try to get up,
but you can’t. You’re on your back,
completely paralysed. There is a sinister presence in your room. Then you
hear something. Footsteps? Something is padding softly through the
room. Your heart is pounding and you
try to scream, but you can’t. Whatever
is in the room moves closer. Then it’s
on top of you, crushing your chest. You
glance to the left and see small shadowy forms in the corner. Your muscles are clenched and you’re aware of
electric sensations shooting through
your body. Then the sensations stop.
The experience passes and you can
move again. Your heart rate slowly
subsides and you begin breathing
normally.
Clancy (2005: 48)
Obviously, this is terrifying,
even if you know what it going on
and why. It’s a brute physical
experience, which naturally leaves
the sufferer wondering what happened. And why do people interpret
their experiences as alien abductions? Often, thinks Clancy, because
that explanation is available, while

Clancy (2005:38)
For most abductees, the belief in
their abduction grows slowly over
time. They are faced with personal
experiences which they cannot
explain. Perhaps other evidence
piles up: strange feelings and
thoughts, bad experiences in their
lives, poor health, general dissatisfaction. Eventually a conviction
may form that an abduction has
taken place, and memories may – or
may not – follow. It is always slow.
As Clancy puts it
No one goes to bed totally uninterested in aliens and wakes up screaming “Oh my God, I was just abducted
by aliens!”
Clancy (2005:63)
Well yes, you may say, but isn’t it
absurd to interpret experiences in
this way? Isn’t it stacking a whole
mass of interpretation on a few
subjective experiences? It is indeed,
but another piece of the puzzle is
that abductees simply don’t reason
in the same way as skeptics. I don’t
think Clancy started out as particularly skeptical, but she had picked
up many of the principles from her
psychological training, and was at
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first quite confused by her encounters with abductees.
I felt as though these people and I
only seemed to speak the same language. We used the some words but
with different meanings. To them,
“evidence” meant anecdotes . . . coincidences . . . and feelings. To me, “evidence” meant one thing: objective external validation. Show me an alien
and I’ll believe they exist.
Clancy (2005: 26-27)

Complex theory
There is a good deal more to Clancy’s
theory, but it should be clear that is
quite complex and sophisticated.
Essentially, particular types of
people have certain types of experience, and interpret them in ways
that are available to them. There is
nothing pre-ordained about the
process, but, in the end, it produces
substantial numbers of people who
believe they have been abducted by
aliens, and a minority who report
that they can remember the experience. And, because these people don’t
subscribe to anything like skeptical
principles — they are trying to make
sense of what has happened to them
— it is almost impossible to argue
them out of the belief.
To some skeptics, this may
sound pretty discouraging. If alien
abduction beliefs are the result of
widespread experiences, interpreted in the light of best-selling
(though silly) books and television
shows, then what chance does a
small band of skeptics have of
making any impression? Especially
since these believers seem to be
impervious to the normal arguments of reason.
It may not be that bad. If
Clancy is right — and her explanations make a lot of sense — then
there seem to be a couple of useful
things that skeptics can do. First,
since there seems to be a widespread ignorance of basic principles of analysing evidence, we
should try to ensure that these are
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taught wherever possible. Lynne
Kelly’s recent book is one example
of what can be done. My own little
course at Griffith University is
another3. Once people understand
some basic rules of thinking about
evidence, the chance of emerging
as a full-fledged alien abductee are
much reduced. Second, and less
clearly, it seems possible that there
are experiences which are ‘paranormal belief triggers’. These are
experiences which people can have
and which may set them on course
to believe in some paranormal
claim or other. David Marks has
pointed to one of these, in his
analysis of amazing coincidences4.
Another of these triggers may be
suggested by Clancy. Sleep paralysis is a terrifying experience which
few people understand. It may well
set many people on the path to
believing in alien abductions.
If we skeptics can make a list of
these paranormal belief triggers,
we can devote some effort to making sure they are widely understood, and so lessen their impact.
I enjoyed Clancy’s book greatly.
It is valuable on several different
levels. First, it summarises a great
deal of useful psychological research, which skeptics need to
know about. Second, it gives a
vivid picture of exactly how and
why a person comes to believe they
have been abducted. Third, it gives
some useful hints about the best
ways in which skeptics can go
about tackling this new paranormal plague.

Notes
1. This test is rather misleadingly
called
the
Deese-RoedigerMcDermott paradigm. A list of words
is presented to the subject. The words
all imply an absent word (eg sour,
sugar, candy, bitter all imply sweet).
Some people then report that the
absent, but implied, word was actually there.

2. This isn’t entirely original. Michael
Thalbourne, a (non-skeptical) Australian psychologist (he believes in
ESP) has come up with evidence for
‘transliminality’, a related concept.
3. Not so little any more. This year,
enrolment rose to 80.
4. You will probably recognise instances of these coincidences. You are
thinking of someone and the phone
rings. It’s the person. Or, you are
travelling to work and you think of a
friend, who you have not seen for
years. You arrive at work and there,
outside your workplace, is that very
person!
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Seeking Reality
The Road to Reality A Complete
Guide to the Laws of the Universe;
Roger Penrose. Vintage, 2004
Hardback, 1140 pages.
There is inherent irony in the subtitle
of this book. Roger Penrose is an
unrelenting critic of String Theory
and its proponents who believe they
are on the verge of finishing the
physics textbook.
Penrose has punted this book at a
fairly wide readership. He implies
that a reader with with a fear of
mathematics might take to the gentle
pace of the his elucidation. I rather
think that Penrose’s whirlwind
narrative from Pythagoras to complex
manifolds, tensors and gauge theory
in the first four hundred pages is
more like a Ludovico treatment to
ingrain fear and nausea of mathematics. Having one’s eyelids fastened
open to the strains of Beethoven’s
Ninth is perhaps the appropriate way
to read this book. Survivors of
Penrose’s crash course in abstract
mathematics are treated to an even
denser exposition on the development
of modern physics that forms the bulk
of the text.
It is perhaps more revealing to
describe what I got out of this book
than to describe its contents in any
piecemeal way. I have a degree in
mathematics, but I’m more disposed

Chris Guest is a software developer. After six
beers he ia also an expert in theoretical physics.

to logic and number theory than the
mystery of manifolds or theoretical
physics. Before a final exam on
Relativity Theory I made sure I could
spell ‘Schwarzschild’ because I knew I
needed all the marks that I could get.
The section on Complex Numbers
is among the most lucid parts of the
book. It includes a few gems such as
Lambert’s sphere of imaginary radius,
that predates the Hyperbolic geometry of Bolyai and Lobachevsky.
Perhaps complex mathematics is
given such an elegant elucidation
because of its centrality to the
Twistor Theory that Penrose advocate
in preference String Theory. The
treatment of Pythagoras and
Platonism was interesting, as were
Penrose’s vivid depictions of the
physics of Aristotle, Galileo and
Newton that laid the foundation to
the more challenging ideas of
Minkowskian geometry. However,
important topics such as manifolds
and tensors were introduced with
frightening brevity when they played
such a crucial part in the physical
theories. I got the impression that
Penrose began the book with the
intent of introducing ideas at a gentle
rate, but his pace changed as he
started to wonder if he would live to
finish this book. (He says in the
preface that he spent eight years
writing it).
I have read many popular books
on mathematics that surpass The
Road to Reality in comprehensibility,
though few authors have had the
audacity to attempt such a vast and
comprehensive tract as this. While I
don’t feel that I have the complete
understanding of the Laws of the
Universe that I had hoped for, I am
inclined to learn more about Spinors
and Twistor Theory, thanks to the
tantalising glimpse that this book has
given me.
Roger Penrose is exceptionally
modest and it might easily escapes
the casual reader’s attention that he
was responsible for many of the

theoretical discoveries that feature in
the book such as the foundations of
Twistor Theory, work on singularies
in General Relatitivity and Aperiodic
Tiling. The schematic representations
of Minkowskian spacetime used
throughout the book are actually
called “Penrose diagrams”. The
‘birdtrack’ tensorial notations also
appear to be a Penrose innovation. As
a personal touch Penrose has eschewed tools like Mathematica, in
favour of his own hand drawn diagrams, including a fanciful ‘Phase
Space representation of the Creation’.
Many skeptics will be aware of
Roger Penrose as the author of
notorious theories of dualism espoused in popular science books such
as The Emperor’s New Mind and
Shadows of the Mind that speculate
about the interplay of quantum
gravitational effects and our neurophysiological makeup in order to
explain consciousness. Quantum
Gravity makes an appearance in this
work too — Penrose holdes strong
hopes for a future theory of quantised
gravitation to provide a deterministic
explanation of quantum state space
reduction, which he calls ‘Objective
Reduction Theory’. Fortunately the
reader is given clear warnings when
Penrose is deviating from the orthodoxy and he proposes a falsifiability
criterian for Objective Reduction
Theory to counter accusations that he
is embarking on a metaphysical
speculation.
This multiplicity of views is one of
this books many strengths. By
outlining many of the strands of
thought that constitute the ‘state of
play’ in theoretical physics, the reader
gains a more nuanced and
contextualised understanding of the
emerging physical theories that they
might encounter in the popular
science press.
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Against Belief
An old argument put with
characteristic clarity

Rob Hardy is a US based psychiatrist and a
regular reviewer for the Skeptic
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The God Delusion, Richard
Dawkins; Bantam 2006
“I seem somehow to have acquired a
reputation for pugnacity toward
religion.” So writes the world’s most
admired famous atheist, Richard
Dawkins. He maintains that he
doesn’t like debates and he doesn’t
thrive on confrontation, but that title
will not convince anyone that he is
avoiding confrontation: “If you believe in God,” the title seems to say,
“you are deluded.”
There is no compromise in these
chapters; when Dawkins sees a false
doctrine or faulty reasoning, he
marshals the considerable power of
his accessible writing and measured
polemics. He does explain, “I shall
not go out of my way to offend, but
nor shall I don kid gloves to handle
religion any more gently than I
would handle anything else.” He has
never before written a book to
convert anyone to his way of thinking about religion. (However, this
book is dedicated to the memory of
the creator of The Hitchhiker’s Guide
to the Galaxy, Douglas Adams, who
read Dawkins’s earlier books on
evolution and became an atheist as a
result. Dawkins writes about him
fondly here, as “possibly my only
convert”.)
This book sets out to change
people’s minds. It will be interesting
to see what an effect it has. Jerry
Falwell is not going to read it and
suddenly realize he has been in the
wrong business all these years, and
it is hard to imagine any of his camp
even picking up a book with such a
title. No one from the Taliban (fundamentalists Dawkins frequently
compares in degree with some
Christians) is going to be swayed by
it. Those who are already atheists

will find entertaining arguments to
confirm them in their own position,
and so will agnostics (although
Dawkins feels that while agnosticism
might be an appropriate stance on
some questions where the evidence is
not in, the probability of a God is so
small that it is best to be strongly on
the atheism side of the spectrum of
disbelief).
I highly recommend this book to
anyone of any religious belief who
cannot conceive how anyone else
could live without religion; such
readers will find much to think about
here. Dawkins is funny at times
(even when it is obvious he has an
“How can they possibly believe that?”
exasperation), always clear, often
gentle, seldom angry, and generally
persuasive, although quite possibly
there will be few who are persuaded.
Dawkins rationally sets out to
discuss the arguments put forward
for the existence of a God. Some of
the proofs asserted by Thomas
Aquinas involve an artificial end to
an infinite regress (there can be no
God as a first cause of everything,
because if you go back to all the
causes of every effect and conclude
that God is the first cause, it is
wrong to stop without answering the
question “What is the cause of
God?”).
Aquinas’s Teleological Argument
is the famous Argument from Design: all the complex creation around
us seems to be designed, so there
must be a designer. This also gets to
an infinite regress, with something
as complex as such a designer
requiring a designer of his own. It is
also the argument which impressed
the young Charles Darwin, who was
eventually to show that design didn’t
take a tinkering designer: “There has
probably never been a more devastat-

ing rout of popular belief by clever
reasoning than Charles Darwin’s
destruction of the argument from
design.” Naturally, being a biologist
who has written extensively on this
theme, Dawkins gives a full chapter
and more to just how badly the
Argument from Design can be
contrasted with the idea that evolution quite sufficiently produces the
appearance of design.
Dawkins goes on to dismiss the
ontological argument, Pascal’s
Wager, and the argumentthat religion has appealed to admired scientists (although he makes sure we
know that every time Einstein talked
about God, he deliberately did not
mean any sort of personal God but
rather the structure of nature). He
even counters Stephen Unwin’s
estimation of the likelihood of God’s
existence using probability theory,
and dismisses it as “quite agreeably
funny”.
Believers have come up with many
such proofs, and none of them are
watertight. People do not come to
believe in God, however, because of
some sort of logical proof, but almost
always because they are brought up
that way. The fundamentalist Christian only would have to have been
born in, say, Iran, to have been a
fundamentalist Muslim.
Dawkins feels that it is nothing
short of abuse to indoctrinate children
into a feeling about religion. Ideas
about God are, to say the least,
complex, and children cannot make
choices on the matter until they are
older. It would be silly to say that one
child is a Marxist, another a Monetarist, and another a Keynesian, yet
children are as ill equipped to judge
religious philosophies as they are to
judge economic ones.
Dawkins has said that he has not
brought his own daughter up as an
atheist, but of course he has emphasized logic and science to her. She
can make up her own mind about a
religious conversion as an adult, and
perhaps she has never gotten the
idea that he was pushing atheism.
This, however, is hard to believe, at
least as hard as thinking that
parents are going to stop raising

children in their own faiths anytime
soon.
He does allow that religious
education is part of literary culture,
and cites with some glee (well, he
says, “even I am taken a little aback”)
surveys which show that Americans,
in a nation that is dramatically more
religious than others, two-thirds did
not know who gave the Sermon on
the Mount and three-quarters did
not know the name of any Old
Testament prophet. He is enthusiastic about the King James Bible as a
literary standard, and insists that it
should be part of everyone’s education as a foundation for understanding literary culture. Atheists can
“give up belief in God while not
losing touch with a treasured heritage.”
But they can’t read the book
without dropping their jaws at its
absurdities, if Dawkins’s reading is
any guide. The story of the human
and animal genocide escaped by
Noah and his family Dawkins finds
“appalling”. He is dismayed by the
bloodthirsty massacres which are
directed by God and pleasing to him.
He can’t find the New Testament
much better, describing the central
Christian doctrine of atonement as
“vicious, sado-masochistic, and
repellent”. After listing many such
dismal stories, he wonders, “Do those
people who hold up the Bible as an

inspiration to moral rectitude have
the slightest notion of what is actually written in it?”
Dawkins certainly believes that
we should not get our morals from
scripture, but more importantly, that
we do not get our morals from
scripture. There is a consensus on
right and wrong that is surprisingly
wide, and has little connection to
what church you attend or avoid.
The majority of us, for instance, do
not cause needless suffering, and we
believe in free speech, no matter
what holy books we hold dear. He is
impressed that while religion has
been saying the same thing for
centuries, there is an improving
moral zeitgeist over those centuries
independent of religion that has, say,
made slavery (at least as it used to
be practiced) unthinkable or has
brought out non-violent civil disobedience as a tool for social advancement.
Dawkins has an engaging passion
for his life and the world he inhabits.
Toward the end of the book, he
quotes his lamented friend Douglas
Adams: “The fact that we live at the
bottom of a deep gravity well, on the
surface of a gas-covered planet going
around a nuclear fireball ninety
million miles away and think this to
be normal is obviously some indication of how skewed our perspective
tends to be.” Dawkins is clearly
delighted by nature and the human
ability to understand it scientifically.
He also has reverence (I don’t think
he’d mind that word) for the mysteries that we cannot intuitively comprehend, like the oddities of quantum theory or speed of light travel.
He has irreverence for those who rely
on the supernatural to give them a
sense of joy or love, but it is clear
that anyone who insists that life
would be empty or meaningless
without belief in God can’t use
Dawkins as an example.
This book will be delightful
reading for nonbelievers, and a
challenge for others. It is a personal
manifesto of appealing clarity and
passion.

the Skeptic, Summer 2006

57

Review

Before Darwin
The argument is older than
you think

Rob Hardy, op cit
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Before Darwin: Reconciling God
and Nature; Keith Thomson. Yale
University Press.

Caught up in our own times, we
can easily be deceived into thinking
that the battle between those who
view the Bible as literally true and
the scientists who come up with
demonstrations that it is not is
something that started sometime
around the Scopes trial. We might
push back and concede that the
controversy began with Darwin and
his famous theory, but this is
wrong, too. The battle between
Galileo and the church had been
fought centuries before (the church
nominally won, to its shame), and
then Christianity versus science
was stilled, but it wasn’t Darwin
who reactivated it.
For 200 years before Darwin,
scientists and philosophers had
faced the difficulties that Enlightenment thinking had brought for
those who thought the Bible literally true. In Before Darwin, Keith
Thomson has given the history of
the conflict before Darwin’s Theory
of Evolution was proposed and
became the cornerstone of biology.
He examines thinking on both sides
of the issue, and is fair to both;
after all, science came up with
flawed evaluations for, say, the age
of the Earth or for heredity, and the
clerics came up with explanations
that only seem absurd with the
hindsight we have the luxury of
displaying from the twenty-first
century.
It is a great story of a march
toward eventual understanding,

full of odd personalities and dramatic events. It ends up, indeed,
with the famous debate between
“Soapy Sam” Wilberforce and
“Darwin’s Bulldog” T. H. Huxley in
1860, a debate that occurred within
the Oxford University Museum.
Thomson has been the director of
this museum, as well as a Professor
of Natural History, so his qualifications to tell this story are exemplary.
Thomson covers especially the
controversy within England (although it was hot throughout
Europe) because contributing to it
were many Englishmen on both
sides. Part of the reason for this is
that English clerics had a tradition
of being naturalists. They would be
posted to rural parishes and often
would become experts in the flora
and fauna around them, with
Gilbert White and his writings
about Selborne being the finest
example. They observed nature and
tried to see how the word of God
was manifest in it, but they also
had intellectual links to Cambridge
and Oxford. It had been considered
blasphemous to try to prove something that required no proof, but
the spirit of the Enlightenment led
observers to do their research and
cataloging, and it is not at all
surprising that they went beyond
merely rejoicing in the detailed
observation of God’s creation to find
the lessons within.
The main figure in this book is
William Paley (1743-1805), a
“somewhat shy, shambling figure,
built short and square,” who wrote
many books on faith, but it is his

final book, Natural Theology, that
made him famous, and its ideas are
still used by creationists and those
who favor Intelligent Design today.
Even Darwin was impressed by it,
before he toured the world and
started coming up with his own
ideas. He said it gave him as much
delight as Euclid did.
Paley’s famous contribution to
the argument was that of finding a
rock on a heath versus finding a
watch; it is all too clear that the
watch has a designer. (In England,
indeed, Thomson’s book is titled
The Watch on the Heath.) Similarly,
anything as complex as a living
organism must obviously have a
designer, and of course the world
had a designer, too. This argument
was not original to Paley (it goes
back at least as far as Cicero) but
he expressed it so forcefully as to
make it his forever.
It does not at all solve the firstcause controversy: if something like
the world is so intricate as to
demand a designer, then surely the
designer has to be even more
intricate and require a metadesigner. It was certainly not the
only idea within his book. Paley
went on to show that the world not
only was designed by God, but that
any world designed by God was by
definition good. This opened his
ideas up to the Achilles heel of
natural theology, that however good
the world was, it was also full of
misery and pain, not just for its
human creatures, but for those at
all levels. Paley said that predators, for instance, only culled
populations of the weak and sick,
but he was obviously trying to put a
soft gloss on a vicious world.
In accepting the good Godordered world, Paley also accepted
the status quo of rich people and
poor, and he found a valuable ally
in Thomas Malthus. He helped
promulgate Malthusian ideas, such
as how people showed overproduction of their numbers and that the
environmental economy changed in
the struggle for existence. Paradoxically, therefore, Paley was

advocating two of the fundamentals
that would power Darwin’s ideas.
The theme of such connections
between those promoting faith and
thereby eventually assisting the
triumph of science runs throughout
Thomson’s book.
There had been theories of
species change before Darwin (one
was written in poetry by his grandfather Erasmus) and those who
believed in an inerrant Bible were
suspicious of them. Why would a
perfect designer design animals
that had to change? Similarly,
fossils proved a stumbling block;
the “formed stones” seemed to be of
animals no one had ever seen; God
didn’t make mistakes, and had
pronounced all his creation good, so
how could any of his creatures have
gone extinct? The only possible
conclusion was that the creatures
must be living somewhere; wolves,
for instance, no longer roamed
Britain, but they were doing well in
other regions, and the animals of
the fossils were sure to turn up
somewhere, according to this
reasoning.
The other great argument
against a literal Bible is that of its
chronology versus that which
geologists were coming to understand during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. The work of
James Hutton demonstrated from
mere observations of the Earth that
the land had been built up and
eroded for far longer than the 6,000
years the literalists found in the
Bible. Hutton wrote that the earth
had “no vestige of a beginning — no
prospect of an end.” Thirty years
later, Charles Lyell was to add his
own ideas built on Hutton’s, and
Lyell’s work was carried by Darwin
on the Beagle.
Thomson lists many of the
attempts by the pious to reconcile
science and the Bible. Among the
funniest is that of Philip Henry
Gosse, a brilliant naturalist and a
fundamentalist Christian. Gosse
wrote that all the world was indeed
made around 6,000 years ago, but
that God in his wisdom had im-

planted it with all the fossils, all
the layers, all the light from stars
heading our way, and all the planets just in place to start their orbits
around the Sun. His successors
reasoned that since God had made
the world this way, but had included clues that would make it
seem as if it were millions of years
old, He was merely testing people’s
faith. The old Slyboots.
Christians had to reconcile their
faith with what scientific evidence
demonstrated to them, not only
about the age of the earth but
about the imperfections within
creatures and the amorality of
animals in competition for resources. Thomson shows that the
way forward for Christians devoted
to their Bibles, as well as to natural
history, was to accept that the
sacred texts were not scientific
texts, and were metaphorical.
Science and religion would deal
with two different realms. They
could always satisfyingly trump
science with a “That’s the way God
made it” or “That proves God’s
benevolence,” but this in itself
indicated a basic acceptance of the
scientific truths first.
The alternative of rejecting
science’s findings entirely remains
attractive to many, but also rejects
the simple fact that over the centuries, science has proved to be a
better way of explaining the way
the universe works (setting aside
such fields of enquiry as ethics or
salvation). Those who make such a
rejection loudly insist that there is
controversy over Darwin’s ideas
when actually there is no such
scientific controversy, but
Thomson’s fine book shows that
they are merely participating in a
long losing battle. The battle didn’t
start with Darwin.
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Problem with ABC

Death Penalty

Ken McLeod
Moruya NSW

Gary Goldberg
Silver Spring, MD USA

I was gladdened by your editorial on
the Skeptics website, re the ABC showing clairvoyant drivel. Unlike most
other members of the public and other
skeptics, I have good reason to be very
angry with the ABC for showing that
rubbish, because in my 30 years in
Search And Rescue, I saw the damage
that “psychics” do when they latch onto
the bereaved. I saw already distraught
people made even more distressed by
the “information” from “clairvoyants”,
usually along the lines of “the searchers are looking in the wrong area” and
“your loved ones are still alive”.
I saw one family, on the advice from
one charlatan, sell their home to fund
their own search over the Coral Sea, a
search that of course led to nothing
except their poverty.
So once again, the ABC has given
credibility to these quacks and charlatans, which is amazing considering
that the Skeptic has already debunked
the use of clairvoyants in searches for
missing people, and debunked similar
previous claims on the ABC. See:
Murders and Clairvoyants - Bret
Christian (24:1)
I Can Smell Onions - Ken McLeod
(24:2)
Dumb and Dumber at the ABC - Ken
McLeod (25:3)
Please, for the sake of the bereaved,
and those who will one day be bereaved, make this a real battle, and use
what I have said however you can to
battle this most perfidious superstition.
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Well, I was frankly surprised to see an
article on this subject in the Skeptic as
I didn’t think the subject had anything
to do with the paranormal or critical
thinking. Then, shortly after the author admits that abolitionists are
prone to think ideologically, I read:
“...application of [the death penalty] is
unhealthy for the society at large”, “It
cannot be good for humans to earn
their living by organizing and effecting the death of captured humans”,
and “...state-sanctioned killing lessens
all of humankind..”. So I guess my first
reaction was wrong, but not in the way
the author intended!
As an American I’m concerned about
the overuse of the death penalty in my
country, but am not ready to abolish it
entirely. Surely there are people whose
crimes are so terrible that they have
forfeited their right to live. I would like
to have the crimes whose perpetrators
deserve the death penalty defined a
priori, and narrowly so. Of course, I
exclude those who have mitigating circumstances such as mental illness or
who acted in a moment of passion.
I will agree that the threat of the
death penalty has probably had little
deterrent effect. Indeed, one of the best
pro-abolition arguments appeared in
the Saturday Evening Post about 40
years ago. I still remember it: “No
criminal is deterred by a penalty he
does not expect to pay”. (This excludes
the “suicide by cop” types who commit
crimes without a conscious escape
plan, intending to die while resisting
arrest).

Nor do I have sympathy for the use
of the death penalty as any sort of balm
or “closure” for the victim’s relatives.
I, too, look on with distaste at the blood
lust that often follows the arrest and
conviction of a brutal murderer.
The author brings up the cost factor of imprisonment and, while noting
that the cost of the “execution process”
in the US outweighs the cost of lifetime imprisonment, he neglects to
mention that this is because this process includes many levels of appeals for
the defendant to ensure that he is indeed guilty and is being appropriately
punished. This process often stretches
on for years, even if the defendant does
not want to contest his execution, because pro bono death penalty opponents have many legal delaying tactics at their disposal.
The author admits that he’d be
tempted to kill someone who violated
or murdered a family member and that
laws properly prevent him from doing
so. So why not let the state do this, if
it is to be done? The impartial agency
of the state and a jury is the alternative to such vigilante justice.
The author notes that violent crime
is higher in [US] states that apply the
death penalty, but which is the cause
and which is the effect here? Might the
death penalty have been enacted because violent crime is relatively high?
It cannot be denied that the recidivism
rate for executed criminal is zero, and
this goes to the heart of support for the
death penalty: the public has little
faith that a murderer sentenced to a
long prison term will really die in
prison. Rather they fear that he will
one day be released with time off for
“good behaviour” and, hardened by
prison life, kill again. It’s happened.
And how do you punish someone who
kills in prison?

I’m not certain that it’s been proven
that an innocent person has been executed in the US, at least in recent
decades. This may, of course, simply be
because investigations stop when the
convict is executed. Police departments
and prosecutors worldwide are loath
to look for their own errors.
Finally, if one is a philosophically
consistent death penalty abolitionist,
can pacifism be far behind?

Death Penalty II
Vivienne Miller
North Balgowlah NSW
Jay Browning wrote a very sensible
article on the Death Penalty for Spring
2006 edition of the Skeptic. Unfortunately, at the end, he proceeds to state
“Evidence-based counter argument
that supports use of the death penalty
is hard to find.” He must have known
that was a challenge that would come
back to bite him!!!
The most rational argument that
I have heard (I have a special interest in forensic science and law) is one
that, in my non-ideological unemotional rational mind, is very hard to
argue with has not been touched on
at all in this article. The logic is
along these lines:
1. A terrible crime is committed. It
has the typical features of a known
recurrent offender, (ie, similar modus
operandi) and of a particular
pyschopathological mind-set (eg, a sadistic murderer).
2. There is DNA evidence that will
confirm the identity of this recurrent
killer if apprehended.
3. By good fortune (as is usually the
case) or otherwise, a “person of interest” is apprehended and the DNA
matches.
4. The evidence mounts to support
the case against this person and it is
not insignificant. The suspect has
been caught out lying to form an
alibi and a search of his home adds
more weight to the case against him.
The suspect may even confess.

5. Despite what the do-gooders and
certain other groups in society would
like believe, there is currently no evidence that any form of therapy, medication, surgery or other management
strategy will “cure” or “rehabilitate”
the sort of person who commits such
a crime recurrently.
6. The evidence does show, however,
that if that person is released, he will
be likely to take up where he left off
and continue to murder others. He
may have learned from the forensic
evidence how to be more careful, and
may have a lot of time in gaol to read
a lot of books on the subject. It is true
that age and illness may slow him
down, but this is looking far into the
distance in most cases.
7. The victims’ relatives all ask for the
death penalty. Not for revenge, as
nothing will compensate for the horrible way the victims died. The death
penalty is requested because this
should never happen to anyone again.
In Australia, there is a chance that
the offender will be released at some
stage in the future. The law courts in
other countries as well as here provide
plenty of examples of violent sadists
serving time in gaol for murder and
continuing to kill when their sentence
is over. The problem is that this is the
way their brains are hard-wired. Nothing will change that.
I do support the death penalty because of the cases of Ted Bundy, the
BTK, the Richard Ramirez and countless other serial murderers. Whilst
there is any chance of these sort of people being paroled, no one would be safe.
And if the reader thinks this is not
something that happens in Australia,
the statistics are that in Western societies there is a serial killer on average
for every one million people. We currently have a number free now who
have killed in Australia and are not
yet caught. It makes great sense to me
to put someone like that to death, but
only if evidence is legally designated
to be overwhelming and DNA evidence
is crucial and positive. DNA evidence
is considered gold standard by scientists and the courts. The death penalty, in my opinion, would warrant
DNA evidence where ever possible,

because this would massively decrease
the risk of putting an innocent person
to death.
How comfortable does the author
feel about living next door to someone
that has killed several people in their
own homes for “fun”? Please try to divorce your emotions from that question when you answer it, Mr Browning!

Death Penalty and the Bible Belt
Sten Bjerking
Cranbourne VIC
Jay Browning makes a convincing argument for the abolition of the death
penalty. Personally I did not need convincing as I have been opposed to this
barbaric practice since I could walk
and have had numerous arguments
with many — as I would describe —
misguided supporters.
An intriguing observation I have
made is that fundamentalist religious
types seem to have a penchant for this
extreme punishment and I decided to
do a little research into it. I found a
web site — well several really — that
gave some information about the bible belt in the USA and showed it on a
map. I also found a web site detailing
which states had the death penalty
since the end of the moratorium in
1976, how many had been executed
since that time, and what was the
murder rate per 100,000 population in
each state.
The bible belt — more like a blob
than a belt really — covers about 15 of
the 50 states of the USA, covering the
South Eastern corner of the country.
All of these states, with the exception
of West Virginia (must be a rogue
state) have the death penalty.
At the time I assembled this information 999 had been executed in the
entire country and 828 of these in the
15 bible belt states — I think the conclusion is fairly obvious. The murder
rate per 100,000 is on average higher
in these states than elsewhere also, so
the effectiveness of the death penalty
as a deterrent is questionable.
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Letters
AA I
Alan Walker
Huddersfield UK
David Kay damns AA and says it
doesn’t work. However, it does work
fully for a very few thinking people who
become totally changed (internalised)
and happy with their new self or belief system.
The problem with AA for me is that
the world ends up with loads of people
who are sober yet fearful of going back
to chaotic drinking. They are not completely happy with their new belief
system because it doesn’t come from
within themselves. It gets given to
them by God/Higher Power/AA. It’s
still better than getting drunk and
smashing windows all the time though.
Much better for addictions is Rational Recovery (based on Rational
Emotive Behavioural Therapy) where
a greater percentage of people are
motivated to challenge irrational beliefs and establish a new belief system
from within themselves and are subsequently content with that new self.

AAII
Mark Paul
Queens Park NSW
Brief note about David Kay’s interesting article. On page 56 he refers
to “a multi-billion dollar treatment
industry”, which some readers might
understand as including AA. Whatever criticisms can be made of AA it
is not about money. I once acted on
an estate with a significant financial
gift to the deceased’s AA group. It
was impossible to hand over the
money. I don’t think AA is an incorporated entity and local AAs do not
take gifts. In the end the money
could not be given to any part of AA
because there was nobody who would
accept the money.
Maybe the “multi-billion dollar treatment industry” is built around AA but
AA is not making any money out of it.
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CO2 Sequestration (or: The
Emperor’s New Carbon Clothes)
Paul Prociv
St. Lucia, QLD
David Maddison, in his letter (Spring
2006), raises a very serious and valid
issue relating to the stupidity of CO2
sequestration as a practical solution
to continued mass coal-burning. Not
only is the entire concept fatuous, it
reeks of criminal negligence deriving
from inexcusable and abject ignorance of basic science among our
“leaders”. This ignorance is usually
revealed when politicians and other
spokespersons talk of “carbon” sequestration, apparently without realising the important distinction
between the element (which is already happily sequestered, naturally,
within coal deposits) and its chief
oxidative product, carbon dioxide. Assuming coal is pure carbon, then the
mass (and volume) of CO2 resulting
from its combustion will greatly exceed that of the original solid fuel (accepting that oxygen derives from the
atmosphere). Given that most coal is
mined by open-cut methods, you can
forget about shoving its waste product
back to where it came from! And
mines using shafts usually collapse
after the coal is removed, with consequent cracking of surrounding rock
layers, so forget about them as wastepits, too.
I concur with all the points covered by
David, but he considered only one aspect of this crazy idea, that of the serious threat to human life from
escaping gas, which is inevitable for
obvious reasons (and has frightening
precedents). However, he overlooked
the even more salient (in purely economic terms) matter of the energy required to push CO2 back into the
ground: its extraction from exhaust
gases, its compression and then
transportation to a suitable geological
site, assuming such exists, and then
its pumping under very high pressure
into deep pockets (and then monitoring for leakage, in perpetuity). The
quantities involved will run into
many millions of tons per annum, just

for little old Australia. I wouldn’t
mind betting that just about every
kilojoule generated by burning the
coal in the first place will then be required for this process – after which
our children and grandchildren (let
alone wildlife) will be facing the prospect of mass asphyxiation, somewhere
down the line. A slow build-up of
CO2 in the atmosphere, as we have at
present, to me would seem a far preferable prospect. And, finally, who’s
going to oversee all this, and take responsibility? Not today’s pollies . . .
It’s time that some authority exposed
this lunatic concept for what it is.

Idealism, Materialism; Religion,
Science – Another View
Kevin Rogers
Modbury SA
I read with interest “Idealism & Materialism; Religion & Science” by John
Warren in the Skeptic (26:2). However,
I believe that the arguments and conclusions from his article should be challenged. Much of Warren’s discussion
was regarding the possibility of a mind
existing without a physical brain, but
the major conclusion from the article
was that a good education would lead
people away from Idealism and inevitably lead to Materialism.
Materialism is the belief that the
only thing that can truly be said to exist is matter; that all things are composed of material and all phenomena
are the result of material interactions.
Materialism implies atheism. Warren’s
article contrasted Materialism with
Idealism. Idealism asserts that everything is of a mental nature. An Idealist
either asserts that only minds and the
objects of mind exist or that everything
is composed of mental realities (eg,
thoughts, feelings, ideas, or will). Idealism is certainly a contrast to materialism, but it does not represent the beliefs of the major theistic religions.
Idealism is a particular philosophical view. It is a straw man that is neither worth attacking nor defending.
The major alternative to materialism
is theism. Theism is the belief that God

is immanent in the world, yet transcends it. God is not material and so is
not locked in to the material. Neither
is he locked out. The material is created and sustained by God. Unlike Idealism the material is not an illusion; it
is real.
In the Middle Ages Thomas Aquinas
taught that even though God is the
cause of all things and is capable of
doing things directly, he also delegates
secondary causal efficacy to the created
order. This secondary causality is an extension of God’s primary causality. In
other words, God created a world with
its own ordering and processes that can
be investigated without necessitating
an atheistic world view.
This belief was consistent with the
origins of the modern scientific movement. Many of the major scientists were
Christians, such as Johann Kepler,
Isaac Newton, Michael Faraday and
James Clerk Maxwell. They had no
problem harmonizing their faith with
the scientific method. They believed
they were discovering the mind of God.
The scientific method assumes that
things happen in accordance with
physical laws in order to work. However, it is not within its scope to prove
that its assumptions always apply or
to decide between materialism and theism. Science is not the same as
“scientism”. Scientism can have multiple meanings, such as, “The scientific
method is superior to other forms of
knowledge” or “Events can only occur
in accordance with physical laws”.
Whatever definition you use, scientism,
like materialism, is not scientific, but
is a belief or assumption for which there
is no proof.
Even strong Darwinists admit the
limitations of the scientific method.
Thomas Huxley said, “Agnosticism is of
the essence of science, whether ancient
or modern. It simply means that a man
shall not say he knows or believes that
for which he has no scientific grounds
for professing to know or believe… Consequently agnosticism puts aside not
only the greater part of popular theology, but also the greater part of antitheology.”
Stephen Jay Gould was an atheist,
but not for scientific reasons. He said,
“Science simply cannot (by its legitimate
methods) adjudicate the issue of God’s

possible superintendence of nature. We
neither affirm nor deny it; we simply
can’t comment on it as scientists.” And
again, “Either half my colleagues are
enormously stupid, or else the science
of Darwinism is fully compatible with
conventional religious beliefs… and
equally compatible with atheism.”
I don’t think that science is irrelevant to the atheism versus theism issue. It can inform the debate but it is
not the arbiter. There is no direct logical link between the scientific method
and atheism.
Then, does a good education lead to
atheism? It is interesting to study the
results of belief or unbelief in God in
the World Values Survey ( http://
www.worldvaluessurvey.org/). Within
Australia approximately 80% believe in
God, just over 5% are atheists and the
rest are agnostic. There is very little
variation with education level. Across
the world most of the variation in belief is much more dependent on country rather than education level. The
highest level of atheism is in former
Eastern European communist countries, such as Russia or East Germany.
However, atheism is in significant decline to a small minority as these countries emerge from communism. In those
countries the education system did encourage atheism, but their education
system was hardly free or open.
Warren portrayed belief in God as
something strange or odd. Among skeptics atheism may be a popular view, but
across the world population the overwhelming majority believes in a god of
some sort. Atheism is the belief of a very
small minority and much more fits the
category of “odd”. Atheism/materialism
and theism are both beliefs that cannot be directly proven or disproven by
the scientific method. The scientific
method owes allegiance to neither. Both
views are sincerely held by a broad
range of educated and intelligent people. Ideally, the scientific method should
be taught in a free and open manner
without prejudice or interference from
any “ism” and let people make up their
own mind to “go where the evidence
leads” (Antony Flew).

It’s a Miracle!
Robert Bertoz
Blackmans Bay TAS
Recently I was handed a flyer proclaiming “The legendary Margaret Court Visits Kingston”. I read on — she was to
take part in a number of activities
hosted by the CityLight Church. One
of the activities was a “Miracle Service” at 2pm on Saturday.
Miracle!!!! I can’t miss out on that,
so, for the first time in my adult life, I
went to church. In a modern building,
more like a theatre than a church,
without pews and totally devoid of
any Christian icons, some 150 parishioners and I were treated to about
two hours of Margaret praising God,
telling us how all powerful, all merciful, nondiscriminating he was, and all
we needed to do was accept him into
our lives and our bodies. We were
told that the Devil brings pain and
suffering, accept God and he will displace the Devil within us and there
will be no more suffering. This was
the message; there was no mistake
about this because it was repeated
over and over.
She asked people with pain to come
forward and there before my very eyes
it all happened. I’d heard about it, I’d
seen it on TV from the USA but never
thought it could be really true. But seeing is believing and there they were,
falling like ninepins as Margaret
prayed for each one individually while
grasping them by the shoulders, rocking them slightly and periodically
chanting incomprehensibly. She asked
God to enter their bodies, rid them of
their illnesses and remove their pain.
And Halleluiah!! People were declaring
that they could now straighten the leg
they couldn’t straighten before, the pain
in the back was gone etc, etc., and all
the time people were passing out, falling (always backwards and always
caught by a “catcher”) placed on the
floor and ignored for the next five or so
minutes.
At one point she asked all the people that were on lifetime medication to
come forward. About 20 of the elderly
congregation went forward and
Margaret went up to each one, told
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them to accept God into their lives and
God will become their medication.
So, what was really going on here?
Were people really being cured?
I have no doubt that just about everyone in that church believed that God,
through Margaret, was curing people
right there and then, before their eyes.
What I saw was some people limp
their way up front, get Margaret’s
“treatment”, in some cases pass out,
and then limp back to their seat with
smiles of satisfaction on their faces. If
god saw fit to rid the faithful of pain,
why not rid them also of the limp? I
saw two parishioners pushed up to receive Margaret’s benediction in wheel
chairs. After the prayer they went back
again, still in their wheel chairs but
they seemed happy.
We were told ad nauseam that God
was infinitely merciful, indiscriminate
and omnipotent. If this is correct, then
why the hell not cure the poor buggers
in the wheel chairs then?
Now, I’ve had a slight problem with
my right arm for about six months. I
can’t reach behind my back or behind
my neck and hurts when I try to put
my tie on. So, not letting the opportunity pass by, I thought I’d get Margaret
to use her influence with God to get it
fixed. The alternative was doctors’ appointments, X-rays, physio and possibly surgery. So Margaret was worth a
try.
I went forward, the catcher was behind me, ready with outstretched
hands, I got the “treatment”, and guess
what… I still can’t put my tie on. But,
as it was pointed out to me, faith healing can only work with those that have
faith. So much for an indiscriminate
God.
There was, however, without doubt
one miracle that occurred that day —
and that was me — attending a church.

Perils of belief
Stuart Cant
St Helens Park NSW
We Geminis are very sceptical about
fortune telling. One night at a dance,
the first thing a girl asked me was my
star sign. She firmly refused to believe
that I was a Gemini because I was not
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a Gemini personality. The only way to
convince some of these true believers
is to tell true funny stories of predictions that are obviously wrong.
One night while waiting at Circular Quay for a ferry, I ran into a friend
of a friend, who excitedly told me he
was learning about palm reading.
Show me your hand, he requested. I
told him I don’t believe that nonsense,
but he insisted. He excitedly pointed
out the various lines on my hand, and
solemnly predicted I would get married at 25 and have five children before I was thirty. “Oh, really?” I responded, “I’m 28 and I don’t have a
girlfriend yet.” My F.O.A.F. was very
deflated and never mentioned the subject again. I am now 60 and still not
had my first child.
Sometimes I have a good laugh at
the stars’ predictions. I am still waiting for:
(1) The Italian jetliner to crash into
the Vatican.
(2) Elvis Presley to pilot a U.F.O. and
crash into Loch Ness and kill the Monster.
On a more serious note, I have personal reasons to protest against fortune telling. Long ago a clairvoyant
told my wife I was about to die a horrible death in a war, causing her to have
a bad breakdown that put her in hospital for five months. As a result, she
was told not to have children. So much
for my FOAF’s prediction that I would
have five children before I turned
thirty. Because of what that clairvoyant did to my wife, my protest against
fortune telling is almost a crusade

Dissenting view
Andy Coen
Kings Park NSW
My good friend and neighbour, a card
carrying Skeptic religiously brings me
your journal to peruse. The Spring
2006 edition has just arrived and I find
it a load of distorted bigotry. All opinions are equally worthy. “No informed
skeptic could afford to accept for a
moment” — Informed by whom? Your
opinion is “worthy” if we agree with it?

Surely you have to listen and print
both sides of the story if you wish to
debunk them.
. The death penalty article section on
“eye for an eye” — I had always assumed someone’s eye would only be
poked out with a stick if this is what
had been done to the victim. The rest
of the expression “And a tooth for a
tooth” is not mentioned — maybe teeth
aren’t as emotive as an eye? Surely, the
point is even if the death penalty is not
a deterrent it least it will have
the effect of stopping one from doing
it twice.
The “Among the Believers” article
though was brilliant it may go to prove
that PT Barnum was indeed right.
Generally speaking, I find your magazine excellent. The debunking of religion a good counterbalance to the blind
faith message of the church. But for
people like myself, science continues
to mystify, and the Big Bang theory.
for example, feels to me no more believable than traditional religious
views. I hope your next edition is less
slanted towards its target audience
and more balanced in its opinions. Unfortunately, as described earlier, I am
not a subscriber so I don’t have that
Groucho Marx option.

Editor’s response
Andy, if we canvassed every opinion on
every matter we published in each issue, there woud be no room for people
to write letters or articles disagreeing
with them. All very cosy, but an editor’s nightmare. As for your ethical
problem, you could always become a
subscriber so you could then resign in
disgust. Just a thought and thanks for
your contribution

Notice

The 2007 National Convention will be held in Hobart
Dates: 17/18 November 2007.
Venue: the University of Tasmania.
Meals will be provided by the University Staff Club.
The conference theme is:
The Use and Abuse of Scientific Data in the Environment Debate
The theme will be interpreted very broadly, but will encompass virtually any issue concerned with human ecology
and the earth environment. So it is about as broad a theme as could be imagined.
We would like to know of any people who might wish to provide a paper at the conference.
Any suggestions welcome.
Costs will be announced in early 2007, when the matter becomes clearer.
We expect that it will be no more than that charged for the excellent
Melbourne convention in 2006.
An innovation is that we will permit full-time students to attend the conference at a very low fee that will just cover
the cost of morning and afternoon tea. They will be able to pay extra for lunch if they wish. They will NOT be
eligible to attend the Saturday evening dinner. We think that the student price will be about $25 or so. We may
impose an upper age limit on the special full-time student admissions.

Please write to:
fredthornett@gmail.com
Phone: 03 6234 4731 or 0419 341 585.
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