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I

nteresting things have been
happening in many areas of
concern to Skeptics in recent
months and some of them are
reflected in this issue. We also
record some changes in our own
structure which should improve
the services we offer our readers.
Our cover story on factionalism
in the creationist movement gives
the background to the personal
and doctrinal strife that has arisen
as the different factions complete
for power and money. Now, as we
go to press, we learn that the
Australian body, Creation Ministries International (CMI), has
instituted a lawsuit in the Queensland Supreme Court against their
former colleague in the US, Ken
Ham and his Answers in Genesis
(AiG) group, accusing him of
deceptive conduct in his dealings
with CMI and seeking damages.
We await developments with
interest
All that appears almost normal
against the weirdness that has
taken hold of the New Age community with the revelation of ‘The
Secret’. This is an idea so inherently dumb as to defy satire, yet
the money rolls in. While it
couches its blandishments in
terms of ‘philosophy’, ‘spirituality’
and the like, in reality it is nothing
more than wishful thinking given
a cloak of serious-sounding jargon
to disguise just how fatuous a
notion it is at base.

Also from the irrationality front,
an inquest has begun in Adelaide
into the death of a man who died
during a sweat lodge ceremony in
2004. The habit of New Age practitioners of assuming the trappings
of the behaviours and ceremonies
of various indigenous societies,
while not understanding their
context, has been catalogued in the
Skeptic many times. Sadly, all too
often it takes a tragedy to demonstrate just how dangerous such a
facile approach can be.
On the AltMed front, one article
investigates claims made for the
‘alternative’ cure-all, echinacea,
and finds that the claims are not
supported by evidence, while
another tells the story of how
‘complementary’ products are
pushed by some pharmacists in the
interests of profit.
And then there are conspiracy
theories. A distinguished meteorologist investigates claims made
that an atmospheric phenomenon,
condensation trails, widely believed in conspiracy circles to be
evidence that ‘They’ are trying to
poison us all, and shows it to be a
natural outcome of hot engines
meeting cold air.
These, and other articles on
Africa, education and popular
myths are collected here for your
edification and enjoyment, while
varied opinions on contentious
issues are aired in Forum and
Letters.

While we are at it, we strongly
urge you to seriously consider
attending the Annual Convention in
Hobart in November. The Tasmanian branch is small, but active and
the programme they have developed
is shaping up to be a beaut. They
deserve our wholehearted support.
Details can be found the other end
of the magazine.

Changes
A few years ago, I received a letter
from a young woman, Karen, who
was about to start her university
studies, asking if Australian
Skeptics could offer her work
experience. Although the thoughts
contained in her letter interested
me, I had to tell her that as the
heart of the vast Skeptics enterprise was contained in a tiny
annexe to my bedroom, it would be
inappropriate to offer her a place.
However, she sounded so enthusiastic that we soon offered her the
chance to undertake other tasks to
assist in our work.
Rarely have we made such a
judicious choice. The schoolgirl
went on to complete her university
course in linguistics, then continued with postgraduate studies,
here and in the USA, which will
lead to a doctorate in the near
future. While all this was happening, Karen joined the committee
and spent her spare time tracking
down fakes and phonies in the
New Age movement, posing as a
patient for ‘alternative healers’,
and writing many incisive reports
about her experiences for the
Skeptic.
For more that a decade, Karen
Stollznow has demonstrated that a
dedication to Skeptical thinking is
not confined to ‘elderly blokes with
beards’. Her display of common
sense and skill in her Skeptical
tasks make her a more than useful
member of our team. Therefore, we
are delighted to announce that
Karen Stollznow has been appointed Associate Editor of the
Skeptic.
But let Karen speak for herself.

Skeptics Around Australia

Karen’s story
Ten years ago now, I approached
the Australian Skeptics seeking
work experience. I was initially
turned away, as our HQ is hardly
a Macquarie Street office. I only
had a few minutes to mope, as I
was promptly contacted again and
offered an undercover role for an
investigation into alternative
medicine.
I was attracted to the
organisation by this journal, and
particularly drawn to the Skeptic’s
sense of humour. In those days,
my skepticism was instinctive, but
unrefined. I was skeptical about
ghosts and UFOs, but still read
the horoscopes. I was skeptical
about psychic healing, but had
tried acupuncture and
homeopathy. I was trusting and
hopeful about offers that seemed
too good to be true, and were too
good to be true. I would not have
considered myself to be gullible or
credulous, but I was open-minded
and curious. I soon realised that
these can become the tools of
skepticism.
I further realised that
skepticism is not merely a
perspective relevant to the
paranormal and pseudoscientific,
but to all aspects of life.
Skepticism has been instrumental
in shaping my approaches and
attitudes to work, research,
business dealings, the media, and
even personal relationships. After
a decade of investigations and
contributions to the Skeptic I am
still learning how to practise
skepticism. In my new role as
Associate Editor of the Skeptic, I
invite you to join me in this
ongoing quest to seek the
evidence.
We welcome Karen in her new
role, which we are certain she will
adorn with her charm and good
sense, leading to an even better
journal.

Barry Williams
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News and Views

Around
the Traps
Not so blissful
You wouldn’t have read about it in
the scientific journals, but the big
story around the traps lately concerned an attempt by Sir Jim R
Wallaby, the well-known skeptical
blowfly (he wanted to be a gadfly,
but he blew it) to get to shake hands
with the King of Sweden.
Intrigued by the way in which the
natural world seems to have certain
conservation laws (momentum,
isospin, energy et al) as part of its
fundamental make-up, and by how
Nobel gongs have been handed out
to those who find them, the canny
baronet resolved to find one that
applied to human nature.
He hypothesised that while
human knowledge was constantly
increasing, nevertheless ignorance
never seemed to diminish. Expanding on this thought, he proposed
that the two characteristics were
causally connected, ie, for every
increase in knowledge, there must
be an equal and opposite increase in
ignorance. He further proposed that,
just as light is mediated by photons
and gravity by gluons, ignorance is
propagated by particles he called
stupidons.
Testing his hypothesis, he investigated a phenomenon with which all
parents are familiar. As children
become less ignorant, their parents
become more so, culminating, at
around age 17, when the teenager
knows everything and the parent
nothing.
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Although this appeared, at first
blush, to be universally valid, he
was finally forced to conclude that
while this phenomenon is widely
observed, it is based on a flawed
hypothesis — its validity depends
entirely on one’s point of view. The
teenager’s POV and that of the
parent are not, as he had supposed,
congruent, they are diametrically
opposed (see the General Theory of
Relatives). Thus, while ignorance
and knowledge are related phenomena, there is no causal connection
between them. Like so many of his
scientific predecessors, he had fallen
victim to ‘observer bias’.
Sir Jim’s dreams of breaking
bread with Carl XIV Gustaf might
have come to nought, but there is
enough truth in his hypothesis to
make one wonder, as the following
stories will demonstrate.

So what’s the big secret?
Few could be unaware of the latest
craze to infect New Age devotees
which goes under the name of The
Secret. Part of the rampaging ‘selfhelp’ industry, with more than a
passing nod to the Da Vinci Code
craze, The Secret has spawned a
movie, dvds, books, loads of free
publicity in the media, and is raking
in the loot.
The secret of The Secret seems to
be that you can get anything you
want by simply wanting it. That’s it.
No requirement for your singleminded determination to succeed in

something being accompanied by
working hard at acquiring the
knowledge or skills needed to
achieve it. No, jut want it enough
and it will be yours.
That this in unadulterated drivel
should come as no surprise to any
reader of the Skeptic, or to anyone
else capable of tying their own
shoelaces. Imagine for a minute it
was true and ask yourself:
How many human males between 1619 are there?
How many supermodels are there?
How many human females between 1316 are there?
How many ponies are there?
Supply simply could never match
demand.
It’s not new, of course, as long ago
as 1988 the Skeptic was looking at a
similar version of the same story.
Called ‘The Hunger Project’ it
purported to be helping to conquer
world hunger by alerting people to
the problem. Not by giving money or
aid to famine victims, but simply by
alerting those of us in wealthier
societies that famine exists. At the
time the focus of this fatuous exercise was the Horn of Africa and we
can all see how well that worked,
can’t we?
The true secret is much older
than the current manifestation, and
it’s not really secret at all. As far as
we can determine, a 16th Century
poet said it first:
A fool and his money are soon parted.

From New Age to New Earth
You will read elsewhere in this issue
about the tribulations of the creationist movement(s) as they brawl
over what, how much, and by whom
things should be rendered unto
Caesar, but we will confine ourselves
to the proximate cause of much of
the disharmony.
The US faction has built, at a cost
of some $30 million, what can only
be described as a fantasy theme
park. The fact that the owners
describe it as a ‘Creation Museum’
need fool no one, as it pretends to
neither history nor science, the
usual business of museums. Among
its displays is one image that really
boggled the Bunyipian mind — a
young antediluvian girl, playing
happily, with her pet Tyranosaurus
pup frolicking in the background.
And how does the ‘museum’ reconcile
the peaceful co-existence of the tasty
human morsel with the ultimate
predator? Well, all animals were
vegetarian before the Flood, you see.
Can you imagine a T Rex munching
apples? With teeth like that?
Sir Jim might not get his Nobel,
but it’s hard to deny that the
stupidon flux is dangerously strong
in some parts of the world.

Seeking the evidence

mention perplexing for Pakistani
cricketers who might well have felt
they were under suspicion. So why
didn’t the pathologists get it right
the first time? We’ve all seen the TV
dramas where brilliant forensic
pathologists find the vital clue that
leads to a miscreant being brought
to justice. And all within the compass of each one hour episode.
However, script writers and
reality sometimes have different
views. We were delighted to hear a
radio interview with a university
pathology lecturer, in which he
pointed out that some of the impressions we get from dramatic representations are far from what
actually goes on. As he said, if it’s a
gun shot to the head or multiple stab
wounds, it’s pretty safe to suspect
foul play, but many of the more
subtle indications are far more
difficult to find and interpret than
fiction demands. We also hear that
the popularity of such shows has
sparked so much interest in students seeking to study forensic
pathology, we would need an unprecedented crime wave to keep them all
employed.

Oh, Auntie
Once upon a time we knew where we
could get good, accurate and reliable
information about most things — on
the ABC. Now, as if to underline the
problems being attributed to declining standards in the teaching of

Australian history and geography,
no such certainty applies.
Recently we heard of a reporter
visiting the Darling Downs to talk to
farmers about the problems they
were having with drought. The
reporter told us how bad they were,
“particularly among those whose
farms lie along the Murray”. (Very
bad indeed, given it’s about 1000km
each way between home and farm.)
The next day there was a report of
someone being injured in a car
accident which occurred “on the
Stuart Highway, outside Wagga”. (A
long way outside — it’s 900km to
Adelaide, the nearest part of the
Stuart. You would follow the Sturt
Highway to get there.)
Then there was the dramatised
documentary Air Australia, which
told the history of our civil aviation.
Not a bad show, except for the final
episode, in which (not once, but
twice) it was asserted that Ansett
had purchased a number of “Douglas
727s”. Which must have come as a
surprise to Boeing who thought they
built the 727.

Good show Greg
The Hunter Skeptics have initiated
an award for journalism to be
awarded irregularly to an article or
series of articles that exhibit the
best features of scientific investigative journalism. The award is to be
awarded by the Hunter Skeptics
executive annually, and will be
judged on the application of
scientific principles, protection of the public from the
misapplication of science or
technology, and the debunking of pseudoscience.
The inaugural recipient is
Mr Greg Ray of the Newcastle Herald for his investigation of the claims and
activities of a person masquerading as a cancer specialist. The award consists of
a prize of $500 and a certificate of recognition.

A further example of the “it must be
true, I saw it on TV” syndrome
concerns the tragic death, in Jamaica during the World Cup, of
Bob Woolmer the cricket coach
of Pakistan. At first his death
was attributed to natural
causes, then Jamaican police
claimed that pathological
examinations had indicated he
had met with foul play, and
instigated a murder investigation. But then further pathology
tests carried out in England
indicated that there were no
signs of foul play and it again
appears that natural causes
were responsible for his death.
Greg Ray accepts the Award from Hunter Skeptics President,
All this must have been very
David Brookman
sad for Woolmer’s family, not to

Bunyip
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Feature article

Creationism:
a House Divided
Not much of Christan charity
displayed in this dark story

O

nce upon a time there were
three little boys named John,
Ken and Carl. They always played
nicely together until one day a witch
came along and frightened John so
much that he ran away and wouldn’t
play with the other boys any more.
Later on, Carl asked Ken a question
that Ken didn’t like one bit, so he ran
away and kind of made friends with
John again. Now each boy is king of
his own castle and will lead you up
the garden path whenever you like.
Don’t forget to make a small donation.

AiG and CMI

Brian Baxter is a Melbourne-based observer
of fringe religious movements, and a frequent
Skeptic contributor.
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Late in 2005, Ken Ham’s US branch
of the multinational Answers in
Genesis (AiG) creationist organisation cut most of its ties with Carl
Wieland’s Australian group of the
same name. The UK branch of AiG
retained its close link with the Ham
group while the much smaller
Canadian, New Zealand and South
African branches retained their
connection with Wieland’s retitled
‘Creation Ministries International’
(CMI) based in Brisbane, Australia.
For simplicity’s sake, I will confine
myself here to discussion of the US
and Australian branches of the
organisation.
CMI has been particularly anxious
to present its side of the story and a
veritable Noachian flood of previously
confidential information has poured
forth from its website (see Refs). This
is the second major schism in this
organisation’s history and CMI has

at last seen fit to publish important
details about the earlier split.
Opinions differ as to ‘what really
happened’ and ‘who was to blame’ for
each division, so here’s my two bobs’
worth.
I should make clear at the outset
that the warring creationist groups
have already released enough material for an entire book. Budding anticreationist authors, please take note.

John Mackay’s ‘spiritual discernment’
CMI (formerly AiG, formerly the
Creation Science Foundation —
CSF) produces a number of publications including a bulletin called
Prayer News. Many weird items and
articles have appeared in Prayer
News over the years, but none
stranger than the farewell in 1990 to
long-serving staff member Margaret
Buchanan:
Some of you will also know of the valiant and often lonely struggle of
Margaret … against a vicious smear
campaign (aimed ultimately at [our
creationist] ministry itself …) The
knowledge that the horrific false allegations [against Margaret] found fertile soil in the ears of some former
supporters and friends was difficult to
bear. These allegations have continued
to be not only deliberately spread, but
also embellished with items known by
us to be fabrications … (Jan. 1990, 3)
Only the group’s inner circle had
any idea of what this was all about,
but skeptic Ian Plimer picked up on
the next chapter of the story in his
book Telling Lies for God (1994):

My favourite Prayer News article (November 1992) is about one of the [CSF’s]
former ministry coordinators [ie,
Margaret Buchanan] who is welcomed
back after she was ‘the victim of a horrific spiritual attack …’ One wonders
whether she hit the bottle, whether she
saw demons in her nightmares,
whether she woke up to the tactics of
the creationist cult … [etc.] (173)
In fact, the truth turns out to be
far more bizarre than any of these
suggestions and revolves around the
sudden departure from CSF in 1987
of co-founder John Mackay. Here is
an extract from a CSF letter dated
29 May 1987 to close supporters:
On 18th February [1987], Mr Mackay,
without the knowledge of the then directors of the [CSF] had all [our] building locks changed, keeping 5 out of 6
copies of the new key … Also without
the knowledge of the other directors, he
had called a meeting of some staff members at 6.30am the same day, telling
them that Margaret Buchanan, our
valued ministry coordinator, had the
‘spirit of Jezebel’, was actively engaged
in witchcraft and was demon-possessed. [Mackay] then rang [Buchanan]
at 7am, telling her that she was dismissed and was not even to pick up her
belongings.
Let’s now turn to Buchanan’s
recollection of Mackay’s words to her:
For some time now I have been disturbed by your presence at work. You
are dismissed. Do not come into work.
Do not collect your things. We will send
them to you. The husband you have
been asking for, you will now have. His
name is Lucifer. (Buchanan, Salem Revisited [1990], 8)
During the following weeks and
months, Mackay and his allies allegedly claimed that Buchanan was an
‘angel of the Devil’, the literal incarnation of the Jezebel of the Old and
New Testaments, a ‘broomstick-riding,
cauldron-stirring witch’. There was
even an allegation of necrophilia.
Buchanan says she was depicted as:
… a witch with the ability to invade
both inanimate objects (wall pictures,
… gifts of any sort) and animate objects (at least one dog and one cat —
and even [Mackay] himself) with my

own personal demons. Those present [at
one meeting] were encouraged to bring
any gifts I had given them so they could
be burned … [Mackay] had already followed this procedure with gifts that I
had given to him and his family … In
order to ‘exorcise’ the ministry of my
awful presence, [a staff member encouraged by Mackay] sprinkled grape juice
all over the office space I used, filing
cabinets, desks, carpets …, muttering
incantations as he went. (ibid, 10-11)
When Mackay was questioned
about his actions by other CSF
leaders, he replied that his only
evidence against Buchanan was his
own ‘spiritual discernment’, which
he later defined as ‘divine insight’.
(ibid., 12) He then issued an ultimatum: ‘Unless she goes, I will go’; and
when this was rejected, he informed
his colleagues that they would
‘regret it’. (CSF letter, 29 May 1987)
A short time later he resigned from
all his CSF positions and began to
build his own ‘Creation Research’
organisation, distinguished mainly
by its continual sniping against the
Ham/Wieland CSF. Interestingly,
Mackay’s own Baptist church in SE
Queensland proceeded to investigate
his actions in this matter and
subsequently excommunicated him.

CSF Documentation
The CSF documentation of this
incident is very extensive indeed but a
few further highlights may be noted:
•
John Mackay’s state of mind at
the time can be illustrated by an interview with Margaret Buchanan (still
anonymous at this stage) that appeared
in the evangelical publication New Life
of 2 June 1988. Asked about why
Mackay had concluded that she was a
witch, Buchanan replied:

It sounds incredible, but a major reason was this. A black cat had come to
live in his roof and he suspected it of
being demon-possessed. He stared hard
at it and one of its eyelids was supposed
to have drooped. The next day he stared
hard at me and he says that one of my
eyelids drooped, also. (Witches today?
A Christian Tragedy, included in AiG
Information Package [re John
Mackay])

•
Ken Ham, who had co-founded
the modern creationist movement in
Queensland with John Mackay, but who
was then in the US, was deeply involved
in the decisions that led to Mackay resigning from CSF:
I have been closely involved in all aspects of what has happened. I totally
support the rest of the Board on the
basis of what I have seen and heard.
Plus what has happened over the years,
I must totally dissociate myself from
John. Because of what he has done and
because of aspects of his theology that
would not be accepted by evangelical
Christians, I cannot afford to be connected with John. My Christian reputation is important and must not be
associated with such bizarre actions.
This is an important statement by
Ham, as after the recent split with
Wieland’s CMI, Ham has again lined
up with Mackay against his old
comrades. Mackay has never apologised for — or really even explained
— his actions against Buchanan in
1987, and it’s fairly clear that the
Wieland group has released this
letter in order to damage Ham’s
credibility. In the above letter, Ham
went on to add that:
As you know, [Mackay] and I founded
this ministry together [in Queensland].
We then handed it over to a board (including ourselves) to run it. John, however, has had a battle with the fact that
he wanted total control.
On a theological note, Ham added
that Mackay thought he might be
one of the two ‘witnesses of Revelation 11’ — these are the chaps who
can ‘smite the earth with all plagues
as often as they will’! — and that he
(Mackay) thinks God speaks to him
audibly. (A personal letter from Ken
Ham, addendum to CSF letter dated
29 May 1987)
•
Andrew Snelling, a former director of CSF who later left the organisation, issued a signed statement on 12
September 1989 in which he noted that:
…[a]s a Christian and a scientist, I
have become more and more concerned
with some of the claims [Mackay] has
been making, particularly in the area
of geology. Instances have come to my
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A House Divided
attention that are either totally untrue,
or misleading even to the point of deception. Even while working with him
I was concerned about an emerging
pattern of extremely sloppy research,
coupled with a tendency to gloss over
opposing facts … which drew progressively closer to the borderline between
honesty and dishonesty …
All creationist ‘science’ is fundamentally flawed, but surely CSF
owed it to its readers to issue a
caveat about the portions of
Mackay’s work that they themselves
judged to be suspect.
•
When Carl Wieland moved from
South Australia to Queensland he was
married to a woman named Vicki, who
was occasionally mentioned in CSF literature until about 1988. However, in
approximately 1996, and having ‘been
single for some time’, Wieland married
Margaret Buchanan. Thereby hangs
some sort of tale, although a veil has
(perhaps mercifully) been drawn over
the details:
This remarriage … was the subject of
much innuendo, despite its sanctity and
biblical propriety having been affirmed
by the ministry’s Board (including Ken
Ham, who knew the situation intimately, and whose brother, the late Pastor Robert Ham, performed the
ceremony). (CMI letter of April 2006)
This note has a pre-emptive feel
about it. Perhaps more revelations
are forthcoming.

The AiG/CMI split of 2005
There seems little doubt that the
blame for the 1987 CSF/Creation
Research split lies mainly — perhaps wholly — with John Mackay.
His desire to control CSF combined
with his views on demon-possession
— extreme even by fundamentalist
standards — to produce a seemingly
irretrievable rupture within Australian creationism.
But what about the more recent
split between Ken Ham’s AiG group
in the US and Carl Wieland’s CMI in
Australia? Most commentators so far
seem to paint Ham as the bad guy,
but I’m not quite so sure.
At first sight, Ham seems to be
just as infected with the lust for
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corporate power as Mackay was
back in the 1980s. By common
consent, Ham has been by far the
most successful of the original ‘three
amigos’, setting up shop in the US
several years ago and watching his
branch of the AiG gradually displace
the Institute of Creation Research
(ICR) there as the largest creationist
organisation. According to Jim
Lippard, in 1998 AiG-US had a 28%
share of the $US13 million market,
as against ICR’s 45%. By 2004, ICR
was languishing at 20% of a $US22
million pie, while AiG’s slice had
grown to 59% and the company
dominated the market. In 2004, AiG
had about $US17 million in assets
as against $US6 million in liabilities, while Ken Ham himself was
collecting a $US121,000 annual
salary plus fat expenses. There were
about ten AiG-US office-holders with
salaries over $US50,000.
By comparison, Wieland’s CMI
had assets of just under $A950,000
and liabilities of about $A920,000 as
at June 2006. Both revenue and
expenses were in the region of $A3.7
million. However, an associated
entity called Christian Ministry
Resources Ltd. (CMR) which provides ‘the necessary resources,
finances and equipment to enable
the … presentation of scientific
evidence [relevant] to Genesis
creation’ held net assets of almost
$A5.3 million (June 2006). But even
if we regard CMI/CMR as a combined operation, it is still only
something like one-quarter of the
size of its American ex-‘cousin’.
As for Australian wages, the total
CMI employee benefits expense for
the year to June 2006 was around
$A1.35 million, but it’s thought that
this has to cover at least 30 full- and
part-time employees, so there’s not
much room for large salaries (CMR
appears to have no wage bill).
Basically, CMI’s case is that
although its former incarnation,
AiG-Australia, had been instrumental in getting Ken Ham’s AiG-US off
the ground, Ham suddenly turned
on them, cutting ties and robbing
them of, among other things, about
35,000 US subscribers to the Aus-

tralian Creation magazine. This was
a very serious financial blow to the
Australian outfit, to the extent that
there may now be some doubt about
CMI’s future. Ham’s rapprochement
with John Mackay, CMI’s deadly foe,
added insult to injury, as well as
opening a different door into the
Australian creationist market. Ham
is alleged to have done all this from
a mixture of base motives — arrogance, ambition, wilful ingratitude
— and has thus been transformed
from an angel of light into an angel
of darkness. Students of ‘totalist’
organisations will have no trouble in
recognising the pattern.

Background to the dispute
CMI has provided a very detailed
version of its side of the story, a
paraphrase of which follows.
Though Wieland and Ham had
been close friends for 25 years, some
‘differences in ministry philosophy’
began to surface in 2004. Wieland’s
AiG-Australia sought ‘to encourage
the US to adopt a speaker model and
methodology which could make it
less dependent on the health/survival of one person’, (obviously Ham).
Wieland also had some unspecified
‘additional professional concerns’. In
August 2004, Wieland sent a letter to
AiG-US recommending ‘that management power in the USA be
diluted by way of [Ham] no longer
being in total control of hiring and
firing, but should take a distinguished role as adviser/consultant/
speaker etc — and to make it easier
for him, [Wieland] would do the same
in Australia.’ Wieland added that his
concern was not just for the overall
ministry, ‘but partly for [Ham], as
[Wieland] perceived that the ministry’s excess dependence on him was
putting him under pressure’.
Breaking into the paraphrase
here, given the respective sizes of
the two AiG branches, doesn’t this
seem rather like grabbing a tiger by
the tail? I don’t think there’s a
successful CEO on earth who’d take
this sort of thing lying down, and
Ham certainly didn’t!
Back to the chronology of events:
‘A short time later, [Wieland’s] letter

[was] politely but firmly rejected by
the US Board.’ Ham and the other
American AiG leaders effectively
declared Wieland persona non grata
from this point onwards: ‘Australia
gets the strong impression in several
ways that “punitive” action and
“muscle-flexing” is taking place for
Australia having dared to comment
on the US ministry.’
By mid-2005, the Australian
Board was beginning to get cold
feet. ‘One director said, ‘[Ham]
holds all the cards. What will we do
if they don’t take our [Creation]
magazine any more?’ Shortly
afterwards, the directors tried to
remove Wieland from his CEO role
— clearly in order to pacify Ham —
but were prevented from doing so
by a senior staff revolt. However,
the Australians now officially
‘express[ed] sincere regret’ for
having offended the American AiG
branch, but it was too late. At a
tense meeting in Australia, Ken
Ham ‘specifically state[d] that there
[was] no way that the US ministry
[would] accept in principle any
system of voting whereby other
countries [with AiG branches] could
outvote AiG-USA on anything.’
In October 2005, the Australian
directors flew to America for a
meeting with their US counterparts.
Wieland and other senior Australian
staff were concerned that the Australian Board would cave in to US
demands, which proved to be the
case. Wieland looked at agreements
signed by the Australian directors
and said, ‘How could you do this?
You’ve sold the ministry down the
river …’ A director replied that the
Australians had ‘no choice - or else
we were facing a hostile separation’.
To another questioner, the director
repeated that there was no choice ‘or
Ken Ham would not have bought the
next copy of [Creation] magazine.’
This was a good indication of how
much the potential loss of 35,000
Creation subscribers meant to the
Australian branch.
By November 2005, Ham had
confirmed the signed agreements,
essentially separating the US and
Australian ministries and introduc-

ing a new ‘business only’ arrangement with terms and charges to be
set by AiG-USA. One of the Australian directors tried to stage a dramatic coup, ‘sacking’ [Carl Wieland],
suspending other senior staff and
evicting people from the AiG-Australia building, basically for ‘disloyalty to the ministry’. (Oh, to have
been a fly on the wall!) After some toing and fro-ing, the Board agreed to
resign en masse provided that a new
Board indemnified the outgoing
Board from any possible legal/
financial consequences of or penalties for their actions. This stipulation
was agreed to, and the handover
took place on 14 November 2005.
Although the US and Australian
AiG branches were now formally
separated, the ‘business only’ relationship continued to deteriorate
and AiG-US ‘dropped’ both Creation
magazine and its stablemate, the
Journal of Creation (known in saner
circles as the ‘Creationist Comic’).
Sinking the boot in, AiG-US gave
Creation’s 35,000 American subscribers the impression that the Australian publication was simply no longer
available and that they should
subscribe to an AiG-US one instead.
As of 1 March 2006, AiG-Australia
changed its name to Creation
Ministries International.
By November 2006 AiG-USA
decided to cut CMI off permanently,
citing ‘factious and unbiblical
conduct’ and unspecified ‘spiritual
problems’ within Wieland’s group.
The Australians continued to flail
about, but appeared to have run out
of bargaining chips - unsurprisingly,
as they had so few to begin with.

Conclusion
Although it’s tempting to blame Ham
for the 2005/06 AiG split — especially given his apparently vindictive
manoeuvring over the past 18
months — it seems to me that
Wieland must share a great deal of
the responsibility. He committed at
least two classic business blunders,
ie failing to recognise a once-and-forall power-shift in favour of the
American AiG branch and against
his Australian branch; and neglect-

ing to secure his corporate base, so
that his own Board was able to
ambush him when it mattered most.
And then, having permitted Ham to
construct a near-impregnable position, Wieland made a ham-fisted
attempt to depose him! If I were a
soldier I would not want to serve in
General Wieland’s army.
Now, as a result of all these
internal battles, is Australian creationism finished? Despite the pessimistic outlook of some of the
creationists themselves, I can’t see it.
Creationism in this country has the
kind of base that keeps seeing Rev
Fred Nile returned to the NSW
Upper House in election after election. Something in the order of 3-6
per cent of the population strongly
supports both Young Earth Creationism and politicians like Fred Nile and
this has held true for over 25 years.
In the wake of the split with Ken
Ham’s AiG, CMI tried to raise almost
$A1,000,000 in a building appeal. It’s
taken about 18 months to fill the
fund, but there aren’t many minor
voluntary organisations that can
achieve this sort of result. While the
internecine warfare has undoubtedly
weakened the movement as a whole,
it will probably survive for the
foreseeable future.
So now John, Ken and Carl are the
respective kings of three creationist
castles, which seems to be what each
of them wanted all along. A very
appropriate fate for such big fans of
fairy stories, as I’m sure you will
agree.
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Feature article

Chemtrails:
The Sky’s the Limit
Chem or Con, Steve is
on their trail

Steve Symonds, before he retired, was a Senior
Meteorologist with the Australian Bureau of
Meteorology. He is now a golf duffer, living on
the NSW North Coast.
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ne of the great things about
being retired is that one has
time to wander leisurely round the
golf course encouraging the ball
with numerous whacks to drop into
the hole. While waiting for fellow ball
abusers to play, one can watch the
day unfold and the clouds develop
and vanish in the sky. My golf course
lies under the flightpath between
Sydney and Brisbane and it is not
uncommon to see a dozen or more
condensation trails or contrails
across the sky from north to south.
The older ones are moved east by the
strong westerly winds resulting in
parallel lines. It is a delight to watch
them and think of the people cooped
up in an aluminium tube while I
attempt to get the ball onto the green
with a blow from my 8 iron.
Contrails are very much a feature
of living under flightpaths.
Canberra residents know all about
them as the dozens of flights
between Sydney and Melbourne
each day leave their mark.
Melbourne people don’t see them
very often. There are plenty of
planes flying into and out of
Melbourne but very few flying over
so there are few contrails. If they
want to see contrails, all
Melburnians have to do is drive up
the road a bit.
So what are contrails? Before I
get onto that, let me tell you what
some people think they are. They
are chemtrails. They are trails of
chemicals being sprayed out behind

military aircraft, strange white
planes and some commercial aircraft. This has been going on since
1998 or 1999 but some claim to have
evidence going back to the 1960s.
The chemtrails are, supposedly,
different from contrails. They are
longer lasting; they spread out into
dripping feathers and mare’s tails,
sometimes into complete sheets of
cirriform cloud; they are laid down
in parallel lines, X shapes, square
blocks and cross hatches.

Chemtrails
There is some basis to the chemtrail
conspiracy theories — aeroplanes do
drop stuff into the air. For a start,
aircraft exhaust gases contain all
the usual stuff as well as droplets of
oil and minute pieces of metal worn
from the moving parts of the engines. Aircraft are involved in crop
spraying, fire fighting and cloud
seeding. Some aircraft dump fuel
before landings in emergencies and
some have been known to empty the
aircraft toilets although this is not a
common practice. The 1960s James
Bond film Goldfinger had poison
being spread from the air. The
mechanism to do it exists so what is
being done — supposedly?
Chemtrails first came to the
notice of the world through radio
programs hosted by Art Bell and Jeff
Rense with journalist Will Thomas,
who was the first to report on them.
Another chemtrail investigator,
Clifford Carnicom, has analysed air

samples taken at ground level under
chemtrails.
He claims to have found airborne
barium, calcium and magnesium, and
microscopic fibres in areas supposedly
exposed to chemtrails. 1
Chemtrails have some support
from the US Government in that
The Space Preservation Act forbids
them. The Act is not law but has
been introduced four times. It has,
alas, failed to make it out of Committee on each occasion.

Speculation — mild to ga-ga
Many people think we are being
subject to mass vaccinations to
protect us from bioweapons. The
mass immunisation of the military
against anthrax supported that idea.
Not everyone drinks the local water
so adding vaccines to the water
supply is not an option, but everyone
breathes the air. There are many
reports of people becoming ill after
“spray days”. This is argued as a
reaction to the vaccine in the same
way that some people suffer from
side effects of more normally administered vaccines.
The next level of paranoia involves weather modification:
Edward Teller’s [inventor of the hydrogen bomb] proposal to reduce global
warming to the US involves spraying
minute aluminum particles to deflect the
sun’s harmful ultraviolet rays but still
allow the Earth’s heat to rise through
them. This seems to be supported by
rainwater tests after heavy spraying in
Espanola, Canada, which contained
seven times the allowable limit of
aluminum. In this instance, the areas
with the least ultraviolet protection, as
in the Southwest, would be the heaviest
sprayed. Most often, this does not seem
to be the case. 2
This even occurs in Australia:
We had a wonderful storm coming, I did
not see it, but I told my wife in advance
that it must be coming, as dozens of
planes turned our blue sky to total dirty
skies for 2 days in a row, without one
bit of blue sky! Sure enough, the storm
came yesterday, but without a drop of
rain!!! Same story for at least 4 years!!!
Almost every time that we are expecting

a good rain they come and spray the
skies about 2 days in advance, and we
get instead just a few drops, if any. And
all our corrupt scientists are afraid to
talk about chemtrails! 3

Chemtrails have been blamed for
droughts. It is because of them, not
El Niño, that Australia has had such
a bad drought recently.
We have drought in Australia since they
started the chemtrail spraying about 4
years ago, and now they have the audacity to blame it on El Niño! 4
Obviously there were causes other
than chemtrails for previous
droughts such as the terrible one at
the time of Federation. Perhaps the
politicians caused that one.

The sky’s the limit
The powders being sprayed in grids
and canopies, according to another
idea, are ionizing the air, poisoning
the people, dehydrating the land and
drying up water resources. This is
being controlled by Monsanto (who
else?) so that once these conductive
materials have covered everything,
only genetically modified crops will
grow. This is being augmented by
the distribution of mobile phone
towers which control the electrically
charged people.
Electro-sensitivity is being created so
that the populace will respond in a predictable way to various forms of broadcast energy being used for control and
coercion. There are also implants being
used on a broad scale, in places such as
veterans’ hospitals, and dental labs, and
these are used also for coercion, and act
as tracking devices too. Finally, the two
Bush gulf wars were nothing but testing fields for biotech infections that react to electronic broadcast fields. 5
What most Americans don’t realize is
that the upper echelons of the United
States government is no longer a government ‘of, by, and for the people’… The
United States government—as with all
other major governments of the world—
is under the total domination and control of the Illuminati [architects of the
so-called New World Order]. The
Illuminati’s plan to reduce the global
population by 4 billion people before the
year 2050 was laid out in the Global

2000 report assembled by the Carter
administration in the late 70’s.
It should be obvious that in order to
REDUCE the world’s population from
its present size of six billion down to 2
billion (even over a fifty year span)
would require that the majority of people now living would have to be exterminated in some way. 6

So the chemtrails are there to
exterminate us and it is all the fault
of the Illuminati but never fear,
there are things we can do.
We also know that informed citizens can
take precautions to offset the effects of
CT spraying by limiting time outdoors
on spray days and by building their
immune systems with vitamins, herbs,
Colloidal Silver and other therapies. 2
The Colloidal Silver remedy is
supported by others —
At the very least, take colloidal silver on
a regular basis. Even if you did nothing
else to improve your immunity (and you
should), colloidal silver will substantially increase your germ fighting capabilities since no bug, even a
bioengineered one, can develop a resistance to its germicidal action. 7
That certainly sounds good but if
you really want to get going you
should look up the Sylphs and how
they are helping us.
The proliferation of chembusters around
the country led to another dramatic development in early 2004 — legions of
huge air elemental beings called
“Sylphs” by ancient Greeks made their
presence known by assuming cloud
shapes that often look like wispy winged
angels or animal forms. 8
Sylphs eat chemtrails and turn
aluminium and the other nasties
into air and water. They originate on
comets and on Jupiter and Saturn.
There have been a number of photographs of a very large sylph totally enveloping Mount Shasta, Mauna Kea and
Mount Fuji. 9
Their activities can be boosted by
orgone energy.
We are talking about nothing less than
the demise of the chemtrail spraying
operations! Chemtrails cannot exist in
the presence of these giant air elementals
and they are being destroyed as rapidly
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Chemtrails
as they are being sprayed out of spew
planes. You must read these articles and
see the photographic evidence for yourself. All of the information posted below
is interesting and informative, but it is
now HISTORY. We are winning the battle against chemtrails and defeating the
satanic traitors at their own game.
Spread the word: DEPLOY ORGONE
GENERATORS IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD and you too will be free of
chemtrail laden skies! 8

We are now well away with the
pixies and it gets worse but I’ll leave
the delights of such things as communication channels for submarine
warfare for you to discover. Just
Google “Chemtrails”.

Now consider some science
So, what is it all about? I asked the
question earlier ‘What are contrails?’
It’s about time we considered some
science.
In the 1930s aviation was pushing
its limits with planes flying faster
and higher. As they started flying
above 20,000 ft it was noticed that
many of them left a white trail
behind. These condensation trails
were investigated and it was learned
that they could be forecast. This was
very useful during WWII. When
bombers were on a high level mission,
they would climb to the layer where
they started leaving contrails and
would then drop just below the layer.
This meant that any fighters attacking from above would be easier to see
as they would be leaving contrails.
Water vapour in the air changes
its phase constantly; it condenses
into water droplets and the water
droplets evaporate. When the rate of
evaporation exceeds the rate of
condensation, the air is clear and dry;
when the rate of condensation
exceeds the rate of evaporation, cloud
forms. The rate of evaporation is
related to the temperature; as the
temperature falls so the rate of
evaporation decreases. Eventually a
temperature is reached where the
two rates are exactly the same. This
is called the dewpoint and at this
temperature we have 100% relative
humidity and the air is said to be
saturated.
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A sudden drop in pressure can also
increase the rate of condensation and
lower the temperature. Wingtips of
aircraft create vortices and it is often
possible to see streams of cloud
coming from the wingtip. This is
particularly noticeable on showery
days when the plane is coming in to
land. These trails forming in the
vortices are one form of contrail but
they are very short lived.
The contrails we are talking about
are not caused by the vortices from
wingtips but by the engines themselves. One of the by-products of
burning petrol or kerosene is water
vapour. Aeroplane engines pump
huge quantities into the air behind
the plane. The air is very cold and
the temperature of the exhaust
quickly drops below the dewpoint.
This causes the water vapour to
condense or, at those altitudes,
freeze, and leave a trail behind the
plane. If the air is dry, the water
droplets or ice crystals quickly
evaporate and the contrail is short
lived. If the air is very moist, the
contrail will take longer to evaporate.
Before water vapour will condense
into water droplets or freeze into ice
crystals, it must have something onto
which it can condense. These are
called condensation or freezing nuclei
and can be minute particles of dust
or salt. Cloud seeding introduces
freezing nuclei into the tops of clouds
to encourage water droplets to freeze.
Sometimes, the air is very clean and
there are very few nuclei onto which
the water vapour can condense or
freeze. The air becomes supersaturated. Enter one aeroplane with big
engines pumping out billions of
particles in the exhaust gases —
instant condensation nuclei and
instant cloud.
It is these contrails that spread
out and can take over the sky. It is
these that last a very long time and
often form feathers and mare’s tails.
We have been seeing them since the
first high level flights seventy years
ago. They are nothing new. The
contrails before the chemtrail hypothesis started in the 1990s were
exactly the same as the contrails
afterwards.

The winds at the levels jet aircraft
fly are very strong. Winds in excess of
200 knots have been recorded in jet
streams at those altitudes. This
means that anything pumped into
the air is going to fall to Earth (if it
ever does) a very long way from
where it was released. This would be
a very inefficient way of poisoning or
vaccinating anyone. It also means
that air samples taken under supposed chemtrails would have no
relationship with the trails thousands of metres above the sample
point.
So what of the observed patterns
of trails — the parallel lines and
cross hatchings? The parallel lines I
see from my golf course — lots of
planes flying the same route a few
minutes apart with the winds pushing the trails out of the way of the
next one. In Australia there are not
too many air routes that cross each
other but there are plenty that do in
the USA. If conditions are conducive
to contrails then east-west and north
south trails will appear and create
lovely cross patterns.
I could, of course, be wrong and
the Governments of the world are
bowing to pressure from the
Illuminati to decrease the population.
I’ll get my orgone generator out and
point it at the sky to encourage the
Sylphs to eat the chemtrails while I
take my colloidal silver. I wonder if it
will improve my handicap?

Notes
1. Chemtrail Theory. Wikipedia
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chemtrail_theory
2. Chemtrails — Frequently Asked Questions
www.rense.com/general4/fre.htm
3. Australian Chemtrails and Corrupt
Scientific Community www.rense.com/
general52/corpt.htm
4. ibid
5. Your Life as a Human Test Subject —
Chemtrails www.rense.com/general53/
yourlifeasahuman.htm
6. Introductory Overview of Chemtrails
educate-yourself.org/ct/#intro
7. ibid
8. Chemtrails educate-yourself.org/ct/
9. Sylphs Transmute Chemtrails educateyourself.org/zsl/
sylphstransmutechemtrails06jun04.shtml

News Report

WA Telepaths Fail to Appear for Test
From our WA correspondent

C

ontenders for the national
$100,000 prize rarely raise their
heads in Western Australia. The last
was a psychic reader who approached
the WA Skeptics in 1998 and asked to
be tested. When approached, we make
it clear that our test is only a preliminary test, which if successful will lead
to a test by the national body for an
official tilt at the prize.
In this case the psychic agreed to a
preliminary test. The subjects (provided by us) were unknown to the
psychic. We had told them not to
speak and to control body language by
sitting on their hands (see picture).
After a one-hour reading, recorded on
video with each of two subjects, the
result was a total of 121 testable
statements, of which 11 were correct
or partially correct. Which, to everyone’s disappointment, was clearly not
enough for testing to proceed further.
All remained quiet until August
2006 when we were approached by
Matt McGillon and Sharee Briggs who
live 45 km south of Perth. They
claimed to be in continuous telepathic
contact, so a series of words given to
one would be reproduced by the other.
A test procedure was agreed to, as was
a date (9 March 2007) and place (our
usual meeting room). We then went to
much trouble to book the room, devise
test material, prepare forms for
signing, arrange video recording
equipment, and enlist helpers. It
had been agreed that if the
telepaths got 15 or more words
correct out of 20 (a quite staggering feat, but they insisted it was
merely routine), we would recommend a test by the national body
for the $100,000 prize.
The day before the test the
telepaths told us they would
definitely be there. But on the test
day they failed to show up. They
also failed to answer calls to their
mobile. The following day we

posting his claims on the JREF blog
site:
forums.randi.org/showthread.php?
Bloggers had duly asked McGillon
(codename Dargo) for some kind of
formal statement attesting to his
powers, but he had refused. The
bloggers were not impressed. One
commented (25 February 2007) that
although:

[McGillon] has had ample opportunity
to provide information, he chose to keep
mostly quiet or provide wild unsubstantiated claims paired with misinformation.
Another added that the statement
he was hoping for was:
September 1998: Testing a psychic reader
I have tested my ability by having my
received an email to say Sharee had
friend make a list of 20 words and telnot felt like it. No hint of an apology
epathically send them to me. I wrote the
for wasting our time. We emailed back
words down and after the transmission,
our disappointment in no uncertain
we compared the lists and counted the
terms, to which McGillon responded
number of correct words.
by saying they might challenge again
To which McGillon replied, not
sometime in the future. Again, no hint
with an appropriate statement, but
of an apology. How can they expect
with a description of what it was like
anyone to take them seriously? The
to be telepathic:
picture shows our test team and video
Yes, with the [ie, our] setup the result is
camera waiting patiently for the
100% every time. We’re able to talk to
telepaths to not show up.
each other exactly like normal spoken
But the story does not end there.
word but by mental telepathy. As I write
Unknown to us at the time was the
this, my friend [Sharee] is about 50 km
interest McGillon had aroused by
away and we’re talking continuously.
Amazing if true.
By 12 March 2007 the
bloggers had heard how the
telepaths had chickened out.
One commented:
Give them some slack. When is
the last time you tried to negotiate city traffic while telepathically linked to another driver on
a different road? They are probably both laid up in hospital.
It seems that this time the
WA Skeptics were taken for a
ride. But we live in hope. Maybe
the next contender will show us
March 2007: Waiting to test two telepathic no-shows
something amazing.
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Article

What Price Fame?
Be a Very Important Person —
all it takes is money

When dealing with people, let us
remember we are not dealing with
creatures of logic. We are dealing
with creatures of emotion, creatures
bustling with prejudices and motivated by pride and vanity. — Dale
Carnegie, How to Make Friends and
Influence People.
Man has always sacrificed truth
to his vanity, comfort and advantage.
He lives by make-believe.— W.
Somerset Maugham, The Summing
Up, 1938

S

David Vernon is a Canberra based freelance
writer, who writes about science, parenting,
health and history. In mid-2006 he completed
his third book, an anthology of birth stories
told by men, called Men at Birth. He is the
father of two boys and is their fulltime carer.
web.mac.com/david.vernon
dvbooks@mac.com
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ince 1927, the United Statesbased Time magazine has
‘awarded’ the epithet Man of the
Year to the man who has had the
“biggest effect on the world’s news.”
The title was updated in 1999 to be
the Person of the Year. Despite
popular perception, Time has always
made it clear that the title need not
be an accolade (Hitler and Stalin
were both given the label). Regardless, the general notion is that Man
of the Year is an overwhelmingly
positive award. So much so, that a
Google search on the phrase shows
up a myriad of Men of the Year.
A search (February 2007) identifies some 1.8 million references to
Men of the Year. Roughly half of
these references are for the Time
bloke. So to whom are the remaining
900,000 references made? Who are
these people who claim such fame? A
significant proportion of them are
‘winners’ of various NGO, media and

industry prizes created in the image
of Time magazine. These people
probably deserve the recognition in
some way. But if you redo your
Google search and this time with the
additional terms “Man of the Year”
and “American Biographical Institute” (ABI) or “Man of the Year” and
“International Biographical Centre”
(IBC) you get a very different
selection of people. These Men of the
Year are not household names and
you are highly unlikely to recognize
them. But their biographies are all
boldly published on the ‘net for all to
see.
Please meet Dan Theobald, the
American Biographical Institute’s
Man of the Year for 2004. Dan was
born on 21 June 1949 in Cincinnati,
Ohio, USA. His professional expertise is providing “cost reduction
services for industrial facilities
(sewage and waste water)” and he
enjoys playing and watching football, baseball, bowling and basket
ball. And why was Dan awarded the
prestigious Man of the Year 2004?
Dan’s wall plaque says: “The American Biographical Institute does
hereby proclaim that Daniel L
Theobald has been selected… based
on his outstanding accomplishments
to date and the noble example he
has set for his peers and entire
community.”
Please let me introduce to you Dr
David Schweitzer who in 1992 was
awarded ABI’s Man of the Year for
his contributions to complementary

medicine. His field of endeavour was
“demonstrating that water can act
as a liquid memory system capable
of storing information. This discovery now makes it possible to photograph the stored frequencies of
homeopathic remedies, as well as
research the impact of positive and
negative thoughts on the fluids of
the body…” David explains how he
came to this remarkable discovery,
“The whole thing started out after
having observed blood for over a
decade and discovering that blood
cells expressed themselves with a
language based on sacred geometry,
shape, colour, and harmonious
shapes.”
If alternative medicine isn’t your
field, then perhaps ABI’s Man of the
Year for 1991 — Dr Joe Bannon,
PhD is someone more obviously
deserving. Dr Bannon’s biography
states that he is a: “Street Patrolman, Undercover Narcotics Agent,
Sergeant-Inspector, Covert and
Special Operator, Tactical Counter
Intelligence Agent, and Undercover
Anti-Terrorist Operator in the most
violent, dangerous, high crime
ridden areas and ghettos of Los
Angeles, San Francisco, New York
City and the Caribbean.” Joe was
awarded his Man of the Year wall
plaque in 1991 and to top it all
off he was awarded the title
“Most Admired Man of the
Decade 1990-2000” by the ABI in
2000.

The seduction of recognition
These are but three of the
thousands of men and women
who cite their ABI and IBC
awards in their on-line biographies. How did they achieve such
pinnacles of world acknowledgement? They received a letter just
like the one reprinted below.
How would you react when
confronted by these words when
you opened the envelope?
The Governing Board of Editors of
the Institute have nominated you for
the prestigious title MAN OF THE
YEAR—2006… The Institute’s International Board of Research decided on your nomination due to

your overall accomplishments and contribution to society… The ABI Board
continually researches the achievements of men and women from around
the world and most are recognized in
the Institute’s internationally acclaimed Who’s Who publications. Occasionally, the Board finds other
individuals deserving of such top
honors as MAN OF THE YEAR. The
task of choosing such a group from
around the world is overwhelming to
say the least.
The Institute is assisted in its research
through personal recommendations
from the ABI Research Board of Advisors, a panel of 10,000 influential members living in as many as 75 countries.
We also received nominations for high
accolades from business leaders, university staffs, organizational officers,
government officials, and media executives from around the world. You are to
be commended on your nomination.
(...) I wish you much continued success
and look forward to hearing from you
concerning your nomination for the
2006 MAN OF THE YEAR.
Surely your first reaction would
be, “About time I was recognized for
my work.” Although I suggest that

Honours — At a Price

your warm fuzzy feeling might fade
a little when you get to the part
asking for a small contribution fee
towards your “Decree Custom
Laminated onto Finland Birch
Wood.” Perhaps your fuzzy feeling
might disappear altogether when
you calculate that the small contribution fee of US$295 equates to
A$375! And you have a right to be
confused and perhaps a bit annoyed
— after all, when you receive the
Nobel Prize for ‘outstanding accomplishment’ they pay you. You don’t
pay them.
So what is this? Is it a scam? Is it
vanity? Do the many thousands of
people with Man of the Year certificates on the wall really deserve
them? Perhaps some do. Both ABI
and IBC allow you to nominate
people (or yourself) on their website.
They will then send you a form to fill
out your details so you can be
included in one of their many
biographical directories, such as:
2000 Outstanding Intellectuals of the
21st Century or the Dictionary of
International Biography or 2000
Outstanding Scientists of the 21st
Century. Shortly after sending off
your form you will receive a letter
from them saying that having
considered your biography they now
wish to nominate you for an
award.

What’s available?

Astute readers might not be surprised to learn
that, this year alone, our esteemed Editor has
been offered a number of awards by the ABI.
Among them are Man of the Year (for the
noble example he has set), Great Mind of
the 21st Century (there are “less than a thousand” of them, so there), The World Medal
of Freedom (for no apparent reason) and
membership of ABI’s Research Board of Advisors (indicative of a certain amount of barrel scraping going on).
Being a modest chap, he has eschewed
these tempting offers, preferring to spend his
money on commission a bronze statue of
himself which he will then donate to a grateful nation for the benefit of underprivileged
pigeons everywhere.

The awards offered by ABI and
IBC make you sound very
special. Interestingly, neither
ABI nor IBC lists their entire
menu of awards on their
websites — perhaps they think
that to do so might make even
the most gullible person a little
suspicious. However, a Google
search will find many awards
available (see box).
Just as neither organization
publishes a consolidated list of
their awards, neither publishes
the award criteria, further
fuelling the suspicion that these
two organizations exist simply to
feed on people’s gullibility and
vanity. Any legitimate organization would proudly display its
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What Price Fame?
list of awards and their criteria for
being awarded.
Vanity is so secure in the heart of man
that everyone wants to be admired: even
I who write this, and you who read
this.— Blaise Pascal (1623-1662)
But clearly these organizations
survive because nobody can believe
how brazen they are in their promotion and the care they take to ensure
that they make no claims that can
be challenged in court. For example,
they never claim that they rigorously check their material. Indeed,
the introduction to the American
Biographical Institute’s Great Minds
of the 21st Century makes that very
clear when it states that biographies
are written and submitted by the
subjects themselves. So are they
committing fraud by offering such
awards?
Fraud is the offence of obtaining
property or money by false pretences. Is suggesting that David
Vernon be awarded Man of the Year,
because he has written so many
marvellous articles for the Skeptic,
fraudulent? Because neither ABI nor
IBC publishes their criteria for an
award then they are not blatantly
deceiving anyone over David
Vernon’s credentials. Further, they
tell everyone that the subjects
themselves submit the biographies!
They might be travelling mighty
close to the edge but if I chose to
hand over my US$295 on the basis
of their letter telling me that I’m a
pretty good bloke, then it’s probably
caveat emptor.
What is of greater concern are
those tens of thousands of people
who claim that their ABI or IBC
‘award’ is valuable and worth citing
in their resumes. Are they the ones
committing fraud? A Google search
on the words “American Biographical Institute” and “CV” returned
12,400 references. A search on
“International Biographical Centre”
and “CV” returned 9,100 references.
People are using these bogus awards
in their claims for employment. In
such a case there may be some claim
regarding fraud. If people are claiming that they hold a “Companion of
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Honour, Defensor Elegentiae” and
thus they are notable and should
get the job, then they are deceiving
their potential employer.

Why bother?
On the other hand, one wonders
why some people bother. Some
people appear to have done enough
notable things in their lives without
a bit of additional expensive paper
on the wall to state that they are
notable. Western Australian Senator Ross Lightfoot, in his 1997 entry
in Who’s Who in Australia p 970,
and on his Parliamentary website
states that he is a Life Fellow of the
International Biographical Centre.
Such Fellowships can be had for a
one-off payment of £795.
Australian Composer, Miriam
Hyde (1913-2005) who was awarded
an OBE in 1981 and an AO in 1991,
lists that she was awarded an
“International Woman of the Year”
from the IBC in 1992 in her biography. Indeed the IBC award gets
more space than her AO, which is a
shame because an AO is a vastly
greater achievement than a certificate that can be bought by anyone.
Why the need to trumpet the
worthless IBC award? Perhaps
being “International Woman of the
Year” sounds so much better than
being an “Officer of the Order of
Australia.”
But even the hallowed halls of
academe seem keen to promote the
nonsense of these awards. One
would have thought that the Australian National University’s, ANU
Reporter would have known better
than to state in Vol 29, No1:

Dr Miklos Gulacsi, of the ANU’s Department of Theoretical Physics has
been appointed a Deputy Director
General of the International Biographical Centre (IBC). The Centre
has featured biographies of Dr Gulacsi
in various Who’s Who publications
over the past few years. The invitation
is a rare one — fewer than one in every
thousand IBC biographees are invited
to take up positions in the Centre.

Dr Gulacsi, himself doesn’t trumpet this award in any of the 500 or so
mentions of him on the Internet, just
the ANU Reporter.
The Australian Academy of Science promoted one of its speakers at
the Australian Frontiers of Science
Conference in Canberra in 2003 thus:

Professor Richard Frankham… School
of Tropical Biology, James Cook University … was included in Outstanding Scientists of the 21st Century, 1st
edition, International Biographical
Centre.
Unfortunately, even Australia’s
elite science body believes that IBC
publications are worthy of note.
Jack Gordon Beale, AO and exMinister of the Environment in New
South Wales, scored a listing in the
International Biographical Centre in
England as one of the 2,000 Outstanding People of the Twentieth
Century according to The Hon Peter
Debnam (former NSW Opposition
Leader) in an obituary he gave for
Jack Beale in the NSW Parliament
on 19 September 2006. Does Peter
Debnam know the real value of this
praise?
So what motivates people to cite
these bits of paper? For some it must
be vanity, but for others it must be
gullibility and perhaps the request
from ABI and IBC that they pay for
their sheets of paper in their eyes,
adds to the value of the award. For
others it is part of building up a
presence and a claim of greatness
that can be used to impress others.
Neither of these two theories explains why notable and successful
people also purchase these bits of
paper. Maybe they, like so many of
us, believe that most people, most of
the time, are honest and being busy
people, accept what ABI and IBC
tells them, with little consideration
that they may not be being told the
entire truth.
Regardless of motivation, it is
clear that society is not enriched by
the existence of ABI and IBC. It is
only the owners of ABI and IBC who
are enriched. Nevertheless I still
want to be Man of the Year!

Report

The Paranormal
Conference
Our intrepid correspondent
seeks enlightenment among
True Believers

T

he Northern Californian
Paranormal Conference was
indeed paranormal. Held at the
‘haunted’ Brookdale Lodge, the event
began with lunch in a ‘haunted’
room, followed by five short seminars, a late night séance and an
investigation of the hotel premises.
Surrounded by giant redwoods,
the Brookdale Lodge is perched high
in the Santa Cruz mountains.
According to the locals, this hilly,
riparian region is Bigfoot country.
Built in 1900, the once grand, yet
now dilapidated, hotel previously
attracted celebrities, politicians and
mobsters (if you don’t consider the
last two interchangeable). The hotel
was featured on Ripley’s Believe It or
Not for its unique architecture, that
includes a trout-filled creek flowing
through the dining room. Apparently, former US President Herbert
Hoover visited here often to fish
from the bridge. It was in this
‘haunted’ room, reputedly the scene
of murder and intrigue, that the
conference was held.

The conference

Karen Stollznow, who is about to complete a
doctorate in linguistics in the USA, has just been
appointed Associate Editor of the Skeptic.
Check her site: www.bad-language.com

The conference was held by the
Haunted and Paranormal Investigations of Northern California (HPI)
group (ghosts.meetup.com/231/).
There was an impressive turn out of
some 70 guests, with a small skeptical contingent, including a psychology student from UC Santa Cruz
with whom I was able to share notes
and observations. After a normal
lunch, the paranormal conference

commenced with a talk by HPI
organiser and florist, Shannon, and
her assistant, Alicia. The pair
presented their findings from
several recent investigations of
haunted houses. This anecdotal
evidence included reports of the
sensation of being touched or
“brushed”, the sight of flickering
lights and “balls of light”, the sounds
of footsteps, and voices calling out
the investigator’s names and playfully mimicking their voices. Where’s
the proof? A photo supposedly
revealed an apparition of “ghostly
fingers”. These were so ghostly as to
be invisible, and the presenters
apologised for the image “not showing up”.
There was more evidence, examples of Electronic Voice Phenomena
(EVPs). These are recordings that
allegedly capture voices of the dead
(or alien languages). The skeptical
explanation is that these are subjective interpretations of random
sounds caused by radio or human
interference (see: www.haunted
americatours.com/EVP/EVP/). Some
examples might reveal real human
language, such as snippets of a
broadcast or background conversation. Alicia’s EVP featuring a female
voice calling “Cindy!” and another of
“a baby crying” are likely examples
of this. Other EVPs reveal word-like
sounds, such as Alicia’s example of a
‘voice’ calling out the nonsensical
name of “Idgy!” Other examples
revealed garbled ‘language’ that was
decoded for us by way of subtitles,
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Paranormal Conference
directing our interpretation of the
‘message’.
The next speaker was Gloria
Young of Ghost Trackers
(www.ghost-trackers.org). This
“professional research group” began
with midnight jaunts in the cemetery and now uses “scientific
methods” to research the paranormal. In preparation for the investigation, Gloria revealed some of the
stories of the Brookdale Lodge. The
hotel reputedly hosts some 49
ghosts, and is filled with hidden
rooms and secret passages. There
are reports of various paranormal
phenomena throughout the hotel,
from phantom footsteps and slamming doors to strange smells,
disembodied voices and a ‘sense’ that
rooms are occupied when they
appear empty. The most infamous
ghost in the hotel is that of a little
girl who drowned in the dining room
creek…Sally…or Sandra, or
Sarah…the psychic couldn’t remember.
Psychic Nancy Bradley
(www.nancybradley.org) presented
herself as “one of only 4 recognised
psychics in California”, and “one of
34 recognised psychics in the entire
United States”. We can only assume
this means that she is “recognised”
by the other 33, as she neglected to
name the governing body. In a
meaningless claim, Nancy further
alleges that for the past 19 years she
has been one of the “top ten” psychics in the world. I had never heard
of her before. There was time for a
quick plug for Nancy’s weekly
workshops where she guarantees the
immediate development of psychic
powers, “Everyone is psychic when
they go”.
Nancy is a bombastic, take-nononsense (but her own) kind of a
woman. The lecture for
Paranonsense 101 began with a
semantic analysis of ghosts versus
spirits. Ghosts are “imprints in
time”, a sort of trapped “energy”.
Like a broken record, ghosts are
doomed to eternally repeat a significant event again and again. In
contrast, spirits are no longer in this
purgatorial-like limbo but have
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“passed”. Unlike the scripted behaviour of ghosts, spirits are more fluid,
and can still communicate. Then
Nancy dropped a paranormal
bombshell, “Everybody lives in a
haunted house”. Lurking ghosts and
gawking spirits, “looky-loos”, as
Nancy calls them, are “everywhere”.
Everyone began looking furtively
around the room as Nancy warned,
“You are never alone”.
Nancy lives in a place with “loads
of good energy”, a former mortuary

Nancy Bradley
in El Dorado County, California. For
the aspiring investigator, Nancy told
her crowd to forget the traditional
notion of a creepy, haunted old
cemetery, “those are just full of
rotting remains”. Instead, visit “new
cemeteries where ectoplasm and
gases are expelled” from the newly
buried. Grieving loved ones visit,
stirring up energy, and so, these are
hot spots of psychic activity. Nancy

explained that there is good spirit
activity in moist climates, but none
in “desert areas” (hang on, weren’t
they “everywhere”?). The “only way
to the psychic is through nature”
(although apparently not in arid
environments). As a final contradiction, Nancy stated that only new
cemeteries have activity, but also
claims that her ex-mortuary, her
“Truth Centre”, offers “lots of energy”.
Next was Nancy’s husband,
Robert Reppert, owner and chief
investigator of Gold Rush Ghost
Investigations
(www.goldrushghosts.com). Robert
boasted that his group adopts the
“scientific method” in their analysis
of paranormal phenomena, and
proceeded to display a $10 000 infrared camera. This demonstrated a
common misunderstanding. The use
of scientific and technological
instruments is not, in itself, the
scientific method.
Robert’s scientific investigations
include the techniques of interviewing eyewitnesses and collecting
accounts. Of course, these constitute
folklore, rather than fact. By his own
admission, Robert’s biased objective
is “to prove the paranormal.” In this
quest, “hard evidence” consists of the
aforementioned EVPs, photographs
of orbs and recorded changes in
room temperature. When no rational
explanation is found, “we are left
with the paranormal”. As I always
say, the absence of an immediate
explanation is not proof of the
paranormal. Any lingering claim
that this is the scientific method was
dashed when Robert revealed his
findings are later corroborated by
Nancy. His psychic wife “fills the
gaps” in the investigation by supplying specific (unprovable) details of
names, dates, and places. How could
she go wrong? According to Robert,
Nancy is “accurate to a miniscule
amount”.
The final speaker was Michael
Cline of the Bay Area Psychic
Investigators
(www.bayareaparanormal.com) who
presented “An Interactive Study on
Remote Viewing”. Remote viewing is

a form of extra sensory perception,
the supposed ability to perceive
places, people and objects from afar,
in the past, present or future.
Proponents claim to be able to see,
hear, touch, taste and smell any
target upon which they choose to
focus. In a process known as
Bilocation, the Remote Viewer
claims to be in two places at once,
literally. Bob Carroll refers to remote
viewing as a form of “psychic dowsing” where “one uses psychic power
alone to dowse the entire galaxy, if
need be, for whatever one wants: oil,
mountains on Jupiter, a lost child, a
buried body, a hostage site thousands of miles away, inside the
Pentagon or the Kremlin.”1
The useful applications of this
practice would be endless, but there
was only a remote chance that
remote viewing could be valid.
However, the CIA and the US Army
initiated Stargate, a ‘military
intelligence’ project that dedicated
two decades and a multi-million
dollar budget to investigating this
phenomenon. The project further
aimed to add ‘scientific structure’ to
the practice, and this was clearly
achieved with a staff of up to 16
psychics, including witches, mediums and tarot card readers. The
prestigious Stanford University was
also in on the act with the Stanford
Research Institute (SRI) that also
tested various “Anomalous Mental
Phenomena” (1973-1989). Overall,
the SRI research provided a null
result. Psychologist and CSICOP
Fellow Ray Hyman was enlisted to
evaluate the SRI project and eventually concluded that “the case for the
existence of anomalous cognition is
still shaky, at best.”2
Michael maintains that we all
have “innate psychic ability”. As part
of the seminar, we engaged in a
highly uncontrolled experiment of
remote viewing. We were provided
with the name of the subject, psychic
Dee Disparti (Could others in the
room know her?), her general
location, Texas, US (Couldn’t we
make assumptions based on this
knowledge? Could we be certain that
the subject was there?) and that she

would either be “outside or inside” (a
50/50 chance of accuracy). We were
instructed to “hone in” (also called
“beaconing”) on this “beacon” and to
describe or sketch any images that
come to mind.
Before we began, Michael told us
to give ourselves “permission to be
psychic” and asked us to chant “I am
going to allow myself to be psychic”.
I gave the experiment an honest
attempt, and began listing concepts
that came to mind. I wrote down
“San Antonio”, “River Walk”, “tea”,
“wreath” and “cannon”. Then the
location of the subject was announced. Ironically, I was correct!
Was this proof of remote viewing?
No. Am I psychic? No. I simply
mapped my own travel experiences
onto the information provided.
Instead of “beaconing”, I recalled
places that I had been to, such as
the River Walk and the Alamo.
Other audience members also
seemed to play word association
with the key words, guessing major
cities and landmarks. Many were
probably influenced by visual cues
(such as tea cups). In an act of
confirmation bias, it is easy to
logically connect words with places
and concepts, after the fact, to make
them ‘fit’ the reading.

The séance
After a long respite we assembled at
10.30 pm in the “Haunted Log
Cabin” for a séance led by Nancy
Bradley. Nancy hinted that the
séance may produce ectoplasm, so I
was on the look out for any tricks.
However, this was not your average
séance. Instead of holding hands
around a table, we stood in a loose
circle around the self-professed
psychic celebrity. Instead of calling
out to the spirits, the spirits came to
Nancy. A seasoned performance
artist, Nancy leapt into character,
strutting around her stage as
cameras flashed in the dark. Names,
dates, places and faces were barked
out like orders. Nancy could ‘see’ two
brothers named Russell and Jerry
Clayton who had died in a car
accident, a girl named Sarah who
had drowned, Milly Ann, Amy, a

man in a hat, “Lumbermen playing
cards”, two spinster sisters, “a bunch
of old guys”, “a guy with a black
dog”, an anxious man with a leg
injury, a man with cobwebs on his
face and ants in his hair, a father
and son who died in a shooting
accident, a man who died of a bad
cough, an old woman working, a
man who liked jokes, a phantom
deer, and a noose hanging from the
ceiling. She could also smell smoke
and sense “Hispanic energy”.
At one point, Nancy claimed to be
in the presence of Daniel, a little boy
who “is happy and well and with his
granddad”. Obviously he was not so
well. Nancy asked if this name
meant anything to anyone, to no
reply. After the séance, a couple
approached her to confirm if the
child was definitely named Daniel.
Nancy dismissively repeated that
she had “just seen some boy with his
grandfather” and walked away,
leaving the now crying couple
convinced that this was their deceased son. During the séance, a
woman left the room, crying hysterically. It was speculated that she
could ‘feel’ the pain of the spirits in
the room. I would argue that she
was simply frightened, overwhelmed
or affected by the constant, dizzying
camera flashes.
After thirty minutes, Nancy
announced, “that’s it, show’s over”
and promptly left her stage. Of all
the readings and séances I have
witnessed, this psychic soliloquy was
the most open to deception. There
was no feedback, no confirmation
and no opposition, just trust, acceptance and corroboration. This wasn’t
a ‘reading’, it was a ‘telling’. Nancy
bullied her followers into substantiating her act by otherwise questioning their abilities, “If you have any
intuition at all you’ll sense this too”.
Some of the ‘spirits’ that Nancy ‘saw’
were characters of local legend and a
quick internet search could produce
a convincing hot reading. In particular, ‘Sarah’s drowning’ is well known
folklore. Some parts of the reading
involved ordinary observations, such
as the ‘smell of smoke’ in a room
with a fireplace. Others were vague,
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unprovable descriptions.
Finally, many of the spirits
that Nancy ‘saw’ are individuals stereotypical to the
region, eg, lumberjacks and
Hispanic workers.

The Investigation
The investigation began at
12.30 am in the Brookroom
dining room. With the
landscaped creek flowing
through the centre, surrounded by ferns, trees and
skylights, all bordered by
gables and steep terraces,
the Brookroom looks like a
house turned inside-out.
Divided into groups, we
shuffled around the dark
dining room, fitfully lit by
the frenzied flashes of the
psychic paparazzi. Some even wore
sunglasses. One investigator misobserved that “the roof beams are
moving”, but this was clearly an
illusion caused by the camera
flashes.
The investigators were armed with their
recording equipment, poised to capture
the reputed sounds of ghostly diners in
the Brookroom. This room is also the
scene of the hotel’s most infamous story.
It is alleged that one Sarah Logan, the
lodge owner’s niece, drowned in the
creek during the 1940s. The eternal 9year-old (or 6-year-old, according to some
accounts) now frolics around the hotel,
in a blue and white ‘Sunday dress’, and
has been ‘seen’ running through the hotel lobby, playing in the Brookroom, and
dancing to live bands in the Fireside
Room. Some stories describe the little
girl as vivid, yet motionless. Other accounts claim that ‘Sarah’ is interactive, approaching the hotel
guests, asking if they will help her
find her mother, before she simply vanishes. Apparently, Sarah’s
mother also haunts the hotel,
searching for her little girl, and
leaving behind the strong scent of
gardenias.
Torrential rain began and
the waterfall became thunderous. In the dark and noisy
room, both our visual and
auditory senses were now
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The Brookroom
adversely affected. However, a few
investigators commented that the
rain was “better for the investigation”. Or did the ominous weather
just provide a more appropriate
ambiance for a ghost hunt? Then,
one of the investigators sensed a
“portal” in the dining room. I could
sense more than one…the common
rooms in the hotel were riddled with
severe roof leaks.
In 1945, the hotel underwent a
drastic transition from decency to
debauchery in a change of ownership
from a Seventh-day Adventist to
‘The Mob’. Where prohibition once
prevailed, alcohol, prostitution and
crime now reigned. In accordance
with standard Mob lore, there is
reputedly a body (or bodies) buried
under the floorboards in the
Brookroom or the Fireside Room,

Dowsing the vortex

and a ‘haunted meat locker’
where victims were noiselessly murdered. We moved
on to the Fireside room.
There was no sign of the
dancing Sarah as the music
had stopped. Or had it?
Phantom “Big Band or Jazz
music” is allegedly heard
during the night. No one
heard anything, but one
investigator reported a
“sadness” and a “nauseous
feeling”, hypothesising that
there may be a body buried
beneath us. The chequered
dance floor had more
secrets still. The Fireside
Room boasts its very own
‘vortex’. Forewarned, I was
told that standing on the
vortex can ‘cause’ dizziness.
I stood on the offending spot and
didn’t notice anything unusual, not
even any sort of optical illusion. I
was then pushed out of the way by a
serious group who began dowsing
the vortex with divining rods and
pendulums.
Next was the Mermaid Room, a
curious room with a ramshackle bar.
As we entered, one of the investigators claimed to see a “phantom man”
standing at the bar with a drink in
hand. The room takes its name from
an underwater window view of the
deep end of the hotel swimming pool.
As we tried to look through the unlit
window, an investigator claimed to
hear a disturbing noise, “like someone thrashing about in water”. It is
reputed that the pool room is
haunted by the ghost of a 13-yearold who drowned in 1972 (or the
1920s). Another report claims
that a hotel guest went swimming in the pool, ducked her
head underwater and saw a
fully clothed young girl staring
back at her from the base of
the pool.
The investigators referred to
the Mermaid Room as a “meat
market”, where prostitutes
would cavort in the pool, and
gang members would choose
their women from the window
display. It is reputed that the

sounds of music and laughter
can be heard here at night. As we
listened for these sounds, one
investigator claimed that she
could hear “moans and groans”
emanating from one of the
adjoining rooms that “must have
been used as a brothel”. An ‘EVP’
was collected in this room, a very
mundane, conversationally
relevant, clear, mortal, modern
American English female voice
uttering, “We’re in here”.
As we were retiring for the
morning at 2.30 am, a hotel
employee approached me,
exaggeratedly sniffing the air and
asking, “Mmm! Can you smell
gardenias?” I replied that I couldn’t,
but I was wearing perfume which
might be the source of the scent. He
was clearly alluding to the ‘ghost’ of
Sarah’s mother. With a willing
audience, he proceeded to give us a
good ghost time. He informed us
that “satanic rituals” had taken
place in a room above the kitchen
and that “something happens here
every day”. As if on cue, a buzzing
sound emanated from one of the
heaters. “Did you hear that? One of
the heaters just switched itself on!”
Clearly, it was a timer or a prank.
Did the investigation reveal any
evidence? No. As John, a more
skeptical member of the group put
it, “I visited the famous haunted
Brookdale Lodge and all I got was
this crappy orb pic”. Of the thousands of photos taken that night,
‘orbs’ were the only ‘evidence’ produced. It fascinated me to see the
investigators dismiss some orbs as
‘just dust or rain’, yet convince
themselves that others were ‘ghosts’.
Crackly or ordinary EVPs were also
considered to be proof, but if a ‘ghost’
can mischievously switch on heaters,
why can’t it materialise, or at least
provide an intelligible EVP?
Feelings of ‘heaviness’, ‘sadness’,
‘nauseousness’ and ‘happiness’ were
also taken as ‘trustworthy pieces of
evidence’. Of course, these cannot
attest to anything other than state
of mind. In addition, anecdotal
evidence and visions were interpreted as ‘proof ’. In an unwitting

46, the ‘haunted room’. However,
no one could relay any phenomena that have reputedly taken
place there. I eventually found
the following anecdote online:

An orb — ‘proof’ that the place was haunted
‘hot reading’, the investigators were
aware of the myths associated with
the hotel. The reports made during
the investigation were variations on
a theme. Moreover, the lack of
detail, the inconsistencies and
discrepancies bear all of the hallmarks of urban legends. Why the
Brookdale Lodge? This is a unique
structure associated with celebrities
and intrigue, with the backdrop of
mountains and the beach…the
perfect formula for folklore.
There was a last opportunity for a
ghost sighting. I was allocated Room

Room 46 of the motel wing is reported
to be very haunted. A woman who
worked at the lodge in exchange for
lodging has reported that at night
objects and shapes would fly across
the room. Ghostly ballroom dancers
would swirl around leering at her as
they floated by. Ghosts would materialize around her bed, their faces
sometimes vague and sometimes very
very clear. One of the ghosts was a
little boy, perhaps 12 or 13 years old,
another was a man with his eye hanging loose on his cheek, and still another
was a man with a knife wound across
his face. Not all of her experiences in
room 46 were visual. She also reports
that once she felt somebody sit on the
edge of her bed and stroke her arm.3
As I was leaving, a conference
member noticed that I had stayed in
the feared Room 46. “What did you
experience?” he asked, to which I
responded, “Sleep. What should I
have experienced?” He shrugged his
shoulders and said forlornly, “Don’t
worry then”. I felt as though I had
disappointed this stranger, by not
telling him what he had expected to
hear. I could have easily regurgitated an old anecdote or invented a
new one, to feed his confirmation
bias. Anyone can add to the pseudohistory of the Brookdale Lodge.

Notes:

The scariest thing I saw at the seance

1. Carroll, Robert. Remote Viewing.
The Skeptic’s Dictionary. Retrieved 1
May 2007 from: www.skepdic.com/
remotevw.html
2. Hyman, Ray. 1995. Evaluation of
Program on Anomalous Mental
Phenomena. University of Oregon.
Retrieved 1 May 2007 from:
www.mceagle.com/remote-viewing/
refs/science/air/hyman.html
3. Brookdale Lodge. Haunted Bay.
Retrieved 1 May 2007 from:
www.hauntedbay.com/features/
BrookdaleLodge.shtml
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Education

Broadcasting
the Evidence
A plea for more teaching
about our past

Helen Lawrence, author, publisher,
palaeontologist, physiotherapist and musician,
wonders where the time goes.
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cientists are well aware that if
they are going to mount an
argument, they have to have the
evidence to back it up. Due to the
energy of a world-wide mine of
research workers, more evidence of
human descent continues to come to
light as new techniques emerge and
more digging is done, and the process
sometimes dictates major changes in
understanding some elements of our
origins.
As this research teaches us about
ourselves, it would seem that there is
every reason for educational
authorities to include a basic
anthropological program focussing
on the fascinating story of our
ancestors in their curriculum. In fact
it seems odd that biological profiles of
other animals have been part of the
science lesson for quite a long time,
yet the human evolutionary profile
may either not feature at all or may
be distorted to suit the philosophy of
the particular school or teacher.
There is, of course, another
possible reason for avoiding the
teaching of human origins in schools.
The subject contains not only uncertainty, but is full of long Latin
species names and a good deal of
physical anatomy, chemistry, geology
and genetics and might be considered
better suited to tertiary level. But
isn’t that equally so for physics,
chemistry and biology, all subjects
that have been taught at secondary
level for at least fifty years?
Numerous articles on the subject of
anthropology have been published in

prestigious journals. These are for
the specialist, but good books have
been designed to suit public consumption and can be found in
bookstores and libraries. Nevertheless, I have heard top researchers
say that more should have been
done to inform the general public
about what is known of our ancient
inheritance in order to combat
insidious fundamentalist propaganda. A scientist heading a top
institution in New York told me he
was pessimistic, declaring it a case
of too little, too late. The catechismal
cat is already out of the bag.
I see two reasons for this situation. First of all, research scientists
have very demanding jobs and are
simply too busy to trace and attack
misinformation. Secondly, it is a
crashing bore to engage with dyedin-the-wool creationists and have to
listen to their rhetoric. They will
shift their ground and use every
kind of fallacious argument in an
effort to protect their beliefs. There
seems to be no embargo on circularity, ad hominem and ad ignorantiam
in argument and all sorts of ambiguities and vagueness.

The teaching of palaeoanthropology
Universities teach two kinds of
anthropology. To distinguish them:
Anthropology is the study of living
and recent human cultures whereas
Palaeoanthropology is a science that
researches into species of human
through millennia, back to forbears
who lived millions of years ago. The

evidence for actual Homo sapiens
(us) is already quite detailed. This
evidence comes from bones, stone
and bone tools and ornaments,
middens and human refuse. It is
backed up by modern DNA from
both male and female sources taken
from countries all over the world.
Inherited DNA contains ‘markers’
from the past that can tell us who
these people were, where they went
and when they lived and in many
cases where their descendants are
now living.
Clearly universities (though not
all) teach palaeoanthropology, but
schools that have the study of
human origins in their curriculum
are like needles in haystacks. The
reason for the dearth of this science
in some universities is probably due
to lack of resources, but in schools
the reason has a tendency to be
related to political correctness. Not
all parents would approve, especially
those who live in the past with a
closed mind to the existence of other
human species.
A search through secondary
syllabus web sites was fairly abortive, sites poor, some unavailable
and one not updated since 1989! Any
mention of anthropology usually
referred to the social studies type, ie,
modern ethnology — not palaeo. I
found one possible exception. Pine
Rivers State High School in Queensland has an excellent site, and
although An introduction to anthropology — case study appeared under
“sociology”, there seemed to be
leeway in the course for innovation.
If my memory serves me correctly I
think Pine Rivers was one of the few
schools that requested my ‘fossils’
book.
Most schools try to please everyone and probably end up pleasing no
one. Some “Christian” schools claim
to teach both evolution and creationism. This sounds very liberal, but
the bias is there, even if it is not
overt. These schools are obliged to
teach natural selection as against a
separate creation for each creature
but if there is bias, students will
sense it and besides, choice of this
kind of school by parents who are

already committed creationists
means an opinion is imposed on
many students before they are
mature enough to weigh the pros
and cons. Although some will break
away, others due to a more submissive nature, are denied the freedom
of dissent. A few may experience
psychological trauma once they
emerge into the real world of ideas.
Unfortunately, children in a creationist family tend to be moulded as
faithfully by parents as ancient
skulls in polyester by scientists!
People began to ask questions
about our origins in the Enlightenment, but there are creationists who
deplore the fact that the Enlightenment period ever happened. They
would like to see us return to a
theocracy. Of course there would be
no agreement about which brand of
religion should hold sway as there
are so many, all of them claiming to
be the true faith and many of them
sniping at one another. Even someone reasoning on a very simple level
must realise they can’t all be true.
The conflict is potentially very
divisive and unhelpful.

Unhelpful arguments
Humans are fallible. We are sloppy
in argument and easily led to false
conclusions. While it is generally
admitted that some facets of religion
are unknowable, people have tried to
justify belief in a creator by using
argument. In every case the rules
were broken. How could they not be
between two sides (God or not God)
when the conclusion was
unknowable? Hence it is considered
legitimate, even virtuous, to believe
the positive side of the argument
because this is the conclusion
wished for.
In science, assumptions are made
all the time, but only on the basis of
putting up a hypothesis. The real
test comes in proving it, as in a court
of law, proof beyond reasonable
doubt. Science goes further in that
proving a theory may explain
something that was previously
unknown, or the new finding may
dovetail in with other known facts.
Frequently, it does both, although

there is always more to explain. On
the other hand religion claims to
have an explanation — for everything.
Through the ages certain sages
have realised and deplored this
weakness and have tried to rectify
the situation with twisted logic.
Skeptics may be familiar with the
attempts of St Anselm in the 12th
Century and Thomas Aquinas in the
13th. Both were circular and therefore inadmissible by the rules of
argument. A more interesting, and
less circular, argument was aired by
C.S.Lewis. Lewis said that Jesus
was either mad, bad or God, giving
three alternatives based on what is
recorded in the New Testament.
There is general agreement that the
sayings of Jesus express sentiments
well ahead of his times. According to
Gospel narratives, Jesus does not
exhibit psychotic or criminal behaviour. Furthermore, he is currently
revered as a good man by many who
are not Christians. The third option
is a little strange. Why the leap to
God? Surely that is a non sequitur.
At the time there were many sects
all claiming to be followers of Christ.
Some emphatically did not believe
that Jesus was God though they
might concede to his being God’s son.
Although Lewis was a highly intelligent man, his argument is full of
holes.
People with adequate means want
things to remain the same. Change
worries them. “Stop the world – I
want to get off!” is the catch-cry and
now it’s global warming. Yes, it will
probably happen, our revolving
planet is constantly changing with
no regard for human life. “Change
and decay in all around I see,” says
the old hymn. But the next line is
the give-away: “Oh Lord who
changeth not, abide with me.”

Attempts to vilify science
To their credit, scientists from all
over the world are working, sometimes in difficult and dangerous
situations, to augment our knowledge. Where did we come from?
What are our origins? How did we
behave when we (Homo sapiens)
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were not the only human on the
planet?
The avidity of creationists to
pounce on any perceived weakness
in reports of human origins research
speaks of desperation demanding a
kind of reflex counteraction. The
multiregional dissension over the
findings of the team that discovered
the Hobbits in Indonesia was a
gratuitous gift to literal Genesis
adherents. Although there certainly
is robust argument between two
interpretations of the discovery,
science is always open to review —
that is its strength. Some anthropologists consider these little people
to be microcephalic dwarfs, in other
words pathologically deformed Homo
sapiens. It is quite bizarre that this
appeals to creationists. Apparently
they would prefer to be related to
whole tribes of grotesque subnormal
humans rather than pygmy Homo
floresiensis, a different species with
a small but well organised brain.
And yet this was surely no human
freak but an ingenious people who
successfully dealt with migration
over a treacherous stretch of sea and
adjustment to a worsening island
climate for the best part of 100,000
years. There are signs that they
were capable of planning hunting
forays to secure a meat-based diet of
stegodon (pygmy elephant) and
giant rat. Their physical structure
suggests agility in tree climbing, a
useful skill when avoiding a carnivorous Komodo dragon that might be
three metres long. The Hobbits
themselves were scarcely a metre
tall. They lived on the Indonesian
island of Flores and it is certainly
possible that Homo sapiens living in
that region at that time was well
aware of the existence of these little
people. Our kind may even have
been instrumental in their demise.
The jumble of bones from both
Hobbits and other animals proves
that they were no myth. Such an
epic story ought to be told far and
wide and Mike Morwood, researcher
and leader of the team that discovered the Hobbits, has done so in an
exciting and very readable book that
ought to be in every school library.*
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Grey power over grey matter
One of my reasons for entering the
lists of archaeology and
palaeoanthropology post-retirement
was to write about these absorbing
developments for schools and the lay
public. I have to admit that putting
books in schools has had little success. The administration usually has
a set agenda that pays scant attention to human origins and I have
actually never had a reply to letters.
There is a point at which one gives
up! However, one of my current jobs
is as a tutor at a U3A establishment
(ie, University of the Third Age). The
interest generated in these matureage students has to some extent
compensated for disinterested
secondary educational institutions.
Remarks such as “I had no idea…”
and “I thought hobbits were an
invention of Tolkien’s…” partners a
genuine wish to learn about our
human relatives.
At present we are studying how
DNA has been a recent vehicle for
tracing Homo sapiens migration out
of Africa to populate the whole world.
I thought I would not burden this
class — some of whom were beginners in the subject — with too many
names of previous species of human.
For one thing, the essence of science
being open to criticism means that
new discoveries are continually
changing the picture and altering
species names. Imagine my surprise
and gratification when the class
insisted they wanted to be told as
much background knowledge as I
could give them, including what is
known about former human lineages
— quite a tall order.
Professor Morwood was besieged
by the media from all round the
world when the Hobbit story surfaced. But how many science teachers
interrupted their syllabus teaching to
tell the class of this extraordinary
discovery?
Obviously individual predilections
vary and some teachers will be keen
to include anthropological material.
Schools in the general Mildura area
run tours for their students to Lake
Mungo National Park where male
and female Homo sapiens skeletal

parts over 40,000 years old have been
found. In line with Aboriginal tradition, the bones of deceased humans
must not be exposed to living eyes. A
concession to this embargo has been
negotiated and an underground
‘Keeping Place’ planned to act as a
study centre and museum. It is hoped
that at least casts of bones will be
allowed to be on view.
An illustrated book, Mungo over
Millennia, has recently been published. It contains articles by prominent scientists who have worked at
Mungo and contributions from
several Aborigines. The three traditional tribes of the region are all
represented in this publication. It is
an example of cooperation that is
almost unprecedented and one of the
elders has said that she would like
young Aboriginal people to be taught
both stories. There are elements in
these two stories where science and
history meet. They both tell of an
occupation by Aboriginal ancestors,
thousands of years ago and of their
original migration to an Australia
empty of human beings.
It is quite possible that my
judgement over the lack of interest
in schools and amongst the young
generally may be misplaced. I hope
it is. Readers may know of cases
where Human Origins is taught in
schools. If so, please let me hear
about them.
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Feature Article

Fee, Phi,
Flim, Flam
Perfect, golden or mythical —
the good oil on phi

Michael Lucht is a Lecturer at the School of
Computing, University of Tasmania

W

hile there exists an infinite
number of real numbers, only
a finite number of them have been
honoured with a name. One of these,
1.618033988749894848204586834365...,
is better known by its Greek letter φ.
In English, φ is written as phi and
usually pronounced “fi”. (But sometimes as “fee”!) Phi is an irrational
number, meaning that:
the above sequence of digits keeps on
going and going and going... and going;
there will never be a point in the decimal expansion after which the same
digits just get repeated over and over
again, like in the fraction 22/7 =
3.142857 142857 142857 142857 ...
This puts phi in the company of
π (pi) and the square root of 2. If
this were all, then it would be of
interest to students of mathematics, like e= 2.718281828459…, but
of little concern to those outside of
science. Not so — phi has attracted a devout band of followers
in the general public, enough to
make pi jealous. These phi enthusiasts claim that rectangles, the
proportion of whose sides equal phi,
are the most beautiful rectangles
imaginable. They say that phi can be
found in the ratios of our bodies, and
that many great architects, artists,
musicians and authors used phi in
their creations.
For this reason, a ratio that
evaluates to phi has been honoured
with not just one, but two, bombastic
names: the “Golden Ratio” and the
“Divine Proportion”. But how many

of those claims, if any, are true? Let
us start at the beginning. Where
does 1.618… come from?

Phi in Mathematics
Phi arises from simple geometry,
just like pi. However, while pi
originates from a circle, phi comes
from a rectangle. Imagine cutting a
rectangle in two, in such a way that
we end up with a square and a new,
smaller, rectangle. This is shown in
Figure 1.

Figure 1

Phi comes about when we choose
our original rectangle to have
proportions which will make the new
rectangle as similar as possible to
the original rectangle. Basically, we
want the new rectangle to be a
smaller, tipped over version of the
original rectangle. Or to put it
another way, if we rotate the new
rectangle 90º, and increase its size,
we should get back our original
rectangle. Obviously, there is only
one possible ratio between the width
and the height of the original rectan-
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gle for which this is so, and this
ratio is phi. For example, if the
height of the large rectangle is 1,
then its width will need to be
1.618… A rectangle with those
proportions is called a
Golden Rectangle. Since
the new rectangle is just
a scaled down version of
the original rectangle, it
immediately follows that
it too is Golden.
Non-surprisingly (since
this sort of thing happens
a lot in mathematics) phi
also pops up in apparently unrelated places,
like in the Fibonacci
sequence. The Fibonacci
sequence is a sequence of
numbers, useful for
describing population
growth, in which any
element in the sequence
(except the first two) is
derived by adding together the previous two
elements. For example,
starting with a 0 and a 1,
the third element is 1 (= 0+1), the 4th
is 2 (= 1+1), the fifth is 3 (=1+2), the
6th is 5 (=2+3) and so on. Continuing
in this fashion, we get the following
sequence of Fibonacci numbers:
0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34, 55, 89, ...
What is the connection between
the Fibonacci sequence and phi?
Well, it turns out that if one takes
any element in the Fibonacci sequence (for example, the 11th element which is 55) and divide it by
the element just preceding it (for
example, the 10th element which is
34), one ends up with a number
which approximates phi (in this case
55/34 = 1.617...). Furthermore, the
higher the elements that we choose
in the Fibonacci sequence, the more
accurate the approximation will be.
In other words, we can get as close
to phi as we like (but never exactly
phi), by choosing suitably high
elements in the Fibonacci sequence.
While phi has some truly remarkable mathematical properties, there is
no controversy here. This changes
once we consider whether phi can
escape the prison of pure mathemat-
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ics. Does phi coexist with us in the
natural world?

Phi in Nature

Figure 2
Find yourself a pine-cone, pineapple
or sunflower (with seeds) and
examine the structure of the segments or seeds. You will find spiral
patterns, one set of spirals going
clockwise, and another set going
counter-clockwise. The number of
spirals in each arm should be
adjacent Fibonacci numbers. I
checked it with a pine-cone, counting
8 and 13 spirals. And again with a
pineapple, counting 5 and 8 spirals.
The story checks out!
But why? To answer this question,
consider a sunflower (since it is
easier to visualise in two dimensions). It takes a lot of resources to
raise a seed-head high above ground,
so a sunflower naturally wants to
pack the largest number of seeds
within the smallest possible space. It
would like to avoid patches that are
without any seeds, as well as having
seeds so close together that they
obstruct each other’s development;
in other words, we have a packing
problem.
But first, a brief note about how
sunflowers grow: the seeds develop

in the centre, pushing the existing
seeds outwards. Most fascinating of
all, each new seed that grows is
offset by a constant angle from the
previous seed1. Thus — amazingly
— the packing problem
reduces to a single number,
finding the optimal angle!
Let us try to find it, starting with a very simple
scheme, placing 3 seeds
per rotation. This corresponds to an angle of 120º.
The result is the 3-Sunflower in Figure 2 (a).
The seeds grow in three
straight lines, squeezing
each other, while most of
the seed-head is
unutilised. Clearly, 120º is
a poor choice. Would it be
any better to have a
fractional number of seeds
per rotation, for example
22/7, corresponding to a
seed every 114.55º? The
result is the 22/7-Sunflower in Figure 2 (b).
After 7 rotations, the 23rd
seed ends up aligned exactly with
the first, again resulting in an
inefficient seed distribution.
Given enough seeds, all angles
based on fractions will suffer this
Achilles heel. Therefore, let’s abandon rational numbers entirely, and
consider an irrational number of
seeds per turn. Because irrational
numbers cannot be expresses as
fractions, we can be sure that no two
seeds will ever exactly line up! Let’s
try this with π, placing 3.141... seeds
per rotation (corresponding to an
angle of about 114.59º between
successive seeds). Unfortunately, the
π -Sunflower as shown in Figure 2
(c) also has problems. The 23rd seed
is within about 1º of the 1st. Likewise, the 24th seed will almost line
up with the 2nd, and so on. While we
do not have straight lines of seeds
any more, the spirals are nearly as
bad, because of the large gaps
between spiral arms. Using an
irrational number of seeds per turn
is the right idea, but surprisingly,
not every irrational number wo 1rks
equally well!

Now, let us try placing phi seeds
per turn, corresponding to an angle
of about 137.5º between successive
seeds. This, by the way, is called the
Golden Angle. This results in the
phi-Sunflower in Figure 2 (d). First
of all, it is apparent that the seeds
are evenly distributed: no two seeds
are crowding each other, and there is
no wasted space. Also take note of
the two sets of spirals, one set going
clockwise, and the other counterclockwise, just like in a real sunflower. This is where the connection
to the Fibonacci sequence comes in,
because it turns out that with the
Golden Angle, the pattern of seeds
automatically form a Fibonacci
number of spirals (both clock- and
counter-clockwise).
Hence, both measurement and
theory support the claim that phi
makes an appearance in nature, in
pine-cones, pineapples and sunflowers, and in similar situations where
nature tries to arrange leaves,
segments, seeds, etc. in an optimum
manner.
So much for the good (true) stuff.
Let’s move on to a related claim
that, while still plausible, should be
approached with greater caution,
namely that the number of petals for
different flowers are Fibonacci
numbers.
There are plenty of flowers with a
Fibonacci number of petals2:

◊

3 petals: Trillium

◊
5 petals: Buttercups, Geraniums,
Pansies, Primroses, Rhododendrons, Tomato blossoms
◊

8 petals: Delphinium

◊

13 petals: Marigold, Ragwort

◊

21 petals: Black-eyed Susan

◊

But there also are exceptions2:

◊

4 petals: Poppy, Spring Cress,
Cutleaf Toothwort, Forsythia, Mint

◊
6 petals: Snowdrop, Tulip, Gladiolus, Iris, Lily
◊

7 petals: Starflower

◊

9 petals: Magnolia Grandiflora

Measuring Phi

This reminds me of a joke which
mathematicians like to tell:
A physicist proved that all odd numbers are primes. The proof goes like this:
1, 3, 5, 7 are primes. 9 is an experimental error. 11, 13 are primes. QED.
While not denying the likelihood
that a Fibonacci number of petals
arises in some flowers in a manner
comparable to sunflower seed
packing, in some cases it might
simply be a coincidence, especially
when the number of petals is small.
Even with flowers for which there is
very strong evidence for a connection
with the Fibonacci sequence, like
daisies with varieties of 34, 55, 89
petals3, one does not have to look far
(at least I didn’t have to) to discover
that the situation is not as straightforward as all that. Of the daisies
that I tried, one had 52 petals and
two 59 petals. Clearly my garden
had defective daisies!
Finally, there are those claims
that are most kindly described as
nutty, extra crunchy. For example:

•

The ratio of a person’s height to
height-to-navel is phi.

•

The ratio between our finger
joints is phi.

•

Our facial features are based
upon phi.
And the list goes on and on. First
of all, why should it be this way?
What, for example, is the big deal
about our navel? Usually this is
justified by the assertion (which I
will come back to) that the Golden
Ratio is “most beautiful”. While this
might explain the popularity of baremidriff fashions, the fact remains
that whenever somebody actually
goes through the trouble of measuring these things, it rarely results in
numbers very close to phi4. In fact,
there is considerable variation
among humans, even among those
considered attractive.
This raises the question: how
close to phi do we need to get before
the result can be considered significant? This will be the focus of the
next section.

All too often, the algorithm for
finding phi in ancient architecture,
works of art or the human body is as
follows:
1) Take various measurements.
2) Select any two numbers and divide
the larger by the smaller.
3) Shout “Eureka!” if anything close to
phi comes up.
4) If not, go back to step 2.
Clearly, since phi is an irrational
number, we will never be able to find
it exactly, neither in the works of
nature nor in man-made objects. But
how close to phi do we need to get
before we can count it as a sighting
of phi? For example, does 1.6 count
as a hit? Although it is within 1.2%
of phi, is it not far more likely that
the intended ratio is 8:5? Another
example comes from those who claim
that Noah’s Ark has phi built into its
design, based on:
And this is the fashion which thou shalt
make it of: The length of the ark shall
be three hundred cubits, the breadth of
it fifty cubits, and the height of it thirty
cubits.5
Fifty divided by thirty is 1.666...
which is within 3% of phi, although
one might expect an omniscient god
to manage slightly higher accuracy.
More likely, the closeness to phi is
simply a coincidence. To support a
claim about phi based on measurement alone, clearly greater accuracy
is required. But how much is
enough? For comparison, consider
Quantum Electrodynamics (QED):
... experiments have Dirac’s number at
1.00115965221 (with an uncertainty of
about 4 in the last digit); the theory puts
it at 1.00115965246 (with an uncertainty of about five times as much). To
give you a feeling for the accuracy of
these numbers, it comes out something
like this: If you were to measure the distance from Los Angeles to New York to
this accuracy, it would be exact to the
thickness of a human hair. 6
Unfortunately, this is hardly the
kind of accuracy that we can expect
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from ancient monuments
or renaissance paintings. But without it,
evidence based on
measurement alone is
unconvincing. Consider
ratios between 1 and 2,
since these are rather
common. If we consider
everything within 3% of
phi as a sighting (1.570
to 1.666), we have a
nearly 10% chance of an
accidental hit!
And if that was not
bad enough, there is also the problem of selection bias. If one is on the
lookout for any special number, be it
42 or phi, one is likely to find it, by
simply ignoring all the “insignificant
numbers” on the way7.

Phi in Man-made Artifacts
The claim that phi was used for the
dimensions of the Greek Parthenon
is habitually repeated, even by some
reputable sources. On the face of it,
it sounds plausible enough; the
ancient Greeks knew about phi, and
I have no doubts that they could
have incorporated the Golden Ratio
in their temples had they wanted to.
But did they?
Usually this claim comes with a
full-frontal picture of the Greek
Parthenon, with Golden rectangles
drawn over it in a bright colour, not
unlike Figure 3.
Usually, in the eagerness to find a
Golden Rectangle, phi enthusiasts
conveniently overlook that parts of
the pedestal are outside of the
Golden Rectangle. Besides, we could
draw quite a few rectangles based on
different features of the Parthenon.
For example: one that encloses the
columns, one that encloses the
columns plus the garter above, etc.
The more rectangles one can draw,
the greater the chance of finding phi
by accident. Also, different authorities quote different values for the
dimensions of the Parthenon, so phi
enthusiasts can pick and choose.
Markowsky, who critically analysed
the ratios based on the most reputable measurements4, could get no
closer to phi than 1.71. Could phi be
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Figure 3
built into the Parthenon? Perhaps.
Is there good evidence for it? No.
Claims about phi in artwork
(Mona Lisa), music (Mozart), and
literature are legion. I will give one
example. On 15 October 2005, The
Science Show on Radio National
broadcast a story on “The Lancelot
Code” in which Joan Helm, an
amateur scholar attached to the
University of Queensland, promoted
the idea that that phi is hidden
inside the manuscript of the original
Arthurian Romances by the French
author Chrétien de Troyes8. Her
prize exhibit was that the manuscript contains a large golden “E” in
the passage where Lancelot declares
his love for Guinevere, “the only
capital like it in the manuscript.”
This letter occurs at line 4401 while
the total count of lines is 7118,
leading to a number within 0.05% of
phi. Impressive!
Or is it? In the interview it is
stated that: “All that divides its
thousands of lines of poetry are a
series of beautiful, ornate capital
letters painted at random positions
that no one has ever explained...”
This means that there are plenty of
opportunities for special letters to
occur at “significant” line numbers,
just by chance. Also, the thought
occurs, why should Chrétien have
bothered? Dr Helm suggested that
Chrétien’s purpose was to create
puzzles for his patrons (including
King Henry II of England), but
counting thousands of lines of prose
for fun is a bit bizarre, even by the
admittedly high standards set by
present-day royalty.

To conclude,
anyone trying to build
a case that phi was
used in architecture,
literature, painting or
music, based on
measurement alone,
has my sympathies.
At very best, they
might establish
plausibility. To really
clinch it beyond
doubt, something
extra is needed, like a
record by the architect (or author, or artist, or composer). In more recent times, there is
no need to doubt that Salvador Dali
used phi in The Sacrament of the
Last Supper because he said so9.
Since the ancient Greeks have been
known to write things down now and
again, it really is a pity that no one
left a note.

Phi and Beauty
The arguments that phi appears in
art, architecture and human bodies
would be academic, were it not for
the companion claim that the
Golden Rectangle is the most aesthetically pleasing of all rectangles.
This is what is meant, when it is
claimed that “phi is the most beautiful number”.
The first person to investigate the
beauty of phi in a systematic way
was Gustav Fechner, who in the
1860s, showed his subjects 10
rectangles, asking them to pick their
favourite. As it turned out, on
average his subjects preferred
rectangles closer to the Golden
Ratio. However, the design of his
experiment has been questioned
because he always presented the
rectangles in the same order, making it possible that the preference
was a result of subjects preferring to
pick a card from the “middle”.
Fechner’s experiments have inspired
numerous repetitions, leading
Green10 (who did an extensive
review of the literature) to conclude:
I am led to the judgment that the traditionally held aesthetic effects of the
golden section may well be real, but if
they are, they are fragile as well.

In other words, Green is unable
to rule it out entirely, but even if
true, the effect is tiny. The research
did establish that most people
prefer rectangles that are neither
too square nor too elongated, but
this leaves a huge range.
In any case, even if one had
conclusive proof that people prefer
rectangles close to the Golden
Rectangle, could one ever really be
sure that the preference is towards
phi and not some close-by number
like 1.6?

Conclusion
No doubt, phi is a number with some
remarkable properties. Almost as
remarkable are the fantastic claims
that are made for it, expressed with a
confidence far in excess of the meagre
evidence. Fortunately, the “cult of the
Golden Ratio” is far less harmful than
most of the things that us Skeptics
worry about. In fact, it is an interesting thought experiment to try and
imagine how “the cult of phi” could
cause serious mischief.
On the other hand, with phi, there

is the potential for even hard-nosed
Skeptics to be taken in. Claims
about phi are superficially plausible,
and (big danger sign, this) one would
like them to be true. Would it not be
nice if this bridge between mathematics, aesthetics, architecture,
and our very own bodies existed?
Yes, but reality is not sentimental
about such things. Fortunately we
get a consolation prize — the fact
that phi can be found in the growth
patterns of plants is already pretty
amazing.
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The Skeptics Prize for Critical Thinking
Now is the time to be thinking of nominating yourself, or someone else, for the
Australian Skeptics Prize for Critical
Thinking. This $10 000 prize will be
awarded at the Annual Skeptics Dinner,
to be held in conjunction with the 2007
Skeptics National Convention in Hobart
on November 17.
Details can be found on our website:

www.skeptics.com.au
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Health

Echinacea:
the Wonder Herb
Some unpalatable facts about a
popular ‘cure-all’

David Vernon is a Canberra based freelance
writer, who writes about science, parenting,
health and history.
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C

oming into winter, pharmacies
all over the country are stocking
up on a herbal remedy made from a
rather beautiful North American
plant, Echinacea purpurea. And is it
any wonder? It seems to be a remarkably profitable product for the
retailers. A 100g bottle of the powdered root of E.purpurea can be
bought at my local pharmacy for
$21.95. To give some perspective on
how horrendously expensive this is,
you could dry and powder Daucus
carota (the common carrot) for less
than $1.50 per100g.
“Ah,” I hear you say, “but
Echinacea helps me recover from a
cold. I don’t think powdered carrots
would help me with anything, other
than perhaps constipation.” To
which I would reply, “On what basis
do you believe Echinacea is useful
for the common cold?”
Most proponents of herbal medicine argue that humans have successfully used herbal remedies for
many centuries — these remedies
are based on ancient knowledge. Not
surprisingly, this claim is made for
Echinacea, with herbalists claiming
that it was used extensively by
North American Indians as a cure
for the cold. In reality, it was only
one tribe, the Cheyenne, who used it
for colds. But it was used far more
widely as a general panacea. Apparently the Lakota used it for snakebite, sepsis and rabies, the Blackfoot
for toothache, the Delaware claimed
it cured venereal disease, while the
Dakota used it for eye infections and

the early European settlers in 1762
used it to treat saddle sores on
horses. In American Materia Medica
(1919) Echinacea is listed as being
used for syphilis, typhus, diphtheria,
mastitis and tuberculosis!
Its use in the USA declined with
the rise of antibiotics, although it
continued to be popular in Europe,
particularly Germany. In 1938 a
German doctor, Gerhard Madaus,
brought Echinacea to Germany to
study its medicinal uses. The company he founded, Madaus GbH,
remains in existence today, and it
publishes a large database on the
various herbs and botanical specimens the company has researched
over the decades, particularly for
manufacturing its homeopathic
remedies. Madaus promoted the use
of Echinacea, through its product
Echinacin, specifically as a cure for
the common cold — thus its widespread use for this purpose is only
some 70 years old.
With the renaissance of homeopathy in the alternative medicine field
in the USA and Australia from the
1970s, the generally accepted view,
that Echinacea is an effective cold
preventative, seems to have arisen
(although one also notes that its use
as a syphilis suppressant seems to
have been dropped by modern
pharmacists — perhaps consumers
were a little shy of buying bottles of
“VD Cure” across the counter).
It is now apparently common
knowledge that Echinacea purpurea
is supposedly effective in combating

the common cold. Indeed, this
knowledge seems to be so well
ingrained that even some of the
most well-educated believe that it is
efficacious. We recently had a highly
qualified medical professor staying
with us and one morning he staggered out of bed and with his morning caffeine, he sipped an Echinacearich drink. “For my cold,” he explained when I looked at him quizzically.

Efficacy?
With even medical professors quaffing the herb, is it any wonder
that Echinacea makes up 10%
of the US herbal remedy market? It is the fifth highest
selling herbal preparation after
ginko, St John’s Wort, ginseng
and garlic. And, in Australia, it
is the largest selling herbal
preparation in a market worth
$190 million annually. You
might imagine with so many
millions being spent on this
herbal remedy that the evidence
for its efficacy would be utterly
overwhelming. But it’s not.
The evidence for its effectiveness is completely underwhelming
— indeed it is practically absent.
And that can be stated with some
certainty, because unlike many other
herbal remedies, Echinacea has been
extensively studied, with many
double-blind randomised control
trials being done on the efficacy of
the herb. The National Centre for
Complementary and Alternative
Medicine in the US provides government funding for the scientific study
of complementary and alternative
medicines. Its most recent fact sheet
on Echinacea, after reviewing the
scientific evidence and after commissioning its own independent studies,
reaches the following stark conclusion:

•
Studies indicate that Echinacea
does not appear to prevent colds or other
infections.
•
Studies to date have not proven
that Echinacea shortens the course of
colds or flu.

What studies?
What scientific studies have been
conducted? One US study, reported
in 2004, looked at the efficacy of
Echinacea in reducing the duration
or severity of upper respiratory tract
infections (URIs) in children. The
trial met the gold standard for
scientific trials, being randomised,
double blind and placebo-controlled.
Participants (n=407) were divided
into two groups. Over the four
month study period, there were 707
URIs in the total group. 337 were
treated with Echinacea purpurea

Echinacea purpurea
and 370 with a placebo. The median
duration of the URI was 9 days and
there was no difference in the
duration or severity of the Echinacea
receiving group and the placebo
group. Nor were there any statistically significant differences between
the two groups as to when the
severity of symptoms peaked. The
only difference between the groups
were that those who received
Echinacea were three times more
likely to have a rash as an adverse
outcome (7.1% of URIs treated with
Echinacea) than the placebo group
(2.7%).
In case it wasn’t E.purpurea
which was the effective species, but
a related species, such as
E.angustifolia, another 2004 US
study checked its efficacy on rhinovirus infections. 437 volunteers used
in this exercise either received a
placebo or the E.angustifolia preparations. The results showed that
there were no statistically significant differences between the two

groups, either in the rates of infection or the severity of symptoms.
Nor were there any difference in the
quantities of nasal secretions (the
things scientists do for the sake of
knowledge!) between the groups.
The conclusion drawn by the authors
was that E.angustifolia had no
clinically significant effect.
A meta-analysis of sixteen trials
reported in the Cochrane Database
concludes:
Echinacea preparations tested in clinical trials differ greatly. There is some
evidence that preparations based
on the aerial parts of Echinacea
purpurea might be effective for the
early treatment of colds in adults,
but results are not fully consistent.
Beneficial effects of other
Echinacea preparations for cold
and flu treatment and for preventative purposes might exist but
have not been shown in independently replicated, rigorous
randomized trials [my emphasis].
The authors of the metaanalysis also noted that there
was a bias in their study, as
they knew of a number of
‘unpublished’ studies that showed no
effect. They postulated that there
was a bias in the studies they looked
at, as “some authors tended to report
only those findings which were
statistically significant.”

Cui bono?
Oddly enough, the great majority of
studies showing effectiveness are
those undertaken by those who
receive a financial benefit from the
consumption of Echinacea — manufacturers, naturopaths or herbalists.
Studies funded by Governments
with no financial incentive for
finding an effect, find no effect. This
appears to be further confirmation of
the aphorism, “Money Talks.”
But even the few studies that do
show that Echinacea has some
effect, don’t indicate any worthwhile
effect. Maybe a twelve hour reduc-

Continued p 35 ...
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Letter from Nigeria

Towards a
New Enlightenment
in Africa
A heartfelt plea for light from
the ‘Dark Continent’

Leo Igwe, our regular African correspondent,
runs the Nigerian Skeptics
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T

he Enlightenment refers to the
intellectual trends in 18th
Century Europe that espoused the
use of reason and science as a
universal method for obtaining
knowledge and solving human
problems. The Enlightenment
writers argued that the light of
reason and science would free
humanity from the darkness of
ignorance, the burden of false
beliefs, and the destructive influence
of prejudices and superstition. They
believed in liberty, equality, secular
society, democracy and in the potential of education, science and technology, transforming the human
condition, thus reducing poverty,
misery and disease.
Enlightenment intellectuals
emphasized universal ethical norms
that transcend the narrow confines
of race, colour, sex, religion, ethnicity, nationality and birth status. The
values of the Enlightenment illuminated Europe and brought the
Western World tremendous progress
and advancement. The Enlightenment inspired the democratic,
scientific and technological revolutions at the root of contemporary
western civilization and development.
So, for Europe, the 18th Century
“Age of Light” was a true Enlightenment. But for Africa, it was far from
it. While Europe was glowing with

the light of reason and science,
Africa was groaning under the
burden of European slavery, tyranny
and imperialism. It could be rightly
said that the European Enlightenment caused darkness in Africa. It
dislodged Christian theocracy from
its place of privilege in Europe, but
exported to the black continent the
forces of unreason and superstition.
European Christian missionaries
invaded Africa in search of “believers” in what they self-styled a
civilizing mission — La mission
civilatrice. European merchants
thronged the continent in search of
raw materials to feed the industrial
revolution. In fact, what Europe
rejected and abandoned to get
‘enlightened’ was forced and foisted
onto Africans as a civilizing or
enlightening matrix. As if that was
not enough, while Christian crusaders were ravaging the continent in
the name of Jesus, Arab jihadists
were also fighting, raiding, enslaving and killing their way to ‘enlighten’ Africans on the basis of
Islam and the Arab culture.
In the past centuries, the black
continent has been plagued by the
false, alien enlightening missions of
Christianity and Islam. Africa has
been the clash point and the flash
point of these dark age forces and
mentalities. These militant, racist
and fanatical creeds exploit women,

sanctify ignorance and sacrifice
human welfare and happiness in
pursuance of the will of mythical
gods and their earthly instruments.
But the real tragedy is not that
Europeans and Arabs infiltrated and
darkened the continent with their
cultural myths and superstitions.
After all, Africa has its own traditional myths and taboos, which have
also undermined the process of
African Enlightenment and emancipation. The real tragedy is that
Africans have blindly embraced
these alien dogmas and misconceptions at the expense of social peace,
intellectual growth, moral progress,
truth and originality.
Today, most Africans want to
order their lives and organize their
societies based on Christian and
Islamic norms, not on the basis of
human rights, human values,
rational thoughts and commonsensical knowledge. This has led to a
lot of confusion, stagnation, division
and conflict. For two decades, the
Islamic Sudanese government in
Khartoum waged a vicious war on
the Christians and animists in the
South, who rejected Sharia law. And
the crisis in Darfur has lingered
partly because the Sudanese government, which claims to have divine
mandate from Allah, has refused to
make necessary concessions. In
Algeria, Islamic militants massacred
many people in protest over the
cancellation of an election, which an
Islamic party was set to win. What
would have been the fate of Algeria
if that electoral victory was upheld,
is anyone’s guess.
In Egypt, Islamic armies have
been terrorizing the country in their
quest to impose an Islamic social
order. And Somalia, in the Horn of
Africa, has been without a central
government for 15 years due to clan
and sectarian fighting for the control
of the state by Islamic militants and
warlords. ln Uganda, Joseph Kono,
and his Lord’s Resistance Army have
been fighting to remove the government of Yoweri Museveni and

enthrone a government based on the
Ten Commandments.
In Nigeria, thousands of people
have lost their lives in religious riots
and clashes since independence.
Muslim fundamentalists have
foisted Sharia law on the Islamic
majority states in the North. In
March, a Nigerian teacher was
murdered by Muslim pupils for
desecrating the Koran. Throughout
the continent, religious fanatics are
prosecuting an inquisition. They
oppose the legalization of abortion
and gay marriage and the abolition
of the death penalty, and support
female genital mutilation, child
marriage and homophobia.
All these are clear pointers to the
fact that the African continent is in a
Dark Age. So, early in this 21st
Century, Africa is in dire need of a
New Enlightenment — which is a
rediscovery of the ideals of the old
Enlightenment, but this time with a
global emphasis and application.
The New Enlightenment entails the
promotion of universal ethical
norms, universal education, universal human right and the secularization and humanization of all
societies.
We need to critically examine
religious creeds and dogmas, and
challenge their totalitarian and
intolerant tendencies that stifle
freedom and hamper progress. We
need to promote free thought,
freedom of expression, search for
truth and educational reform. We
need to combat superstition and
irrationalism.
The New Enlightenment project
requires that no race or region be
left out. That no place or people be
left in the dark. And that the entire
human race glow and be aglow with
the illuminating matrices of reason,
science, critical thinking and free
inquiry. I am deeply persuaded that
it is only on the basis of the New
Enlightenment that Africa can
experience a genuine renaissance
and realize a civilization with a
global dimension.

... Echinacea, from p 33
tion in duration or maybe fewer
tissues used. This then raises the
additional question, if the effectiveness of Echinacea is so minor, why
would you bother? Going to bed
half an hour earlier and getting a
bit more rest can probably achieve
the same results relating to severity and duration, as spending
$21.95 on 100 grams of dried
vegetation! And all that money
spent on this most expensive herb,
could be spent on buying healthier
food!
Oh, and there are a couple of
final things to consider.
ConsumerLab, an American laboratory that provides independent
certification and testing (similar to
Choice Magazine in Australia —
but with the added certification
element), tested 11 brands of
Echinacea products. Just below
half of the test brands failed the
claims made on their labels for
levels of the active ingredient and
one brand contained 2.5
micrograms of lead per daily
serving, which exceeded the Californian State limit above which a
warning label is necessary. Given
that Australian Governments do
not test Echinacea products, how
do you know that the tablets you
are taking for your cold, aren’t
killing you rather than curing you?
And if they aren’t killing you,
they may be causing some harm.
The German drug regulatory
authority recommends that
Echinacea not be taken for more
than eight weeks at a time (if you
are planning to use it as a preventative) owing to the lack of
safety testing, and the Cochrane
review recommends that owing to
the evidence of increased rash in
children, it should not be used in
minors.
Next time I feel a cold coming on,
I’ll go to bed with my dried Daucus
carota, and have an extra few
hours of sleep.
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Academia

A Literacy Atrocity
Revisited
More on grading shenannigans
at Walladumpdung University
(a.k.a. JAFA Central)

T

his article is a follow-up to the
story I told in the Summer 2006
Skeptic (On Literacy and Grading the
Humpty Dumpty Way 26:4, pp 26-31).

The reference to Humpty Dumpty in
the title was deliberate — Humpty
and Dumpty were the pseudonyms I
chose for two of the key characters
in the story — both professors of
education with some claim to
specialisations in literacy, and both
proponents of the “Humpty Dumpty
approach to literacy”, as expressed
in the following statement by Lewis
Carroll’s talking egg:
‘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.

Jef Clark educates educators in the School of
Education in a major tertiary educational
institution. He is also the co-author of Humbug!
These two facts are not necessarily connected.

Page 36 - the Skeptic, Winter 2007

The Summer 2006 article took the
form of a memorandum of complaint
(about a grading atrocity) to a senior
academic administrator.
The present article will not take
the form of a memorandum. It will
take the form of an article (well,
duh!). The article will refer to content
covered in the Summer 2006 article
from time to time but it will neither
rehash previous material, nor presume that the reader is prepared to
cross-reference this article with the
previous article in order to make
sense of the present article. I hope
that’s clear. Now read on.

What is a JAFA?
JAFA is an acronym for Just Another F***ing Academic. (Once
discovered, this acronym becomes
indispensible.) My source for JAFA
is The Antarctic Dictionary: A
Complete Guide to Antarctic English
(published by CSIRO Australia in
December 2000).
The author of the dictionary,
Bernadette Hince, refers to JAFA in
her entry on “Beaker” as follows:
... a beaker is a scientist (presumably
borrowed from the character in the
Muppets); if unwanted or unpopular,
the term changes to jafa, Just Another
[expletive deleted] Academic.
Michael Quinion, in his review of
the dictionary, notes that “Ms Hince
appends a dry note to this entry: ‘I
am puzzled by its lack of wider application’.”
(worldwidewords.org/ reviews/ antarctic)
Like Bernadette, I too am puzzled
by its lack of wider application. That
is why I intend to apply JAFA widely.
In order to be applied widely, the
term needs to be versatile. While the
standard word group which contributes to the acronym has the widest
utility, it might be regarded in
certain contexts as unacceptably
coarse, and in other contexts as too
broad. My solution: use it often and
freely, but change the F-word to suit
the context. (This is what I propose
to do throughout this article — eg,

futzing, flatulent, foolish, fustian,
fudging, fumbling, funking, fraudulent).
For example, this article is
written by a JAFA (Just Another
Fulminating Academic).

looms as a possibility, benchmarking
and consultation comes into play. At
least two members of the teaching
team have to see the essay, and have
to be satisfied that a failing mark is
warranted.

The grading atrocity summarised

JAFA to JAFA:

In the Summer 2006 Skeptic I gave
the original account wherein an
essay by one of my students, Alice
Amalgam, was awarded a gross
failure, which led to a consequential
failure in my course, Education III. I
failed Alice because of her woeful
written expression. Alice appealed,
and my mark was over-ridden by a
check-marker (a JAFA by the name
of Professor Humpty). The student’s
fail in the course was changed to a
pass. None of these processes were
disclosed to me, and Alice passed my
course without my knowledge and
without any further reference to me
(or the course team).
According to the generic
descriptor for a passing grade 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.
The convenor of Education III and
the teaching team formed the view
that a satisfactory standard of
written expression was not demonstrated. The check-marker for the
appeal, Professor Humpty, formed
the view that the student had
demonstrated achievement of a
satisfactory standard of written
expression.
I revisited Amalgam’s essay when
I found out (quite by accident) that
she had passed. I tallied errors in
grammar and syntax in the first
eight sentences of her essay. I identified 19 errors. So Amalgam’s effort
certainly warranted the application
of my rule-of-thumb for a literacy
failure.
My rule-of-thumb has been
applied consistently in Education III
for a number of years. It is used to
select candidates for a possible
failure due to inadequate written
expression. Note that where failure

A Fulminating Academic writes
to a Foolish Academic.
As a fulminating JAFA, I am not one
to avoid conflict over an issue dear
to my heart, so I wrote the following
email to Professor Humpty as a first
strike in my ongoing campaign to
challenge literacy standards and
grading appeal processes in my
faculty.
Dear Professor Humpty, I have been
“informally informed” (but wish to
verify) that you were the check-marker
who recommended the overturning of
a fail grade I awarded to Alice Amalgam (Education III semester 1 2006).
The fail grade was initially awarded
by me and confirmed by the course
team. The basis for awarding the fail
grade was that the student didn’t demonstrate a satisfactory standard of literacy in her major written assignment
(a major objective for the course and an
essential requirement for the written assignment).
The team is concerned at the implications arising from the fact that we failed
a number of students on essentially the
same grounds as Amalgam. Further,
our retrospective reviews of Amalgam’s
assignment (and comparison of her assignment with some of the other “literacy-failures”) indicates that some of
them demonstrated better writing skills
than Amalgam.
In view of the current and intense public debate on literacy standards in
teacher education courses (and calls for
radical improvement and public scrutiny from both sides of politics), the
team remains frankly bewildered about
the overturning of Amalgam’s failure.
(Particularly as her transcript and pattern of studies indicates that she intends to be a secondary English
teacher.)
But we are willing to learn from our
mistakes.

To this end, I would like to invite you
to meet with the course team so that we
can recalibrate our literacy benchmarks. We clearly need to reconsider
our perceptions of what constitutes a
minimally satisfactory standard of
written literacy in the third year BEd
(Secondary) — so that we can align
ourselves with this faculty standard.
If you agree to such a meeting, we would
particularly appreciate the opportunity
to examine the sample assignments
which you would have used to benchmark and validate your decision to
overturn Amalgam’s failure. On our
part, we will bring sample assignments
of our own (we have used these for a
number of years to calibrate and validate our grading decisions).
We look forward to the opportunity to
engage in fruitful recalibration.

JAFFA to JAFA:
A Funking Fudging Academic
replies to a Fulminating Academic.
Professor Humpty’s reply to my
memorandum was both craven
(Funking) and disingenuous (Fudging). I will spare the reader the
details. It may fairly be summarised
thus.
I can’t remember any details about
Amalgam’s essay, I don’t keep any
records of my check-marking, I may or
may not benchmark, I probably can’t
lay my hands on sample essays even if
I had some, even if I could lay my hands
on sample essays I don’t need to because
I am a Professor, I don’t know enough
about your course to answer your queries, I really don’t have time to meet as
I am a Professor, I think we need to
move on, I really can’t remember, I know
nothing, I was only following orders.

Clear writing as an enabler of clear
thinking
I am prepared to man the barricades
on this issue for two reasons. The
first reason: I believe the capacity to
(mostly) write clear and grammatical sentences should be an attribute
of every graduate from a four-year
teacher education degree. The
second reason: clear writing is an
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Literacy Atrocity
essential enabler of clear thinking.
(I teach critical thinking skills in all
my courses and students have no
hope of acquiring critical thinking
skills unless they can express ideas
clearly in writing.)
It is commonly the case at
Walladumpdung that particular
courses claim to be inculcating
higher-order intellectual outcomes
such as “analysis and critical evaluation” while tolerating and/or ignoring widespread illiteracy. A close
examination of Alice Amalgam’s
academic record is suggestive. Of
Alice’s 20 graded results (at the time
of writing), she has achieved two
fails, two conceded passes, 11 passes
(now including Education III!!),
three credits and two distinctions.
Her fails were in Literary Texts and
Australian Literacy Studies. Her
distinctions were in Text, Culture
and Society and Studies of Society
and the Environment.
The courses in which she gained
a distinction both claim to address a
range of higher-order intellectual
outcomes. A risible claim in the light
of Amalgam’s writing skills.
The truly interesting feature of
the over-ride pass on appeal is the
basis of the student’s appeal. The
student did not claim differential
treatment by the original marker —
that is, she did not claim a particular injustice in her case. Her claim
was that the general expectations
set in the course were too high.
Professor Humpty accepted this
claim in awarding the over-ride
pass. In other words, the JAFFFFA
(Just Another Fatuous Funking
Fudging Fraudulent Academic) did
not even understand that an appeal
should never set out to “discover”
whether or not the general standard
is too high in a course. (That is a
matter for general benchmarking
and Faculty and School course
approval and review.)

Accentuate the positive
Alice Amalgam’s essay now a
valued teaching resource
The teaching team for Education III
decided to take the bull by the
horns, and so we have now included
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Amalgam’s essay among our teaching resources for the course. It is
included as a concrete example of an
essay that would fail because the
standard of written expression does
not meet the minimum acceptable
standard for the major assignment.
Thus we have explicitly repudiated
the fatuous judgement of Professor
Humpty, and we have gained a
valuable resource (the author of the
essay has been given a pseudonym,
so Amalgam’s anonymity has been
preserved).
We now use the essay in an
editing exercise in workshops. We
allocate passages of Amalgam’s
essay to students in our classes, and
invite them to: (a) comment on the
passage; and (b) edit the passage to
improve it. It is interesting to note
that our current crop of students are
typically amazed at the poor expression in the essay, and accept as a
matter of course that the essay
would fail to meet requirements.
The passage below is a sentence
from Alice Amalgam’s essay. It is
typical rather than exceptionally
poor. (I had originally thought of
giving Alice the pseudonym
“Cynthia Syntax” — for obvious
reasons).
Although the authoritative person
Wynott-Smythe has made an unwarranted appeal to authority is a superintendent 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 great majority of our students
were able to make cogent, clear and
accurate comments on their allocated passage from Amalgam’s essay.
These students have perhaps been
taught English at some stage in
their schooling. A selection of insightful comments follows.
This is a very long, poorly constructed
sentence. There is no identifiable point
to this paragraph and it is hard to understand who the author is attempting
to (write) about. By changing the sentence layout... it is possible to see what

the student (possibly) meant by the
paragraph.
This passage is one long sentence.
Long sentences are sometimes referred
to as ‘stringers’. This ‘stringer’ sentence is not punctuated, and it lacks
clarity.

The sentence is too long. It would be
made clearer by breaking up into several less complex sentences. Also, the
wording can be rearranged to get the
meaning across with more clarity.
The passage doesn’t flow well, the
writer has used words which don’t fit
well together and this gives the passage a disjointed, unedited feel to it.
Some of our current crop of
students were aware of the problems with Amalgam’s syntax,
grammar, and punctuation, but
alas, their comments indicated that
they too had some problems with
written expression. Some samples
follow.
Running sentence is one that keeps on
going without end if the writer
whacked in a full stop ever now and
again the point would not be lost in
gibberish.
A comer needed to be added in the middle of the sentence to make it flow right.
The passage needs to be broken up and
the grammar added.
The sentences doesn’t make clear sense
on the first reading.
Comma’s are in the wrong places.
The sentence is to long.
This passage contains sentence’s that
are too long, is wordy and syntax errors.
In general, our current cohort’s
edits of Amalgam originals were
better than the original. In my
classes (some 100 students in total),
only one edit was as bad as the
original. Here it is.
Wynott-Smythe’s believed that students
who obtained better results were treated
better by teacher’s then those student’s
who performed poorly.

The validity of Professor Humpty’s
check-marking deconstructed
I will use a winemaking analogy to
deconstruct Professor Humpty’s
standpoint on check-marking. I
know nothing about wine-making
and next to nothing about wines so I
will use oenology as the hypothetical
context. (Oenophiles out there are
urged to forgive my ignorance, and
to take the analogy as grossly
simplified — or even as a farcical
illustrative technique.)
For our purposes, suppose
Walladumpdung is an agricultural
college, and I and my team take a
course called Rieslings III in an
applied winemaking degree. We
have failed the final project submitted by Alice Amalgam (a bottle of
her home-made Riesling) because it
looks and smells like a urine sample
(and perhaps tastes like a urine
sample as well — we don’t know for
sure). Alice’s Riesling is initially
failed by me, and this failure is
confirmed by the rest of the tasting
panel (the other lecturers in the
course). In arriving at our decision
we can compare and contrast Amalgam’s product with wine samples we
have retained from those submitted
as final projects by previous students
enrolled in our course.
Alice appeals and her Riesling is
referred to the check-marker,
Professor Humpty. (Professor
Humpty teaches a course called
Clarets IV in the winemaking
degree.) Professor Humpty declares
that Alice Amalgam’s effort is a
“cheeky little white”; and that while
not perfect, it could complement a
fish course nicely (as a house white
served in a down-market bistro).
But Professor Humpty has form.
She is known as an “easy marker” in
her own course.
In past semesters, she has accepted and passed the following
products (as final projects in her
Clarets IV course). Diluted port,
vinegar with red food coloring,
grape juice, cranberry juice,

blackcurrent cordial, ginger ale
mixed with beetroot juice,
stormwater runoff mixed with
raspberry cordial, and on one
occasion (when she was in a hurry)
an actual urine sample from a
patient who had just passed a
kidney stone.
Professor Humpty has never
judged a Riesling in her life, she has
never participated in blind tasting,
she has never written tasting notes,
she has never retained samples of
student wines, and her justification
for passing the disputed Riesling
was simply: “it should be passed...
because I think it should have
passed”.

Special pleading —
the fallacy at the centre of this
marking atrocity.
In our book Humbug! The skeptic’s
field guide to spotting fallacies in
thinking, my co-author (Theo Clark)
and I describe special pleading in
the following terms.
This fallacy occurs when an advocate
claims that he or she has a special insight into (the issue). Further, (by implication or explicit claim) the opponent
cannot possibly comprehend the subtleties or complexities of the issue because
he or she is unable to attain the level of
insight available to the advocate... All
such claims should be treated with deep
skepticism. (p.137)
The “advocate” in the present
case is professor Humpty; the
“opponent” is the Education III
course team. And the outcome? The
snap judgement of one woefully
ignorant special pleader trumps the
unanimous and considered opinion
of three experienced and conscientious lecturers.
In summary, Humpty, the special
pleader:

•
has no substantive knowledge
of the content of the course;
•
has no substantive knowledge
of key aspects of the delivery of the
course;

•
has never seen any other assignment produced by any other student in the course;
•
has never seen any feedback
from any other markers in the course;
•
has not participated in assignment benchmarking meetings with the
course team;
•
has not seen any of the additional resources (on the essay) posted
on the course website;
•
has never seen samples of written expression which would not have
met requirements for the course;
•
has not given any consideration
to my detailed responses to the claims
made by Ms Amalgam in her application;
•
has never consulted a sample
set of assignments across courses at
various levels in the BEd to assist her
in arriving at a view as to what constitutes an acceptable minimum standard for written expression. (This would
not have been possible anyway as my
faculty does not archive assignments
for benchmarking purposes.)

The clinching argument —
that the standards of written
expression in the faculty are
abysmal.

This is not, strictly MY clinching
argument, but an “argument” put
forward (inadvertently) by one of my
fourth year students. It is a paragraph taken from his major essay,
submitted to me in semester 2 of
2006. (I failed the essay, but thankfully there was no appeal.)
Here it is:
Aboriginal chiled living in ruarl area
maybe have a chance to end up like this
if sysytem is not working the way it
should but any chiled no matter being
aboriginal or not in any city school will
be conntated and would be seen that is
hasent been camig to school, so it cant
relly be sad that education system is
not working.
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Ask Your
Pharmacist?
A Critical look at pharmacies that
promote Complementary and
Alternative Medicines

P

harmacists have long been
regarded as reliable health care
providers, and as fast and free
alternatives to a GP. Given that
Australians spend more than double
their prescriptive medicine expenditure on Complementary and Alternative Medicines (CAMs)1, many
pharmacies are taking advantage of
this trend by doubling as health food
stores.
Considering the questionable
efficacy, safety and science behind
such products, their sale alongside
more scientifically validated medicines has raised questions about the
reliability of the pharmacist’s advice.
In response, the 2006 Australian
Skeptics awarded the ‘Bent Spoon’
(“for perpetrators of the most preposterous piece of pseudoscientific
piffle”) to pharmacists who promote
quackery under the cloak of science.

Legitimate Use?

Stuart Adams, a nutritionist, looking convincing
in his white pharmacist’s coat.
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Not all supplements and complementary medicines sold on the
pharmacy shelves are worthless. As
mentioned in “Money Down the
Toilet” (Skeptic 26:1) some products
certainly have a legitimate use. But
given the enormous number of
mega-dose vitamins supplements,
herbal products, homeopathic
products and other CAMs displayed
on pharmacy shelves, are pharmacists always giving honest, reliable
advice about them? After all, if they
weren’t going to recommend the
products, why would they sell them?

Confessions of a former pharmacy
assistant
After completing a degree in nutrition, my first position was in a
pharmacy which claimed to ‘specialise in nutrition’. The major strategy
was for the pharmacist to ascertain
a patient’s medical condition upon
receiving their prescriptions, and
then send them to me. I was instructed to advise patients that they
needed to purchase additional
‘natural’ goodies to maximise their
treatment. Issued with a white
pharmacist’s coat, I presented a
more ‘clinical appearance’ so that
customers would be more inclined to
trust me (and they did).
During training, I witnessed the
proprietor / head pharmacist give
advice to different customers regarding a variety of health complaints,
and recommend a plethora of supplements, herbs and homeopathic
remedies. These product recommendations were based on little or no
supporting evidence. I was instructed to shun peer reviewed
literature, and instead consult the
literature of supplement companies
and other pro-CAM websites. In fact,
many pharmacy staff received
product training directly from
companies such as Blackmores, to
‘enhance’ their knowledge of the
products and boost sales. Any safety
issues I ever raised were quickly
dismissed. Apparently, it was unnecessary to worry the customers about

safety concerns unless these were
specifically stated on the labels.
I assumed that this practice must
be unusual, an isolated problem.
However, on the first day of my next
pharmacy job, I was told quite
clearly that I was there to “push the
vitamins”, and that if I “pushed” a
particularly large amount in a
month, I would be offered a portion
of the profit. Once again, I witnessed
this pharmacy proprietor telling
customers all sorts of potentially
dangerous nonsense to persuade
them to buy supplements. It was
made abundantly clear to me that I
was not there to give any professional or honest advice to customers
unless it meant recommending a
product that we were selling.

Isolated Incidents or Widespread
Dilemma?
I assumed that I had just been
unlucky. However, an online search
for pharmacy roles suggests that my
experiences were not unique among
pharmacy staff (see: nutrasmart.net/pharmacyjobs.htm).
If it were from a health food store
worker, a Multilevel Marketing
(MLM) distributor or even a naturopath, then at least the public would
be more aware that the advice being
offered may not be in synch with
official mainstream medicine, but
instead stem from ‘alternative’
philosophies. However, pharmacists
are recognised as trustworthy,
reliable health care providers, and
when you’re a vulnerable pensioner
with no medical training, all you
have to go on is trust.
In September 2005, researchers
from Charles Sturt University
published the results of a survey in
which 400 pharmacists across NSW
had participated.2 The large majority surveyed reported that CAM
products “enhanced the customers’
image of the pharmacy”, believed
that they “increased customer
numbers” and “could increase
annual sales”. According to this
survey, the main reasons these
pharmacists recommend CAM
products were based in “evidence of
efficacy and to maintain general

health”, although I doubt that
“purely to increase sales” was an
option.
These pharmacists knew that
their responses were being surveyed
as part of a study, so we can’t know
precisely what they would be telling
their customers. The only way to do
this would be for researchers to pose
as a customer, ask questions about
CAM products and record the
pharmacist’s response. Although it
was not published as an official
‘study’ as such, the Australian
Consumers Association’s Choice
magazine did just that, and found
that advice given in 58 out of 87
pharmacies was rated as ‘poor’ by
experts.3
One problem seems to be the lack
of formal training that pharmacists
receive, or rather, don’t receive,
when it comes to CAMs. A recent
survey of Australian pharmacists
found that while 95% reported that
they frequently received patient
enquiries about CAMs, less than
15% could say that they were “very
confident” when it came to giving
advice about their safety and efficacy.4 Some pharmacists reported
using peer-reviewed journal publications as a source of information,
although a lot of their information
appears to stem from less-reliable
sources, such as those provided by
the supplement companies themselves, who have no real incentive to
provide non-biased information.
The major determining factor,
which none of these studies has
taken into account, is whether or not
the pharmacist on duty is the
proprietor. If they are an employee,
then they would have less incentive
to give dishonest advice as they are
paid a flat, hourly wage. However,
when the pharmacist on duty is the
boss, then honest advice may mean
missing out on additional income.
I don’t believe that pharmacy
proprietors are necessarily bad
people, they are simply trying to run
a business. The question is, should
employee pharmacists have to
compromise their professional
integrity for the sake of boosting the
boss’s income? More importantly,

should the public’s trust be exploited
or their health jeopardised as a
result?

What are the alternatives?
One might reasonably argue that
pharmacists should not be allowed
to sell any unproven medicines.
Unfortunately, this could be dangerous from a public health perspective,
as people seeking complementary
medicines would instead have to
visit health food stores, whose advice
has been shown to be disastrously
unreliable.5
Another suggestion may be to
allow pharmacies to sell CAMs, if
they have a qualified naturopath
working there. After all, many
naturopaths have university science
degrees these days, and many
naturopathic associations would be
equally concerned about people
receiving advice from inadequately
qualified people. However, I would
have to disagree that a naturopathic
university education does much to
protect consumers.
During my studies I took ‘Herbal
Medicine’ as an elective, a compulsory unit for naturopathy students.
To provide a few examples of what
naturopathy students are taught,
below are a handful of the ‘immune
modulating herbs’ and their appropriate uses, according to our study
guide (see box, following page).
Perhaps with the exception of
Hypericum (St John’s Wort) for
depression, many of these purported
indications range from the plausible
yet unproven, to the dangerously
inaccurate. After an entire semester,
and discussions with naturopathy
students, including a focus group
study I conducted to canvass student
opinions about CAM use in Australia, several things became clear.
Naturopaths do not like medical
doctors or orthodox medicine in
general, and give the impression
that they would not agree with most
orthodox medical treatments. This is
not very comforting given the
numbers who seek treatment from
naturopaths and other CAM therapists, especially cancer patients.
This is even more worrying, given
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the potential for CAMs to
interact with chemotherapy, and the fact that
many patients do not
inform their doctors they
are using CAM treatments.
Naturopathy students
are not taught that
modalities such as homeopathy and iridology are
unproven (let alone
implausible) hypotheses,
but instead that iridology
is an effective means of
assessing a patient’s
health status, and that
homeopathy is an effective means of treating
almost every disease.
Australian naturopaths report
using unreliable information
sources, including ‘professional’
newsletters, manufacturer’s seminars, patient feedback and personal
observation of patients, although not
peer reviewed published research. 6
Given this unscientific training,
placing naturopaths in pharmacies
is not an appropriate solution. It
may even make the situation worse.

Better Regulation
When it comes to protecting the
public against useless or
potentially harmful CAMs, and
the potential for retailers to
give misleading advice about
them, the Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) regulations are the
first line of defense. ‘Registered
therapeutic goods’, pharmacy only
medicines, need to be proven efficacious and tested for any potential
adverse reactions. However, for the
TGA to label a product as a ‘listed
therapeutic good’, as are most
CAMs, all that is needed is to
demonstrate that it has been used
by three generations of people.
Most disturbing is that, with the
exception of supplements containing
retinol (vitamin A) or selenium, no
listed therapeutic good need list any
potential side effects or
contraindications. Inadequate
labelling regulations, and the
absence of label warnings, are

and effective, then the
supplement companies
(and retailers, including pharmacies) win. If
they aren’t safe and
effective, then they win
anyway, because it
really doesn’t matter —
they will continue to be
sold and will never
have to bear any
warnings on their
labels. Even rigorous
testing does not guarantee the safety and
efficacy of a medicine,
but surely it’s better
than the alternative.
Herbal Medicine Study Guide

Labelling — Safety

responsible for giving consumers the
impression that these products must
be ‘natural’, safe and harmless.
Many think that the worst case
scenario is simply that the product
‘doesn’t help’, and assume that the
labels would warn them about any
potential adverse reactions.
The absence of label warnings,
especially when registered therapeutic goods are riddled with them, is
largely responsible for the widespread misconception that CAMs

Other than mandatory listing of any
potential adverse effects, all listed
therapeutic goods should bear
warnings that consumers inform
their DOCTOR that they are taking
it. The marketing director of a major
supplement company once told me
how delighted he was that the TGA
had allowed them to list ‘health care
professional’ instead of ‘doctor’,
because this could refer to a naturopath, or pharmacist, or someone else
who would be more likely to recommend the product. (NB. Even
though they don’t list any
potential adverse effects,
Blackmores’ products do list a
From the catalogue of a pharmacy where I once worked
free naturopathic advice line.)
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must be without potential harm.
Perhaps the dietary supplement
industry is largely dependant on this
widespread false sense of security,
and that warnings might start
scaring off customers.
Australians spend an estimated
two billion dollars on CAMs each
year.1 Major supplement companies
such as Blackmores and Nature’s
Own, and retailers, including
pharmacies, are able to take an
enormous piece of this complementary pie, without having to spend a
cent on research to assure safety
and efficacy. It’s a win-win situation
for them. Unlike makers of registered therapeutic goods, if a listed
therapeutic good ends up being safe

Labelling — Efficacy
I would also propose that the TGA
crack down on current legislative
loopholes which allow supplement
companies to make certain health
claims on the labels of their products. Although they cannot technically state that their products can
treat or cure a specific medical
disease, a frequent method of getting
around this is to take a physiological
process that a particular nutrient or
herb may affect, and carefully word
the description to suggest that it
may be effective for treating relevant conditions.
For example, vitamin C is needed
for wound healing. However, it is
extremely unlikely that anyone is

going to be so deficient in vitamin C
that their wound healing abilities
would be impaired. Therefore, it is
misleading for supplement companies to mention this physiological
function on their labels. The question we want answered is not what
this nutrient’s function is, but
whether taking this product is going
to make our wound heal any better
or any faster than it would if we
didn’t take it. As another example,
zinc may be involved in “maintaining a healthy immune system” and
is “essential to maintain healthy
skin” but is taking additional
amounts of it going to make our
immune system work any better, or
our skin any healthier than if we
didn’t take it? Even if the answer is
‘yes’, then is it going to make it work
that much better that it will have
any measurable effect on any specific disease?
Vitamin E might be involved in
“healthy heart function” by “reducing oxidation of LDL cholesterol”
and helping to “protect capillary
function”, but does it treat or decrease the risk of getting heart
disease? The B complex vitamins
may indeed “aid the body during
times of stress”, and vitamin B6 may
be “necessary for the formation of
hemoglobin”, but is taking additional doses of them going to help
decrease your stress levels and treat
anemia, or will it just change the
colour of your urine? Milk Thistle
may have “traditionally been used in
European medicine to enhance liver
function, assisting as a natural liver

tonic,” but will it help effectively
treat or prevent any actual disease
of the liver? Astragalus may have
been “traditionally used to help
support a healthy immune system”,
but will it help prevent or treat any
actual medical condition affecting
the immune system? (let alone HIV
and cancer, which university educated naturopaths use it to treat.)
If the answer to these questions is
‘yes’, then they should be saying that
they will actually treat or prevent
those disease states instead of
making vague, non-specific statements about what role they play in
the body, or comments about ‘traditional’ uses. If the answer is ‘no’, and
it generally is, then these statements may be technically true, but
they are unnecessary and are
deliberately deceptive to the average
lay consumer.

The bottom line
There is no perfect solution to these
complex problems. As it stands,
many utterly useless products are
available, while other products, with
some uses, possess deceptively
worded, misleading claims. If
manufacturers were required to list
warnings of any potential side
effects or interactions, as opposed to
leaving the customer to discuss it
with a ‘health care professional’,
then I would suspect there would be
less potential for pharmacists and
pharmacy staff to abuse their
position and sell products based on
false premises to unsuspecting
customers.

I strongly object to promoting a
message to the public to “ask your
pharmacist,” specifically about
CAMs. I’m sure there are many
pharmacists out there providing
honest, reliable advice. However,
there is too much room for them to
exercise dishonesty and let their
critical thinking lapse. Restricting
the ability for manufacturers to
deceive the public is, in my opinion,
the best way to stop retailers from
doing the same.
Supplement companies and their
retailers would fiercely object to
tighter regulations, fearing it may
hurt the CAM industries, which
include pharmacies. However,
protecting the financial status or
reputation of any industry should
not be considered more of a priority
than protecting the public from
being misled and potentially
harmed. I support the use of dietary
supplements, where needed, and
perhaps some CAMs, so long as they
are used appropriately, and that
consumers make an informed
decision about their use without
being mislead, exploited or unnecessarily harmed. Surely that’s not too
much to ask.

Note
This is an abridged version of a
two-piece article published in the
online magazine Information 2
Pharmacists (www.i2p.com.au).
The full version can be found at
nutra-smart.net/askyourpharmacist.htm.
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The Amazing Meeting #5
Part II
Skepticism and the Media —
Riviera Hotel , Las Vegas,
18-21 January 2007.

Margaret Kittson, a teacher and librarian living
in Brisbane, has been a subscriber for more
than two decades.
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Saturday

S

aturday morning saw me giving
Darwin K Bear, my furry
travelling companion, the job of
minding our seats in the main
lecture hall while I went and had
breakfast. The Riviera had its faults
(sleazy and smoky for two — there
are more), but it did get a thumbs
(as opposed to finger!) up from me
this time around for providing tea! I
really enjoyed the opportunity
provided by the breakfasts and
lunches to do some mixing and
socialising with other attendees.
In keeping with the theme of
TAM5, Skepticism and the Media,
Saturday kicked off with Peter
Sagal from National Public Radio.
His presentation was entitled ‘Wait,
Wait, Don’t Tell Me’. There are two
types of media stories. The first tells
us what we think is going on. The
second tells us that our opinions are
correct. It is in the media’s interest
to tell us what they think we want
to hear. We need to ask this question: what is the ‘intention’ behind
the story? Is what is being said
intended to fool us? Peter commented that we are usually a wake
up to this ploy, but we aren’t to the
next one which he believes is more
dangerous — is it being said in
order to please us?
“Bad Astronomer” Phil Plait
debunked the moon landing hoax
‘evidence’. His presentation was
similar to the one he did at the

Australian Skeptics’ conference in
Sydney in November 2004. Phil
seemed genuinely pleased to see me.
This may have had something to do
with the fact that I had responded
to the plea he posted on the JREF
forum, asking for any Aussies
coming to TAM to bring him
Minties. (He got four packets from
me and another couple from fellow
Aussie Kylie Sturgess.)
John Rennie, the editor of Scientific American, took us back in time.
He described the 1920s as the great
debunking decade where the magazine actively investigated medical
claims and spiritualism. However,
mixed results meant that since then
the magazine has left active investigations pretty much alone. These
days there is once again a need
perceived for more active investigations, and if the evidence warrants,
debunking, and a role change for the
magazine is being contemplated.
“The Kids these days and other
misleading narratives” was Nick
Gillespie’s topic. Nick is the Editor
in Chief of Reason magazine. There
are story templates used by the
media, the old standards to do with
sex and violence, and something he
calls the trend story; example — the
new drug of choice — which has two
data points as supporting detail. A
lot of media stories mislead their
audience because of the formula
they need to be written in. He gave
a couple of examples. If it bleeds, it

leads…. Scandal —
Perth, an amateur
crisis — solution!
astronomer who talked
Sometimes stories
technical stuff with Phil
are misleading
about telescopes. There
because of ignowas a bit of banter
rance arising out of
about the Skepdudes
a lack of critical
calendar which features
thinking and deep
Phil and his big telknowledge on the
escope! (I don’t remempart of reporters
ber which month!) All in
(and readers).
all a nice little earner
Reality is often
for the Riviera, an even
complex, especially
better one for JREF,
when dealing with
and a total rip off for
social phenomena.
everyone else!
Nick recommends
Darwin and I were
that we remain
both feeling a bit sulky
optimistic, consume
after this so we gave
news critically, and
the entertainment with
write our own
Jamy Ian Swiss a miss.
Mythbuster Adam Savage, Skeptic Prize winner Kylie Sturgess and Bad Astronomer
counter narratives.
We spent a few minutes
Phil Plait, with Darwin K Bear
Ron Bailey, the
donating some money to
Science correspondthe laws of probability
ent with Reason magazine, entitled
The special US$500 dinner with
via the slot machines. This cost me
his talk ‘Why Fear Sells’ and spoke
the TAM luminaries — James
about half of what the ticket to
about some myths surrounding
Randi, Hal Bidlack and others —
Jamy’s show would have set me
synthetic chemicals like DDT. He
was held at the Top of the Riviera
back and I got a free drink into the
noted the irony of Greenpeace now
on the Saturday night, an event I
bargain. We then went back to our
being ‘in sync’ with the growing
had really been looking forward to.
room (at least we were lucky enough
scientific consensus with respect to
Unfortunately the reality did not
to get a non-smoking one) to get
global warming, but being outside of even go close to meeting my expecpacked and ready for departure and
the scientific ball park when it
tations. The food was very ordinary
the long trip home the next day.
comes to GM food. Ron argued that
and late arriving at the table, and
Sunday
our response to fear stories is a
we were hustled out of the joint a
Sunday found both Darwin and me
manifestation of our evolutionary
few minutes after receiving our
at breakfast bright and early. For
biology. He was critical of the
desserts. We also had to pay for our
drinks I stuck with tea and orange
willingness of the media to trust
drinks! I didn’t manage to get a tea
juice, unlike one fellow who arrived
activists and not ask deep questions
or coffee — when I asked I was told
clutching a can of beer. Apparently
about their motivation. He finished
I was too late. The only good thing
the JREF forum party the night
on the point that we need to reabout the experience was the
before had been wound up by
establish the ideology of progress.
company.
security in the wee small hours of
British journalist Christopher
The question had been asked of
Hitchens’ talk ranged over a number Mythbusters, Adam Savage and Tory the morning, which meant that
some of the party animals had to
of things. He took issue with the
Belleci, if any injuries occur in
adjourn to a bar somewhere in the
libertarian point of view espoused
making the show and how serious
hotel where they batted on until it
by some of the earlier speakers. At
they are. I think the questioner may
was time for breakfast.
the panel session, which was the
well have observed the bandage on
The final session on the Sunday
final event before TAM proper
Adam’s finger. Adam held up the
morning consisted of a number of
wound up for the day, he rather
digit in question and replied that
twenty-minute presentations, and
dominated the proceedings. On
this was one case (it had something
included one from Australia’s own
reflection, I wonder if he deliberto do with an encounter with a band
Kylie Sturgess. Kylie talked about
ately attempted to stir up the
saw) where he yelled out ‘stop
her work with the West Australian
masses in the audience, as an
filming and get me to emergency’.
Skeptics and as a classroom teacher
expression of his self proclaimed
Fourteen stitches later...
and what she sees as her mission to
persona as a contrarian. If this was
I got to sit next to Phil Plait who
get her students to think and write
what he was trying to do, he cerreminisced about his trip to Auscritically.
tainly succeeded.
tralia in 2004, and also Dave from
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TAM #5
David Green works at the
patent office. He spoke about
perpetual motion machines
(not!) and the difference
between scientific claims and
legal claims. They are worlds
apart!
Lee Graham is part of a
group using digital modelling
experiments investigating the
concept, much beloved of the
Intelligent Design lobby, of
Irreducible Complexity. The
group has managed to create
reliable systems using Darwinian evolution as its methodology.
Retired MD, Harriet Hall,
opened with the following line.
“I used to believe in astrology,
but my horoscope says I’m too
gullible!” She related her own
version of the Tooth Fairy
Fable, drawn from an article
she had written for the Skeptical Inquirer and posed this
question: whether, in her
persona as the Skepdoc, she
does more harm than good — harm
in the scenario where opposition
confirms belief, good coming from
planting seeds in the minds of the
‘silent ones’ and the fence sitters.
Benjamin Radford has written a
book entitled Media Mythmakers.
The process of gathering news can
add bias to the story: the need for
sensationalism results in hyperbole;
the illusion of importance given to
something which isn’t; a selective
focus predefining the story. Unfortunately, not all journalists understand objectivity. Sometimes there
just aren’t two sides to an argument.
After the session wound up, it
was time for some final goodbyes
and photo opportunities. I managed

Author Christopher Hitchens with Darwin

to get one with Penn Gillette (and
Darwin). Penn has such an overwhelming presence that I found him
a bit intimidating. Fortunately for
me, Darwin didn’t. Darwin and I
weren’t able to get anywhere near
South Park creators Trey Parker
and Matt Stone, who didn’t exactly
come across as terribly deep thinkers about matters skeptical in their
Q and A session, something I was a
bit surprised by.
This is a long way off being a
comprehensive description of TAM5.
It has been written up from the
notes I took at the time, and is very
much filtered through the glass of
my perceptions and interests. It was
a fantastic experience. However,
that being said.... I do feel that it is

incumbent on JREF to
ensure that it delivers on
what is promised, particularly when it comes to the
‘big ticket’ items. This didn’t
happen with the ‘special
dinner’. The rather belated
letter of apology that was
sent to those who attended
didn’t do very much to alter
my belief that I had been
taken for a very expensive
ride. In this instance I am
not prepared to accept the
argument that the end
justifies the means. Further,
I am concerned for the
future direction of JREF if
this is reflective of the
mindset underpinning the
way the organisation
operates. JREF’s work may
be important, but I don’t
have much regard for
rationalisations played out
to the tune of ‘our work is
important, your money was
a donation so we can continue our great work and if you
signed up for it you’d have been able
to afford it and if things went wrong
it wasn’t our fault’. I find it sadly
ironic that an organisation which
seeks to occupy the moral high
ground when it comes to the fraudulent behaviour of pseudo-psychics,
through its own actions makes itself
vulnerable to accusations of false
advertising and exploitation!
TAM6 will be held in Las Vegas
in June 2008, precise dates and
venue to be announced. Considering
what has happened to the previous
Vegas TAM venue, maybe the
Riviera won’t be there, and will go
the way of the Stardust and be
gutted and imploded. I’d like to see
that!

National Convention 2007
Hobart
November 17-18
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News Report

Confronting Ignorance
O

degrees of success, to bait people into
that god is deceitful, so appeals to
n Monday, May 8, I spent
sounding stupid or offensive.
evidence placed to “test our faith” are
the last day of my long weekend
I bumbled my way through an
also missing.
(Memorial Day here in the US) in the
interview with AP television. As I was
The museum presents a single
Cincinnati area standing outside the
unprepared
for
this,
a
result
was
that
narrative
about how the world began in
new Creation Museum and waving to
my
answers
were
so
full
of
starts
and
six
24-hour
days and does a fairly good
traffic with other protesters.
stops
and
so
completely
lacking
in
witty
job
about
not
contradicting itself. Of
The Rally for Reason was organized
sound
bites
that
I
doubt
any
of
it
will
course
none
of
this narrative jibes with
by the Kentucky branch of the Ameriever
get
used.
the
evidence,
but
that was to be excan Atheists and supported by a
About four hours of protesting was
pected.
number of other atheist, secular,
enough for me. By early afternoon my
Interspersed within the pseudoskeptical, humanist, and freethought
science of the museum are
groups. I spoke with some of the
little moral lessons about why
organizers and they said that the
it is important to rely on
local sheriff’s department had been
God’s word rather than
very helpful in arranging the
human reason for truth and
protest.
moral rectitude. All the
The turn out for the protest was
standard canards about how
good, but not what I would have
evolution leads to racism,
liked. I would say that there were
eugenics, abortion, etc, are
approximately 100 people in
present.
attendance. The diverse make up of
I was very upset by the
the protesters was interesting. Men
number of children present.
and women of all ages were
This place was clearly
represented. Clearly this isn’t just
designed with the goal of
a cause supported by grumpy old
appealing to children. The
atheist men.
book shop at the end was also
The people heading into the
Protesters at the ‘museum’ site. Dan Noland is the tall one.
frightening as it had a whole
museum were not as hostile to our
girlfriend
Sara
and
I
had
joined
up
with
wall
devoted
to curricula for teachers. I
cause as I would have expected. Many
some other young folks from the
have no doubt that they will be used in
of them waved at us and a large
Rational Response Squad to tour the
home and religious schools, but I
minority even gave us the thumbs up. I
museum.
suspect that they will “accidentally”
think a lot of people were there to
Someone must have radioed ahead
find their way into rural public schools
satisfy their curiosity.
about people from the protest heading
as well.
Of course we got plenty of scowls too,
towards
the
museum
because
we
were
many of them comical. A small minority
met in the parking lot by creation
felt the need to scream or proselytize.
References
museum security. They wanted to make
We had several fundamentalists enter
sure that we weren’t going to cause
the protest site, two of them trying to
Some photos of the “museum” are
problems but were generally very civil.
convert people with fliers about salvahere: nolandda.org/photos/
I was surprised by the museum
tion. They also passed out lollipops (a
creation_museum_2007.05.28/
itself. I suspected that it would provide
particular brand known here in the
See also: www.rallyforreason.com/
the usual mishmash of creationist
states as dum-dums) with a slip of
www.kentucky.com/news/state/story/
points that are each superficially
paper containing a version of Pascal’s
82455.html
rhetorically appealing but don’t hang
wager suggesting that we were dumb
for not accepting this tired piece of
together well and sometimes contradict
Dan Noland is a Software Security Engineer
quasi-logic. We also had some people
themselves. This was not the case.
working in West Lafayette, Indiana, USA. He holds
who I suspect were looking to create
Ken Ham wants to push biblical
a masters degree in Computer Science from
promotional material for the creationist
literalism very hard and it shows. Any
movement. They had tape recorders and day-age explanations are completely
Purdue University and is the de facto leader of the
Indiana Skeptics.
cameras and were trying, with varying
absent. However, he also doesn’t believe
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Note from the USA

Questioning
Medical ‘Miracles’
In health care, do we need to
invoke the miraculous?

Benjamin Radford is an investigator, author,
and managing editor of the Skeptical Inquirer
magazine.
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he phrase “medical miracle” is a
newsroom cliche. It means a
situation in which a person makes an
unexpected recovery despite great
odds or a pessimistic prognosis. Yet
often the phrase is used much more
broadly to describe a seemingly
supernatural or paranormal healing
or curing event such as faith healing.
While to many people it may seem
obvious that a miracle has occurred,
in reality such miracles are rarely as
impressive as they seem.
A recent segment on the popular
ABC (US) newsmagazine Primetime
shows a good example. A Canadian
teenager named Adam Dreamhealer
claims to cure cancer, coax the
comatose to consciousness, and drive
out infection. He has written books,
sells DVDs, and offers seminars.
Dreamhealer says he can heal
people using his hands, mind, and
mystical energies. Those who tout
his powers include celebrities such
as astronaut Edgar Mitchell and
musician Ronnie Hawkins.
Many people continue to believe
in miracle cures despite no good
evidence that they occurred. When
modern medicine fails to heal, many
desperate people turn to unproven
or “alternative” healers. What is the
evidence that he can actually heal
people?
Many of the miraculous
“healings” attributed to
Dreamhealer seem to be simply the
result of misunderstandings, poor
logic, errors in critical thinking, and

the common uncertainty of medical
knowledge. For example, one woman
identified as Debbie believes that
Dreamhealer saved her fiance’s life.
Her fiance Trevor was severely
wounded in Afghanistan, and Debbie
was told that Trevor probably would
not recover from his comatose state.
Debbie says she was convinced the
doctors were wrong, and when she
heard about Dreamhealer’s selfproclaimed powers, she asked him to
heal Trevor from a distance.
Over the next few weeks, Trevor
did indeed begin to gain consciousness, an improvement that Debbie
took as proof of Dreamhealer’s
powers. “The doctors said that he
wouldn’t recover, so to me, that’s a
miracle,” Debbie said. “It’s a miracle
that he’s still alive.” Yet of course
medicine is not an exact science;
doctors can only go by the patient’s
condition at the time of the evaluation, which may change at any
moment. Patients may get better or
worse for any number of reasons.
Doctors’ prognoses are often at least
partially wrong, so the simple fact
that that Trevor defied one doctor’s
expectations and came out of his
coma is hardly a miracle. Although
Dreamhealer claims (and Debbie
believes) that he healed Trevor, it
seems the “healing” has been far less
than miraculous. Instead of a full
recovery, Trevor remains gravely ill.
This case illustrates a common
logical error in thinking, one that
has Latin name: post hoc ergo

propter hoc (“after this, therefore
because of it”). Debbie assumed that
because Trevor regained consciousness after Dreamhealer said he
“healed” him, Dreamhealer caused
Trevor to come out of his coma.
But it is likely that Trevor would
have emerged from the coma with or
without Dreamhealer’s efforts;
people emerge from comas all the
time without any psychic or “special
healing” efforts. To find out if
Dreamhealer’s powers helped, we
would need a control group: two sets
of patients in the same condition,
only one whom received
Dreamhealer’s “healings.” This of
course would be difficult and expensive to do, but it is the only way to
verify powers such as those claimed
by psychic healers.
Despite the fact that Dreamhealer
has never proven his healing powers
under controlled conditions, he
claims that what he does can be
explained by science. According to
the Primetime segment, “There are
physicists who believe there’s
something to this,” in cluding
astronaut Edgar Mitchell, who says
he recognizes the science in
Dreamhealer’s work. “It’s about
channeling energy and resonating

with the person. The principles of
quantum physics explain many of
these intuitive mystical aspects of
attention and in tention,” said
Mitchell, who (despite being introduced by Primetime as a physicist
and a “doctor”) is neither a physicist
nor a medical doctor. While Mitchell
may recognize the science behind
Dreamhealer’s powers, the medical
establishment doesn’t. In fact, many
such studies have tried to find this
effect, and all of them—including
those involving prayer—have failed.
The impression of a miracle can
be created by something as simple
and common as a misdiagnosis.
There have been cases where a
doctor mistakenly diagnosed a
patient with a disease. The patient
then went to a psychic healer who
claimed to cure the problem, and
later X-rays or surgery confirmed
that the person was in fact diseasefree. This can seem like powerful
evidence, but instead of considering
that the inital diagnosis might have
been wrong, the patient assumes
that the miracle cure was effective.
Or, wh en giving a patient or family
a prognosis, doctors may err on the
side of bad news to avoid giving
them false hope. It is better, they

reason, to have the patient get good
news if they were wrong (and
recover unexpectedly or “miraculously”) than bad news ( and not
recover when expected to).
In the end, of course, the results
speak for themselves. Despite
opinions to the contrary, the people
that Primetime featured were hardly
cured by Dreamhealer; one woman’s
affliction got worse, another’s cancer
came back, and the other two are
still seriously ill. While some people
who go to such healers improve
briefly (either because of the placebo
effect or because their symptoms go
into remission), most end up just as
badly off as before (or worse, if they
have stopped medical treatments).
Though modern medicine has a
spectacular track record of success
(from stem-cell research to polio
vaccines and cardiac surgery), it is
not perfect, and patients should
realize that doctors are only human.
The fallibility of medicine is not a
reason to reject modern medicine. It
takes more than a faulty lab test, Xray, or diagnosis to create a medical
miracle. Real miracle cures are the
result of careful, hard work by
scientists, doctors, and medical
researchers.

Notes to Contributors and Subscribers
1. When sending a major piece for publication, please include a recent head
and shoulders photo of yourself, along
with a brief (3-4 line) biography to illuminate the ‘author spot’ on the first page
of your piece.
2. Some contributors have fallen into the
distasteful habit of leaving a space between the final word of a sentence and
such punctuation markers as ! and ?.
This causes severe angst among editorial staff who have to remove them, so
please desist.

Deadlines
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Summer issue

February 1
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3. Would you like to get your Skeptic
electronically? Some overseas subscribers now receive the magazine as a pdf
sent directly to their computers. If you
prefer to receive it that way, rather than
as a hard copy, please advise us.
4. And please don’t forget to advise
us if you have moved house recently.
Every issue sees a couple of Skeptics
returned and while we make every
effort to track down the subscribers,
sometimes the only contact we have
is the no-longer current address.

the Skeptic, Winter 2007 - Page 49

Book Review

Flat-out Belief
Flat Earth: The History of an
Infamous Idea, Christine
Garwood; MacMillan, 2007

Y

ou remember the story about
the frightened sailors who went
with Columbus in 1492, but were
sure that they were going to sail off
the edge of the world? They almost
mutinied, they were so scared. But
Columbus got to land rather than to
the enormous cataract, proving to
the satisfaction of everyone ever
since that the world was not flat
but round. If you do remember all
this, perhaps you also remember
being told it was all bosh, but
perhaps not; the story of Columbus

Rob Hardy is a psychiatrist practicing in the
USA. He is also a regular book reviewer for
the Skeptic.
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bravely proving the world was
round is such a satisfactory myth
that it will probably never die. In
Flat Earth, Christine Garwood, a
historian of science, starts with
debunking this myth, but then
shifts to the modern flat-earthers,
those from the nineteenth century
until now who insisted, starting
with the Bible as a foundation and
attempting to co-opt science in the
flat-earth cause, that the
“globularists” were involved in a
scandalous conspiracy to turn
people away from the Bible.
Garwood’s often hilarious book is a
serious look at an aberrant belief
and those who took it up in modern
times, centuries after the flat Earth
had been scientifically dismissed.
Flat-earthism may be nonsense, but
it was an anti-science stance taken
up by those who believed in a literal
Bible, and as such, comparisons
may be easily drawn between flatearthers and creationists.
Educated medieval people did not
believe the Earth to be flat. In fact,
if they studied their Plato, Aristotle,
or Euclid, they knew the shape of
the Earth. A globe was the best
explanation for various observations. Aristotle, for instance, reasoned that if you move from north
to south, the position of the stars at
night changes; and that as a ship
sails away, only its upper parts can
be seen; and also, the shadow of the
Earth upon the Moon during a
lunar eclipse is always circular, just
as one would expect the shadow of a
globe to be. A century later,
Eratosthenes measured the noon
shadows cast in Alexandria com-

pared to those cast near the equator, and came up with a very reasonable approximation of the radius
of the Earth.
There is nowhere that the Bible
proclaims the Earth to be flat, but
there are many verses that can be
interpreted in such a way if taken
literally (Garwood gives an appendix of such verses cited by one of
the most prominent flat-earthers).
The early church fathers were not,
however, literalists of such stripe
that they insisted that the Bible
was the one authority on the
natural world. It is true that such
lights as St John Chrysostom of the
fourth century insisted on the
Earth’s flatness, and some taught
flatness as a rebellion against the
pagans who thought the Earth
globular. St Augustine and the
Venerable Bede had no problem
considering a globular Earth, and
by the time Columbus sailed, there
was no controversy. The Columbus
flat-earth myth was largely created
by a quirky biography of the mariner by Washington Irving, published in 1828. The story was
appealing to those who unnecessarily wanted to promote a view of
science in eternal warfare with
religion.
The dispute between the two
realms over the shape of our Earth
seemed to be settled, but was
revived in England by a loud,
smart, confident, and energetic
socialist quack from Lancashire,
Samuel Birley Rowbotham, who
started touring England in the
1830s. He urged people to take the
Bible literally and also just to look

around: anyone could see we were
not walking around on a sphere. He
took the name Parallax, and championed what he called “zetetic
astronomy”, a term from the ancient Greek skeptics who emphasized that certainty comes from
what we ourselves can perceive. He
dreaded the attack of science on the
Bible, and was pleased to take on
the international astronomical
conspiracy that was making so
many infidels. The Earth was a
stationary disk, he taught, and the
Sun was only 400 miles above it,
and if ships disappeared over the
horizon, it was just a play of refraction and perspective, not evidence
that the surface of the water was
curved. His views were adopted by,
among others, the Christian polemicist John Hamden, who was aghast
that children were being turned
into unbelievers as they were
“taught that we are spun through
the air like cockchafers, at the rate
of thousands of miles an hour” by
the astronomers whom he thought
were “demented star-gazers”.
Hampden proposed a wager of
£500 in 1870 to anyone who could
prove the curvature of the Earth.
He was taken up on the bet by none
other than Alfred Russel Wallace,
co-discoverer of the theory of evolution by natural selection. Wallace
was surely a scientist, although he
had taken up spiritualism, but
neither astronomy nor geology was
his field. Nonetheless, the wager
was set. The long, straight, six-mile
expanse of water in Old Bedford
Canal in Norfolk would be the
scene, and the experiment would be
set up simply to see if the surface
curved. Garwood recounts the
infamous wager with verve, including all the difficulties that the two
sides had in setting up the experiment, and the complications (like
weather, mist, reflection, and more)
that were involved in what was
ostensibly a simple viewing of a
length of water by telescope. When
it came time for the viewing, the
points along the stretch dropped
down just as Wallace had expected,
but the flat-earther making the

observations insisted that the
steady drop was just what one
would expect if they fell away in a
straight line — therefore there was
no curve and no globe. Wallace was
thunderstruck at the refusal to take
the evidence as fact, and after much
argumentation, did eventually come
out the winner of the wager. It was
not an unalloyed victory. Hampden
began a decade of verbal abuse,
threats, and public denunciations of
Wallace, and eventually wound up
in jail for them. Not only this, but
Wallace lost authority among his
scientific fellows who were already
critical of his spiritualism; they
thought it unseemly to settle with a
wager an obvious fact, which was
not only betting on a sure thing, but
would make the obvious fact seem
debatable.
Flat-earthism didn’t stop with
the Victorians. There were Flat
Earth Societies of different kinds
during the twentieth century. The
American fundamentalist preacher
Wilbur Voliva took over the utopian
city of Zion in Illinois, and used his
radio station in the 1920s, not only
to broadcast intimidations of
hellfire, but also to spread such
explanations of sunrise and sunset
being only optical illusions. The
Canadian Flat Earth Society is
different from any other group
described here, since it was not
religiously inspired. It was a bunch
of writers and philosophers who
took up the cause as a bit of serious
fun, to push concepts of epistemology.
To poor, serious Samuel Shenton,
founder of the International Flat
Earth Research Society, fell the
task of defending the concept of a
flat Earth while astronauts went
around it and to the Moon. He
asserted that Christ himself had
warned of “a great deception which
might shake frail Christian faith,”
and he was furious that astronauts
had radioed “the opening verses of
Genesis... as a deceptive cloak”
concealing the promotion of
globularism. The new flat-earthers
were eager to promote their own
“scientific” views, but their argu-

ments harked back to those of the
previous century. For instance, they
asserted that people could sail east
to west around the world just like a
needle sails around a phonograph
record, but no one sails around it
north to south, because that would
take one into the edges of the disk,
a realm of forbidden cold. Others
also pointed out that in sailing from
Australia to America, a passenger
did not get on board ship upside
down, and did not sail upwards
around a globe. And of course, the
ocean looked flat during the whole
trip.
Almost all the flat-earthers here
mount their beliefs from knowing
that, as one wrote, “the Bible is a
flat-earth book”, and from feeling
that God had called them to refute
astronomical treachery. In many
ways, they were more fundamentalist and more literalist than the
current creationists; indeed, the
head of the International Flat
Earth Research Society of America
denounced the Creation Research
Institute as a “criminal gang” and
“the worst enemies of the truth” for
ostensibly defending the Bible while
it was actually undermining it.
The flat-earthers had faith that
could not be shaken by anything
scientists had to offer. Science
eventually had even photographic
proof, but the pictures of our orb
were denounced as a hoax that “just
makes the whole Bible a big joke.”
The faith of some flat-earthers was
strong enough to withstand, for a
while, at least, even science’s
photographic assault.
Garwood draws analogies, of
course, between them and our
creationists whose faith is also
currently great enough to withstand scientific objections, and who,
like the flat-earthers, insist that
accepting science is the same as
discounting the Bible. In the current case, though, scientists can’t
muster, for instance, simple photographs that show evolution in
progress. Garwood’s book shows
just how doggedly faith in an
unscientific idea can hold.
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Reflection

A Skeptic
at a Funeral
A Skeptic reflects
on mortality

Kevin McDonald is a retired lecturer who lives
in the Hunter region of NSW
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onfronting death (whether your
own, or that of someone else)
must be the ultimate undesirable
experience. So much so, that, in the
opinion of some, the issue of death
has been the main driver for humans to invent religions with their
universal belief in some sort of
omnipotent “god”, and hence the
reassuring prospect of some sort of
life after death (usually with certain
conditions).
Attending a funeral certainly
exercises the mind of a skeptic. In
the last few years I have attended at
least a dozen funerals, as people of
my vintage (I’m 71 as I write this)
take their turn at “falling off the
perch”. All of these people have been
highly regarded relatives, friends or
former colleagues and I have attended the funeral services held for
them out of a respect for their
affection and friendship, our shared
experiences, and, in some instances,
the inspiration which they have
given me, whether or not knowingly.
Let me say, at the outset of this
article, that I have no religious
affiliation, and I do not believe in
the God of the Bible or any other
“god”. I furthermore consider that
death is literally the end of any
existence. That is, there is no life of
any kind after death. We do not have
a “soul” which departs to an imagined (or promised) heaven or hell.
You have simply died, and your
corpse will now decompose in a
grave or be cremated. When you die,

that’s it … THE END. There’s
nothing more. You are the proverbial
“dead parrot”. And all the more
reason for valuing each precious day
of your earthly existence.
But I hasten to add that I not only
have respect and tolerance for many
of those who do believe in these
things, but also for the due sensitivity and solemnity of a funeral
service. Many of the people whose
funerals I have attended have firmly
held religious beliefs, and have lead
exemplary lives as testimony to
their convictions. And I have been
impressed by their sincerity and
lifestyles. At some other funerals I
have attended, the person who has
died has either not held any religious convictions that I know of, or,
in some instances, have obviously
been of atheistic or agnostic views.
Regardless of the beliefs and values
of the deceased, I acknowledge their
right to hold these, and the absolute
right of the next-of-kin to organize
the type of funeral service of their
choosing (even if the deceased might
not have been entirely happy with
it!).
This now brings me to the title of
this article. I am a skeptic, and thus
I am quite skeptical (bemused?)
about the practices, exhortations
and procedures which invariably are
witnessed at any funeral service of a
religious nature. Clearly, there are
many types of funeral services. I am
far more comfortable where a
secular “celebration of life” service is

held for the deceased and where no
attempt is made to read passages
from the Bible, or carry on about
some imagined afterlife. It is sufficient for me to listen to some eulogies delivered about the life,
contributions and achievements of
the deceased, perhaps accompanied
by some suitable music and symbolic
actions, and some words of comfort
to the immediate family given by a
suitably competent and sensitive
“funeral celebrant”.

Ceremony
It is when I attend a religious-type
funeral service that I often feel
uncomfortable, and sometimes
rather agitated, at what is being
said and done. Admittedly, some
religious funeral services are indeed
dignified and moving, even inspiring
— ceremony at its best. They must
be comforting to most of the relatives and close friends of the deceased. But many of these highly
religious services are accompanied
by a set of practices which are only
understood and appreciated by the
“converted”. I refer to chanted
intonations and responses, the use of
incense, the practiced routines of
kneeling, bowing, “crossing” oneself,
together with the reading of selected
passages from the Bible. There is
much employment of religious
symbols which are meaningful to the
converted and committed, but
anachronistic mumbo-jumbo to the
“heathens”. And quite often, the
congregation is invited to join in the
singing of 19th Century hymns, many
of which have very quaint lyrics, to
say the least. The varying talents of
many members of the gathering in
singing (particularly the high notes)
render the effects as less than
pleasantly musical, and sometimes
excruciatingly awful. And many
hymns seem to have a rather excessive number of verses.
Of course I remind myself that I
have chosen to attend this funeral,
and I totally acknowledge the rights
of the people who have not only
followed their faith, but who have
gone to considerable effort to plan

the service with the aid of the
officiating clergy. But this doesn’t
stop me from being uneasily disturbed about beliefs and practices,
many of which I consider to belong
to the past when beliefs about gods,
souls and afterlife were widespread.
My main problem is with many
things which are said and done
which are totally silly or meaningless. Whilst some of these things
may be comforting to the close
relatives (and some of their friends
who are present), they are plainly
ridiculous to others, and it is sometimes difficult to keep a straight face
when they are heard or witnessed.
Many homely, if corny, expressions
are often heard: “Sarah will now join
her dearly beloved Alfred in Heaven”
(Alf having predeceased Sarah many
years earlier). What does this mean?
Will they now be able to have
endless cups of tea in heaven and
chat about old times? Or will they
now resume incessantly arguing like
the way they did in their forty years
of shared marriage? Is heaven an
actual place where you meet up with
old friends (well, those who met the
standards of entry)?
The officiating clergy will be heard
referring to the exemplary, if “uninhibited” life which Henry lead, where
many of those who knew Henry will
be well aware that he was not only
severely intoxicated much of the
time, but a womanizer, a gambler
and an inveterate liar, who was
suspected of fudging the books of the
company he worked for. However, we
all know that one does not speak ill
of the dead. But why lie? If you can’t
make truthful statements, why say
anything at all? Humans are often at
their most hypocritical when involved in a funeral service. The
priest will assure the congregation
that Henry’s soul is now “in the care
of the Lord”, but the skeptics at the
gathering will ask: why would the
Lord welcome this guy? The priest’s
words are clearly designed to gloss
over the less than exemplary life
which Henry led in order to comfort
his widow. Or perhaps to demonstrate how infinitely forgiving the
Lord can be?

The ultimate teeth-gnashing
experience for me is when the
officiating clergy, or someone else
given a turn at saying something
during the service make such
vacuous and cruel statements as: “It
is God’s will that this child has been
taken from our midst at such an
early age.” What sort of a God is
that? Did God plan that the child
would be hit by the car at the tender
age of nine? What sort of comfort to
the grieving parents do such words
bring? Does God decide when, where
and how each of us will die? All six
billion of us? Are we all puppets
whose strings are pulled by the
great creator-cum-executioner?
When I have attended some
religious funeral services I have
been perplexed about all the excessive talk about “our saviour” Jesus
dying on the cross to atone for all
the sins of humans, etc, when my
thoughts are much more for the
deceased whose dead body is lying in
that coffin in front of the congregation and for the visibly upset members of his or her family. According
to those whose faith is based
squarely on what the Bible states,
there is an afterlife awaiting us, yet,
for me, and for many other nonbelievers, there is not only no
evidence whatsoever for such a
claim, but the very concept is totally
ridiculous. Our “life” is only meaningful in the context of our intelligence, our experiences, our
knowledge, our families and friends,
our possessions, our state of health,
and our memories and emotions. On
our death, all that is gone. There is
nothing. The devout Christian will
deplore what I have just said. He or
she is comfortable with the assurances they have been given in the
Bible, they feel sorry for me in my
state of non-belief, and they pray to
their God for me to “see the light”
and be saved, before it is TOO
LATE.

Mixed feelings
Thus the skeptic will have mixed
feelings at many religious funeral
services because of reassuring
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promises of a never-ending afterlife
for the deceased when reason
screams out that such a concept is
“all in the mind”, that is, imagined.
The devoted Christian or Moslem
has a blind faith in the promises
made in their Bible or Koran that
not only is there an afterlife, but
such afterlife will be an eternal and
joyful existence. To the skeptic it just
seems like belief in the tooth fairy, or
Santa Claus, that is, a childlike
imagined scenario.
Clearly we all carry a lot of
“baggage” of beliefs, attitudes,
values and prejudices with us when
in attendance at a church or funeral
parlour to be present at the service
for a departed relative or friend.
Thus the same funeral service will
be satisfying and appropriate for
some whilst inappropriate and
puzzling for others. I know of some
people who simply will not attend
funerals except when it would be
almost scandalous not to attend (for
example the funeral of one’s mother
or other very close relative). Some
people just do not want to face the
reality of death. Yet others will
simply not enter a church because of
their total rejection of either religion
in general, or a certain “brand” of
religion in particular. (In this
context, in earlier generations, in
Australia at least, some protestants
would never enter a Roman Catholic
church, and vice versa.)
Of course most of us dread death
— the end of our life — but the
realist accepts its inevitability. The
death of a child, or young adult is
truly tragic, but the death of a
person who has lived their “three
score years and ten” is not tragic.
The simplistic belief in what the
Bible says: “In my Father’s house
are many mansions … ” must be
comforting for the believer, but just
doesn’t make sense to the skeptic.
There is no heaven or hell, as
portrayed in the Bible, or depicted
by artists and cartoonists. The only
“heavens” and “hells” are those we
experience in our earthly lives. It is
“heaven”, for many people anyway,
to fall in love or win the lottery. And
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life can be “hell” if you are a drug
addict, or imprisoned in a concentration camp. But these are earthly
experiences, and mainly the luck of
the draw — chance and circumstance — or the result of sheer bad
management of one’s life. Some
people are indeed fortunate in
having happy, healthy and productive lives, while others seem to have
a raw deal, with serious illnesses,
cherished relatives killed in car
accidents, and impoverished living
conditions, through no fault of their
own. But, when you die, whoever
you are, you are simply no longer
existent. Death is the great leveler.
Rich or poor, famous or not, you are
not going anywhere. You’ve been.
And it’s now up to those who knew
you to dwell on what sort of a life
you lead.

Meaning?
Attending a funeral service is useful
for the skeptic in that it focuses the
mind powerfully on “The Meaning of
Life” as the Monty Python crew
would term it. The skeptic will not
only be remembering the life of the
deceased but also pondering on the
beliefs of others in the congregation
who seem convinced that the deceased has now gone to another
existence. One gains the impression
that some deeply religious people
regard their earthly life as simply
preparation for the afterlife, when
they will be with their god. They
almost seem impatient to get there.
When I am at a funeral service,
either in a church or a funeral
parlour, I certainly have mixed
feelings. Uppermost in my mind, of
course, is my remembrance of the
person who has died, and my deep
sympathy for the bereaved. And
where the service is conducted with
dignity and appropriate ceremony I
feel that due and sincere respects
have been paid. Indeed, I find some
funeral services not only “satisfying”
(if that is the word) but inspirational, and, being a person who
actually likes church music, I admit
to being comfortable with the
(usually) sensitive selection of

appropriate music. I like dignified
ceremony. I think most humans do.
However, it is still possible to
have ceremony and drama without
religious connotations. This is why
there has been a proliferation of
non-denominational chapels, memorial parks and lawn cemeteries in
recent times, where religious symbols are either minimal or absent
altogether. Australian society has
become increasingly secular, with a
comparative minority of people
attending conventional churches.
The various forms of funeral services
under the banner of a “celebration of
life” have proliferated, as has the
employment of professional celebrants who perform secular (nonreligious) ceremonies for marriages
and funerals. This has resulted in
much less hypocrisy where people
who were totally non-religious
during their lives were given “religious” ceremonies on their demise.
The skeptic (humanist, realist) of
present times has rejected the
paradigm of always associating such
formal procedures as weddings and
funerals with religious beliefs and
practices. The “God delusion”, as
Richard Dawkins has termed it, is in
decline in Australian society, as the
findings of modern science dispel
what were once considered inexplicable mysteries. The focus has now
shifted towards humans finding
fulfilling lives in an existence which
is now recognized by many as being
the only existence each living
individual will ever have. This
places immense importance on the
quality of life which we lead, knowing that one day we will die, and
thereafter we only have “existence”
in the memories of people who knew
us, or in the contributions we may
have made when we were alive.
Thus death, at least for a skeptic, is
utterly final, and all of us can be
forgiven for any feelings of sadness,
resentment or even anger. As Dylan
Thomas put it:
Do not go gentle into that good night
rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Forum
Mind Myths
I

n the last issue we published
several critical responses to a
piece in 26:4, ‘The Mind and
Mental Illness; A Tale of two
myths’, by Prof Robert Spillane.
Here we publish replies from the
author and a reader.

technically impossible. So empirical
or technical ‘evidence’ for mental
illness begs the question. My case,
therefore, stands or falls on the
following logical argument:
1. Illness affects the body.
2. The ‘mind’ is not a bodily organ.
3. Therefore, the ‘mind’ cannot be(come)
ill,

The author responds

4. So mental illness is a myth.
5. If ‘mind’ is brain (process),
6. And mental illness is brain illness,
7. Then mental illness is body illness,

Robert Spillane
Macquarie University

8. And mental illness is still a myth .

T

he sceptical David Hume
observed that reason is a slave
of the passions. Empirical support
for this proposition can be found in
the cathartic letters which appeared
in Forum (27:1: 50-55) in response to
my article “The Mind and Mental
Illness: A Tale of Two Myths” (26:4:
46-50). Catharsis may be good
psychotherapy (and it may not), but
it cannot invalidate a logically valid
argument. Since I was trying to put
before the Skeptics a logical argument, I shall pass over in embarrassed silence the personal insults,
tortuous arguments, guilt by association (no Virginia, I am not a
Scientologist), and the surprisingly
(for Skeptics) snide comments about
philosophy and logic.
If a state of affairs is logically
impossible, then it is empirically and

In Defence of Spillane
Peter Williams
Mt Hutton NSW

T

he vituperative outbursts from
various Skeptic readers occasioned by the Robert Spillane article
— outbursts that in some cases seem
more directed towards vilifying Prof
Spillane than presenting a considered critique of the article content
itself — seem almost surreal. Am I
really reading the Skeptic forum? Or

have I stumbled upon a combined
Oprah /Dr Phil publicity stunt?
Regardless of who Robert
Spillane’s friends may be, and of any
crackpot pseudo religious beliefs
associates of those friends may hold,
the central assertions of the Spillane
thesis as presented in the article are
(or should be) the points at issue.
These points seem to me to be that
individual self-consciousness is
illusory; that ‘self consciousness’ (cf.
Cartesian dualism) assumes a
‘mental entity’; that ‘mental’ entails
‘mind’; and therefore ‘mind’, deriving as it does from an illusory self
consciousness, is not a noun. The
term ‘mind’ then is no more than a
metaphor— ie, a mind does not exist
as an entity in its own right. As a
consequence, although we are
‘minded’ ie, are biased (for whatever
reasons) towards some particular
course of action when confronted by
any particular set of circumstances,
we possess no such empirical bodily
organ as a ‘mind’, nor does any such
entity ‘essence’ reside in any known
bodily organ. We possess arms, legs,
brains, pineal glands etc, but no
‘mind’. Accordingly, there is no such
thing as mental illness — ie, the
very term itself is an oxymoron.
Such, as I see it, is the Robert
Spillane thesis as presented in his
Skeptic essay.
One of the outraged Forum letter
writers (apparently unknowingly)
actually supports this very conclusion by noting that many familiar
so-called ‘mental illnesses’ have
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been shown to have corresponding
brain lesions — however the writer
defends this seeming contradiction
by simply asserting that the categorising of that particular cluster of
illnesses as ‘mental illnesses’ is
useful as a means to selecting the
right therapeutic treatment(s). I fail
to take the point, and would suggest
that an associated brain lesion puts
those particular illnesses ipso facto
into the bodily illness category,
regardless of treatment options that
may be available.
I would also make the point that
those alleged mental illnesses that
in fact are bodily illnesses are
viewed differently under the law
from the more commonly understood
bodily illnesses, especially in relation to punishment. The Clarence
Darrow defence is alive and well and
as specious as ever. If commonly
understood mental illnesses, such as
schizophrenia, are found to have
corresponding brain lesions, then
the illness is a bodily malfunction —
not a mental malfunction. If there
are no corresponding brain lesions,
then that so-called ‘illness’ is not an
illness at all in any accepted sense of
the word, but simply an adopted
(either voluntarily or an unconscious
adaptation to biochemistry, socioeconomic pressures etc) behavioural
mode that is deemed, to varying
degrees, to be unacceptable in
society — society being defined here
as the statistical behavioural norm.
I believe that I accurately state Prof
Spillane’s view by asserting (on his
behalf) that all illnesses currently
regarded as ‘mental illnesses’ fall
into one of those two categories.
Another writer, after delving into
classical Aristotelian syllogistic
logic, makes a somewhat emotive,
even hysterical, case connecting Prof
Spillane with that odious cult called
Scientology — a connection that,
study it as I may, I can find no
supporting evidence for within the
article itself. I describe myself as
atheistic, yet have several avowed
Christian friends, and a Catholic
mother. I also know a person who
votes for John Howard.
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The implied syllogism structure
would seem to be as follows:

♦
Thomas Szasz has an association
with some member(s) of the Church of
Scientology;
♦
Robert Spillane is a close friend
of Thomas Szasz;
♦
Therefore Robert Spillane is a
member of the Church of Scientology,
and/or supports the teachings of that organisation.
I contend that no further comment here is necessary — especially
to readers of the Skeptic. In any
case, even if the writer has some
‘inside’ personal information relating
to this aspect of the debate, the
religious beliefs espoused by Prof
Spillane are irrelevant within the
current discussion context, providing
of course that the position taken by
him is consistent in its own right,
and can be defended without reference to those religious beliefs.
Further to some other (somewhat
emotive) points raised by that
writer, a young (alleged) schizophrenic friend of mine did not jump
out of a window and live — he
jumped from the top of a high
building and died, after ‘the voices’
had told him that he could fly.
Unfortunately for the ‘antiSpillanes’, although my friend had
been diagnosed as suffering from
paranoid schizophrenia, he also had
an on-going drug abuse problem —
specifically an addiction to marijuana.
Regretfully, most of the letters
seem to be of the same ilk — full of
non sequiturs, irrelevancies, personal attacks, misinformation,
flippancy, and a general blatant
disregard for what was actually
contained within the essay. There
were few indications that any of the
published writers had actually
understood anything much past the
essay title, and no indications at all
that any of those writers had taken
the trouble to ensure that they had
understood the points made by
taking the elementary step of
contacting Prof Spillane to request

elucidation. Nowhere does Prof
Spillane indicate that (as it is
implied in one letter) he is indifferent to the pain and suffering occasioned by those illnesses commonly
called ‘mental illnesses’; nowhere (as
claimed by another writer) does he
assert or imply that sufferers from
backache, headache, or irritable
bowel syndrome do not have a
diagnosable medical condition; and
nowhere (as far as I can ascertain)
does he assert that commonly
understood ‘mental illnesses’ will
never be totally understood in terms
of neurological-electrical functions
etc, as is implied by yet another
writer. The list goes on — however
editorial space does not — so further
comment has to be presently put on
hold.
In conclusion, I would state that
there is little heuristic value in an
emotional reaction to a conclusion
when the premises and arguments
offered in support of that conclusion
are not clearly isolated and understood. As I see it, the central contention put forward in the Spillane
essay is whether self consciousness
is a definable phenomenon or a
psychological chimera — ie, did
Descartes get it right or wrong?
Clearly, Prof Spillane’s support of
the latter alternative is the key to
his stated position, and leads to his
(admittedly) controversial conclusion
as to the non-existence of mental
illness, albeit the philosophical (and
indeed historical) issues raised by
that conclusion, together with the
supporting arguments, are complex
and wide ranging. I have never met
Prof Spillane, much less studied
under his tutelage, and my own
studies in philosophy and psychology
are some years behind me — even so
I find much that is commendable in
his views and little to persuade me
otherwise in the emotive and generally irrelevant Forum outpourings
occasioned by his well written and
thought provoking essay.

Forum
Climate Change
Not everyone is convinced that
all the answers are known about
various global warming phenomena. Here are some thoughtful additions to the debate.

Not even science
John Gibbs
Brisbane QLD

A

John Gibbs, a stockbroker, was born in London,
studied philosophy at Sussex University and
Brasenose College, Oxford, and has lived in
Australia since1969.

s a schoolboy in England in the
1960s, I was taught in Geography that the last Ice Age ended
about 12,000 years ago and that the
world had been getting warmer, in
its usual zig-zag pattern, ever since.
Indeed, I went on a field trip to the
Lake District to study the tarns and
other glacial features left behind as
the huge ice caps, which covered so
much of the world then, melted.
I have therefore, viewed with
total bafflement the claims that man
is responsible, via the ‘greenhouse
effect’, for global warming. I have
searched in vain for any direct
evidence of this phenomenon but the
absence of same has not prevented
the growth of belief in it, which is
taking on all the features of a cult.
Imagine my eagerness, therefore to
read the latest report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) to see if this elusive
evidence has been unearthed.
Unfortunately, I was to be disappointed again for, while going to a
great deal of trouble to give the
opposite impression, the 4th IPCC
Summary does not claim any evidence of a direct causal connection
between carbon emissions and global
warming. This is confirmed by the

independent think tank, The Fraser
Institute of Canada, which states in
an extensive review of the IPCC
document that:
There is no evidence provided by the
IPCC in its Fourth Assessment Report
that the uncertainty can be formally resolved from first principles, statistical
hypotheses testing or modelling exercises.
Actually, I consider the Fraser
Institute’s 64-page Independent
Summary for Policymakers, IPCC
Fourth Assessment Report a rather
weak document; it’s written by the
same sort of people, I suppose,
chiefly meteorologists, including an
Australian, William Kininmonth,
retired head of the National Climate
Centre, Australian Bureau of Meteorology. It merely notes in passing
(6.1b, p.47) that the IPCC’s definition of climate change “ assumes
stationarity of the climate system”(!)
and actually states in its ‘Overall
conclusions’, (P.52) that the greenhouse thesis is “...credible, and
merits continued attention.” Although it does go on to say, “However the hypothesis cannot be
proven by formal theoretical arguments, and the available data allow
the hypothesis to be credibly disputed.” Which is why in the final
paragraph of this concluding section
they are forced to admit that “There
is no evidence...” as stated above.

The Landsea incident
The fact that the whole IPCC mindset on the greenhouse issue requires
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close investigation was emphasised
by the little-reported Landsea
incident in 2005. Dr Chris Landsea
of the Hurricane Research Division
of the (US) National Oceanographic
and Atmospheric Administration’s
Atlantic Oceanographic and Meteorological Laboratory, was the
IPCC’s expert on Atlantic hurricane
activity and contributed to the
previous two IPCC reports. In late
2004 the Lead Author of the ‘Observations’ section of the upcoming (’07)
IPCC report, Dr Kevin Trenberth,
participated in a press conference at
Harvard on the topic “Experts to
warn global warming likely to
continue spurring more outbreaks of
intense hurricane activity”. This
outraged Landsea who saw it as a
“...misrepresentation of climate
science while invoking the authority
of the IPCC.” When not able to
obtain a retraction from Trenberth,
Landsea resigned from the IPCC
and published an open letter on
January 18, 2005, in which, inter
alia, he said:
I found it a bit perplexing that the participants in the Harvard press conference had come to the conclusion that
global warming was impacting hurricane activity today. To my knowledge,
none of the participants in that press
conference had performed any research
on hurricane variability, nor were they
reporting any new work in the field. All
previous and current research in the
area of hurricane variability has shown
no reliable, long-term trend up in the
frequency or intensity of tropical cyclones, either in the Atlantic or any
other basin. The IPCC assessments in
1995 and 2001 also concluded that
there was no warming signal found in
the hurricane record...I personally cannot in good faith continue to contribute
to a process that I view as both being
motivated by pre-conceived agendas
and being scientifically unsound. As the
IPCC leadership has seen no wrong in
Dr Trenberth’s actions and have retained him as a Lead Author for the
AR4, I have decided to no longer participate in the IPCC AR4.
The generally respectful Fraser
commentary states in its Preface,
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(p.5) that one of the reasons that an
independent summary is needed is
that the IPCC report at time:
...introduces its topic by briefly elaborating on deep uncertainties, then
presents at length as if the uncertainties were not there....
It has an explanation for this,
namely that the IPCC summary, as
published:
...is produced, not by the scientific writers and reviewers, but by a process of
negotiation among unnamed bureaucratic delegates from sponsoring governments. Their selection of material
need not and may not reflect the priorities and intentions of the scientific community itself...
Finally, while the IPCC enlists many
expert reviewers, no indication is given
as to whether they disagreed with some
or all of the material they reviewed. In
previous IPCC reports many expert reviewers have lodged serious objections
only to find that, while their objections
are ignored, they are acknowledged in
the final document, giving the impression that they endorsed the views expressed therein.(!)
Dr Landsea was clearly not
prepared to have this happen to him.
Now, in a sane world, the Landsea
scandal alone would have shattered
the reputation of the IPCC and
caused a major shake-up in its composition, especially its leadership,
while focusing an acute spotlight on
its motivation. At the very least,
Trenberth would have been forced to
resign. In the event, as we have
seen, Trenberth continued as a Lead
Author while Dr Landsea, the real
expert whose findings did not fit the
preconceived agenda, was left with
no alternative but to resign. Did
anybody see any of this reported in
the press?

How likely is ‘very likely’?
Another aspect of the IPCC report
which gave, and continues to give,
great heart to the greenhouse
faithful, including the majority of
the fourth estate, is the oft-quoted
conclusion that it is now at least
90% certain that human activity is

the main cause of global warming. I
have read the figure-packed IPCC
summary several times and can find
no mention of the 90% figure. The
summary does say however that,
following this fourth investigation,
the likelihood of human cause has
gone from “likely” to “very likely”
and apparently by some previouslypublished IPCC code, ‘likely’ means
60%-90% certain while ‘very likely’
means 90%-plus.
Where on earth do they get these
figures from? Why not 89% or 14%
or 93% or 47%? There is absolutely
no methodology offered or calculations shown to justify these or any
other figures — numbers have
simply been made up to give a
false impression of calculation, to
add a specious scientific exactitude,
to figures which have simply been
contrived out of thin air! It might be
argued that the Panel feels 90%
certain on the issue, but that is
plainly false. Dr Trenberth and his
colleagues feel 100% certain on the
issue and have done from the outset.
Their problem is that they can’t
produce any firm evidence — not a
scrap — of direct causal connection
to support their convictions, on top
of which their pesky expert consultants keep coming up with evidence
to the contrary.
Nevertheless the 90% figure has
been seized upon by the greenhouse
zealotry. In an April 2, 2007 article
on its website entitled “Why the
climate change debate doesn’t
matter any more”, Green Business
News states that according to a
recent study by Danish weather
scientist Henrik Svensmark, cosmic
rays are identified as the prime
contributor to global warming. The
research was published in the Proceedings of the Royal Society and
forms the basis of a new book, The
Chilling Stars, written by Svensmark and former editor of New
Scientist, Nigel Calder. In particular
Calder argues that this theory helps
explain why some regions of the
world, such as the east Antarctic,
are currently experiencing cooler
temperatures than in the past,
which greenhouse theory fails to

account for. But GBN argues that
the IPCC’s 90% certainty renders
such mundane considerations
irrelevant:
Can you imagine someone giving you a
gun with 10 chambers that contains 9
bullets... The same principle applies
with global warming... It is simply too
risky to ignore this scientific consensus(!)

Who says so?
Some might suggest that meteorology and associated areas are not
necessarily the most cutting-edge of
disciplines, but this did not prevent
SBS News from opening its evening
bulletin following publication of the
IPCC Summary with “The world’s
leading scientists agree...”, This
is not entirely fair, as the best and
the brightest of the scientific community were unanimous on the existence of the aether until Einstein
scuttled it a century ago, and a
majority of today’s leading particle
physicists pursue String Theory
which is beginning to look like
another house of cards (see later
comments). Nevertheless, it is
remarkable that a profession,
meteorology, which heretofore has
been a common butt of jokes, has
now become the basis of world-wide
political and economic activity.
The Australian newspaper reported on April 12 ‘07 that leading
meteorologist Richard Lindzen,
Alfred P. Sloan Professor of Meteorology, Department of Earth, Atmospheric and Planetary Sciences,
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (who annoys the faithful by his
frequent criticisms of the IPCC and
by pointing out how respected
meteorologists who dare to question
greenhouse theory tend to lose their
jobs) said in a Newsweek article:
The present alarm rests on the false
assumption.... that our warming forecasts for 2040 are somehow more reliable than the weatherman’s forecast for
next week. !
More fundamentally, we need to
understand the undisputed scientific
fact that the climate has been

warming since the end of the last ice
age some 12,000 years ago. What
does the meteorological profession
have to tell us about this? Various
theories have been put forward,
including sunspots (solar flares),
wobbles of Earth’s axis and minuscule changes in Earth’s orbit round
the Sun. Volcanic activity, ocean
currents and the movement of the
earth’s tectonic plates also get a
mention. Within this warming
background there are the periods of
pronounced cooling, both for sustained periods such as, in recent
times, the mini-ice age from the
1600s to the 1800s, and the minor
movements like the global cooling
between 1940 and 1970 (when
‘greenhouse’ emissions were increasing enormously!).
Meteor/climatologists have no
definitive answer to the source of
these phenomena — they have their
theories as just recounted, but
cannot as yet establish any causeand-effect relationship between their
theories and the observed phenomena. This is not merely a commentary on the immature state of
meteorological science; it is an
absolute sine qua non of any theory
of man-induced climate change,
that a basic understanding of what
the climate was doing anyway, and
why, is established. Of course we
know the what — it has been warming for 12,000 years — but until we
know the why and how, and at what
rate it would have continued to
warm anyway, theories of what the
human influence may be cannot
have a scientific basis.
The Earth’s climate has fluctuated enormously throughout its
recorded history. Even with the
benefit of the geological records the
relevant scientists have no degree of
certainty what causes these sustained, intensively documented
changes nor the contrary movements
which happen within them. Why do
the greenhouse believers place so
much faith in the micro-understanding of a fledgling science, which not
only cannot explain the macro
background but which, even with

the benefit of satellite cameras,
cannot predict with ‘90% certainty’
— or at least not with 90% accuracy
— the weather for tomorrow, let
alone next week? In fact, until the
macro background is understood the
possibility remains that carbon
emissions are actually having a
net cooling effect on world climate.

Who benefits?
On March 23, The Australian
newspaper mentioned a New York
Times article in which Don
Easterbrook, Emeritus Professor of
Geology at Western Washington
University is quoted as telling
hundreds of experts at the annual
meeting of the Geological Society of
America “I don’t want to pick on Al
Gore, but there are a lot of inaccuracies in the statements we are seeing
and we have to temper that with
real data.” There is nothing remarkable about this — you can find
criticisms of greenhouse theory and,
especially, its more evangelical
proponents, in the print media and
the Web but you have to search for
them. The Australian quote, and my
previous one regarding Prof Lindzen
were both snippets in the Cut and
Paste section of the paper; all
criticism, from no matter how
eminent an authority, tends to get
snippet-type coverage at best,
whereas unfounded predictions of
imminent catastrophe from illinformed, often blatantly politicallycoloured sources routinely get
headlines. The Green Business News
article referred to earlier says that
action must be taken on carbon
emissions unless the skeptics can
find “ truly compelling evidence” to
contradict greenhouse theory. (God
exists unless you can prove that he
doesn’t. Do you get the impression
that something other than normal
scientific rigour and process is going
on here?)
It is interesting to speculate on
what might be accepted as this truly
compelling evidence, because I am
coming to the view that greenhouse
theory, as commonly presented, is
not just bad science but has reached
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the stage where it is not any recognised form of science at all. There
are three generally-accepted criteria
for a theory to be accepted as a
scientific one. These are: a) that it
conforms with the observed phenomena; b) that it makes predictions;
and c) that it is falsifiable. Let us
consider each in turn:
a) There are many ways in which greenhouse theory does not conform to observation of which two glaring ones — the
current cooling of the east Antarctic and
the global cooling from 1940-1970 —
have already been mentioned. The faithful either dismiss such contraindications
as anomalies (whatever that is supposed
to mean in this context) or, more usually, conveniently ignore them. If hurricane Katrina was caused by carbon
emissions then the low hurricane year
that followed must also have been
caused by the even higher emissions in
2006. In science you just can’t have it
both ways, much as Al Gore and his followers who get their science
from Hollywood would like to. The inconvenient truths just keep piling up. I
know of no qualified critic of greenhouse
theory — including high profile ones like
Viscount Monckton and Prof Lindzen —
who does not agree that, as a
theory, it makes excellent scientific
sense. The problem is that it does not fit
the facts — not that such a minor inconvenience bothers the faithful as we saw
in the case of the IPCC and Dr Landsea.
b) Religion ‘explains’ everything but predicts, specifically, nothing. It is a hallmark of true science that it
demonstrates its understanding of the
way the universe actually operates by
its ability to make accurate predictions.
They must be new predictions, however.
Predicting that the sun will rise tomorrow just won’t do, nor is it satisfactory
to say that a process which has, as a
matter of undisputed fact, been going on
for 12,000 years, will continue. In the
subatomic world, String Theory (see below) is starting to come under attack, in
part because it makes no new predictions.
c) Religion sees ‘evidence’ of God’s existence everywhere but the devout would
not concede anything as proof that He
did not exist; thus refutability, not veri-
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fication is a prime test of a genuinely
scientific theory. This principle was established by the eminent philosopher,
Sir Karl Popper, who grew up in Vienna
at the beginning of the last century. He
was a communist for a few months and
worked as a volunteer in a clinic run by
Freud’s disciple Alfred Adler; but he became disillusioned with Marxism (which
its followers were calling ‘social science’,
devising laws which were said to be as
dependable as those of the natural sciences) and Freudian psychiatry, because
they never admitted the many contradictions to their theories which real life
kept throwing up, as being in any way
damaging. By contrast, Einstein’s General Theory of Relativity was facing its
supreme test in 1919 when the eclipse
of the sun would allow Einstein’s contention that light rays bend in the vicinity of massive objects to be examined.
What impressed Popper was that if light
did not bend, that would be the end of
the General Theory. In his intellectual
biography The Philosophy Of Karl Popper in the Library of Living Philosophers
series, Popper states: (Sec.8 “A Crucial
Year: Marxism; Science and
Pseudoscience”):
Here was an attitude entirely different
from the dogmatic attitude of Marx,
Freud, Adler, and even more so that of
their followers. Einstein was looking for
crucial experiments whose agreement
with his predictions would by no means
establish his theory; while a disagreement, as he was the first to stress, would
show his theory to be untenable. This, I
felt, was the true scientific attitude. It
was utterly different from the dogmatic
attitude which commonly claimed to
find ‘verifications’ for its favourite theories. Thus I arrived, by the end of 1919,
at the conclusion that the scientific attitude was the critical attitude, which
did not look for verifications but
for critical tests; tests which would refute the theory tested....

What are the critical tests of greenhouse theory?
In his book published in 2006,
American particle physicist and
mathematician Dr Peter Woit
debunks the currently dominant
String Theory which was glamorised

in the TV programme The Elegant
Universe, based on Brian Greene’s
book of the same name. (Incidentally, in the book, Greene describes
the grand guru of String Theory, Ed
Whitten — who does his ‘physics’
entirely at a computer keyboard —
as the greatest physicist alive today
and, in the opinion of “some people”,
the greatest physicist who ever
lived! Dr Greene does not specify
who these people are but their
number clearly does not exclude the
author.) Woit, after an extensive
review of modern developments in
the subatomic world, doubts
whether String Theory can actually
be called science at all, since it
makes no new predictions and, as its
propositions are unobservable, it
cannot be refuted. His book is
entitled Not Even Wrong. Similarly,
as presently promulgated, greenhouse theory is not even science.
There is a form of the economic
proposition, Gresham’s Law, which
operates in science whereby bad
science drives out good — there is no
need to try to understand the
strange behaviour of light rays when
it can all be explained in terms of
friction with the aether. Today many
governments right down to the local
level employ ‘climate change experts’
who, even in the cases of those who
are qualified to make judgements
have, by and large, no interest in
discovering what causes phenomena
like ice-ages. Among the UK government’s official advisors on climate
change is one Albert Arnold Gore Jr.
Senator Gore’s educational qualifications to back up his expertise in the
area are a BA in government from
Harvard, after which, following
national service in the army, he
entered the School of Religion at
Vanderbildt University. It would
actually be amusing were it not so
sad and so serious.
The fledgling science is undergoing a dark age and those meteorologists who remain committed to finding out what has been causing the
myriad fluctuations in the Earth’s
climate over the last 5 billion years
deserve all the support that we can
give them.

Too skeptical?
Keith Anderson
Kingston TAS

I

joined Skeptics only recently. I
am both pleased and disappointed; pleased to be flocking with
birds mostly of a feather; disappointed to discover some skepticism
that is itself difficult to believe.
I have a favourite motto: Moderation in all things, including moderation. I seem to need to add an extra
phrase: “and skepticism”.
I accept as a self evident fact the
belief that skepticism evolved soon
after the ability to lie, and evolved to
protect us from deceitful people who
try to trick us into believing silly
ideas and performing even sillier
actions.
I also accept as a self evident fact
that darn near everything has at
least one unwanted side effect. An
unwanted side effect of skepticism is
that deceitful people are often very
clever and present their arguments
in ways that trick us into using our
skepticism to “protect ourselves”
from honest people trying to warn us
of dangers.
It happened with the “cigarettes
are kind to your throat” squabble; it
is happening with the “I can’t work
out how it evolved, so it must have
been created” squabble, and now I
see that it is being used to combat
the global warming warnings.
I guess a problem being skeptical
is that it isn’t easy to know just
what is “ordinary” and what is
“extraordinary”. For example, there
was a time when the journey of the
sun round the earth was obvious and
“ordinary”, and it took a great deal
of “extraordinary proof” to convince
anyone that the earth goes round
the sun.
The global warming debate seems
to be following a similar course. In
the olden days, about forty years
ago, when the first papers were
published, almost everyone thought,
“Gosh. That can’t be right. Well, I

certainly hope that it is wrong; I
certainly want it to be wrong.”
Initially, it was obvious that the
earth is so big that humans couldn’t
possibly do anything to tamper with
it. The idea that the atmosphere
would easily cope with the CO2 being
dumped into it was the “ordinary”
idea, and the idea that we puny
humans could possibly dump so
much that we could change anything
was not just “extraordinary”, but
arrogant.
Sadly, as each year went by and
more papers were published, and
despite some anomalies, the “extraordinary proof” kept growing, and
keeps growing. By now, the issue is
still controversial, but the idea that
we might be about to break something is becoming the “ordinary”
idea, and the “No worries” idea is
becoming the “extraordinary” idea.
Many people seem to see global
warming as a new debate mostly
driven by the media. If this were
true, then skepticism would be
appropriate and essential.
Sadly, it isn’t. Just where and
when the warnings started depends
upon the definition of “started”. By
about 40 years ago, warnings in
relatively reputable publications like
Science and Nature had ceased to be
rare. This has been part of the
problem. These are not an easy read,
and are not “popular” magazines. It
took only a few years for the information to flow on to magazines like
New Scientist and Scientific American. While these simplified the
presentation of the information, they
were and are nevertheless written
by scientists for scientists. Most
authors of these magazines are like
Edgar, “so far from doing harms that
they suspect none”, and write for
readers genuinely seeking knowledge; not for an audience of
Edmunds, seeking ammunition for
an argument.
Surely, facts are facts, and it
doesn’t matter how they are presented. Well, “yes”, and “no”. The
advice in 26:4 and counter advice in
27:1 about debating creationists
discusses ways clever debaters can
abuse factual information that has

been presented honestly, rather than
cautiously.
This is compounded by the need
to attract attention. As the information moves from relatively responsible publications like New Scientist
and Scientific American, to media
such as daily newspapers and
television and radio, surprise,
surprise, it is the more sensational
and extravagant highlights that are
extracted. We end up with the
paradox that popular presentations,
including Al Gore’s film for example,
are indeed “full of lies” as their
opponents claim, but nevertheless
are consistent with most reasonable
definitions of “correct”.
I am reminded of a wonderful
segment from a wildlife film. A wasp
landed near its nest with food,
deposited the food outside while it
went inside to check that the nest is
safe, then took the food inside. After
showing the normal behaviour, the
presenter showed what happens
when the food is moved a couple of
inches while the wasp is inside the
nest. The wasp recovers the food and
performs the whole inspection ritual.
Again, and again, and again. If this
is repeated several times, the wasp
abandons not only the food, but also
the nest. Most human viewers feel
very smug and think, “Humans
would never be so stupid”. One
night, I asked myself a slightly
different question, “Could we be
doing something equally stupid, but
not know it?”
I think our response to global
warming could be the answer. We so
enthusiastically hope that it won’t
happen, that we will suspect publications like Nature, Science, Scientific American, and New Scientist
and not notice that the counter
arguments are mostly funded by the
coal and/or oil industries and are
manufactured by the same teams of
“experts” that were hired by the
tobacco industry to persuade us that
cigarettes could be “kind to your
throat”.
Perhaps I’m just too cynical to be
a true skeptic.

the Skeptic, Winter 2007 - Page 61

Forum - Climate Change

Fear & Loathing in
Climate Change
Mark Lawson
Sydney NSW

T

hose of us who remember the
AIDS scare of the late 1980s,
will recall gloomy prognostications
about how a large portion of the
population would soon be affected by
the disease.
Government-sponsored ads of the
time featured many sectors of the
population, including the elderly and
school children, who were highly
unlikely to contract the disease, as
bowling pins being bowled over by
an AIDS ball. Mass circulation
newspapers ran stories about how it
was possible to get AIDS from
swimming pools; veteran news crews
that had covered wars walked off
studio sets rather than pin a microphone to the jacket pocket of a
known AIDS sufferer. For a time the
whole world went mad over this
disease.

Something like this, I believe, is
happening with the recent public
rending of garments over the fourth
assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC). But a major difference is
that, unlike the AIDS scare — which
died away in Western countries after
a few years, when infection rates
plummeted rather than increased —
the climate scare, to coin a phrase,
will probably be with us for decades.
The Millennium Bug scare (remember that one?) was forgotten on
New Year’s Day 2000 when even quite
elderly computers took the switch
from 1999 to 2000 in their stride. The
Bird Flu scare has faded thanks to
the disease stubbornly refusing to
fulfil all the dire warnings by coming
to Australia.
Unfortunately, the climate scare
cannot be simply dissolved by a year
or so of real-world data. In climate
studies, which deal with cycles of
thousands of years and sub variations decades long, two years of data
means not very much at all. Twenty
years means a little, but still not
much.
Another problem is that unlike
previous scares, the cries of alarm are
louder. There are plenty of scientists,
activists, environmental groups and,
to judge by the recent actions of the
Federal Government, a significant
part of the electorate, who insist that
this time the danger is real and,
further, that there is a scientific
consensus on this point. This almost
violent insistence on the reality of
this danger has been compounded by
energetic media coverage which often
takes the warnings much further
than anything projected by the IPCC.
The major example is continuing
media stories about massive increases
in sea levels, when the panel’s maximum official prediction is for an 0.5
metre increase in sea levels over 100
years.

Forecasting

Mark Lawson is a senior journalist with the
Australian Financial Review
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The confusion is great indeed but let
us start with the basics. At the
moment there is no doubt that
temperatures have increased perhaps a degree or so since around

1860, in a generally rising trend less
a couple of minor reversals, including one from the 1940s to the 1970s,
when global temperatures fell before
rising again. Some part of the increase is known to be natural, as
global temperatures were well down
in the 1860s in what was known as
the Little Ice Age. Climate varies
quite a bit if you are prepared to
observe it for a couple of centuries or
so. There is also general agreement
that the so called greenhouse gases
of carbon dioxide, methane and
nitrous oxide have all increased
sharply in industrial times. Those
are the only points on which there is
general agreement — a consensus if
you will. There are those who insist
that part of the increase is due to
human activity. In his book The
Little Ice Age , Brian Fagan, a
Professor of Archaeology at the
University of California, argues that
the current upswing has gone on too
long compared with other warming
periods, so human activity might be
to blame for part of it. However,
there are still plenty of skeptics who
would disagree.
Enter the IPCC, which has been
pumping out results from various
different but related computer
models, for different scenarios of
carbon dioxide production. According
to the summary report produced in
February ‘07, all these projections
collectively predict that Earth’s
average temperature will be anything from 2 to 4.5 degrees Celsius
higher than now in 100 years or so.
Higher than 4.5 degrees is possible
but not likely, with the best guess
being about 3 degrees, according to
the report.
Can we place any confidence in
these forecasts? The IPCC scientists,
all with impressive credentials, say
they are confident — a figure of 90
per cent confidence has been mentioned. But the first point to note
about this large, and almost unprecedented attempt to forecast future
conditions in a complex system, is
that no-one has expected computer
models to make any serious predictions since the 1980s (the grand age
of prediction) — at least not without

serious testing against the real
world. That is, the models should be
made to predict something useful
first, before they are taken seriously.

Verification
With climate models, that verification process might take 50 years and
more, so the IPCC took a different
route. Its report Climate Change
2007: Summary for Policymakers
says:

Finally, there have been several modelling studies that have linked responses
in some physical and biological systems
to anthropogenic (human caused)
warming by comparing observed responses in these systems with modelled
responses in which the natural forcings
(solar activity and volcanoes) and anthropogenic forcings (greenhouse gases
and aerosols) are explicitly separated.
Models with combined natural and
anthropogenic forcings simulate observed responses significantly better
than models with natural forcing only.
In other words, they are comparing several sets of projections
against known data over a very
short time period (for climate
studies), apparently in the belief
that they know enough about
climate change — both natural and
induced — to draw conclusions. This
quote from an eminent critic of this
approach helps clarify the problems
involved with this approach.
Many scientists therefore rely upon
numerical models of the climate system
to calculate (1) the nature of natural
variability with no human interference,
and compare it to (2) the variability
seen when human effects are included.
This approach is a very sensible one,
but the ability to test (calibrate) the
models, which can be extraordinarily
complex, for realism in both categories
(1) and (2) is limited by the same observational data base already described. Thus at bottom, it is very
difficult to separate human induced
change from natural change, certainly
not with the confidence we all seek. 1
1. Carl Wunsch. A professor of physical
oceanography at MIT
www.royalsoc.ac.uk/page.asp?id=4688&tip=]

One point made by scientists in
the Physical Science Basis part of
the climate change summary report
in defence of this unusual approach,
is that temperature increases have
stayed within the (very large) range
of per-decade increase nominated in
its first report in 1990, 17 years ago.
This is not very persuasive. Temperatures were increasing, so the
panel scientists picked the trend as
continuing. The IPCC’s 2001 report
contained a more ambitious attempt
to verify the models in that several
computer projections were compared
to actual temperature increases
between 1900 and 2000. Graphs in
the report show that average temperatures predicted by the models,
when started in about the right
place, ended somewhere near the
right place over 100 years.
But this is derisory. There is no
real problem in tweaking the assumptions and variables in models
so that they follow a generally rising
line — the computer models are said
to contain hundreds of assumptions
— the real trick is to pick turning
points, preferably unknown turning
points. There is no indication that
the IPCC can even get its models to
show known, major turning points,
such as the one that marked the end
of the little ice age. The graphs end
at 1900 — an indication to skeptical
minds, that the performance of the
models past that date bears no
resemblance to actual temperatures.
This is hardly surprising as until
recently the IPCC was determinedly
declaring that the Little Ice Age and
the preceding Medieval Warm
Period were simply Northern Hemisphere things, thanks to a side-track
known as the hockey stick graph
(see a report to the US Congressional Committee of Trade and
Industry

present day. What caused all those
switches? Danish scientists E. FriisChristensen and K Lassen have
proposed a comprehensive link
between variations in solar activity
and temperature, which has been
bitterly resisted by progreenhousers. However, scientists
broadly agree that there is a clear
link between solar activity and the
little ice age, as well as the preceding medieval warm period and that
the bulk of the warming before 1950
is due to the solar cycle. (The recent
IPCC report says that human
activity caused the warming after
the 1950s, but avoids mentioning
what caused the previous, pronounced warming.) But none of this
adds up to a comprehensive climate
change model. As has been noted by
others:

republicans.energycommerce.house.gov/
108/home/07142006_Wegman_Report.pdf ).

Second, the virtual reality is that deterministic computer models predict
future climate according to the assumptions that are programmed into them.
There is no “Theory of Climate”, and
the potential output of all realistic
GCMs (Global Climate Models) therefore encompasses a range of both future
warmings and coolings. The difference
between these outputs can be changed
at will, simply by adjusting such poorly
known parameters as the effects of
cloud cover. 2
Those who want further proof of
the difficulties involved in making
any useful climate predictions need
only turn to a table on page 16 of the
Physical Science Basis section. This
table lists the nine major factors
affecting temperatures in 2005, as
the panel understands them, all
with error bars (very large for some)
and a rating for LOSU (Level of
Scientific Understanding). Of the
nine factors listed, LOSU is rated as
“low” in four, medium-low in two
others and medium in one. The only
two for which understanding is high

Further, a glance at the now
generally accepted climate record
shows that Earth’s average temperature went through perhaps 13
noticeable peaks and troughs (I am
prepared to be corrected on the
number) between 1500 and the

2. Robert M. Carter, James Cook University, Townsville. Professor Carter is a
former Head of School of Earth Sciences
at the University. (Statement to the US
Senate’s committee on environment and
public works.) epw.senate.gov/109th/
Carter_Testimony.pdf]
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is — you guessed it — carbon
dioxide and the other greenhouse
gases which are treated as one
factor. Two artificial factors — direct
aerosol and cloud albedo effect —
have cooling effects, but the effect of
cloud albedo seems to have been
underplayed, at least when compared with its assigned error bars.
The one natural factor, solar irradiance, has been assigned a very small
effect although, as noted above,
variation in solar activity is now
thought to be the major driver of
climate change.
There are also scientists who
point out that, despite industrial age
increases, greenhouse gases still
form a tiny fraction of the atmosphere, and the human produced
gases are a much smaller fraction of
that. Those gases are not even the
main greenhouse component.
For example, we know that carbon dioxide represents about 2 to 3 per cent of
the natural greenhouse effect whereas
water vapour makes up the vast majority of the remainder. While we know
why carbon dioxide is increasing, the
physics of water vapour — in particular of clouds — is almost entirely unknown despite dominating the natural
greenhouse effect. 3
But even with out those quibbles,
the IPCC’s own, commendably frank
admission, that the scientific understanding of many of the factors used
in the model is low should be quite
enough to sink the conclusions all by
itself. Expecting an untried computer model to produce useful results is
bad enough, but expecting anything
useful out of a model where most of
the factors involved are basically
unknown is ridiculous. In any case
the models seem to be almost
entirely based on the assumption —
and it is an assumption — that
human activity is the main driver of
recent climate change. They allow
very little for natural changes,
although those changes are known
to have produced equally as large
3. Assoc Professor Stewart Franks, a
hydro climatologist at the University of
Newcastle. An article in the Sydney Daily
Telegraph, Feb 16, ‘07.
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variations in climate. That omission
is no doubt in part due to the fact
that the basic mechanism of natural
climate change is not understood.
The climate debate is not simply
ridiculous but absurd.
However, any sane discussion on
this point is becoming increasingly
difficult, and hysteria seems to be
rising, in part thanks to the on-going
very severe drought that has hit
parts of Australia. There have been
large newspaper articles speculating
about a complete breakdown of
society due to the higher temperatures; business leaders have held
summits about climate change; we
were all told to switch off our lights
for an hour one Saturday, and so on

and on — and its not going to go
away.
It is possible that with the solar
cycle turning down that temperatures may fall sufficiently for even
the public to realise that something
is not right with the panel’s predictions, and sanity might return. But
it is more likely that the scientists
now peddling climate models may be
well into honourable retirement
before it is apparent that reality is
not agreeing with the predictions. Of
course there is always the chance
that the predictions may be partially
right, but anyone familiar with the
history of attempts to predict the
outcomes of complex systems will
laugh that one out of court.

Forum
The God Delusion
Kevin Rogers
Modbury SA

I

n 26:4 Rob Hardy wrote “Against
Belief”, a review of The God
Delusion (TGD), by Richard Dawkins.
Rob Hardy “highly recommended this
book to anyone of any religious
belief”. I read it and have previously
read The Blind Watchmaker (TBW).
The two books have the same conclusion but use a different argument.
On p.1 of TBW Dawkins states,
“Physics is the study of simple things
that do not tempt us to invoke design”. For the remainder of the book
he argues that neo-Darwinian evolution happens by random mutations
and natural selection without recourse to design. No design in biology
means that there is no God. In Ch 3
he describes his own EVOLUTION
computer program. He starts with a
dot, generates random lines, manually selects the survivors (to simulate
natural selection) and demonstrates
how he can evolve static shapes such

as ants or spiders in about 40 steps.
However, he seems blind to the fact
that he unwittingly presented a good
argument for theistic evolution. Was
the computer a random piece of
hardware or was it developed by
intelligent beings? Was the program a
random collection of bytes? Even so,
how long will he need to run his
program before it can generate
animated figures, let alone living
ones? The answer is ‘never’, because
the program does not contain the
necessary design or intelligence. The
laws of physics are far smarter than
his program.
In TGD, Dawkins changed his
approach. He has become aware of
the Anthropic Cosmological Principle
(ACP) or the ‘Goldilocks Effect’, Ie,
the form of the laws of physics, the
fine-tuning of their values and the
initial conditions in the Big-Bang are
all just right to support life and do
indeed tempt us to invoke design.
However, Dawkins’ answer to ACP is
that Darwinism is so successful at
closing God gaps that its principles
can be extrapolated to cosmology. He

believes that one day scientists will
discover some principle that explains
the fine-tuning. He provides no
evidence. He suggests an infinite
number of universes, but I am not
sure how scientific or speculative this
theory is (it is certainly not testable)
and I suspect that Dawkins doesn’t
have much idea either. His confidence
in the power of Darwinism is a belief
statement. He does not have any
evidence that Darwinism can be
applied to cosmology, there is no
logical reason for it, and all the
current evidence is against it. Also,
because of his principle of infinite
regression, it does not matter how
much evidence you provide for design,
he will not accept it because he has
faith that it will be explained one day
in the future.
In TBW his argument was that
lack of design indicated no God.
However, he does not accept the
reverse argument. ‘Heads I win, tails
you lose’. Many things could be said
about TGD, but, for the sake of
brevity, I will write on one small
section. I studied Dawkins’ points in
more detail in the section on ‘The
Argument from Scripture’ in pp. 9297. I won’t discuss his debatable
assertions but only list some of his
factual errors or misleading statements. He argues that biblical
scholarship has shown that the
gospels are not reliable, but which
‘scholars’ does he quote? The only real
scholar that he refers to is Bart
Erhardt. The rest are populist authors. For example, he quotes A.N.
Wilson and G.A. Wells. Wilson
dropped out of his theology course
after first year. G.A. Wells is a
professor in German. Wilson and
Wells are not biblical or historical
scholars. They do not publish in
relevant peer reviewed journals and
their views deviate significantly from
mainstream scholarship. I could
easily quote populist writers that
claim evolution is bollocks, but what
would that prove?
Furthermore, Dawkins even
suggests that Jesus may not have
existed based on Did Jesus Exist?
(1986) by ‘Professor G.A. Wells of the
University of London’ (he omitted the
German bit). However, in pp. 49-50 of

Can We Trust the New Testament?
(2004), Wells writes, ‘In my first
books on Jesus, I argued that the
gospel Jesus is an entirely mythical
expansion of the Jesus of the early
epistles. The summary of the argument of The Jesus Legend (1996) and
The Jesus Myth (1999a) given in this
section of the present work makes it
clear that I no longer maintain this
position’ In other words, Dawkins
quoted the view of an author who has
since changed his mind.
Dawkins claims that the four
gospels were arbitrarily selected for
inclusion in the canon. However, the
four gospels were written between 50
and 90 AD and were widely recognised as unique by the Christian
community by the mid-second century, over 200 years before the canon
was finalised. For example, in about
170 AD Justin Martyr wrote his
Apologies and quotes extensively from
the four gospels. At about the same
time Tatian wrote the Diatessaron,
which is a harmonisation of the four
gospels. Both of these writings
indicate that the four gospels were
uniquely recognised as authoritative
by that time. The stories about weird
miracles of Jesus when he was a child
are not in the Gospel of Thomas (as
Dawkins claims), but in The Infancy
Gospel of Thomas. The Gospel of
Thomas is an alleged collection of
sayings of Jesus that was discovered
at Nag Hammadi and was written
sometime between 50 and 140 AD.
The Infancy Gospel of Thomas is an
entirely different book and was
written near the end of the 2nd
Century, over 100 years after the
canonical gospels. This is obvious to
anyone who is familiar with the texts.
Dawkins has obviously misinterpreted hearsay. To assert that the
Infancy Gospel of Thomas has equivalent claim to historicity as the canonical gospels is absurd. Likewise, the
other alternate gospels that he cites
were written much later than the
canonical gospels.
Dawkins suggests that there was
only one source for biographical
information on Jesus. In fact scholars
have identified seven independent
sources of historical information
about Jesus underlying the New

Testament books (Mark, (Q)uelle, M,
L, Signs, Paul and James). Dawkins
states that Paul’s epistles mention
almost none of the alleged facts of
Jesus’ life. Paul’s letters were written
early and 5 of the 13 Pauline epistles
(Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians,
Galatians and 1 Thessalonians) are
universally recognised by scholars as
genuine writings of Paul. Many
scholars believe he wrote all of them.
His letters were written to encourage churches and thus they do not
contain much direct historical narrative about Jesus. Paul only mentions
the tip of the iceberg regarding
historical information because of
shared understanding with his
readers. However, he does provide
significant information. As this is
mentioned incidentally, this increases
its credibility, as Paul is not recording
these statements for 21st Century
readers. Paul provides many incidental clues, including the earliest
resurrection account and list of
witnesses in 1 Cor 15. Paul’s writings
also contain a well developed theology
of Jesus’ humanity and divine nature,
illustrating that this could not have
been a later development.
Dawkins describes the issues
surrounding the dating of the governorship of Quirinius and of the census
related to Jesus’ estimated date of
birth. The birth narratives are
indeed, in scholars’ eyes, the least
historically credible parts of the
gospels. Most scholars believe that
Luke got it wrong in this instance,
although this is still not certain.
However, Dawkins provides no
indication of the number of times that
Luke gets it right. Luke has left
behind a large number of descriptions
of people, places and events that can
now be checked. In the overwhelming
number of cases Luke has been
shown to be correct. Hence in this
case, Dawkins is faithful to scholarly
opinion on the census issue, but he
provides a misleading impression by
being selective in his evidence.
Where there is smoke there is fire.
Something happened in 1st Century
Palestine that requires explanation.
Real scholars scour all of the informa-

Continued p 67 ...
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Letters
Capital punishment
Kirk Straughen
Kippa-Ring Qld
In response to Leon Retief ’s defence
of capital punishment (Letters 27:1).
I think there are a number of
questions that must be examined
when considering the reintroduction
of the death penalty, for it is a
human life that is at stake, even
though the value of that life may be
considered doubtful by some.
What I am about to say is somewhat
pointed. People may find my remarks
offensive, perhaps even sarcastic.They
aren’t meant to be, and I apologise In
advance if any of my readers find them
so. Leon admits that the Soulh African
Police Force is “ understaffed, poorly
paid and trained, demoralised and often
corrupt”. Given that this is so, can we
be certain they have sufficient professionalism and resources to conduct a
proper investigation that will lead to the
arrest of the guilty party?
Is it not possible that under such
circumstances an innocent man may
be in peril of losing his life at the
end of the hangman’s noose? Innocent men have been executed, even
in societies whose law enforcement
agencies have a high degree of
professionalism.
If we consider the situation so
desperate that the crime wave can
be likened to warfare, then those
innocents who are executed may be
considered regrettable, but inevitable, collateral damage — a necessary
evil, a sacrifice for the greater good,
if you like. If so, then what is the
acceptable level of collateral dam-
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age? One innocent man per hundred
guilty? One innocent man per
thousand? One innocent man per
one hundred thousand? What level
of expediency, then, shall we assign
to an innocent life?
Appeal processes for the condemned can be lengthy, and often
expensive. What monetary value,
then, shall we place upon a human
life? If we are concerned about
financial matters, then it might be
expedient to have a gallows erected
behind the courthouse. As soon as
the judge pronounces a sentence of
“guilty”, the condemned can be hung
forthwith. Simple, efficient, and
inexpensive. South African society
appears to be becoming increasingly
dysfunctional, and I can understand
Leon’s desperate concerns. But why
has it become so? Perhaps the
answer can be found in a penetrating analysis of the current political,
cultural and economic milieu.
If South Africa’s descent into
lawlessness is a result of adverse
environmental factors, then will the
death penalty, by itself, adequately
solve these problems? Could it be
that capital punishment merely
addresses the symptoms, not the
underlying causes of violent crime?
If so, then is this a truly viable
solution?
Naturally, the decision to reintroduce the death penalty is a choice
that must be made by the South
Africans themselves, and I wouldn’t
presume to lecture them, or anyone
else on this issue. I have no solutions for the pressing problems
South Africa faces. All I ask is that
proponents of the death penalty
carefully consider the points I have
raised. If they are still comfortable
with the idea, then there is probably
nothing further that I can say.

To put it another way
Neil Speirs
Melbourne VIC
Steve Walker’s article (Autumn
2007, p42) contains many fine
examples of sentences which don’t
quite mean what their authors
intended. His article might well
have included a sentence from p48 of
the same issue referring to Carl
Sagan: “...close to being the most
quoted dead person at the conference”.

Will Jesus really save us?
Paul Prociv
St. Lucia, QLD

My reading The Foolishness of God
(Autumn issue) triggered distant
memories that I thought should be
shared with your readers. My
experiences seem to be especially
pertinent now, given the apparently
growing numbers of people who have
decided to avoid facing global issues,
rejecting efforts to avert impending
disasters threatened by pollution,
climate change, petroleum depletion
and overpopulation, on the grounds
that timely supernatural intervention is going to fix it.
Either Jesus himself will return
to save all the faithful and/or clean
up the whole world for us, or they’ll
be swept up in “The Rapture”, flying
off to join Jesus in Heaven. Mind

Forum
you, while washing their hands of
any responsibility for the world’s
current ills, many of these
evangelicals, especially their leaders, seem to have no qualms about
maintaining consumeristic life-styles
that compound some of these problems.
Well, for all these folk, I have
news — Jesus has already been
here, and more than once. I met him
way back in 1970, when I was a
medical student interviewing
patients at the Parramatta Mental
Hospital. He’d been locked up and
put on tranquillisers, and wanted
me help get him out, as he had so
much important work to do.
Oddly enough, I met him again a
few months later, in the Callan Park
Psychiatric Hospital. Inexplicably,
his age, appearance and demeanour
had changed remarkably since our
first meeting, but neither time
would I have recognised him from all
his portraits and statues in books,
churches, museums and art galleries
around the world.
Towards the end of the same year,
I was lucky enough to meet God, in a
psychiatric ward of the Concord
Repatriation General Hospital. He
looked very much like a quiet,
modest, withdrawn 55-year old man,
sad about his inability to achieve
anything of use for humanity.
Surprisingly, he didn’t know that
Jesus had been in Sydney, at least
twice, earlier that year; in fact, he
frankly refused to believe me.
I don’t know if Jesus has been
back since, but suspect he’s been
doing so repeatedly and for a long
time. His persistence on our behalf
is remarkable and somehow reassuring. But what worries me is that he
is being either unrecognised, or
ignored. And is he really up to doing
all that’s expected of him? Judging
by his track record — maybe a few
party tricks, changing water into
wine, feeding a bunch of people on
just a couple of loaves and fishes,
walking on water and getting some
bedridden folk up on their feet again
(personally, I’ve seen David
Copperfield perform greater wonders)
— after which he was apprehended

and nailed up, I fear that he won’t be
given half a chance to achieve any
global improvements before someone
either locks him up again, and
sedates him, or worse. I’m not sure
that we’ll be able to rely on his help
in any material way at all.
At the end of the day, it looks like
we’ll be stuck with cleaning up our
own messes all by ourselves, Christians or no Christians.

Chuckle
Iolanda Grey
Turramurra NSW
Rarely does something in the Skeptic
make me laugh. And laugh. And
laugh. But tonight I laughed for
hours after reading Michael Lucht
tell us that “we share 50% of our
DNA with bananas”.

Thanks
Lynda Watkins
Chadstone Vic
I wish to thank the Skeptics for
producing such a wonderful magazine. I find the articles most interesting, particularly during my recent
stay in hospital, when my Skeptic
magazines stood out from the staple
diet of “celebrity” magazines read by
my fellow patients. In my travels
round the hospital I noted departments such as “Radiology”, “Pathology” and “Oncology” but not
“homeopathy”, “pyramidology” or
even “astrology”!
Keep up the good work.

... God Delusion from p 65
tion sources to try and find out what
actually happened. Dawkins approach is radically different. His
agenda is to assert that it is a fairy
tale, so he can ignore the evidence. At
the end of this chapter, Dawkins
dismisses the most scrutinised texts
on the planet as fiction and decides
not to consider the Bible as evidence
for deity for the rest of the book.
However, Dawkins’ small contribution on this subject contains numerous errors and flawed arguments. He
is far less reliable than Luke.
Shouldn’t the rest of TGD be dismissed instead?
It would take a book to evaluate all
of Dawkins’ arguments. Indeed, at
least one already has been written
(The Dawkins Delusion by Alistair
McGrath). My general observations
are that TGD contains a lot of factual
errors and uses evidence in a very
selective and biased way. It is rhetoric
rather than a balanced scholarly
presentation. He is not interested in
finding or communicating the truth.
His only agenda is to throw mud and
hope that some of it sticks.
TGD has very little science in it
and the vast majority of the material
is outside Dawkins’ area of expertise.
On the other hand, TGD is wellwritten and I found it an interesting
read. At times he shows good grace.
He bemoans biblical ignorance and
acknowledges the contribution of the
Bible to our culture and language.
TGD will please those who agree
with him and I expect it will affect
some people’s beliefs. However, I find
it interesting that the Skeptics are so
ready to provide uncritical affirmation. Two of the Skeptic’s core values
are to test and to doubt, but that is a
two-edged sword. Shouldn’t testing
and doubting be applied to all views,
whether you like them or not? Religious people are not the only ones
who suffer from wishful thinking. As
for me, I remain deluded.
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Notice

Australian Skeptics National Convention
Centenary Hall
University of Tasmania at Hobart
17 — 18 November 2007

I

t is 27 years since a quantum
event flared in the partial vacuum
of intellectual life of Australia. Thus
began the rapid expansion of the
Australian Skeptics. Since then, the
ripples of Skepticism have expanded
across Australia and now have
coalesced as galaxies of Australian
Skeptics shining bright in the major
cities. But until now, the Annual
Convention Effect has not reached
beyond the Big Island. Last year,
probably due to intersections of a
couple of branes in space-time, it
was decided that Skeptics of every
ilk should at last spread their
wisdom and light at a National
Skeptics’ Convention in the capital
of the Blind Watchmaker’s greatest
jewel — the island paradise of
Tasmania.
Festivities will begin on Friday
evening, 16 November from around
6.30 pm. Those who choose may like
to meet at the Royal Yacht Club of
Tasmania, Marieville Esplanade in
Sandy Bay for a self-funded drink
and meal. The RYCT is on the
waterfront, five minutes walking
from the venue. The yacht masts are
easily seen from the Casino and the
Sandy Bay. The RYCT is the second
club up-river. The RYCT has a 60
seat dining room, is moderately
priced and is popular with members,
so you will need to book well in
advance on 03 6223 4599. Due to
the arcane Tasmanian licensing
laws, please write your name in the
guest book. Dr Bryan Walpole, our
President is inviting you.
Saturday and Sunday, 17/18
November 2007 is the only chance
you will ever have of attending the
first ever National Skeptics Convention to be held in Hobart. Do not
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miss out. Get your “early bird”
discount, available until 31
July. Book cheap flights while you
can.

Dinner
There is a limit on the number of
people who can be seated at the
Annual Skeptics Dinner, the big
social event of the Convention. Here
is where the names of winners of
famed awards such as the Skeptic of
the Year will be announced. The
mark of infamy shall be also bestowed upon some person or organization which justly deserves the
Bent Spoon Award for Preposterous
Paranormal Piffle. The after dinner
entertainment will be by the very
talented Daryl Pebbles who could be
described as a stand up comic, but
there is much more to him than
that. If you do not find him somewhere between very amusing and
extremely funny then you are
probably ready to invite guests to
your funeral.
The Australian Skeptics Annual
Convention Dinner is of three
sumptuous courses. Some wines and
fruit juices will be provided. Additional wines, beer and all spirits will
be provided at your cost. The dinner
will be held at the University Staff
Club within walking distance of the
venue.
Then when all this is done there
will be many a chance to sip more of
the famed wines of Tasmania.

Programme
Oh yes, then there is the fun and
information filled program of presentations by scholars of wide experience in many fields: and I do not
mean the opium fields of Tasmania.

Travel
Arrange your flights very early. You
will get a lower price. Importantly,
please do NOT leave booking until a
couple of weeks before the Convention. On many days all Jetstar and
Virgin Blue flights in and out of
Tasmania are full — all year round.
Do not leave it too late. Book now!

Accommodation in Hobart.
Accommodation is likely to be in
demand in November. The tourist
season will be getting under way
and there are likely to be other
conferences and conventions at this
time. Please book soon.
Some suitable places are listed on
the Skeptics web site. If you google
“Hobart Accommodation” you will
find many listings from backpackers
hostels to luxury serviced apartments. The Wrest Point Casino in
Sandy Bay is a 300 metre walk
across the University sports fields to
the venue at Centenary Hall. This is
not cheap at $144 to $350 per night
for a double or twin, but if you call
them you could try for a discount —
perhaps. (Phone: 03 6225 0112 or
freecall 1800 420 555.)
If you genuinely do NOT have
access to the internet please call
Fred Thornett and discuss your
accommodation needs.
Contact:
Fred Thornett,
Convention Secretary
03 6234 4731 or
0419 341 585
if you have any queries.

The Use and Abuse of Scientific Data in the
Environment Debate
Speakers

Registration
We prefer that all registrations be
made by credit card via the Skeptics
website to ease our paperwork
burden. If this is impossible for you,
please send a cheque or money order
to:
Convention Treasurer
Skeptics Australia (Tas) Inc,
PO Box 582,

A

mong the excellent presenters
who have already confirmed are
included the following. The speaking
order is yet to be decided.

Dr John Hunter,an oceanographer,
from the ACECRC,will tell of the fascinating results of some of his work on sea
level variations.

Sir Guy Green, former Chief Justice
and former Governor of Tasmania, will
open the Convention. Sir Guy is a man
of great intellect and learning, is famed
for succinct but comprehensive addresses that enthral and inform — one
of the great public speakers of Australia.

Professor Ray Lowenthal, Director of
Medical Oncology at the Royal Hobart
Hospital and Clinical Professor of the
University of Tasmania will speak about
the history of cancer quackery in Australia.

North Hobart, 7002.
Registration URL is:
secure5.ozhosting.com/skeptics/
shop/convention2007.htm
Costs are set out below as well as on
the web site.
Full price both days

$145

Early Bird both days

$115

Saturday only

$85

Early Bird Saturday

$70

Sunday only

$85

Early Bird Sunday

$70

Tertiary Student (Both days)

$60

Convention Dinner tickets.

$65

Notes:
Early bird prices apply ONLY until 31
July 2007
Student price ticket purchasers MUST
provide proof of full-time status and cannot purchase tickets for the Annual
Skeptics Convention Dinner

Professor Jim Allan of the T.C. Beirne
School of Law at the University of
Queensland, and a former committee
member of the New Zealand Skeptics,
will present:
Hume, Scepticism and Miracles:
Grounding Science on Sceptical
Premises.
Dr Ian Allison of the Antarctic Climate
and Ecosystems Cooperative Research
Centre at the University of Tasmania
(ACECRC) will speak about a number
of important aspects of his extensive
work on the Antarctic ice sheets.
Mr Gary Bakker, a clinical psychologist will tell us about evidence based
psychotherapy.

Ms Loretta Marron, BSc (The Jelly
Bean Lady) the well-known exposer of
medical quackery, will present the results of her recent work, Pharmacists
Grow Fat on Fat.
Mr Stan Moore, BSc (Agr), MBA, the
Principal Consultant of Issues Management Consulting will speak about how
incorrect data is used by those who seek
to ban the most frequently re-used plastic product,the supermarket plastic bag.
Professor Ian Plimer of the School of
Geology at Adelaide University will discuss what the geology tells us about global warming.

Dr Kevin Bonham, will present:
Snails: A Classic Case Study in the
Misuse of Scientific Data.

Mr Peter Stevenson, BSc (Hons), MSc,
a retired engineering geologist will
speak about what will need to be done
to prepare for a greater use of nuclear
power stations around the world.

Professor Barrie Cassileth is from
the Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, New
York. She will talk about dubious treatments, which are promoted as viable
cancer therapies, especially botanicals
and other “natural” materials.

Ms Sarah Wilks, oceanographer and
round-the-world sailor will speak about
the results of her research into how plastic objects in the ocean break down into
tiny particles which harm marine plankton which mistake them for food.
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Blatant Plugs

Check the Skeptics site for books, CDs, DVDs, tapes and other merchandise
Books

CD

DVD

The Great Skeptic CD2
Twenty-three years of the Skeptic and much,
much more.
$55
or
$25
if you have the previous issue.

Humbug!
Jef Clark
$16.50
Making Friends with Fossils
Helen Lawrence
$16.50

2005 Convention (2 discs)
$30
2006 Convention (2 discs)
$30
(Both sets for $50)
Skeptics Water Divining Tests
$20
(VHS Tape $10)

Booklets

Eve’s Family Tree
Helen Lawrence
$24
How to Poison Your Spouse the Natural Way
Jay Mann
$15.50

Nuclear Energy Fallacies
Nuclear Electricity Gigawatts
Nuclear Radiation Exposed
Nuclear Common Sense
Colin Keay
$5.50 each

Lapel Badges

Available online from www.skeptics.com.au,
or by mail, phone or fax orders.
PO Box 268 Roseville 2069;
Phone: 02 9417 2071; Fax: 02 9417 7930

Two styles
$5.50

Are you a Skeptic?
Subscribe or buy merchandise at our secure on-line store at www.skeptics.com.au
Australian Skeptics appeals to rational individuals of common sense, intelligence and with a social conscience, who are
interested in actively pursuing the truth about claims of paranormal or pseudo-scientific phenomena and other irrational
popular beliefs, from a responsible and scientific perspective. For more than twenty years it has established a national
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of the results of fear bred by irrational thinking.

We seek the evidence.
We challenge the claims.
We don’t believe everything we hear .
We encourage the public to adopt a critical attitude towards these claims.
Our quarterly journal, the Skeptic is the voice by which we have offered the public and the news media the opportunity to
find out what science and reason have to say about paranormal and other irrational claims.
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It opposes the generally uncritical sensationalism presented by the popular media.
It draws attention to the possibility of natural and ordinary explanations of such phenomena.
Its findings are sometimes humorous, often sobering and always fascinating.
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