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E D I T O R I A L From the Editor

Publish and be darned ...

A

4

stute subscribers who manage to
read the fine print at the end of
articles published in this magazine
will know that, from time to time, we
republish items that have appeared
elsewhere. Sort of a The Skeptics’ Digest,
if only in part.
We relish the prospect of publishing
original material, and in most cases
that is what we do. We like the
controversiality, informativeness,
entertainingment and sometimes
downright offecenicity of articles
contributed by readers and nonreaders and published here in these
pages for the first time.
But every so often, hard as it is
to believe, occasionally someone
somewhere else publishes an article
that is just too good to pass up. Yes,
Virginia, it’s true, not everything great
and good is published here for the first
time. Please don’t have nightmares
over it.
So we republish what we think our
reads will enjoy, and hopefully most of
them truly haven’t seen it before so we
can almost get away with pretending it
was really ours all along.
Personally, I can’t see anything
wrong with this, as long as we promise
not to do it all the time. There are
many controversial, informative etc
items that appear on such podcasts
as The Skeptic Zone, Skeptoid, the
Skeptics Guide to the Universe, and
others that we have drawn on in the
past (several in this issue!) and bless
their microphone socks for letting us
do it.
And that’s really the nub of this
here editorial. They let us do it.
There is a great camaraderie in
the skeptical community that shares
its experiences, joys, horrors and the
occasional bit of wit. And they often
do so freely. Noted skeptics travel
the world, addressing other skeptics
groups at conventions, dinners and
pub meetings, and often (if not

normally or always) do it for free.
Yes, occasionally, there’s a paid
appearance, and seeing as many
skeptics and other speakers we have
featured do their presentations for a
living, it’s not unexpected that they
might welcome a little consideration
from time to time.
But it’s back to that generosity of
spirit that underpins the skeptical
movement that impresses and
occasionally moves me. That, a passion
for the subject and a concern for
the blatant abuse of people by the
predatory and the misguided, drives
skeptics to make tireless contributions
to the education and entertainment of
others. Those podcasters mentioned
above work bloody hard, every
week, bringing you some sense
and rationality, some science and
reason, some critical analysis of pop
phenomena, and even an escape
to reality. And some, it must be
admitted, do suggest that you might
possibly like to contribute something
to their expenses, just a little sir, to
feed the starving urchins like and
pay for the occasional new biro or
second-hand cassette tape. And we
are talking little considerations here.
The Skeptic Zone (prepared every
week by Richard Saunders and a small
coterie of admirers) humbly asks if you
might like to pass their hands with a
subscription of 99c a week. That’s less
money than disappears through that
hole in your pocket that you should
really get fixed. Brian Dunning, who
prepares Skeptoid without any coterie
at all, will even say anything you want
him to say for $9.
Worth a thought? Certainly worth
listening to, one and all. And worth a
penny of your support? We think so.
At the very least.

.

- Tim Mendham, editor
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Around the traps...
For regular news updates, go to www.skeptics.com.au

Govt opens door to
overseas alt mede
Australia will “facilitate” links between
Australian and Malaysian professional
bodies for suppliers of traditional Chinese
medicine, ayurveda, homeopathy or
Malay traditional massage services as
part of the Malaysia-Australia Free Trade
Agreement, signed in May.
Commonwealth Trade and
Competitiveness Minister, Craig
Emerson, said in ‘side letter’ addressed
to Malaysia’s Minister for Trade and
Industry, Mustapa Mohamed, that
Australia will “facilitate engagement
between relevant Australian professional
bodies ... and their Malaysian
counterparts, with a view to clarifying
and providing advice on the recognition
of Malaysian accreditation and
qualifications of suppliers of these
services in Australia. Following that
engagement, Australia stands ready to
discuss with Malaysia any market access
issues that Malaysian service providers
may experience in Australia.”
It goes on to say that “all suppliers of
traditional Chinese medicine, ayurveda,
homeopathy or Malay traditional
massage services in Australia must
comply with relevant immigration,
consumer protection, public health and
safety measures and workplace law and
practice, which are applied on a nondiscriminatory basis.”
There is no mention of the efficacy
of any of these treatments as a criterion,
which implies that there will be no
oversight of the importation of such
services outside of the approval of the
“relevant professional bodies.

Harvey awarded
Choice (The Australian Consumers
Association) has named Dr Ken Harvey
as its Consumer Champion for 2012.

The organisation says that “Ken really
put himself on the line when he went up
against weight loss company SensaSlim
last year. The product was eventually
delisted and the principals prosecuted – a
real victory for consumers.”
Ken told Choice that the line of work
he’s in is “frustrating, but you have to
keep on keeping on. Bureaucrats change,
politicians change, governments change,
but the problems remain the same.”
He also told LaTrobe University,
where he is Adjunct Associate Professor
in the School of Public Health, that “I’ll
continue to pursue consumer rights. I’m
also focusing on recruiting and training
the next generation of health activists. We
need more young people to work with
consumer organisations and universities
have an important role to play.”

AVN’s wings clipped
In what is seen as a victory for
common sense, American Airlines
reversed a decision to play an interview
with anti-vaccine campaigner Meryl
Dorey on its in-flight entertainment
service.
The skeptical world was alerted to the
news of the interview via the Australian
Vaccination Network’s own website,
which touted the coming promotion
of its misinformation, including the
discredited link between autism and
vaccines.
The reaction from the worldwide
skeptical and scientific community to
the pending interview was swift, with
hundreds of ‘tweets’, blog items and
emails directed to airline (including from
Australian Skeptics). The Australian
media also followed up with the
American company.
In a Twitter message, American
Airlines said that “This interview has
not been submitted to AA yet. We have
decided not to air this audio. We thank
those who shared their opinions.

@AmericanAir”
The item will also not appear in its
on-board print publication.

... and they talk to me
Maybe botanist Lyall Watson was
right when he claimed in his 1973
best-seller “Supernature” that plants had
emotions that could register on a lie
detector.
New research at the University of
Western Australia has discovered that
plants appear to react to sounds and
may even make clicking noises to
communicate with each other.
UWA postdoctoral research fellow,
Dr Monica Gagliano has teamed with
colleagues at the Universities of Bristol
and Florence to show that the roots of
young plants emit and react to particular
sounds.
“Everyone knows that plants react
to light, and scientists also know
that plants use volatile chemicals to
communicate with each other, for
instance, when danger − such as a
herbivore − approaches,” Gagliano said.
“I was working in my herb garden
and started to wonder if maybe plants
were also sensitive to sounds − why not?
− so I decided to find out.”
She and her fellow researchers
established that young roots of corn
made regular clicking sounds. They also
found that young corn roots suspended
in water leaned toward the source of a
continuous sound emitted in the region
of 220Hz, which is within the frequency
range that the same roots emitted
themselves.
Their findings, published in the
journal Trends in Plant Science, conclude
that the role of sound in plants has yet
to be fully explored, “leaving serious
gaps in our current understanding of the
sensory and communicatory complexity
of these organisms”.

.
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REPORT

TGA

The Paper Tiger Gets
Some Claws?
Dr Rachael Dunlop reports on a new move by
the TGA – show me the evidence … perhaps.

T
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here’s a breath of fresh air
wafting through the Australian
Government’s recent approach to
alternative therapies, and it’s not
aromatherapy.
With the recent Budget came news
of a possible $30 million cut to private
health fund rebates for complementary
and alternative medicine (CAM). On
the chopping block are homeopathy,
aromatherapy, ear candling, crystal
therapy, flower essences, iridology,
kinesiology and naturopathy1.
Now wait just a second, the
government pays for ear candling and
crystal therapy?! Well, indirectly yes, if
your private health fund covers it. Last
year private health funds paid $90 million
to alternative medicine practitioners with
the government kicking in $30 million.
This recent announcement follows
a leaked statement from the NHMRC
on homeopathy which declared “(it
is) unethical for health practitioners to
treat patients using homeopathy, for the
reason that homeopathy … has been
shown not to be efficacious”2.
Now the TGA, which has been
described as a paper tiger for its lessthan-effective dealings with regulation
trasngressors, has now got its sights
on CAM on the Australian Register
of Therapeutic Goods (ARTG). To
understand the significance of this
you need to understand the difference
between Registered drugs and Listed
drugs.
There are two arms to the ARTG.
Listed products are considered low risk,
are identified with an “AustL” number
and include things like supplements and
ear candles. Registered products are high
risk (because they have a known effect),
are identified with an “AustR” number
and include prescription drugs and
painkillers.
Under the current system, you can

get your CAM product stamped
with an official looking AustL
number by simply applying
online. You should hold evidence
that your product works, but
you don’t need to present that
evidence upon submission, and
this is a crucial factor. The story for
AustR products is very different, since
they are considered high risk.
But now the TGA has drafted a
new document that redefines what
constitutes evidence for listed products
and the CAM industry is crying that
the end is nigh! Under the proposed
changes, applicants must now complete
an expert report, consisting of a review
of the scientific evidence going back
at least ten years and sourced from
Medline and at least one other database.
According to the draft document, “an
applicant ... must provide an objective
report that contains a comprehensive
analysis of the data relating to the
proposed listable indication”.
The TGA is also not shy about what
type of studies they consider acceptable:
“Studies with increased methodological
rigour (are able) to produce evidence that
more closely reflects the health benefits
associated with a particular intervention.”
And even further, the studies must
provide evidence for your specific claim,
such that if you are claiming weight loss,
studies that describe body reshaping or
improved muscle mass are not acceptable.
So, “Indications must not, indirectly, or
by implication, lead consumers to believe
that the medicine will assist in a health
benefit that is not explicitly supported by
the balance of evidence.”
This is a gargantuan and timeconsuming task and testament to this
the TGA recommends applicants seek
the assistance of a librarian.
An expert is defined as having: a) a
tertiary degree (of at least three years

duration) in a health profession; and b)
at least one of the following i) a course
in critical appraisal or biostatistics from
a tertiary institution (this could include
a short course or a component of a
masters); or ii) a PhD in a scientific
or health related discipline; or iii) a
specialist medical qualification.
So there’s the rub. Not only do you
need to compile a thorough report
detailing the evidence for your product,
but you also need to convince someone
with a lot of letters after their name to
do it for you.
By now you’re probably thinking
what a great initiative from the TGA!
Considering they’re known as a paper
tiger for their lack of enforcement, this
is a significant step forward! Until you
realise there is one giant gaping hole
in this proposal. The expert report is
not required to be submitted with the
application for listing. Applicants must
state they have it, but they only need
to produce it if they are audited, and
the chances of that are about as great as
the number of molecules that remain
in a 12½ C dilution of homeopathy.
Around 20 per cent.
Australian Skeptics Inc has submitted
comment regarding this obvious
omission to what would otherwise
be a significant improvement in the
regulation of CAM in Australia and we
await a response from the TGA.

.

1. http://www.abc.net.au/news/2012-05-09/budgetnatural-therapy-rebates/4001380
2. https://theconversation.edu.au/how-will-we-affordear-candling-now-6916

REPORT

Research

A Clean Start
Krissy Wilson describes the launch of a new research centre
for anomalistic phenomena.

I
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t has taken four years but the science
of anomalistic phenomena (SOAP)
has finally arrived in Australia. SOAP
is a new research centre dedicated to
the field of anomalistic psychology at
Charles Sturt University (CSU) at the
Albury-Wodonga campus, New South
Wales. Since arriving in Australia in
November 2007, it has been my fervent
wish to set up such a base. I have finally
found a suitable home at CSU where
such a centre of enquiry and scientific
investigation could be established.
Charles Sturt is a relatively new and
progressive university. Furthermore, it
is very keen to lift its research output
and profile and positively welcomes new
and engaging topics for research and
development. Australia has an impressive
skeptical community whose energy
and commitment is truly inspirational,
but unlike the UK and US, Australia
does not have an academic base in this
field. Only a handful of academics are
actively engaging in research in this area
and of those only one is a psychologist.
SOAP will hopefully bridge that gap
and encourage academics to engage in
research in this newly emerging field.
On March 29, SOAP had its official
launch party at the CD Blake theatre on
the Albury campus. The evening began
at 6pm when people began to gather
in the foyer where myself, Richard
Saunders, Martin Hadley and members
of the SOAP team were there to greet
guests and offer a glass of sparkling CSU
wine to relax the mood. It was all rather
like hosting your own party. You bring
all the ingredients together and hope
that somehow the party spirit takes over
and everyone enjoys themselves.
Much to my delight there was a
mixed group in the audience. This is
not merely a platform for skeptics but
an attempt to involve all ranges of belief
so that we may all learn something.
After quaffing a couple of glasses of the

local fizz, the talks began with a brief
presentation from Associate Professor
Anthony Saliba. No matter how much
energy and enthusiasm we may have for
our area of expertise, academics cannot
carry out their research activities without
financial and professional backing from
their institution. The Faculty of Arts
and the School of Psychology have been
extremely supportive in offering both in
my efforts to get SOAP up and running.
Anthony, as deputy head of
psychology, made it clear
that SOAP would be a
valuable addition and
asset to the school. I
then gave a thirty minute
presentation on the
rationale behind SOAP
and Richard followed
with demonstrations of spoon
bending, power balancing and
dowsing. There was time for a brief
Q&A session before we all retired
to the foyer for yet more local wines
and a buffet supper.
Local media ran a well-balanced story
in the press that week and subsequently
I have done a couple of radio interviews
about the unit and our proposed
activities. One of the main reasons for
the event was to get interest from local
residents and to get them to participate
in the studies. The news story worked,
because that week we were inundated
with requests from locals to take part in
the research. So, with the sign-ups on
the night and these additional requests,
we now have a data bank of over 150
potential participants, believers, nonbelievers and all points in between, and
a mailing list of interested parties. Win.

BEHIND THE SOAP

The sole purpose of SOAP and its
activities is for the advancement of
scientific exploration of the psychology
of belief. SOAP is very much the

product of the field of anomalistic
psychology which investigates
psychological and physiological
explanations for belief and for reports of
anomalous experiences. As such it is the
only unit of its kind in Australia.
Readers may be familiar with
parapsychology, which you will know
tends to be somewhat sympathetic
towards the notion of psi and related
phenomena, whereas anomalistic
psychology is far more skeptical in its
approach. It will provide an educational
tool not only for anomalistic research
but for the broadening of understanding
of critical thinking. I have just had the
go-ahead to devise and produce a new
third year elective subject to be called
anomalistic psychology here at CSU.

This will initially be a distance subject
that individuals can even study as a
single subject. I will write a text book
and study guide to accompany this
course and it is expected that this could
be an important launch pad to attract
honours, masters and PhD students to
the field.
We have a very busy program of
studies planned for the next three
years. These cover three broad areas:
biological bases of belief; personality
and individual differences; and the role
of cognition in belief and reports of
anomalous experiences.
Approximately three studies are
proposed that will investigate the role of
physical phenomena, arousal levels and
other biological factors on human belief
and reports of anomalous experiences.
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Why is it, for example, that I can spend
endless tedious hours in a so-called
haunted room in the most haunted
house in the most haunted town and
feel nothing, see nothing but shadows
and dust, and yet, someone else will
be overwhelmed with physiological
responses after a mere five minutes?
Arousal levels may provide a valuable
clue. In association with Anthony Saliba,
I will be running a series of experiments
to explore these issues, investigating
the role of physiological factors and
their impact on belief. For this, we
will be going into some local ‘haunted’
locations.
We know a fair bit about the types of
personality measures that make someone
more susceptible to paranormal
beliefs. Fantasy proneness, dissociation
and absorption all seem to correlate
with belief and reports of ostensibly
paranormal events. But it is my firm
contention that there is something far
more complex to this mix. I suppose
I am really looking for an X factor
that might tie up all these threads and
produce a clearer picture of the ‘belief ‘
personality.
On cognitive factors, much has been
written about the differences between
how believers and non-believers process
information. Part of my PhD focused
on this very topic and although there is
evidence to suggest that certain cognitive
abilities and processes are affected
by one’s beliefs (eg memory recall,
perception), it is not entirely accurate to
suggest that believers and non believers
think, reason or recall information any
differently. I have adapted a famous
cognitive paradigm to explore this
further. It’s called the Belief Stroop, and
it investigates the role that belief might
play in cognitive performance. I won’t
bore you with the details but it involves
a selective attention task with belief
(religious and paranormal) as a mediator
for information processing.
The above all sounds very academic
and worthy, but I am doing some fun
stuff too. Dr Sioux Ryersis, my nemesis
and would be evil twin (yes, Tim, I
know – I am the evil one!), has come
out of hiding and intends to set up a
stall at the next Albury Mind, Body,
Wallet festival. I have high hopes of

and its activities, advertise
events and offer lectures
and podcasts on anomalistic
psychology and related
topics.
All this could not happen
without the generous
support of my sponsors,
the Faculty of Arts, and the
Australian Skeptics. My
grateful thanks to all for
your fantastic support so
far. In the meantime, would
you like to become a SOAP
SUD? If you would like to
get involved with SOAP,
would like to take part
in a study or simply join
the mailing list to receive
updates on events and
projects, please email me at
my CSU address and follow
Dr Krissy Wilson and Richard Saunders
updates on Twitter. I am
always open to suggestions
and ideas, and would love to hear
a long and disastrous career for this
from you. Watch out for the website
Elbologist. And even better news is that
which should be up and running soon.
Australia’s The One – the most gifted
Exciting (and extremely busy) times
psychic in Australia (!), Greg Riley - is
ahead.
coming to Albury to present his new
show Afterlife. I look forward to a truly
awful evening and will report back in
About the author:
the next issue.
Dr Krissy Wilson is head of SOAP, and can be
A scientific centre for the investigation reached at kwilson@csu.edu.au, via Twitter @
of anomalous beliefs and experiences
DrKrissyWilson
is an exciting and innovative
development for Australia and for the
field. Anomalistic
psychology is still
very much a newly
emerging field in
Australia. To date, only
one other unit exists,
at the University of
Adelaide. However,
the unit there is far
more sympathetic
towards claims of the
paranormal and are in
fact parapsychologists.
Anomalistic
psychology, as readers
will already know, is
far more skeptical in
its approach. In due
course we will set up a
much-needed website
to publicise the unit

.
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F E AT U R E

Friends of Science in Medicine

Friends in Deed
Eran Segev interviews the
founders of a new highprofile group whose aim
is to defend medical science
against quackery and pseudoscience.

W

hat is the organisation called
Friends of Science in Medicine,
what makes these leading lights take
up the battle with those who abuse the
notions of science and evidence, and
what are they doing about it? In this
interview with the five key personnel
involved in the establishment of this
lobby group, which has dramatically
grown in support since its foundation
only a few months ago, they talk about
their motivations, their concerns, their
outrage and their collective voice.
The Friends of Science in Medicine
was officially formed at the end of
December 2011. Prof John Dwyer
kicks off the discussion with how the
organisation was founded and why.

10

John Dwyer:
We wanted to go out
and find out how much
our concerns were shared
by leading scientists and
consumer advocates. We
were literally swamped with people who
wanted to support us, who said “At last
someone’s doing something about an
issue which is of great concern to us.”
We now have 650 people who have
written to us and are supporting the
ambitions of the mission statements
of the FSM. They are a who’s who of
Australian scientists, leading clinicians
and consumer advocates. What’s really
important is that, as individuals who
have been trying to tackle the problem
of better protection of consumers for
many years, what we’ve lacked in the
past is a collective informed voice that

really can’t be ignored.
Rather than a few people who
could be dismissed as fanatical, having
a bee in our bonnet, what we now
have is a collective voice of extremely
informed people who are saying exactly
the same thing, basically “enough is
enough”. In particular, we have a strong
voice we can take to all the universities
in Australia and say we’re starting here
with you because, as has been pointed
out by the Skeptics, some of you are
giving credibility to pseudoscience.
These are prestigious tertiary
institutions, with their great
international reputations for science in
Australia, but they’re letting the side
down by giving credibility to things
like homeopathy and iridology, that
are not only unsupported by science
but also could never be supported by
science because the basic principles are
erroneous.
We are saying, let us work with
you, to challenge you to see if your
university is in fact doing this. We are
very anxious for universities to revise
that approach and go back to giving
primacy to only teaching good science
that is based on experimental evidence,
that’s testable, etc.
It’s too early to tell how that
campaign will work out. We know that
in the UK a similar campaign that ran
for over four years saw a remarkable
reduction in universities’ teaching such
courses, so we’re not expecting it to
happen overnight.
But certainly, in raising this issue
with universities, we’ve generated a

great amount of public and media
interest, both here and abroad. I guess I
was surprised, in a way, at the amount
of international attention we garnered,
and then less surprised when I found
out that in many Western countries
similar concerns are being voiced.
There are some that are doing a better
job than we have in Australia, and
some who are behind us.
But I think this is really going to
become a global effort to make sure
that, with health care delivery and
prevention, which is so important for
productivity and happiness and the like
around the world, that there will be
ever greater emphasis on an evidencebased approach and better sustainable
use of health dollars.
We’ve certainly gathered a large
number of people who are supporting
us and which puts us in a position to
move on to further issues while we wait
to hear back from all the universities.
In terms of raising interest and
attention to the problem, in terms of
challenging the universities, of having
a strong membership based, I’m very
pleased we’ve been able to do all of that
in a very short time.
Alistair MacLennan:
I think that, in terms of
our achievements, we
are still very early. Four
days before Christmas
we started with five members and to
our great surprise in a few months we
have over 650 members, and that’s a
wonderful achievement in itself.

d
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We’ve achieved a lot of media
attention and publicity in both
academic journals and the press.
We’ve got the attention of all of the
Australian universities. We’ve already
had endorsement of some of them for
our ideals, and we’ve isolated just a
few which are promoting alternative
medicine courses, and I think they feel
uncomfortable about this. We’re yet to
hear from many more that a probably
still in the pipeline.
I think already we’re having
quite an influence on the teaching of
alternative medicine and making the
public think about alternative medicine
and making them more sceptical.
Rob Morrison:
I think there’s another
effect – a subtler one –
that we’ve had which
pleases me greatly. It’s
hard to measure, but I
think we’ve catalysed something. A lot
of people have plainly been concerned
about some of the nonsense that’s
been going on in the name of health,
some of the pseudosciences that have
been promulgated. But they’ve been
lone voices or they’ve worried alone or
they haven’t known what they could
do about it. And FSM has come along
and we’ve said “We’re a body who
thinks this isn’t on.” They’ve been quick
to join us and they’ve found a bit of
strength in knowing that they’re not
alone. We in turn have depended on
the work of people like Tim Mendham
[see The Skeptic, 31:1 and 31:2, 2011]
who tackled this very early, but sort of
as a lone voice.
Now we’re starting to find a lot of
these lone voices are coming out of the
woodwork and say, “Yes, yes. I’d like to
join you and I can give you a bit more
information.”
Marcello Costa:
If I could add to what
Rob has been saying, and
that’s that there is not
only an increase in the
discussion within society
but also within the very world that we
represent, the researchers in scientific
medicine. There has been a certain

degree of feeling good about [what they
do] and not realising that they are slowly
allowing alternative and complementary
medicine to shift them from, if you like,
their prime place in society.
Our own colleges are beginning to
realise that they have to revise how they
are thinking and realise clearly where
the line is that distinguishes good
medicine from pseudomedicine.
I think this is an important selfcorrection. It’s a learning process for
all of us, and enlightening us as to how
little we know and how dangerous
the complementary and alternative
medicine is, because they are based on
gullibility and also because they are
based on deception. We are intending
to fight both sides – the gullibility,
by increasing people’s knowledge an
helping them to understand the basis
of science, and the other by being
relentless against anybody who tries to
be deceptive in medicine.
Morrison:
We have had a lot of
media coverage, and
that’s good. But the
media of today is a lot
different to the media
of yesterday. A lot of the coverage
we’ve been getting has been on blogs,
and of course the nature of blogs is
that it opens up a lot of discussion
afterwards. It’s really quite heartening
to see the responses. Of course you get
our opponents who come on and say
various things, but generally the feeling
for us and against pseudomedicine
has been about three to one. That’s a
nice measure we’re getting and a nice
discourse that’s been opened up to
really let people thrash out what science
is about and how science and medicine
interact.
Some of our opponents tried to
nobble a recent poll that was taken [on
chiropractic] and got caught out doing
it, and that itself is an interesting story.
Loretta Marron:
I guess I’m coming
from a different
perspective. I’m out
and about talking with
different people and

small groups. And the one thing I’m
already finding, even though we’re
only several months old, is that there’s
a change in the people I know, the
people I talk to about the group.
They’re actually asking questions
instead of just accepting what they
read in the media. There are a lot of
integrative general practitioners, who
are believable people, but we’re now
finding people are saying, maybe
they’re not quite what they’ve set up
to be. At long last there’s some really
good media out there, and credibility
for the group to say let’s just check
on some of these points. It’s helped
me on a personal level in talking to
small groups that I see in my own
neighbourhood and communities.
It’s also helped me immeasurably
giving me more credibility in the
work that I’ve been doing for six
years when I’ve definitely felt like a
lone voice, but backed by some very
important people. I feel very much
part of a team now, to go out there
and just help people make better
choices.
Segev: What are your long term plans?
Marron:
I want the public to
get access to really
good information, to
start critically thinking
about things instead
of just rushing off to swallow pills
because it’s going to ‘improve’ their
well-being or ‘improve’ their energy
or some of the other nonsense claims
that are going round. And that’s been
happening with the press; they’ve
started to expose things rather than
take them for granted.
What concerns me is all the
advertisements for vitamins. People,
just as a matter of fact, swallow pills
first thing in the morning, without
really understanding that they’re
non-prescription drugs – every
complementary medicine is a nonprescription drug, and they’ve got to
look at them in those ways. I think
that’s important.
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Dwyer:
The fundamental issue
is that in ‘orthodox’
medicine - that term
that many people
use to distinguish us
from alternative and complementary
medicine – there’s been a considerable
period when there was not enough
attention paid to the evidence that
supports the treatments we supply.
It’s fair to say that over the last three
to four decades there’s been a major
effort to play catch-up where necessary
so that there’s a genuine commitment
in offering patients treatments that are
evidence-based and that we continue
to learn more and more about those
treatments and their pluses and
minuses. Yet at the same time, there
are lots of people who are delaying
having diagnoses of a serious illness,
who are being misled into thinking that
supplements are an alternative to fixing
an unhealthy lifestyle, and with serious
illness, being told that this cancer
or infection can be cured. There are
people who are propagating the view
that you won’t need to vaccinate your
children. There are others saying that
homeopathic vaccines are just as good.
And on and on.
If we’re successful, in collaboration
with a lot of other like-minded
organisations and individuals, over
the next decade we will see a fading
of the prominence that pseudoscience
currently has in favour of the public
understanding that there are only
medicines that work and those that don’t
work, there’s only good medicine and
bad medicine, and that the science has
promoted a convergence so that what is
valuable in the so-called alternative and
complementary world has been brought
into mainstream and that people can
consequently concentrate on evidencebased medicine.
People need to be educated and we
want to play our part in helping with
that.

But it also means not to confuse
the public about this. There are those
areas where credibility is being given
to this nonsense, where a lay person
scratches their head and says, who’s right;
that there are organisations that are giving
credibility to this sort of thing. And that’s,
of course, one of the main reasons we
started with universities. If the academic
‘elite’ in tertiary institutions are giving
this credibility, what hope do you have
with the public?
It’s a long term series of goals. OK,
we started with universities, but we
need to broaden what we’re doing into
a number of others areas, to develop
plans and tactics for doing that. That’s
going to involve everything from
governments to looking at how we can
work with health practitioners who are
trying to incorporate [non-evidencebased] alternative and complementary
medicine into orthodox medicine.
In a way that’s really just pandering
to ill-informed choices from patients
rather than helping them and guiding
them with adequate knowledge that
will protect their health and help them
when they’ve got a disease.
We realise that we need to broaden
this and we can’t do all of this on
our own. Rob used the word catalyse
– we continue to be catalysts for
numerous organisations, from learned
colleges and health care through to
government, coming on board with the
understanding that this is a movement
that has to be unstoppable for all sorts of
reasons, and we want to play our part.
Segev: Obviously there’s an educational
role, but would you also want to impact
on regulations?
MacLennan:
That’s a particular
interest of mine,
because I believe that
Australia is incredibly
under-regulated both
in terms of alternative medicines
and alternative therapists. The
public presume that these things are
regulated but they’re not.
I’ve done scientific surveys of the
public and most assume that listed
medicines have been tested for safety

and efficacy, and they’ve not been.
Most assume various alternative
practitioners are licensed and regulated
by the government and not selfregulated and they’re not.
So there’s very little consumer
protection for alternative therapy in
Australia.
What I’d like to see is the TGA
get much sharper teeth than it has, the
government to be less influenced by
the huge alternative medicine lobby
that goes on in Canberra, and for the
public to have better critical thinking
for the medicines that they use and the
science behind them. They can keep an
open mind about therapies when they
first investigate them, but their minds
should not be so open that their brains
fall out.
Segev: Do you think there’s a political
element to this?
Morrison:
Yes, I think there is.
Alistair alluded to the
TGA. We wouldn’t
claim credit for this,
but it is interesting
that in the few months that we have
been in existence we have suddenly
seen pronouncements of the right
kind by the TGA. The NHMRC
has also suddenly decided and stated
that they should do something about
naturopaths and make them prove the
efficacy of their treatments before they
get any further support. That’s the sort
of things we would really like to see.
I’m hoping that our collective
voice would encourage more of that,
and encourage politicians to have a
bit of stamina to take some of this on,
because as somebody mentioned the
alternative lobby is very strong and very
well-funded and they’ve got the ear of
politicians. So we need the other side
to be heard.
We also need to air with politicians
our concerns about public money and
the waste in spurious health when we
don’t even have enough of it for real
health. Give politicians a pause for
thought, because we’re going to need
that if we’re going to get some of the
regulation we need in this county. It’s

The Skeptic June 12

absurd that while medicos are very
constrained in what they can do, in
what they can advertise and promise, in
what they can administer, and they’re
regulated, for some spurious treatment
I can go online, give myself whatever
qualifications I want to, advertise
anything at all that I can cure, and I can
administer all sorts of things that come
under no sort of regulation at all. It’s a
pretty uneven field, so we need some of
that changed in the public good.
Costa:
The politicians are doing
a reasonable job on
the basis of what they
know. If we take as an
example the registration
in Victoria of traditional Chinese
medicine that is going to be extended
to the whole nation - it’s clear that the
main preoccupation of politicians in
terms of regulation by registration of
practitioners is that it is to limit any
harm; they are mostly concerned about
the potential harm that a practitioner
can pose to public health. This is a
desirable thing, but one of the issues
that we’d like to foster is that it would
be better not just to be focussed on
not doing harm to people but to be
allowed to approve practitioners only
if they prove to be good for people. At
the moment there is no refinement of
that, so we’d like to alert the politicians
that they should also be looking at this
side of the story – things should only be
justified on the basis of their ability to
do good, not just on their not harming
people.
Segev: Perhaps the right approach is
to say that there is no such thing as no
harm; there is always harm, but there’s
just direct and indirect harm.
Morrison:
You cross an interesting
boundary there. We
wouldn’t go out and
say there should be no
alternative medicines,
but I do think we could say that there
are alternative medicines posturing as
evidence-based and setting themselves
up in that way.

People should be free to choose
what they like, and they always will.
But they shouldn’t be misled into
choosing a spurious treatment that
can in fact cause harm or at least delay
effective treatment for something as
serious as cancer. Lives have been lost
over this. They shouldn’t be doing this
because the practitioner is allowed to
get away with saying or claiming that
they are evidence-based.
I think the misuse of science is a
very real issue.
Dwyer:
Of course, there is, at
times, the potential for
people who are misled
not just to put themselves
and their family at risk
but their community.
I’m thinking in particular here of
immunisation. We know that, for the
wonderful effects of immunisation
in protecting communities from
serious infection, we depend on herd
immunity. And were those people who
are propagating misinformation about
immunisation to succeed in having
ever-increasing numbers of people avoid
immunisation that would harm the
whole community.
I think it is important to point out
that we are emphasising that, to protect
the public, there is a positive role for
universities in two ways.
First of all we believe that
everybody who is studying to be
a health professional should be
taught and made well aware of the
claims being made by alternative
practitioners and what explanations
those practitioners are likely to be
giving their patients as to why they’re
doing it. Eighty per cent of Australians
visit a GP on average four times a year;
obviously some go more often than
that. If doctors are equipped by having
learnt at university just what is out
there in the pseudoscientific world and
what people are being told, they can
help people by guiding them through
the choices they make. That would be a
positive role for universities and we are
campaigning to make sure universities
improve that role of education health
professionals.

And, of course, there’s a strong role
for universities in using good scientific
method, good research - where there
is enough data to make it seem
worthwhile to study something in a
proper scientific trial. That’s a proper
role for universities.
Ultimately, the public needs to
be in a situation where, through the
resources that they increasingly use –
the internet, through their interactions
with their family doctors, etc – that
they become better informed and make
a wiser choice.
That’s a long term goal, indeed.
Segev: You can’t achieve all of this
by yourself, of course, that’s the
importance of having a very large
number of people who are listed as
members of the organisation. But what
can the public do to assist with the goals
of the organisation?
Costa:
If you go to our web
page there’s an open
invitation for any
member of the public
who feels as passionate
as we do, first of all to join in good
faith, and then of course there will be
plenty of opportunity depending on
the particular expertise of the friends to
participate in any and all of the various
activities that we have been planning
and sure enough you’ve probably
noticed on the web page that there are
specifics, but in general if the public
wishes to be involved they have plenty
of chances in that respect.
There are specific jobs we can give
any volunteer – we need people to
write blogs on this sort of issue, which
is really very helpful because it gets the
conversation going.
The role of five of us who started
it is really, as we’ve said, to act as a
catalyst to involve more people, Now
we have a huge number of people
almost ready to go and we are setting
in motion something that in the next
few months we’d like to think would
flourish.

.

See over for profiles of the Friends
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THE PLAYERS
Prof John Dwyer AO is foundation
president of the Friends of Science
in Medicine (FSM). With a
background in immunology, he is
Emeritus Professor of Medicine at
UNSW, founder of the Australian
Health Care Reform Alliance,
and clinical consultant to the
NSW Government’s Inter-Agency
Committee on Health Care Fraud.
His motivation: “In 1982/83, with
the initial appearance of AIDS, we
didn’t know what the cause was or
understand what the cause was. We
saw a lot of patients coming through,
and dying, without knowing why
or how to treat them. I saw people
become easy pickings for false
prophets who claimed they could
cure this disease. I was appalled at
the lack of protection for consumers.
Those of us around the table were
concerned that we weren’t making
very real progress in minimising
the penetration of pseudoscience
into healthcare even in this most
scientific of ages.”
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Loretta Marron is CEO of FSM,
and was instrumental in the initial
project of gathering supporting
academics and experts in their field
to assist in her campaign against
specific university courses in
pseudomedicine, and particularly
fundamentalist chiropractic. She has
been a tireless campaigner against
pseudoscientific treatments and
technologies in the alt med field. She
is a science graduate with a business
background, and is a two-time
winner of the Australian Skeptics’
Skeptic of the Year award.
Her motivation: “When I was
diagnosed with cancer in 2006, I
witnessed the predatory behaviour of
alternative practitioners. I saw a need
to get good information out to other
sufferers, particularly where alt med
practices are targeted at vulnerable
groups such as including babies and

children, so they can make informed
choices. What we might call my career
has evolved to look at other aspects of
what I think is medical fraud.”
Prof Alistair MacLennan is a board
member of FSM. With background
in obstetrics, he is Professor of
Obstetrics and Gynaecology, and
Head of Discipline, at the University
of Adelaide.
His motivation: “When I was in
Scotland and Oxford, it was the start
of the concept of evidence-based
medicine and randomised trials,
but obstetrics was categorised as
slow to follow this movement. Now
almost every aspect of delivering
a baby is governed by randomised
trial results, which leads to reduced
mortality associated with childbirth.
Nonetheless, there are pseudo
medicines offered for babies, and
especially chiropractic. Menopause
is also a target of suspect alternative
medicine products and techniques.
There are key problems with alt
med: there are definitely side effects
that are under-reported; there
are delays in patients go for truly
effective therapy; and lastly there is
the disappointment and depression
when placebo effects wear off. I’m
concerned by sheer dishonesty –
some alt med practitioners believe
in what they’re doing, but some are
definitely in it to make money out of
the public.”
Prof Marcello Costa is a board
member of FSM. He is Professor
of Neurophysiology at Flinders
University’s School of Medicine,
and was one of the founders of the
new discipline of neuroscience in
Australia, as well as instrumental
in setting up the Australian
Neuroscience Society.
His motivation: “In a world
where science underpins virtually
everything, seeing anti-science
thriving is confusing and concerning.
Working on the brain, I know
that it covers pretty much every
aspect of human existence. Like
most scientists, I have a humanistic
perspective, and that puts me in

contact with the history of modern
science and medicine. So I think
science is the best way to link us
to the universe, and what I like
to be part of is any organisation
that fosters science and oppose
obscurantism.”
Dr Rob Morrison OAM is a board
member of FSM. He is a Professorial
Fellow in the School of Education at
Flinders University. With a doctorate
in science, he has moved more into
science communication field.
His motivation: “My interest
is in how science is bastardised,
and used for ends which are
unscientific. The way it is misused
in the health area gives me great
cause for concern. Even people
who embrace pseudoscience are
utterly dependent on science, but
deny it – it’s a paradox, but I don’t
know why this is occurring. I have
noticed the declining interest in
science, with science curriculums in
trouble. The money spent [through
health rebates] on pseudoscientific
‘disciplines’, particularly alt med, is
a terrible waste of public money. I
want to defend science and I frankly
get annoyed to see people who
plagiarise the good name of science
and misapply it to give themselves a
spurious credibility that they haven’t
earned because they will not obey
the rules of science.”
Note: Friends of Science in
Medicine can be reached at www.
scienceinmedicine.org.au; email
info@scienceinmedicine.org.au
This article is an edited transcript of
an interview that first appeared on
The Skeptic Zone podcast – www.
skepticzone.tv – on April 21, 2012
(#183)

About the interviewer:
Eran Segev is the president
of Australian Skeptics inc.
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Brain testers
CRYPTIC CROSSWORD no 14
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23
24
27

31

29
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and a writer. (5,5,4)
12 across wrote this definite article on the latest
pitcher of woo? (3,11)
A victor’s award? (4)
A slipped sip of psychic powers. (3)
Tiled floor of the people’s leader. (6)
My ion a part for a Spockian actor? (
Doomed to hold back a country. (9)
Seek, nay turn, after x-rays. (7)
Is the writer of a pile of desert sand another victor
or a loser?

32
Tim Mendham + Steve Roberts

DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. In military terms, what happened that started the Battle
of Gettysburg?
2. How was the film The Sound of Music edited for
showing in South Korea?
3. The first criminal to be executed in Montana for 50 years
didn’t like salad but it was added to his last meal of steak
and chips. Why?
4. Remote Pitcairn Island has three principal industries fishing, farming and what?

Answers on page 62

24.
25.
26.
28.
29.
31.
32.

26

25

28

ACROSS
1. Process for learning and review ... (7)
2. ... is untrue. (7)
9. A cord made with one lilac bum. (9)
11. Not for Robert, but a leader. (5)
12. Have a drink with a writer of cyber-novels. (6)
14. The outgoing eastern shot. (3)
15. No learner tag for the initially murdered. (4)
18. At first, Welles and Fitzgerald are a funny man,

DOWN
1. Does a cutter have time for a caviar holder? (8)
2. I am a food catcher given final directions and
3.
4.
6.
7.
8.
10.
13.
16.
17.
19.
21.
22.
23.
27.
30.

drinks. (7)
An endless line that moves up for nothing. (3)
No time to teach every one individually. (4)
Surely this could not be sanctimonious drivel? (4)
Undertaker of 3 down. (7)
Unable to be a prize cluster. (6)
A lion bit into an offering. (8)
One not one Parisian wife. (6)
Cue cards for the damned. (8)
October one-five-zero cut down to size. (6)
Area where a bad prince could see tea. (8)
He-men go bad as a leader. (7)
Candy that is not poison. (7)
Soft, sweet and false. (6)
Twisted grey twist. (4)
Broadcast and breathe. (3)
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Evidence

Unbelievable
Tony Sobrado asks if conspiracy theories, apart from being founded on
debatable evidence, can even stand up to being called theories. – pseudoscience
on top of pseudotheory?

T

heory is often regarded a
systematic framework formed of
concepts that analytically account for
phenomena observed. Philosophers
for centuries have debated whether
the ‘goings on’ observed are external
to human thought and cognition and
thus real and material; or whether

16

they are constructs of the mind,
logically assembled and maintained
by the exercising of reason with no
independent reality.
Theory is applied in both the social
and natural sciences. In the social

sciences disputes emerge, once again,
between those who advocate that there
is a real material world outside the
remit of the observer and those who
propose that the social sciences can
only be understood internally by its
inhabitants, resulting in normative
theories that encompass Political
Theory as well as historical, social
and anthropological paradigms under
the broader domain of hermeneutics.
In the natural sciences the matter
is somewhat different. Although
Philosophers of Science such as Van
Frassen advocate a scientific image
along with anti-realism, most would
accept that the methodological
practice of the natural sciences
is to generate hypotheses
that form, or derive from,
an overarching theory. This
runs parallel to the process
of validating the phenomena
in question with the eventual
goal of producing a correlation
between the explanan and the
explanandum, even if it is a
tentative stab at ‘reality’.
Classifying both the social
and natural sciences as science,
with the use of theory, means
that the procedures regarding
evidence, verification and
explanation take the same
abstract steps even though the
physicist is completely divorced
from the world he studies as
where the sociologist, by the
nature of human existence and
the definition of the discipline,
is inescapably part of the
phenomena he studies, society.
Nonetheless the issues that arise

e

The Skeptic June 12

for both the sciences centre around
preemption; when there is more
than one theory competing for the
explanation of the phenomena at hand
or theoretical redundancy; when there
is a theory that explains certain aspects
of a phenomenon but not every time
nor in every context. This coupled
with using empirical data to warrant
the application and validation of
theory means that both the social and
natural sciences constantly refine their
hypotheses and make predictions for
future outcomes.

THEORY AND PSEUDOTHEORY

These are the formal understandings
and usage of theory across the spectrum
of science and this is what sets both
theory apart from pseudotheory and
science apart from pseudo science. It
is for this very reason that conspiracy
theory is a pseudotheory. Firstly,
take one of the Holy Grails of the
scientific method: prediction. These
abound in the natural sciences,
ranging from how, when, and why
your PC will turn on to planes flying
and equations of time and space. The
social sciences tread a more precarious
and unreliable ground. However,
through the collection of data based
on conceptualised variables along
with statistical models of causation,
predictions can be levied. Anyone who
has an investment portfolio can see
the benefits of employing time series
and regression analysis in economics
although the latest financial crises
illustrates that these predictions are far
from completely accurate.
Conspiracy theory, as a serious
ontological and epistemological
alternative to social phenomena, must
provide predictions, demonstrate their
applicability and warrant evidence that
at least renders their explanations as
plausible or highly likely. Although in
the social sciences these do not map
out exactly due to the nature of the
measurement of artificially constructed
social variables, conspiracy theory fails
spectacularly regarding the relationship
between observed phenomena, the use
of reliable and relevant data and thus
explanation and prediction.
Meta conspiracy theories come

with an ensemble of predictions
for the future. These range from
totalitarian one-world governments
TO D
to alien control to the accession of
O Li
spiritual enlightenment in other
st
dimensions and planes of existence.
x ev
iden
However, there are no time limits
ce
placed on these predicted occurrences,
x th
eory
only weak inductive inferences.
Consequently as a readily defensible
cons
claim, conspiracy theorists have the
pira
cy
grace of an ever-winding clock on their
side with limitless time as a luxury for
“if it does not happen today it will
happen tomorrow”. These are often
the arguments employed by classic
Marxists, that there is no time frame
From the position of the social sciences,
specified for the proletariat revolution
the above schools of thought share the
but it will happen one day. Yet it is
same standpoint in terms of theoretical
for these same reasons, that in this
frameworks. This is that there is a
context, both Marxism and conspiracy
phenomenon to be explained and one
theories are pseudo scientific theories
applies a theory that can be backed up
as neither is falsifiable - that is, their
by some sort of evidence, even though
falsity cannot be demonstrated. As a
the constitution of evidence in the
consequence, they stay in the realm of
social sciences is an elusive activity.
mere speculation.
Conspiracy
With this
theory operates
outcome we find the
Conspiracy theory must in reverse, with
position of scientific
paradoxical
provide predictions,
theory versus
tendencies in
unfalsifiable theory. demonstrate applicability
terms of both
I have argued
phenomena
and warrant evidence.
elsewhere that
observed and
conspiracy theory is
epistemology. This
a form of political
is because, by its
theory and philosophy. Yet conspiracy
very nature, conspiracy theory runs
theory is not even competitively viable
contrary to the ‘goings on observed’ in
as a political and social theory. To
terms of widely accepted explanations.
further grapple with these issues one
It is therefore a polemist contrarian
has to look at the implications of the
to widely held explanations that are
use of theory in the social sciences,
presented. It advocates a ‘behind the
the area in which conspiracy theory is
scenes’ explanation for what is really
attempting to operate.
going on. Financial meltdown, civil
unrest and governmental issues are not
caused by idioms advocated by social
SOCIAL PHENOMENA
science but are a deliberately conspired
Whether one is a structuralist, a
plot executed in the background that
functionalist, a critical theorist or a
most are not aware of. Conspiracy
postmodernist, one can look at social
theory and political theory both
phenomena and at least readily apply
identifiable frameworks to these “goings use aspects of observable data yet
conspiracy theorists add the stipulation
on” grounded in, one way or another,
of a deliberately falsified social reality:
the use of data and evidence. Thus a
that what is really going on does not
discourse analyst would look at how
match the accepted explanations or
issues of insanity are constructed in
observations and thus in turn the
the reports of clinical psychologists
accepted explanations and observations
themselves, which bring these
are not what is really going on. Both
conceptual frameworks into existence.
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the facets of the argument cyclically
depend on each other. Furthermore,
one has to look at the ‘real’ phenomena
(pre-planned conspiracy) behind
the observable phenomena (political
and social activity) making the ‘real’
conspiratorial phenomena paradoxically
unobservable.
This then leads to the paradox
in conspiracy theory with regards
to observed social phenomena and
epistemology. This is that the observed
phenomenon is allocated to the
realm of conspiratorial explanation.
The explanation encapsulates the
activity of cabalist agents operating
illustrious tricks of misdirection yet
simultaneously these grand tricks
are not only detected by conspiracy
theorists but also are fully deciphered.
We are thus left with a logical
dissonance because the conspirators
are both fully competent and almost
omnipotent like in that they can
control all facets of social activity
but are completely inept in the
maintenance of secrecy as they leave
an amassed trail of clues behind for
conspirators to find. Epistemologically
it is difficult to see how conspiracy
theorists obtain and validate their
knowledge vis-a-vis observed social
phenomena that is supposedly
attributed to all-powerful secret agents.

MALLEABILITY OF PSEUDOTHEORY

The final part of conspiracy theory
as pseudotheory is its malleability
in the face of empirical data. When

evidence and data does not match a
theory in science, the theory is either
reformulated or discarded. This is the
same in conspiracy theory, where the
theories themselves evolve and adapt
to take account of newly emerging
evidence.
We have seen this with the 911
Truth movement constantly evolving
their theory in the face of ever
increasing evidence from structural
engineers for how the twin towers
collapsed by fire. However, when
theory is adapted in science, the fit
between theory and evidence is refined
and tightened so that the theory
matches the data in a more succinct,
interlocked and plausible way. In part,
this is the reason why the falsifiability
of a theory is imperative.
Conspiracy theorists attempt
the same execution, in which the
conspiracy theory will then match the
observable data in a correlated manner.
Yet again, however, the theory runs in
the opposite direction, moving further
away from the evidence presented
towards elaborating and embellishing
the conspiracy theory further. This
expands the existing conspiracy theory
even though it no longer configures
with the available evidence. For
instance, take the Skull and Bones
theory that the US government and
financial system is secretly run by
an all-white boys club out of Yale
University somewhat related to a
Freemason secret organisation. What
then happens when a black president
out of Harvard takes up the office?
The data does not quite fit the theory.
Abandon the theory? No, reformulate
it in the opposite direction that Obama
must be a black Freemason.

The Skeptics’ Guide to the Universe
is a weekly Science podcast talkshow discussing the latest news
and topics from the world of the paranormal, fringe science,
and controversial claims from
a scientific point of view.

www.the skepticsguide.org
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What conspiracy theory does is
more than just maintain an equation
between theory and data in a reversal
and contradictory manner but the
schema of conspiracy theory means
that in terms of psychological
inference, all data becomes interpreted
as conspiratorial phenomena. Therefore
privilege is always given to theory
over the observable data. This rarely
happen in the sciences for when data
no longer fits a theory, the latter soon
becomes discarded. We have seen this
throughout history from Copernicus
to Edwin Hubble and a shift now
beginning to emerge in terms of free
market economics.
Conspiracy theory is intrinsically
more dogmatic than theory in the
social and natural sciences, producing
disjointed explanations regarding
theory and data. This makes conspiracy
theory more of orthodox canon than a
verifiable or applicable social, political
or scientific theory. The constant
malleability of conspiracy theory, its
amalgamation of different pools of data
that collectively fail to correlate to the
conspiracy theory used in explanation,
and thus neglecting the data and
observed phenomena in question, are
just some of the aspects that make
conspiracy theory a pseudotheory.

.
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BET
Bes
Best
David Trembath suggests the evidence-base can be
a shifting foundation, and looks at an alternative.
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t may come as a surprise to the
sceptical community, but there
is evidence, maybe even a large
body of evidence, to support the
subluxation theory used by some
modern chiropractic researchers. Just as
there is plenty of evidence to support
homeopathic theories: or the existence
of a rather malevolent and somewhat
inept god-like designer of the universe.
Evidence for your favourite theory, as
the philosopher of science Karl Popper
noted, is rather easy to find. Be it

evidence-based medicine, or evidencebased business management, or
evidence-based psychology, the appeal
to an evidence base is a bandwagon
upon which it is far too easy to hitch a
ride.
In fact, what school of thought refers
to itself as “non-evidence based”? Even
those theories and practitioners who
reject the relevance of some scientific
testing of their theories appeal to some
form evidence: usually the anecdotal

form. And anecdotal evidence is still
evidence. To be sure it is not always the
best form of evidence, but in the cut
and thrust of daily life it is often all we
have. Ironically, there is long history
of scepticism that argues that the only
evidence worth having is anecdotal!
The sceptically-based empiricism,
brilliantly argued for by David Hume,
prioritised “personal observation” over
all other forms of evidence, and surely
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personal observation is the archetype of
is right, we can never be sure that we
anecdotal evidence.
are conducting an effective test of the
There is of course good evidence and theory.
poor evidence, and every measure in
On the face of it then, the scientific
between. But it is not a criticism of a
method itself is not clear as to what
theory that the evidence in its favour is
extent the evidence from a test supports
anecdotal. Indeed the scientific method
a particular theory. And if you think
itself does not exclude anecdotal
this point is just academic, try listing
evidence. Much epidemiology and
off those scientific theories you think
psychology uses the evidence of
are unequivocally true? Anyone who
individuals describing their unique
has taken even a cursory view at the
experiences. Many theories about the
history of science will see a battlefield
quantum world prioritise the role of
full of noble and brave theories that
the ‘individual observer’.
were ultimately fatally wounded by
By now, many of you are thinking
some ‘severe test’.
I am being quite spurious here in so
This issue is related to a more
far as I am just focusing on a certain
troubling problem. Some academics
part of the evidential picture. Many
suggest that the history of science tells
of you will be thinking that what is
us that our current best theories are
equally important when considering
likely to be wrong.
the evidence is how the observations
According to some, any historical
are related to a specific test of a theory.
analysis of a scientific field will reveal
The ‘evidential base’ in evidencethat there are far more theories that
based science is really referring to
have been falsified when compared
that evidence used to test a theory.
with those that have survived severe
I think this is right, but this way of
testing. It is only arrogance about our
viewing evidence may come with some
place in scientific history that motivates
unwanted implications.
the belief that our current best theories
Firstly, the way a theory is usually
will survive further testing. If this is
tested is to compare it with what
right, as the evidential base grows the
is termed the ‘null hypothesis’ or
more likely it is that our preferred
an alternative explanation. Doing
theory will turn out to be false. Ouch!
the statistics on the test results (the
I actually think the above problems
evidence) reveals the probability that
can be dealt with. My own solution
these alternative hypotheses are false.
involves the cross-validation of data
After testing a theory, a scientist might
from instruments of detection or
say something like, “there is a less than
measurement*. There are others I am
five per cent chance that we would
sure. On the other hand, some sceptics
observe the test results were the null
might embrace the arguments above
hypothesis (alternative explanation) to
and thus not want to wed themselves
be true”. Which is just to say that our
to any particular theory. This, however,
preferred theory, but
does not seem to
not the alternatives,
be the case for
There are far more
survived the test.
many skeptics
This rather elliptical theories that have been
(spelt with a ‘k’).
way of expressing
Many skeptics, it
falsified compared with
our confidence
seems, are quite
those that have survived
in our preferred
happy to hang
theory might be
their hat on a
severe testing.
well motivated.
global warming
Maybe we have not
theory, or a
considered all of the explanations that
theory that suggests the efficacy and
could account for the test results. The
safety of immunisation, or maybe a
design of a test is never perfect and
few favourite theories from the list of
usually far from it: there are always
unequivocally true theories I asked for
problematic assumptions that open the
above. Fair enough, I suppose. The
way for alternative explanations. If this
point I am making is that to hold a
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theory true (or approximately so) you
should have some principled criterion
for making such decisions no matter
what type of sceptic you are.
As a final and parting shot, I might
suggest a new nomenclature for our
best scientific theories and the fields
of science that develop them. Might
I suggest the term “body of evidence
from testing” (BET) a theory? For
short, one might advocate a BETbased scientific field, or indeed the
BET that suggests a particular theory
is true (or false). The implication of
the terminology is that we should not
consider just a test here or there, or
isolated anecdotal evidence; rather,
we should consider what the whole
body of evidence from what a range
of testing suggests. And who might
arbitrate on the BET that suggests
a particular theory is true or at least
effective? Well who better than a
collection of well informed and
principled skeptics?

.

*These issues are considered in more detail
in my PhD thesis Design Knowledge and
the instruments of detection (esp. ch. 2,
3 and 5). The thesis can be found by
searching on its title at http://catalogue.
library.uwa.edu.au/.
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Proving
provings?
David Gorski is less than amused when a homeopath
lectures science about anecdotal evidence

I
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f there’s one difference between
so-called ‘complementary and
alternative medicine’ (CAM) and
science-based medicine (SBM): it’s the
role of anecdotes in each. CAM and
SBM each take a very different view
of anecdotes. In SBM, anecdotes are
relegated to a very low rung on the
evidence ladder. They are a starting
point in that, if well-documented
enough and convincing enough, they
can serve as the basis to suggest that
clinical research or clinical trials might
be indicated. Sometimes, in the case
of rare diseases where numbers of
patients are so small that randomised
clinical trials are not feasible, they
might even guide therapy. But, for the
most part, they are not what we base
therapeutic decisions on. In contrast,
CAM practitioners view anecdotes very
differently.
In fact, it can be argued that
anecdotes, more than anything else,
determine what CAM practitioners
do. Indeed, what is the antivaccine
movement, for example, based on other
than anecdotes? What is homeopathy
but anecdotal medicine. Think about
it. Homeopathy is designed to treat
symptoms which, its practitioners say,
can be relieved by ridiculously diluted
solutions of substances or extracts
that cause that symptom in healthy
people. And how is it determined
what symptoms are caused by what
remedy? Homeopaths do something
called ‘provings’ which are basically
anecdotes, in which healthy people
are given the proposed remedy and

then keep a detailed diary of what the
effects they feel (or think they feel) are,
including dreams, thoughts, symptoms
and feelings. I’ve written about
homeopathic provings before, and they
can be a hoot. For instance, I’ve even
seen an example of something claimed
to be homeopathic antimatter.
No wonder it’s no surprise that it
was a homeopath named Gina Tyler
who wrote a piece called “Anecdotal
Evidence: The Basis of All Knowledge”.
Yes, in this piece, Tyler argues that
anecdotes trump science, so much so
that doctors use anecdotes themselves.
The post is a mixture of straw men
and distortions, all mixed in with a
profound misunderstanding of how
doctors think and operate. She begins
by lamenting how physicians will
dismiss anecdotal evidence by pointing
out that, yes, it is anecdotal evidence.
Then she counters with what she
considers to be examples of anecdotal
evidence that we as physicians use all
the time:
Doctors effectively and necessarily
use anecdotal evidence every day. These
bastions of evidence-based medicine
actually base most of their practices on
anecdotes. Sound crazy?
Consider:
• If you tell your doctor that a drug
he’s just given you is causing a
terrible headache, the chances
are that you’ll be believed, and
your treatment will be changed.
He’s basing that decision on the
anecdotal evidence you’ve just
given.

?
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• Doctors tell each other

stories of experiences
during surgeries. If
one doctor tries a new
technique in surgery, it
is almost never tested.
Other doctors simply try
it themselves if it sounds
interesting. They’re
basing those decisions on
nothing but anecdotal
evidence.
matters, and SBM actually seeks to
These are basically straw men. First
understand how much and in what
off, Tyler confuses taking a good patient
circumstance experience matters the
history with anecdotes. It is always
most.
a good idea to take a good patient
Next, Tyler completely
history in order to identify what might
misunderstands the role of anecdotes
be going on with the patient. SBM
in medical evidence when she points
itself would point out that at least 75
out that anecdotes appear in medical
per cent of the process of coming to a
journals all the time in the form of case
diagnosis is history, and if the patient
reports:
took something before experiencing
“In point of fact, anecdotal evidence
the symptoms that brought him in
is routinely provided in medical
to see the doctor, that’s not anecdote.
journals. They frequently produce
That’s part of the patient history that
articles of individual cases. If such
guides later investigations and raises the
anecdotal evidence weren’t of value,
suspicions of a drug reaction, every bit
then why are such stories printed?
as much as a history of midepigastric
It’s because they are evidence. Each
pain that migrates to McBurney’s point
case matters. Each case counts. The
leads a surgeon to a suspicion that the
anecdotal evidence is of value.”
diagnosis is acute appendicitis.
No one ever said anecdotal evidence
As for Tyler’s mentioning how
has no value. However, anecdotal
doctor’s tell each other stories of
evidence as published in medical
experiences during surgeries, that is a
journals is far different from the sorts of
very different thing. It’s about craft,
anecdotes that homeopaths mean. To
rather than science. In other words, it’s
be an anecdote in a medical journal, a
not about which
case report must be
operation to do,
well documented
A mixture of straw men beginning to end,
but how to do
the operation that and distortions, all mixed
with all history,
has been chosen
physical findings,
in with a misunderstanding laboratory and
for the patient,
hopefully based on of how doctors think and
diagnostic tests,
science. In other
interventions,
operate.
words, surgeons
and responses to
are not making
interventions, all
decisions on which operation to do
recorded as objectively as possible.
based on anecdote. They’re learning
This is far different to a homeopath’s
pointers from each other on how to do
anecdote that she tried this superthe operation. Surgery and procedurediluted remedy or that and the patient
based specialties are somewhat different
got better. Even then, case reports are
from the rest of medicine in that the
considered among the lowest, least
skill of the operator matters. A skilfully
convincing forms of medical evidence.
done procedure will in general produce
Case series are only marginally better.
usually better outcomes than a not-soAs we say in the biz, the plural of
skilfully done procedure, particularly
‘anecdote’ is not ‘data’.
for complex operations. Experience
Not that that stops Tyler from
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bloviating:
“The blinded, placebo-controlled
study attempts to eliminate anything
the researchers deem to be irrelevant or
likely to skew the results. That, though,
narrows the focus to such a degree that
it cannot account for all the variables
that affect each individual person who
might be subjected to the product,
usually a drug, under investigation.
“Population-based studies provide
information about what’s true across
enormous groups of people. They
provide averages and ranges. However,
they tell us nothing whatsoever about
each individual.
“Ultimately, the only evidence
that truly matters is anecdotal: what
a treatment does to the individual.
It matters not if some nonexistent
average person might benefit from
it. That has little bearing on the
individual’s reaction. It matters not if
a large proportion of people tolerate a
treatment well, if the individual is made
ill by it.
“The only medical evidence that truly
counts for each person is anecdotal.”
Well, yes and no. It’s not as though
SBM doesn’t know the weaknesses
of applying population-based data to
individuals. That’s why it’s trying to
identify predictive biomarkers that will
allow physicians to predict better who
will and will not respond to various
treatments. Moreover, there is an
unspoken assumption behind Tyler’s
broadside against using populationbased data and average responses to
guide the treatment of individuals.
That assumption is that somehow,
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through intuition, woo, or outright
quackery, homeopaths and other
CAM practitioners can somehow do
better at “individualising” treatments
than science-based practitioners.
Whatever the flaws and difficulties
there are in applying clinical trial
data to individual patients, if I were
going to put my money on who does
better individualising treatments, I’d
put it on science-based practitioners,
as the “individualisation” of medical
treatments in CAM is nothing more
than “making it up as you go along.”
So, when Tyler writes: “The nature of
life goes beyond chemistry and physics.
Life exists because of something that
doesn’t exist in anything inanimate: the
struggle to survive and reproduce. Life
has volition, and that makes it complex
beyond the ability of any science
experiment to predict with surety what
will happen when any treatment is
given to any individual. Yes, science
can predict fairly accurately what will
happen, on average, in large groups-but not what happens with each person
within that group. Yet, medicine must
treat the individual. That is obvious.
And that is why so-called evidencebased medicine fails. It ignores the
most salient point of all: No person is
average.”
Yes, but there is an average response
that can guide therapy and allow
estimates of the likelihood that a
treatment should work.

I have a hard time not retorting that
you can’t just make it up as you go
along, either. Whatever the difficulties
involved in trying to take the results of
a randomised clinical trial and apply it
to patients, at least such trials provide
some guidance based on science.
Homeopaths provide guidance based
on sympathetic magic.
Tyler goes on and on about how,
throughout history, most knowledge
came through anecdotal evidence. That
may or may not be true, but it utterly
misses the point. Anecdotal evidence,
as has been discussed here so many
times, is capable of seriously misleading
patient and practitioner. Regression to
the mean, confirmation bias, placebo
effects, and a large number of other
potential confounders can easily
mislead. Indeed, the very reason for a
move away from relying on anecdotes
and towards science was driven by one
simple fact: Science is more reliable. It
delivers the goods. It produces better
results. Whatever progress was made on
the strength of anecdotes and inference,
progress was so much faster using
science.
So why, according to Tyler, is science
ascendant and anecdotal evidence
relegated to the lowest level? I think you
know why. Here it comes:
“Why does this bull-headed
blindness about science exist? Why is it
so often used to bully people, especially
those who espouse medical views that
run counter to what’s accepted by
modern mainstream medicine? The
reason is really quite simple and crass:
money.
“Science has become the tool of
corporations to get what they want.

The more money they have, the better
they’re able to control the outcomes.
The better they control the outcomes,
the more readily they can force their
products on the masses of people. This
alone should clarify that science is not
the perfect tool so often presented.”
You knew it was coming, didn’t you?
Certainly, I did.
Here’s the issue I have, though.
Acknowledging that science has its
shortcomings as practised in the real
world, no one, least of all scientists,
claims that it is the ‘perfect tool’. It is,
however, the best currently existing
tool. Certainly, it’s better than bogus
‘individualisation’ of treatments
that all involved substances diluted
to the point of not being present in
the homeopathic solution anymore.
So how is it that a small, poorly
controlled ‘proving’ or a homeopath’s
making-it-up-as-she-goes-along style
‘individualisation’ of treatment is
superior to large clinical trials? Only in
a homeopath’s mind, apparently.
Besides, it rather galls me to be
lectured about what constitutes good
science and evidence by someone who
still believes in miasmas and, well,
homeopathy.

.
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Your Stars: J U N E

2012

With our Astrologer Kryptik Klews

Aries: 21 March -19 April

Do you know that Aries comes first
in the list of zodiac signs because
it’s the start of the northern Spring?
Only it’s no longer the case. Because
of the precession of the equinox,
you’re really most likely to be Pisces.
Nowadays, Aries goes from April 18
to May 13. Pisces is now March 11
to April 18.

Taurus: 20 April - 20 May

But, of course, it’s all bull anyway.
(Subtle, what?) Taureans are Arians
(Ariesians?).

Virgo: 23 August - 22 September

etc – Really Leonideseans (August 10
to September 16) ...

Ophiuchus: 0 - 0 - sorry

And you thought you didn’t exist!
Now you are Scorpianisians
(November 23 to 29 - not much
time to be bitten though)

Libra: 23 September - 22 October

.... and Librarians are really Virgins
(September 16 to October 30)

Scorpio: 23 October - 21 November
Is this getting boring? You’re
Librarians (October 30 –
November 23)

Sagittarius: 22 November21 December

Youse guys are probably Ophiuchans
(November 29 – December 17) –
congratulations!

Capricorn: 22 December - 19 January
Capricornies are Sagitarrianeans –
(December 17 to January 20)

Gemini: 21 May - 20 June

Gemenesians are Taureans
(May 13-June 21).

Cancer: 21 June - 22 July
Cancerites are really
Gemenesians (June 21
to July 20). And what
do those people who
are born on June 20
do? Across two signs,
which must make
them really Gemenesian.

Leo: 23 July - 22 August
Leonideseans are really
Cancerites (July 20 to
August 10).

Aquarius: 20 January 18 February

Aquaranauts are
Capricornies
(January 20
to February 16)

Pisces: 19 February 20 March

And Piscateranes
are Aquaranauts
(February 16 – March
11). So really you
should lead off the list,
not come at the end!
Stand up and
be heard!

.
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Stop THE
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Dick Smith has been
outspoken on the issue
of population growth,
and equally outspoken
on the reaction to it by
officialdom. Yes, we need
action, and no, we’re not
going to do anything.
Meet the new denialists.

S

cience fiction author Harry
Harrison wrote a novel in the
1960s called Make Room, Make
Room. He foresaw a world where
rapidly growing populations
had lead to severe overcrowding,
shortage of resources and crumbling
infrastructure. He set his novel in
1999, when the world, he said, would
have a population of 7 billion.
It is now 2012, and the world does
have a population of 7 billion. And we
are facing prospects of overpopulation,
overcrowding and dwindling resources.
Dick Smith, Australian Skeptics

patron and probably one of the best
known personalities in Australia, has
taken up the challenge though books,
a TV program and regular media
appearances. And, as is his character,
he has also been lobbying business
leaders, the media and politicians.
And what has he found? He says
it is ignorance, cowardice and selfinterest.
In this interview with Skeptic editor,
Tim Mendham, Smith complains that
those who deny there is a problem, or
any feasible action, are in the driving
seat, and he wants it to stop.
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How long have you been interested in
population management?
Only about 2 years. It started when
my daughter phoned me and said
Dad, they’re all at Copenhagen
talking about human-induced climate
change, but why aren’t they talking
about the elephant in the room? I
asked what that was, and she said one
word, ‘Population’. I realised she was
absolutely right about what was going
on here.
The reason I sold each of my
businesses, Dick Smith Electronics and
Australian Geographic, was that they
got too big. I think I‘ve always been a
minimalist and considered that things
can get too big, too impersonal and
lose any satisfaction for me.
So while I’ve only been looking at
the population issue in the last couple
of years, I think for twenty or thirty
years I’ve been interested in having
capitalism stabilised and not always
growing.
What is your view on the optimum
population for Australia?
I don’t have any scientific information
on what would be the optimum, but
I think we would probably be pretty
close to it. Of course, if we wanted at
the present time to have a sustainable
population, I tend to agree with Tim
Flannery, and I think the figure he gave
was five or six million.
At the present time
we use about 1.5 times
the earth’s resources each
year than we put back.
If we were going to be
sustainable, which I believe
we have to be to move
toward, there is a chance
we could hold 22 million
in Australia sustainably,
but I think it’s more likely
that it would be less than
that.
When you use the word
“optimum”, that means the
best quality of life and the
highest happiness index. I
think we’re probably close
to that now.

If you look at the United States
where they have 15 times our
population, their satisfaction index has
come way down, their actual GDP per
person in monetary terms is now less
than ours so they’ve obviously gone
past the sweet point. They have 30
million people on food stamps.
If we are to be sustainable we have
to reduce our population, and that can
happen quite naturally. At the moment
Japan, despite $20,000 baby bonuses, is
predicted to go from about 125 million
people to 90 million because Japanese
women are sensible and not having that
many kids.
Cutting down to 5 million is a hell of a
reduction.
It might be forced on us, but that
might be a long way away. When I say
to people who want growth, would a
trillion people in Australia be enough,
they laugh and have to admit that, yes,
there is a limit to growth. They just
think it’s a long way off. They admit
you can’t have perpetual growth, but let
another generation worry about that.
I think we should have a plan to
stabilise our population.
As Groucho Marx said, “Why
should I care about future generations;

what have they ever done for me?”
And I think that’s how most of us
think.
Do you think politicians and business
leaders are even considering this issue?
No, they’re not game. They recognise
it. I’ve spoken with Julia Gillard and
Tony Abbott. Basically their body
language says, well, Dick you’re right,
we can’t always have perpetual growth
and our use of resources and energy,
but they also say that you wouldn’t
be able to say that. And it will require
quite a leader to admit to it.
I think it’s a great pity that we can’t
have one of our leaders say, look, this
perpetual growth one day will have
to end. Then, they should say, don’t
worry, I’m not thinking of ending it
tomorrow, because if we did that we’d
have a recession. But we want to start
planning for ending perpetual growth.
None of them have the leadership
abilities to say that. They will be
immediately attacked by the Murdoch
press. And that means, so be it.
I have a feeling that we’re nearly at
the edges of growth now; we’re hitting
the boundaries. And that’s why there’s
this so-called international recession
and economic problems.

WORLD POPULATION (source United Nations)
Population - Billions

Population - Billions
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I think it’s very unlikely that
human beings will move to operate
without growth until it’s forced on us,
and now I think it will be forced on us
with a major depression and then we’ll
have to fix it.
It will require great leadership to
say it. I say it all the time, and most
business people agree with me, but
they say, oh, there’s a lot of growth left.
What we’re doing is saying let’s let a
future generation solve that problem.
Rupert Murdoch returned one of my
letters where I asked what he thought
was an optimum population for
Australia. I said, the way we’re going,
we will be over 100 million by the end
of this century. He came back
and said, I agree, I think 100 million
is too many. But we still have a lot of
growth left.
And that really is the answer of
politicians and business leaders.
Growth is a real way of fudging,
of covering up inefficiencies and
incompetence, and so let’s just stick
with that until we’re forced not to have
it anymore. I would prefer to see some
planning now to manage growth. I
think we could have a fantastic system
of capitalism without growth and the
use of resources, but growing other
things.
What do you think of the level of debate
generally?
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It’s pathetic.
When I came up with the statement
for my Wilberforce award [see sidebar]
that we can’t have growth, people said
that that’s just Dick Smith talking.
But if you look at what’s been written
over the last 20 or 30 years, many
learned people have written books
and scientific papers on this topic of
prosperity without growth and it’s
amazing how it has been suppressed.
I couldn’t believe it. When I thought
of this idea and started doing research

Dick Smith - looking out for a brighter future

I think I found about 30 books of
people who worked out that we can’t
always have growth but we can have
quite a good system without this kind
of growth. But it’s basically had no
coverage.
The typical free enterprise press, the
directors and the managers, they’re all
on bonuses linked to growth, and they
know that if the board doesn’t have
potential growth in profits then it will
be voted out. So no-one’s game to talk
about the elephant in the room.
To me it’s absolutely clear when you
have a world with seven billion people,
and one billion are malnourished, that
there are too many people. Also, it’s
quite clear to anybody that the only
reason we can feed seven billion people

– many of them not well – is because
we’re good at turning oil into food.
Now, we are very close to peak
oil, oil is going to become very very
expensive, and I believe this is going to
lead to mass starvation.
One of the problems is that we’re
so ingenious. People like Paul Ehrlich,
who predicted in the past that we
were going to have a food problem,
were wrong, because we’re so good
at coming up with ingenious ways of
using energy.
But fossil fuel is finite.
In a few thousand years, if we’re still
on this planet, we’ll look back at the
fossil fuel era as just a tiny blip – we
used up all the fossil fuels over a period
of four or five hundred years. But the
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good thing is there’s 5000 times our
use of energy coming in from the Sun
every day, so there’s a very good chance
we can just go solar and still have
enough energy.
Whether we can do that, it will be
very expensive. So can you then have
seven billion people affording the cost
of converting the Sun’s energy into
something that will grow food for
seven billion?
I can’t predict it, but I have the
feeling that the optimum number of
people for this world is going to be one
billion with a standard of living where
they are warm and well-fed. That could
happen.
Are we to be like locusts that breed
in billions and then die in billions
through starvation? Or are we to be
like those animals where the number
that are around now is probably the
same as it was a hundred thousand
years ago – they’ve got the balance
right.
If human kind doesn’t get to that
kind of situation, we’re doomed.

.

About the interviewer:
Tim Mendham is executive
officer and editor with
Australian Skeptics Inc.
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$1

MILLION WILBERFORCE AWARD

ustralian entrepreneur
Dick Smith has set out a plan
to bring the issue of unbridled
population growth to the
attention of people in Australia
and beyond, with the aim of
finding solutions.
Last year, he launched a book and
a TV special on the population issue
and at the same time announced
his Wilberforce Award – $1 million
to go to a person under 30 who
can “impress” him by “becoming
famous through his or her ability to
show leadership in communicating
an alternative to our population
and consumption growth-obsessed
economy”.
“I will be looking for candidates,”
Smith said at the time, “whose actions
over the next year show that they
have what it takes to be among
the next generation of leaders our
incredible planet so badly needs.
“It’s going to be hard for
someone to claim this. I don’t ask for
applications, because it’s a million
dollars and I’d be besieged with
thousands of applications that I
wouldn’t have time to look at.
“Over the next twelve months I’ll
be following the media throughout
the world to see who is the most
outstanding individual in
not only making a significant
contribution to this important
issue, but who also becomes
famous through his or her
contribution to the debate.”
So, what’s happened with the
Award?
Nothing.
“I’ve got nobody for the
Wilberforce award who’s come
out, no young person who
can show leadership in saying
that ‘You older people have
completely stuffed it up for us;
you’re telling us a lie; you’re
leading us down the path of
perpetual exponential growth
when it’s impossible, but you’re
not game to admit that we can’t
have this system forever and
we have to start planning for

stabilised systems.’
“The fact that no young person will
become famous saying that just tells
me how difficult it is to say it.”
Consequently, he has extended the
time limit for his award “until such a
person does appear”. In the meantime,
the money will accrue compound
interest and will be added to the final
award amount.
“There’s nothing like the
Wilberforce Award around the world.
I’m absolutely amazed that basically
no-one knows about it. I’ve even
got a $5000 reward for any Murdoch
[News Ltd] journalist who can get the
Wilberforce Award mentioned in the
Murdoch press, and no-one’s ever got
the five grand. They could write an
article on it and rubbish me.
“I don’t think it’s a natural kind of
censorship; it’s not that Rupert has
said you can’t mention it. It’s just that
if you work for the Murdoch press you
know everything is bound to growth;
the only thing they’re interested in is
growing that share value.”

.

Below: William Wilberforce (1759
– 1833), a British politician and
philanthropist who was a leader of the
movement to abolish the slave trade,
despite criticism that such a move
would bring economic disaster.
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Big cats,
Tall stories?
Big cats in the NSW Hunter Valley?
Maynard talks to Lee Harvey,
who says he witnessed one of our
perennial mysteries, and Peter
Bowditch, who’s not convinced.

A

merica has Bigfoot. Central
America has the Chupacabra.
Tibet has the Yeti. Scotland and
Canada have a range of lake monsters.
Australia, not to be outdone, has
Bunyips, Yowies and, more commonly,
at least on the eastern seabord, big
black cats. Escapees from circuses or
carelessly disposed mascots of wartime
US Forces? You are about to enter the
Feline Zone.
MAYNARD: Lee, you had a pretty
interesting experience. Now it’s very
hard to get the evidence of this - your
words are all we have - but I’d like you
to share the experience you had.
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HARVEY: Well, on one Winter
morning in 2010 I had the pleasure to
view and observe a melanistic leopard
for probably seven or eight minutes.
I’d just spent a night at my brother’s
place and was driving back home. I
spend a lot of time out in the bush
anyway. I’d often gone past a side road,
and I like to go and explore these places
to see what’s down there. I decided to
take this road on this morning and I
came up on an abandoned dairy farm,
very close to a town. I’d stopped at
the boundary gate – I don’t go into
properties – and it so happened that
morning that out of a side building

emerged two young foxes. They came
out of this shed and had a bit of a play
chasing each other, basically enjoying
the morning. Then one decided to
break away from its partner and
disappeared over the rise of a hill.
That fox re-appeared and was going at
breakneck speed to a shed it had come
out of, and was there within three or
four seconds. The other one picked up
on that and had done the same thing,
run into the shed.
And then a quite amazing thing
happened, a huge black cat came over
and was actually chasing it.

Q

How fast was it going and how
large do you think the animal was?

A

Probably around 1.5 to 1.7 [metres]
body length and with a matching tail
probably about two thirds of that body
length – a huge tail, very noticeable.
He was going fast at the time but when
he came over the rise and had seen that
the foxes had outsmarted it, it slowed

right down, and actually started being
very coy; it sort of pranced as it slowed
down to a walk.

Q Had you ever seen anything like
this in the wild? Was it possible you
were mistaken?

A No. This was in a grass paddock,

there was nothing surrounding it.
It was very sunny and it was only
half past ten in the morning. I study
animals and plants and I’ve seen most
of our Australian animals plus our
feral animals as well. This was most
definitely a large cat.
After it had missed the foxes, it
walked over to the shed and sniffed
where they had entered the shed. It
then circumnavigated the shed and
came to the front of the shed where I
could see it quite plainly.
It flipped over on its back, and
had a dust bath and a bit of a claw on
the ground, shook itself off and then
walked over to where the foxes had
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the centre of black cat sightings in
Australia.

Q Have you heard of any in the
Hunter Valley before?

A

No, they tend to be mainly in
the Gross Valley, which is north of
Katoomba, and also in Lithgow.
Lithgow connects straight up into
the Hunter Valley, so if they are
in the Blue Mountains it’s not
impossible that they’re also in the
Hunter Valley.

Q What do you think of Lee’s story?
A He obviously saw something. I’m
In 2005, hunter Kurt Engel shot a “Big Cat”, until DNA tests showed it was a feral domestic cat

been sitting in the first instance. It got
there, had a sniff on the ground, lay
down again, cleaned its front paws,
rubbed its cheeks against the grass. It
lay there for a few more minutes, got
up and trotted back over the hill.
It doesn’t really matter what anyone
believes; I know what I saw. And it
certainly threw my mind’s eye into
“Yes, these things are about.” I wouldn’t
dismiss any other story that I might
read about because I saw it with my
own eyes.

Q What’s your personal theory? Do

you think it’s any kind of native cat that
we’ve missed out on, or some introduced
thing that has managed to breed?

A

I would say – and there is one story
about this – that they’ve been released
in the past. They are black leopards and
you usually find those types of animals
in forested areas.
I’d say we’ve got small populations
out in our forests, probably up and
down the east coast, and that’s what
all the reports seem to be saying
from what I’ve read. I would say
there are small populations, breeding
populations. They’re very secretive, so
not many people would see them.
However, they do tend to live near

urban areas, which is pretty funny in
itself. And they do that all over the
world. Like I said, they’re very secretive
and you wouldn’t see them coming and
you wouldn’t hear them coming.

Q Is part of the reason they do that is

that they like eating foxes and such, and
foxes hang around urban areas?

A

From what the keepers have told
me, they’ll take any other predator out
of the area; it’s basically competition
for prey. And again from what I’ve
read, they do have a bit of a taste for
canids - dogs, foxes and the like. They’ll
eat anything under their weight size;
they’re very adaptable animals.
People can believe what they want
to believe, but I know what I’ve seen
and, yes, they are out there now.
People can make up their own
minds.

MAYNARD: I’m talking with Peter
Bowditch, from ratbags.com. Peter,
you’ve looked into a few of these
sightings of alien animals in your area.
BOWDITCH: I live in the Blue
Mountains, west of Sydney, and that’s

not saying he’s lying, I would never
say that. He saw something, but what
he saw I don’t know.
The problem with all of the
evidence with these large cats or black
cats, it’s always a sighting. There
doesn’t seem to be any other evidence
that anyone has found.
If there’s a breeding population
of large felines living in the bush
in Australia, you would have found
some hair. Anyone who has ever had
a domestic cat knows you can’t avoid
cat hair. We would have found faeces.
We would have find signs of them
attacking animals.
We haven’t found any of this
evidence; the only evidence tends to
be sightings.

Q I thought occasionally we do get
accounts of farmers complaining
about unusual attacks on their
animals that could be caused by
something like this?

A It could be. But I don’t know

how well these things are investigated.
I think the main problem is that
Australia has never had any native cat
population. This would suggest that if
we have ever had cats here, this wasn’t
the environment for them to live in;
they would have gone extinct years
ago.

Q Has anyone ever made a good

effort to try to find them in recorded
time?
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A

Yes, they have. The government of
Victoria did a study in the Grampians,
they went looking for them. So there
have been official investigations
done by people like departments of
agriculture, primary industry and
so forth, but they have never found
what they consider to be satisfactory
evidence of the existence of these
animals.

Q So Lee probably did the right thing,

He didn’t own a camera before this, but
three days later he bought one, and now
carries it with him at all times. Peter,
as someone who has done investigations,
you’ve heard the line that Lee used: “I
know what I saw”. Does that always
mean that definitely what he says he
saw is actually what he saw?

A

Anyone who’s ever been to a show
put on by a magician knows that there
are things that aren’t necessarily so.
I don’t disbelieve it when people
say they’ve seen things. But the issue
is whether what they see is what they
think they see.
The other point is that people
say, “Oh, you Skeptics don’t believe
this sort of stuff.” But it wouldn’t
violate any rules of science, biology
or anything else for us to find animals
in the Australian bush that we haven’t
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found before. All we would say is that
now we know something that we didn’t
know before. It’s just that in the case of
black panthers, the evidence isn’t there.
Or there’s not sufficient evidence to say
that, yes, these things exist.

Q What if you have a lot a people
seeing a similar thing, doesn’t that
mean something?

A I think it does, in which case

you investigate it. And when these
investigations have been done they
haven’t been able to find any further
evidence beyond the sightings. There
are also some areas, out near Lithgow,
where there is a little bit of an industry
in panther sightings, as a tourist thing.

Q But if these animals are so hard to
find, why would you be in a hurry to
go there to see, They’re pretty hard to
find in the first place, even if they are
there.

A It’s publicity for the town. If you

asked people who had never been there,
what’s the number one tourist sight in
Scotland, they’d say Loch Ness.

Q

But Loch Ness is a place where if it
doesn’t have a monster it should have
one, because it looks like it.

A

It should have one. And we should
have wild animals in the bush. We have
all of these gently animals in Australia;
I think we would like some mythology,
some savage beast out there that we
could fear when we go through the
bush.

Q

Hopefully we’ll get some evidence
one of these days. It might even be near
Lithgow, and then you’d be smiling out
of the other side of your face, wouldn’t
you Peter.

A

I certainly would.
One of the problems we have up here
is that one of the main proponents
of the Lithgow panther has another
website where he talks about secret
underground bases in the Blue
Mountains that are storing military
aircraft which will zoom out for world
conquest or some such nonsense. There
are some real whackos discussing it.

Q Now Peter, just because someone
is talking about secret military bases
doesn’t mean there can’t be big cats.

A

That’s right, of course. I would
love to hear about it up here, but at the
moment I don’t think it’s likely. I don’t
know what Lee saw; he certainly saw
something. I just somehow doubt that
up in the Hunter Valley or down here
there’s a breeding population of cats
which are one and half times the size of
Alsatian dogs.

.

Note: Interviews courtesy of ABC
Radio.
About the interviewer:
Maynard is a well-known
radio host, TV presenter and
entertainer. He has also been
known to have a soft spot
for ABBA and for harassing
people named Sinatra.
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Monster Man
Has Ben Radford spent too much
time looking for monsters? He
doesn’t think so, especially if there
are jungles involved.

W

hen you’re talking investigation
one of my main areas is
cryptozoology, which is the science
of unknown animals. I’m deputy
editor of the Skeptical Inquirer, which
is published by the Committee for
Skeptical Inquiry (CSI). I’m also cohost of a podcast called Monster Hunt.
I recently co-authored a book with Joe
Nickel called Lake Monster Mysteries,
and my second to most recent book
was Tracking the Chupacabra, the
vampire beast.
Whenever I can I try to do field
work, and that’s one thing that
distinguishes my work from a lot of
armchair investigators. I go to Loch
Ness to look for the monster, I go to
Puerto Rico and Nicaragua to look for
the Chupacabra, I go to different places
to do investigations.
Instead of sitting back and saying
“That’s all bullshit” or “Oh yes, this
must be true”, I feel you actually need
to investigate; you can’t just sit there
and believe or disbelieve it.

That’s within the resources I have.
CSI is a non-profit educational
organisation; it’s not like the X-Files
where it’s “Send out the black
helicopters go and investigate a

weeping statue in Detroit.” We can’t
quite pull that off. Some of the
investigations are done in coordination
with CSI, and then some are done
with TV shows. It’s opportunistic.
For instance, some years ago I was
in Jamaica on vacation and I found
that the most famous haunted house
in the Caribbean, called Rose Hall,
was nearby. I ended up doing a chapter
on it in one of my books on the
White Witch of Rose Hall. It’s all very
opportunistic - why not spend half a
day looking for ghosts.
I’m not out of the house as much
as I’d like. A lot of my job is very
insular - editing, writing - and I work
Left: Rose Hall in Jamaica, the most haunted
house in the Caribbean, and home to the
White Witch
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Left: The Chupacabra, vampiric monster of
Central America (an artist’s impression)
Above: The Chupacabra’s head? Found in
Texas by wildlife biologist Jack Crabtree, who
thinks it’s really just a coyote with mange.

How does that work? How can you
alone in my house, which is why it’s
really a pleasure to get out of the house have monsters in Lake Tahoe and
not find them washing up on the
and travel and meet people and go out
shore? How can you find monsters in
into the communities and meet the
Lake Champlain in Quebec or Lake
grassroots skeptics.
Okanagan in British Columbia, and
I always found monsters to be more
accessible than a lot of the other topics. they are sighted over some months
or years, and yet there is still not
If you talk UFOs, they’re out there,
conclusive evidence.
but they’re beyond reach. But with
I had always had an interest in
monsters, theoretically these things are
monsters and working on Bigfoot and
in our lakes, in the woods; in theory,
lake monsters, but with Chupacabra
within reach of any hiker or boater
you had the world’s best known
who might be around.
monster after
I was intrigued
Bigfoot and the
by this notion
Loch Ness monster
that there were
There are monsters
– there are websites,
unknown, weird,
that are scary and danger- a handful of books,
mysterious
magazines and
creatures that
ous, and those that are
everything else.
are routinely
And yet there’s just
sighted yet never cute and cuddly and
no hard evidence
proven to exist.
embraced by the locals

“
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for it. The other thing that intrigued
me about Chupacabra is that it’s a
vampire. Bigfoot is not a vampire;
there are no stories of Bigfoot
sucking blood out of people. Most
lake monsters, with the one possible
exception of Ogopogo in Lake
Okanagan, aren’t known for being
blood-thirsty. But the Chupacabra
is uniquely a vampire. That was part
of this that intrigued me with this
particular monster, that you can
actually trace it back to the 1700s and
1800s in Europe and the early vampire
stories, and see the thread of how it
is ‘reincarnated’ for a 20th century
Puerto Rican social setting.
The reason I was able to put so
much time into the Chupacabra
story was that it was only about 15
years old - it was a finite monster.
You can arguably say that the Loch
Ness monster dates back to the 1930s
and Bigfoot to the 1950s, but the
Chupacabra only has that 15 years of
folklore and sightings behind it, so it
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was sort of a self-contained mystery.
There are only so many reports, only so
many eye-witnesses, so there’s a finite
amount of stuff I have to sort through.
Nonetheless, it took me about five
years to research it. I interviewed
medical pathologists and forensic
people, folklorists and everything else.
It took me to the jungles of Nicaragua
and Puerto Rico, and I love jungles, so
any chance I get to head to the jungles
I’m there, Chupacabra or not.

LAKE MONSTERS

When you look at lake monsters, there
are two types. On the
one hand there are
those that are thought
to be ‘monstrous’ scary and feral and
dangerous. On the
other hand there are
those that are ‘cute’
and ‘cuddly’ and are
embraced by the local
culture and the local
society. And that’s
why when you go to
Lake Champlain you
find Champ dolls.
When I was in
Inverness in Scotland, the local image
of Nessie is not a fearsome creature
that will rip your leg off and suck the
marrow out of your bones; it’s a cute
little green thing and there are T-shirts
and hats and all sorts of other stuff.
It’s always fascinating to me to see
how these myths develop in each case.
In the case of Tahoe Tessie, as she
is called, Lake Tahoe is probably the
most visited lake for recreation in the
country, and you would have thought
someone would have found the thing
if it were there.
There are actually only a handful
of sightings and most of them date
back to the mid-1980s and 1990s nothing really recent. When I went
there I investigated it and you can
buy T-shirts and hats, so I asked the
locals, “Seriously, does anyone believe
this?” And the response was “Go buy a
t-shirt; go buy a T-shirt; no comment;
go buy a T-shirt.”
That’s one thing that fascinates me
is that’s you have this selective co-

opting of monsters.
The monster in Lake Okanagan
is called Ogopogo, and as far as I
know it’s one of the only monsters
that actually has a blood-thirsty story
behind it.
The story goes that an earlier
incarnation of Ogopogo was a creature
called N’ha-a-itk. It’s an Indian
story that, when they crossed Lake
Okanagan, they would make sacrifices
to the water creature that they believed
lived in the lake. These were live
sacrifices - sometimes they would
take dogs or chickens - and before
they crossed the lake
they would perform a
ceremony, they would
kill the dog or the
chicken - presumably
the monster would
accept the sacrifice and they could cross the
lake unharmed.
Now, of course,
there are no records
of anyone not making
the sacrifice and the
monster coming up

I

and eating them. That would be a
fun story. A lot of times when people
talk about Ogopogo they say, “Well it
goes back years and years ago to these
native stories”, and it’s very tempting
to accept that until you actually talk to
people who know something about the
legends and their answer is “Bullshit!”
Yes, there was the story about N’ha-aitk, this water demon, but it was not
thought to be an incarnate monster,
it was an elemental creature, it had
control over the winds, it was a deity
they worshipped in the sky and in the
water. And frankly, when you look at
First Nations tales throughout Canada,
you can hardly find any pond or river
or stream that they didn’t believe had a
water entity in it.

.

About the author:
Ben Radford is deputyeditor of the Skeptical
Inquirer, columnist and
investigator.

DO THE OGO POGO

t is a curiosity of Ogopogo that it’s
name has been variously attributed
to a 1924 music-hall song called
Ogo-Pogo: The Funny Fox-Trot
written Cumberland Clark and Mark
Strong of England, or written by a
local named Bill Brimblecomb or by a
Vancouver Province reporter named
Ronald Kenvyn (which might have
been a parody of the earlier version).
The Ogopogo in the CumberlandStrong song, at least as far as the
sheet music is concerned, looks
more like an elf than a sea monster,
though it does have a fishy tail.
Hmmm ... fishy tale.
All together now:
“I’m looking for the Ogo-Pogo
The funny little Ogo-Pogo
His mother was an earwig, his father
was a whale
I’m going to put a little bit of salt on
his tail.”
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The Nessie Mes
The revelation in 1994 of the true history of an iconic ‘monster’
photo was a sad day for both believers and skeptics.

In this Classic Catch article,
reprinted from The Skeptic, 14:2,
1994, Tim Mendham reports on
the debunking of the ‘surgeon’s
photograph’ of the Loch Ness
Monster.

I

realised, for the first time, with
complete assurance, the picture
was not a fake and that the Loch Ness
Monster was real and tangible; a living
animal - or one that had been real and
alive when the picture was taken in
1934. *
So the late Tim Dinsdale, a leading
Nessie hunter who had taken the
only seriously considered motion
picture film of the monster in 1960,
described a classic photograph of the
infamous resident of the Scottish Loch
-a photograph which was to be the real

inspiration for his throwing himself fully
into the pursuit of the monster, and a
photograph now revealed to be a hoax.
The revelation of the hoax says
more about the willingness of believers
to force evidence to suit their own
inclinations than it does about the
existence of a large creature in the loch.

BACKGROUND

The photo in question is the so-called
‘surgeon’s photograph’, supposedly
taken by Lieutenant Colonel Robert
Kenneth Wilson, MA, MB, ChBCamb,
FRCS, a gynaecologist, who supposedly
took the photo in early April, 1934.
(If the good surgeon’s qualifications
listed above seem superfluous to the
story, they are, but that was how he was
presented in Nicholas Witchell’s book,
The Loch Ness Story, for reasons which
will become obvious.)
The story goes that Colonel Wilson,
joint-lessee of a wildfowl shoot close
to neighbouring Inverness, was driving
northwards past the loch early one
morning with a friend. Stopping for a
break, they noticed a commotion on the
loch surface about two or three hundred
yards from the shore.
The friend said “My God, it’s the
Monster”, and Wilson ran back to
his car to retrieve a camera he had
brought to take photos of birds. For the
technically minded, the camera was a
quarter-plate model with a telephoto
lens (unstated focal length) using plates
with “almost certain . . . a relatively slow
orthochromatic fine grain emulsion”
(Dinsdale’s claim, p56).
Having made four exposures over
a two minute period, Wilson took
the plates to Ogston’s, an Inverness
Left: Marmadule Wetherell (on the left), film
maker, big game hunter and monster finder

chemist, where he
gave them to Mr
George Morrison for
development. Wilson
asked for particular
care to be taken, and
Morrison replied
“You haven’t got the
Loch Ness Monster,
have you?”
The plates were
developed the same
day. The first two
were blank; the third,
the most widely
published, showed
“an animal’s upraised
head and neck”, with
some associated bulk evident front and
back and rippled water; and the fourth
a very fuzzy depiction of the head and
top of the neck disappearing beneath
the waves.
On Morrison’s advice, Wilson sold
the copyright of the third photo to the
London Daily Mail which published it
on April 21, 1934, “thereby challenging
the evasive ingenuity of the scientific
community yet again” (the everrestrained Witchell, p45).
A further quote from Witchell
is particularly ironic considering
the recently revealed circumstances:
“Colonel Wilson refused to enlarge
upon the bare facts of his story and
would not try to estimate the size of the
object. In fact, he never claimed that he
had photographed the ‘Monster’; all he
ever said was that he had photographed
an object moving in the waters of Loch
Ness.”

REACTION

The publication of the photograph
immediately created controversy, with
believers claiming that it was absolute
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Right: Lt Col Robert Wilson, surgeon and
monster photographer
Below: The surgeon’s photo taken in April 1934

proof of Nessie’s existence (Nessie mania
had in fact only been really up and
running since the previous year) and
sceptics calling it a hoax, some even
suggesting it was taken in a London
pond.
The surgeon’s photo, to be honest,
is not very clear, showing a somewhat
fuzzy “head and neck” in silhouette,
with a partial reflection distorted
by the disturbed water around the
creature. It was normally published
somewhat enlarged, showing less of the
surrounding water than the now lost
original plate. Nevertheless, Dinsdale,
after studying the photo many times,
from all angles, and holding the photo
at arm’s length, felt that he could discern
“a tiny knob or protrusion” on top of
the head, complying with independent
eye-witness accounts of horn-like
stumps, and a second set of rippling
circles somewhat behind the bulk of the
monster, indicating disturbance caused
by a further part of the animal. It was
this moment of epiphany which gave
rise to his conviction quoted at the head
of this article.

show one of the animals”, rather than
Witchell
“one of the purported animals”.
described
Perhaps, there were other than
the photo
“professional” reasons for the Colonel’s
as “believed
silence.
to be the
only genuine
picture of the
REVEALED HOAX
head and neck of one of the animals”,
On March 13 of this year, the London
while admitting that it was nevertheless
Sunday Telegraph published a story which
controversial.
claimed that Christian Spurling, the
The sceptics, on the other hand,
last of several men involved in hoaxing
dismissed the photo as an out-and-out
the photograph had made a confession
hoax or, often, as the tail of an otter or
before he died last November, to David
a bird diving beneath the surface of the
Martin, a former zoologist with the Loch
loch, or a tree trunk.
Ness and Morar scientific project, and
As to the photographer’s reticence
fellow researcher Alastair Boyd.
for further comment,
According
Witchell put this
to the story
I realised, with
down to “professional
and Spurling’s
reasons”: “The
confession, the
complete confidence,
detached and entirely
Daily Mail had
the picture was not a fake hired Marmaduke
objective approach
of Colonel Wilson is
Wetherell, a
- the Monster was real.
surely commendable.
film-maker, “big
He made no wild
game hunter”
claims and, as one would expect from a
and Spurling’s stepfather, to find the
professional scientific man of standing
monster. Wetherell asked Spurling to
[thus the long list of initials after his
make him a monster, which he did using
name ], he merely reported what had
“plastic wood” attached to a 35cm toy
happened as far as his recollection
tin submarine “bought for a few shillings
would allow him. Having done that he
from Woolworth’s in the London suburb
wished to have no part in the wrangling
of Richmond”.
which inevitably follows every
According to one report (Sydney
photograph purporting to show one of
Telegraph Mirror 14/4/94), “a detailed
the animals.” Note the “purporting to
study by ... David Martin has found that
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Nessie was made in just eight days. The
finished monster was 30cm high and
about 45cm long with a lead keel to give
extra stability.”
Wetherell’s son Ian took the photo
on a quiet day on the loch. (Australian
14/4/94, Reuters report). A friend
recommended Colonel Wilson as a front
man, no doubt because of his impeccable
scientific credentials and “commendable”
detachment.
Admittedly, the two reports published
in Australian newspapers and quoted
above diverge somewhat. There is
some slight difference on the number
of people involved, with one report
quoting five conspirators (Wetherell,
son, stepson, Wilson and ?) and
another vaguer “several men”. [The fifth
conspirator could be Maurice Chambers,
an insurance agent, who apparently
arrangted for Wilson to present the
photos to the Daily Mail.]
The Telegraph-Mirror says the
photo was sold to an “unsuspecting
newspaper”, whereas the Australian/
Reuters report implies the newspaper
was at least indirectly involved in the
hoax. On this latter point, according to
Witchell (pp39-41), in 1933 the Daily
Mail had hired “a famous big-game
hunter”, Mr M. A. Wetherall [sic],
a Fellow of the Royal Geographical
Society and Royal Zoological Society, to
track down Nessie. After only four days
Wetherell’s team came across footprints
on the south shore of the loch. Plaster
casts were made and sent
off to the British Museum
of Natural History, which
early the next year reported
that they were “unable
to find any significant
difference between these
impressions and those
made by a hippopotamus”.
Top: One of the more scientific
studies of the Loch Ness Monster
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Right: One of the earlier studies,
complete with surgeon’s photo

the perpetrators of the hoax were
The footprints, it turned out, were made
“overwhelmed by the huge fuss their
using a Loch Ness resident’s hippo foot
trick aroused and were afraid to confess”,
umbrella stand, which probably explains
a reaction shared by many another
why all the footprints were of the same
hoaxer. Nonetheless, their
foot!
photo remained in active
On January 15,
circulation for another 60
he reported seeing
years, becoming the most
something while
famous photograph on the
cruising the loch,
subject and reprinted almost
but he said he was
without fail with every
convinced the loch
subsequent report or book.
only contained a large
grey seal. The following
year he resigned his
CONCLUSION
Fellowship of the Royal
The history of the
Geographical Society.
surgeon’s photo is a classic
No more was heard of
cautionary tale for all
him, until the recent
involved in the
report.
search for proof
It has been
of the paranormal
Proponents’ attitude
suggested that
be it unknown
amounts to nothing less
Wetherell’s
animals, UFOs,
than naive and probably
involvement in
psychic powers or
the surgeon’s
whatever, and a
hypocritical snobbery.
photograph was an
particular warning
act of revenge for the
for the use of
debunking of his hippo/monster prints.
photographic evidence.
Witchell makes no suspect (or
Proponents of the surgeon’s photo
otherwise) connection between the
stressed the supposed photographer’s
Daily Mail’s sponsoring of Wetherall/
impeccable scientific credentials and
Wetherell, its apparently innocent
demeanour. Their attitude amounts
publishing of his 1933 claims, and the
to nothing less than ironic, naive
same paper’s later publication of the
and probably hypocritical snobbery,
surgeon’s photo.
especially when one considers
He also, along with almost everyone
Witchell’s comment about the “evasive
else, apparently failed to notice what
ingenuity of the scientific community”.
Ronald Binns, author of The Loch Ness
Either they’re “detached” or they’re
Mystery Solved (Rigby, 1983), finds
“evasive”, but they can’t be both.
extremely significant, ie the date on
They also stressed that the photo had
which the photo was taken: “When was
not been tampered with, indicating
that? ‘April of 1934’ says Tim Dinsdale;
that they are in dire need of a little
‘early in one morning in April 1934’
application of Occam’s Razor, for they
adds FW Holiday in The
seemed to too rapidly overrule the
Great Orm of Loch Ness; ‘early
possibility that it could be a real photo
April’ agrees Witchell; ‘April
of a fake monster.
1934’ says Costello in In
Dinsdale, in particular, was clearly
Search of Lake Monsters.
prone to wishful thinking, claiming
Although clearly identified
to see “a knob” on the top of the
in Gould’s Loch Ness Monster
creatures head. Such detail is extremely
and Others (1934) the date
indistinct in the photo, if not totally
was not mentioned again
nonexistent. “It seems that these marks
until forty years later, in
[the knob and the extra set of ripples]
Professor Mackal’s The
are either part of a very subtle fake, or
Monsters of Loch Ness: April
genuinely part of the Monster,” he said.
1st, 1934.”
The answer is they are neither, for it is
April Fool’s Day
not a photo of a genuine monster, and
joke or not, apparently
it isn’t a very subtle fake - the subtle
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aspects are in his mind.
The ripples circling out from the
monster seem inordinately big, even
for such a large and bulky creature as
Nessie is often described to be. This in
fact is the view of current (legitimate)
investigators of the loch’s natural
history, who claimed after the hoax’s
exposure that for the last ten years noone had given credence to the photo
for this very reason.
The author of this article made
this same point at an illustrated talk
on unknown animals given at Sydney
University in the mid-80s. But what
seems obvious to some people is
obviously invisible to others, particularly
those with a predisposition to believe.
In the current age of computerenhanced, computer-manipulated and
more importantly computer-generated
images, photographic evidence
becomes entirely shaky. An original
photograph can be scanned into a

computer, enhanced to an almost
infinite degree and a new, apparently
untouched, negative produced. [And
even greater manipulation is now
possible with totally digital technology.
– Ed, and author]
Of course, there are still eye-witness
reports to be dealt with, but these by
their nature are intangible and prone to
innocent and ingenuous enhancement
of their own, as every friend of a
fisherman will tell you.
In a way, it is sad to lose an icon of
the age. The surgeon’s photo truly was
a classic, not of the ‘real’ Loch Ness
Monster as it turns out, but perhaps
of our wishful thinking for what we
would like to think exists there. What
it does represent, quite clearly, is how
our wishes can run away with us,
leading us to see what is not there, and
to characterise our wishes as reality.
In the future, as much as in the past,
we would be advised to apply some

common sense and commendable
detachment before heading for the
deep end of the loch.

.

* “Loch Ness Monster”, fourth edition,
1982, Routledge & Kegan Paul, p53
About the author:

Tim Mendham is executive officer and editor with
Australian Skeptics Inc. He was once younger.
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Michael Wolloghan
puts on his pointy ears
and packs his phaser
for a journey into the
rationality of Star Trek.

“S

40

pace ... the final frontier”!
Yes, I admit I’m a Trekkie and last
year proved to be an important year in
the Star Trek universe. Firstly, it was
the 45th anniversary of the original
series.
Who would have thought when Star
Trek first appeared on television that
it would become such a monumental
science fiction franchise?
Secondly, Rod Roddenberry, son of
Star Trek creator Gene Roddenberry,
released a documentary called Trek
Nation that explored the complex and
driven visionary that was his father.
Gene Roddenberry, reverentially
nicknamed “the Great Bird of the
Galaxy”, had an idealistic vision of the
future which was expressed implicitly
in his work. Countless science fiction
fans filter life experiences and situations
through Star Trek-tinted glasses and
apply the morals and lessons portrayed
in the show.
I asked Rod why he thought Star
Trek has such a remarkable impact on
people’s lives.
“Star Trek is about more than just
science fiction - it’s an exploration of
our ethics, our morals, our humanity.
While we’ve grown and evolved as a
people since Star Trek’s debut in 1966,

we’ve not yet reached our potential
and we have a long way to go. We are,
however, making progress. Star Trek
endures because it continues to give us
a glimpse of our future - what we all
aspire to be and the kind of world we
want to exist in. It gives us hope and
inspiration and motivates us to try to
make that world a reality.”
As Star Trek appeared in the
turbulent 60s, a critical time of change
in America, was Gene Roddenberry
challenging some of the complacent

conservatism of the time?
“Absolutely,” Rod succinctly
responds.
“My father’s life experience gave
him the opportunity to see the best
and worst in humanity and gave
him deep perspective on the human
potential. He flew 70+ missions
in World War II as a bomber pilot
and saw plenty of death around
him. As a transcontinental pilot for
PanAm flying from New York to
Johannesburg, he happened to be a
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for its dazzling adventures in
uncharted realms of space, does Rod
Roddenberry find it surprising that
people attribute their interest in
science, reason and critical thinking to
Star Trek?
passenger on one flight that crashed
“Not surprising at all. Star
in the Syrian Desert. He helped
Trek inspired people to believe in
to rescue a number of people and
themselves and to overcome perceived
was one of a dozen survivors. Later
expectations, whether a young boy
in his career, he was a beat cop on
wanting to become an astronaut or a
Hollywood Blvd for the Los Angeles
physically-challenged person fitting
Police Department. He helped write
in and becoming an accepted and
speeches for Chief William Parker in
contributing member of society. The
an effort to incorporate community
science fiction was the candy coating,
outreach and humanistic themes into
the vehicle to communicate these
the department’s otherwise firm and
ideals, which travelled
regulated ideologies.
the world. During
When he created Star
I condemn false prophets; I condemn the
the filming of Trek
Trek, he was impacted
effort to take away the power of rational decision,
Nation, I spoke to
by the civil rights
so many fans, from
movement and the
to drain people of their free will -- and a hell of a
politicians to religious
atrocities of war in
lot of money in the bargain. Religions vary in their
leaders and doctors to
Vietnam.
degree of idiocy, but I reject them all. For most
teachers, astronauts,
“Yet throughout
and athletes. They all
these experiences, he
people, religion is nothing more than a substitute
were inspired by the
was constantly inspired
for a malfunctioning brain . Gene Roddenberry
Star Trek ideal. It was
by what people were
my enchantment with
capable of when they
their unbelievable stories
wanted to do good and about the
his father’s positive humanist
that not only forged
better future they were striving for.
philosophy developed from.
the documentary, but
To achieve that, he knew we had to
“My father was born a
was also a springboard
debunk static visions of humanity
Baptist but at a young age
to my own commitment
and focus on the potential, which
started to question when
to embrace the vision my
required pushing the envelope beyond
things began to contradict
father had for the world,
conventional wisdom to get those
his real world experiences.
which I’m doing in a number
stuck in their ways to embrace the
Referring back to the influence
of ways.
possibilities.”
his life experiences had on his
“The Roddenberry
Numerous atheists, agnostics,
vision, the upshot is that my
Foundation funds paradigmfreethinkers and skeptics have
father had a very open mind and
changing solutions to global issues that
attributed an interest in progressive
was willing to consider all points
will help make the future my father
scientific humanism to Star Trek.
of view. In fact, the science fiction
envisioned through Star Trek a reality.
Humanism is probably best
manifestation of his real-world
defined as “a life stance that, without
philosophy is IDIC - Infinite Diversity Specifically, we’re focusing on science
and technology, the environment,
supernaturalism, affirms our ability
in Infinite Combinations – a Vulcan
education and humanitarian advances.
and responsibility to lead meaningful,
philosophy that celebrates the vast
While Star Trek explored the heavens,
ethical lives capable of adding to the
array of variables in the universe,
the Roddenberry Dive Team explores
greater good of humanity”. Gene
which debuted in the original Star
the world below the oceans’ surface to
Roddenberry became a member of
Trek series. The future my father
raise awareness about the importance
the American Humanist Association
envisioned and the one he imagined
of our world’s ecological balance and
in 1986. At its fiftieth annual
through Star Trek was a place where
generate a meaningful dialogue about
conference in Chicago in 1991, the
diversity and change weren’t feared or
protecting our planetary habitats
AHA presented Roddenberry with
run away from. He believed that our
for generations to come. And at
a Humanist Arts Award in recognition unique differences is what made life
Roddenberry Entertainment, we bring
of his distinguished contributions to
worth living and he strove to examine
the Roddenberry philosophy to new
humanism and humanist thought.
all points of view in a thoughtful and
generations by striving to do more
I was curious to know if the newly
respectful way.”
than entertain our audiences. Like my
released documentary examined this
Even though Star Trek is known
Left: Gene Roddenberry, Star Trek creator, the
“Great Bird of the Galaxy” who took pleasure in
breaking down society’s barriers.

aspect of Gene Roddenberry and
Star Trek.
“Trek Nation is an all-encompassing
vision of who Gene Roddenberry was the man and the myth,” Rod explains.
“Because it had to cover 70 years of
his life and 45 years of Star Trek in
90 minutes, it wasn’t the platform to
delve deeply in to his core philosophy.
However, David Alexander wrote a
great article, as well as my father’s
authorised biography, some years
back for The Humanist magazine that
goes into more detail about my dad’s
humanist philosophy.”
I asked Rod about where he thought
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The Appeal to Nature fallacy

How often do we see the word “natural”
on product labels ranging from breakfast
cereals to cosmetics? It has become one
of the most common consumer hooks
used in advertising today. “Natural” is
also a keyword in many herbal remedies
and other alternatives to medicine that
we are skeptical about.
The logical fallacy known as Appeal to
Nature or the Naturalistic Fallacy usually
takes the following form of argument:
Premise: N is natural.
Conclusion: Therefore, N is good,
safe or right.
Premise: U is unnatural.
Conclusion: Therefore, U is bad,
unsafe or wrong.
Like all logical fallacies, these
arguments are invalid because the
conclusion does not necessarily follow
from the premises. In other words, the
premises can be true but the conclusion
can be false.
For example, there are hundreds of
naturally-occurring plants, fungi and
animals that are poisonous. Even some
parts of common natural foods can be
toxic in small doses. These include green
potatoes; the seeds of apples, cherries,
apricots, peaches and plums; and the
leaves of rhubarb and tomatoes. There
are few reported deaths as a result of
eating these foods, but we have all
heard of deaths from eating poisonous
naturally-occurring mushrooms and
Fugu fish.
The Appeal to Nature fallacy is probably
behind much of the opposition to
genetically-modified foods, despite the
fact that humans have been genetically
modifying food species by breeding
for over 11,000 years since the dawn
of civilisation. More extreme forms of
this fallacy can manifest themselves
as chemophobia – fear of chemicals;
pharmacophobia – fear of medicines; and
technophobia – fear of new technologies.
Such phobias are thought to stem from
incomplete knowledge of science, or
a misunderstanding of science, and a
general fear of the unknown.

- by Tim Harding
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To
Skeptically
go... Continued...
dad, we want our science fiction to
make people think, question and
explore our world, as well as those
beyond.”
This year marks the 25th
anniversary of the immensely
successful Star Trek: The Next
Generation. Personally The Next
Generation was more than just
riveting entertainment for me.
Somewhat peculiarly, it continues to
shape my life.
At the end of our pleasant
discussion I asked Rod Roddenberry
what he thought the best way to
celebrate this landmark event was.
“The perfect way to
commemorate the anniversary
would be to dedicate the day to
living out the ideals my father
incorporated into all the shows.
Believe in the goodness of humanity
- that good ethics will prevail and
to the extent you can contribute to
that energy is the difference you can
make in our world. Be more than

tolerant - embrace diversity. It’s the
infinite combinations that make our
world beautiful. Engage someone
with a different viewpoint and be
open to how it might change you. If
we can do that, we’re growing and
evolving intellectually, which is what
my father hoped for us all.
“On a lighter note, you can also
settle in and watch the newly remastered TNG episodes on Blu-ray.
The original film elements have
been recomposited and the new
visual effects are incredible. You’ll
experience the show in a new way,
hopefully with an open mind and
open heart.”
With producer-director JJ
Abrams starting on a new Trek
film, it is without doubt that this
popular science fiction franchise will
continue to “boldly go where no one
has gone before” for many years to
come.

.

About the author:
Michael Wolloghan is an
investigator of cults and
strange religions ... and a
Trekkie.
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A Day in the Life of a
Scrupulous Woo Pedlar
F

rom a fitful, restless slumber wracked with troubled dreams, I woke

With my stomach grumbling loudly – I was hungry, I was broke.
When I looked into my larder
I found nothing. Bupkis. Nada.
My abysmal dearth of food and funds had gone beyond a joke.

“But is it safe?” I’d hear you ask, “I’m sensitive, you see.”
Don’t you worry! It’s non-toxic, dolphin-safe and gluten-free!
There’s no mercury or dairy,
It’s all natural! There’s no scary
Added hormones, sugar, trans fat, BPA or MSG.

Then a gleam from something shiny drew my succour-seeking gaze.
Could it be a tin of kidney beans? A jar of mayonnaise?
Fish with olive oil anointed?
I was quickly disappointed.
Just an empty jar left over from more lavish, food-filled days.

It can take away a migraine in a single day (or two).
It can help your body rid itself of chicken pox or ‘flu.
Using frequencies and quantum
(they’re quite complex, but you want ‘em!)
There’s no end to all the health-promoting things this stuff can do.

Then the realisation hit me - I began to understand.
I was holding the solution to my problem in my hand.
This was not an empty vessel!
Soon my mind began to wrestle
With the idea that my future lay within, and it was grand.

I don’t need a lot of evidence, ‘cause I can just surmise,
That without it, every single person suffocates and dies.
Sure, there’s stuff like “trials” and “testing”
But let’s focus on investing
In the health of every person, and how much each person buys.

For this little jar of nothing, full of wonderment unseen
Was to make the kind of riches that could disconcert the Queen.
Though I couldn’t see nor smell it,
I could bottle it and sell it!
It would be the greatest miracle that there had ever been.

Then I had to stop and check myself, and wonder, “Is this fair?”
“Is it right for me to make a profit selling people air?”
Could I really justify it?
Just ‘cause gormless fools would buy it?
Could I callously defraud them and pretend I didn’t care?

I could see the sales pitch – “Scientists don’t want me to reveal
How this quite amazing product helps the human body heal!
Ancient shamanists have known it
Since the dawn of time. Now own it.
For a couple hundred bucks. We’re talking wellness! That’s a steal!”

No. I couldn’t trade on stupid lies, deceit and baseless fear;
I could never be so heartless, mercenary and cavalier.
No. I’d rather forgo eating
Than get rich from tawdry cheating,
And that night I slept a dreamless sleep, my conscience crystal-clear.

Shelley Stocken
http://shellity.blogspot.com

As presented at Sydney Skepticamp, May 26, 2012.
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Mark Lawson asks how
much science there is
in scientific prediction.
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n recent issues of this magazine,
skeptics have tried proposing a
framework for evaluating scientific
disputes, with particular reference to
the climate debate. Although these
efforts were interesting, the writers were
mostly approaching the problem from
the wrong direction.
This is not surprising as those
skeptics were scientists evaluating
what they thought was a scientific
dispute, when it’s only partly about
science. Most of the debate involves the
subject of forecasting – in fact, many
inter-related forecasting systems – and
the study of both forecasting systems
and the related issue of evaluating
expert opinions are business subjects.
Specifically, they are in marketing.
If the global warmers and the
skeptics had bothered to consult
professors of marketing, or an
economist with forecasting inclinations
at a pinch, they would have avoided
the egregious errors constantly made
by both sides over many years, and the
valiant but misplaced effort found in
the pages of this journal.
In disputes that actually are about
science, say the arguments of some
years back over the ‘Out of Africa’
model of the evolution of modern
humans versus the multiregional model,
or the ongoing discussions over what
dark matter might be, scientists can
safely be left to fight among themselves.
The rest of us accept whatever the
consensus happens to be at the time.
That does not mean the consensus is

Right: Post Fra Angelico, a painting
of Damian and Cosmas fitting a new
leg - wrong colour, but it’ll do.

right, but only that it’s not
worth the time and effort
of others to attempt to
adjudicate the problem.
A consensus can be held
for many years, incidentally,
only to be overturned by
fresh findings. A classic case
is that of stomach ulcers,
which medical wisdom
insisted for decades was
caused by stress and bad
food. Now it is accepted
that they are caused by
a virus, but no outsider
would have had means
of knowing that the
conventional wisdom would
be overturned, until it was.
However, the previous
efforts to develop a
framework for resolving
disputes basically relied on
the consensus argument, or
what might be called the
suburban dentist model

of expert opinion. If your
dentist says that you have
an abscess under your
tooth and that it must be
removed quickly before the
infection spreads, then you
would be a fool not to have
the tooth taken out. The
dentist has made a forecast
of what would happen if
a corrective action is not
taken, and he or she is
certainly right.
But professors of
marketing will tell you
that the forecasts of
experts carry no weight at
all, even in their field of
expertise, and they have
considerable evidence to
back this point. One of
the pioneers in this field
was Steven P. Schnaars,
a professor of marketing
who wrote Megamistakes –
Forecasting and the Myth of
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Rapid Technological Change which was
about the halcyon era of forecasting
in the 1960s and 1970s. At the time it
was common to make forecasts about
industries and lists of technology that
would be pre-eminent at the end of
a particular decade, that the earth’s
resources would run out in a decade,
mass starvation would occur in 15
years time, large forests would be dead
from acid rain in a few years and so
on and on. The brand new technique
of computer modelling was used
extensively.
Almost all of it proved to be
wrong, with Schnaars concluding
that the forecasts said far more about
the concerns of the people making
the forecasts, than they said about
the future. He also concluded that
the credentials of the person making
the forecast were no guide to the
accuracy of the forecasts, and that most
computer models could be ditched
in favour of a calculator with some
common sense behind it.
More recently, Philip Tetlock,
a professor of psychology at the
University of Pennsylvania, has released
the results of a massive study of expert
prediction which found that the success
rate of experts forecasting in their
own field was only slightly better than
chance.
But obviously the dentist is right,
and an astronomer asked to forecast
where a planet will be in the night time
sky in 100 years will also probably
be right. The difference is that the
dentist and astronomer can point to
an established track record for their
disciplines. Comets have appeared as
predicted and people with untreated
abscesses have died.
In other words, the experts who
get it right are using well-established,
reliable systems, or bodies of
knowledge. The chance of forecasting
success depends on the system, not on
the expert as such.
When this is pointed out to those
relying on the suburban dentist model,
one response is to claim that the
Tetlock study is not about scientists.
While it is true that the study looked
mainly at forecasting in social subjects,
the onus would be on the scientists

the future, albeit within large
to prove that they are the
parameters.
exception; that a group of
This basic justification
scientists are necessarily
can be found in most
right on a given question
books defending the global
inside or outside their
warming orthodoxy, such
own field, as opposed to
as the Science and Politics
a group of laypeople or
of Global Climate Change
dart throwing monkeys
by Andrew E Dessler
– unless, of course, they
and Edward A Parson
have a track record as is
(Cambridge University
evident in the likes of
Press, 2006).
dentistry, astronomy and
It can be found in
quantum dynamics.
an email cited below
Then we come to the
sent to me last year by a
crucial question which is
senior climate scientist
so seldom asked. What
whom I will not name:
can we say about the track
“One recent work (in
record of the climate
the refereed scientific
models used to forecast
literature) which will be
very large temperature
of value and interest to
increases decades into the
you, and which bears on
future?
the nature of the changes
This is a problem as
over the last three decades,
there is no agreed way
is the work of Kopp, G.,
of deciding whether
and J. L. Lean, 2011: A
those forecasts have or
new, lower value of total
have not been successful,
solar irradiance:
particularly as the
Evidence and
criteria should really
The chance of
climate significance.
have been set out at
Geophysical Research
the time the forecasts forecasting success
were made. This
depends on the system, Letters, 38, L01706,
doi:10.1029/
problem has been
not on the expert.
2010GL045777.
made more acute by
These authors
the fact that the time
have performed
between the earliest
forecasts and now is still comparatively a straight statistical fit of the time
series of global average temperature
short, for a climate system, and quite
against ENSO (that we talked about),
small variations in the measurements
the solar cycle, volcanic atmospheric
can make the difference between the
loading, the AO, the SAO, and
forecast being below the bottom of
anthropogenic influences. The
the forecast range or well inside the
regression fit, which assumes nothing
forecast band.
about the connections, is very close to
There are other problems but, in
the observed. The very strong results
any case, climate scientists don’t do
indicate a response to very unusual
it that way. For climate models are
ENSO conditions (and decreasing solar
frequently justified by a technique
influence) over the last decade, but
forecasters call hind-casting or back
make very clear the ongoing warming
testing. Modellers set up their systems
so that they give a good match with the associated with anthropogenic effects.”
As you can see, the paper cited is
past few decades of known temperature
essentially using back testing to prove
results, and where increasing carbon
its point at the lack of variations in
dioxide happens to have a role in
solar activity on climate. Another
boosting temperatures. Because it
variation on this approach, to be found
was made to match past results, the
in the IPCC 2007 report, is to look
model is then assumed to be able to
at all the factors involved then look at
give useful answers for decades into
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unproven. Scientists may object that
the climate systems involved are using
hard science with well-established
equations, so what could possibly
Continued...
go wrong? A glance at any
of the discussions of the
models shows that they are
the temperature increase
very complex, non-linear
(temperatures increased
models that are necessarily
between the mid-70s and
full of assumptions which
turn of the century, but
will not be discussed here.
have done little since),
They count as forecasting
and ask well what else
systems, subject to the same
could have caused the
rules as any other, where
change in temperature
the assumptions have to be
but the increase in carbon
fully revealed, discussed and
dioxide? This is back
tested. In any case, if climate
testing under another
scientists think their models
name.
should have a special status –
The problem is
and that back testing counts
that people who study
as “proof” of a theory - then
forecasting systems will
they need to provide proper
tell you that back testing
justification. They have not
a system is really only the
done so. The use of back
start of the forecasting
testing seems to have been
process, and that a
adopted as a convention in
system’s success in back
climate science.
testing is no guide to its
A further complication in
success in forecasting.
this field is that the climate
In other words, any fool
models themselves are just
can foretell the past, but
one part of a sequence of
the only real test of any
models, all of which
system or body
are almost as complex.
of knowledge is
Forecasting systems,
In production order,
to say something
these
are:
useful about the
where the assumptions
Emission forecasting
future. Thus
have to be fully revealed, systems. To have
the statistical
some idea of future
fit mentioned
discussed and tested.
concentrations of
above is a useful
industrial gases in the
indication, and
statistical techniques have been used to atmosphere, you have to know how
construct simple, successful forecasting much of the stuff will be emitted.
This involves forecasting economic
systems (as depicted in the film
Moneyball), but it is most emphatically growth, combined with guesses about
technological innovation decades
not proof by itself. The forecasting
system gives useful results, unknown at into the future. Economists have put
forward a range of scenarios which they
the time of the forecast. If the system
say are all equally likely. In practice,
gives useful results then perhaps (note
only the most extreme scenario is ever
the “perhaps”) something can be said
quoted.
about the scientific principles of the
system being studied. Those who doubt Another set of complex models
turns those emissions scenarios into
any of this are welcome to argue with
the people behind the site http://www. concentrations in the atmosphere.
Much of the received wisdom in this
forecastingprinciples.com/.
area, incidentally, is the result of what
This is not to say that the climate
amounts to back testing.
forecasts are wrong or right, but to
The climate forecasting systems then
point out that they remain largely
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turn the concentrations scenarios into
temperature scenarios.
Damage forecasting involves trying
to forecast the number of species that
might become extinct, sea heights in
2050, the amount of damage due to
storms and so on and on. One part
of the work in this area is to make
estimates of the economic damage to
be caused by climate change and then
work back to see whether there is an
economic case for limiting emissions
now. The usual answer to this is no.
Remember that we are paying to limit
emissions now, to prevent damage
that may be caused in several decades
time, and a dollar now is worth far
more than a dollar in forty years.
One notable exception to the work
in this area was a UK government
report authored by a team headed by
economist Nicholas Stern, but the
Stern report got its answer by assuming
that the value of a dollar many
decades from now is much the same
as the value of a dollar now. Another
exception is a report by the Australian
government’s former advisor, Professor
Ross Garnaut, but there are no timevalue calculations in his 2007 report
and I never found any explanation,
either in that report or outside it,
about how the time value problem was
overcome.
The size and forecast periods of these
systems are in themselves extraordinary
and unprecedented. To make any one
of them work properly would be a
major feat in itself but, as it happens, I
believe there are major problems with
all of them. The first two systems, in
particular, seem to have evolved as a
way of trying to justify the results of the
earliest forecasting exercises where CO2
concentrations in 2100 were simply
set at double present concentrations,
perhaps as an off-the-cuff guess, to see
what the temperature increase would be.
A rule of thumb estimate based on past
behaviour of CO2 in the atmosphere
(remember common sense and a
calculator), comes up with results far
short of most of the scenarios.
None of this is to say that the
forecasts are wrong or right, but merely
to give readers some idea of the vast
task scientists and economists have
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set themselves with these systems, as
well as the dimensions of the policy
debate. A great deal more could be
said but as we have seen the dispute
cannot be resolved by appeals to
science or expert opinion, or to peer
review. However, we can say that it is
clearly absurd to state that the debate is
settled, or to compare sceptics on these
issues to those who doubt the earth
is round, or who believe in biblical
fundamentalism. Those who make such
comparisons are in themselves guilty of
a fundamental error.
Anyone who wishes to contest these
points are welcome to contact me on
markslawson@optusnet.com.au or
mlawson@afr.com.au.

.
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profound schism has dogged the
disciplines of clinical psychology
and psychiatry for over a century. If
you go to see a clinical psychologist
or a psychiatrist with a depression
problem or an anxiety problem, the
treatment you will receive – alongside,
or instead of, some medication – can
vary enormously. This is not because we
know which problems or which people
respond best to which treatment. It is
because your therapist will have been
trained in, and will exclusively offer,
just one or two of the estimated 400+
published psychological therapy models.
Among this plethora of therapies two
enormously different, but persisting,
approaches forming the schism referred
to above are the psychoanalytic school
of psychotherapy, represented especially
by Freudian psychoanalysis, and the
scientific, experimental, or evidencebased approach to psychotherapy,
represented especially by cognitive
behaviour therapy (CBT).

Freud’s original couch, complete with throw rug and past patients.

Sigmund Freud developed his
psychoanalytic techniques over a
century ago by case study and creative
interpretation of what he saw. He was a
very intelligent and influential person,
and he formulated a large number of
intriguing and profound hypotheses
about people’s inner lives and their
psychopathologies. He subsequently
developed several therapeutic techniques
such as interpretation and insight
therapy, dream analysis, free association,
and catharsis or abreaction.
However, Freud and his disciples

never tested these hypotheses or
techniques beyond the level of case
study. Scientific or empirical verification
in the sense we recognise now was never
on his agenda. As with therapy itself,
he assumed that truth is attained by
insight and introspection. This meant
that other very smart people were able
to come up with their own hypotheses,
contradicting Freud’s, and they
formed their own analytic theories and
techniques. Carl Jung did this. Alfred
Adler, and many others, did this.
Because the criterion for truth in

p
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the analytic models is not experimental
verification, but seems to be elegance,
or face validity, or personal experience,
there has been no way to arbitrate,
conciliate, or cull these divergent
hypotheses, and many analytic schools
of psychotherapy persist.
An early figure representing
the contrasting approach, which
includes CBT, is Ivan Pavlov – he
of the salivating dogs fame. He and
many others, such as JB Watson and
BF Skinner, developed from basic
research over many years, models
of psychopathology and subsequent
therapies that were inevitably simplistic
early on - the behaviour therapies (BT)
- but that grew more sophisticated and
more palatable as the supportive research
built complexity into the theories.
An example of this was the (by then
justified) introduction of cognitive
elements into case formulations and
therapeutic techniques, when BT
became CBT.
My own training, background, and
hence bias is toward the evidence-based
therapies, especially CBT. (There are
other evidence-based therapies such
as interpersonal psychotherapy for
recurrent depression, exercise therapy
for depression, and antipsychotic and
antidepressant medications.)
So when I was sitting at my desk
on February 18, 2009, reading a
psychoanalytic article, I muttered to
myself: “What guff this is. They’re
making this up as they go along. This
isn’t science. This is literature. This is
a bunch of verbally talented devotees
using a common language to play with
concepts among themselves. These
are all untested hypotheses. They’ve
been playing with hypotheses for
over a hundred years! It’s all arbitrary,
unfalsifiable, word-games. I could write
this stuff.”
Two hypotheses were forming in
my own head. They were: (1) That
the psychoanalytic literature is so
unscientific and arbitrary that even
deliberate ‘guff’ from an untrained
outsider can get published, if the
content is politically acceptable. (2)
That few if any of the rules that apply
to an accountable, progressive, scientific
discipline are adhered to or invoked in

game right. And I should be able to get
the psychoanalytic literature.
this right from abstracts. I now know
I then pulled off my shelf the
this was over-ambitious. While anything
oldest book I own: A Comprehensive
may be supportable in a theory that
Dictionary of Psychological and
allows for contradictory outcomes or
Psychoanalytical Terms (English &
predictions, when the verbal rules of
English, 1958), and I opened it at
the game are the criterion of truth or
random five times, and each time I
validity, you have to get those rules
wrote the first psychoanalytic term my
right.
eye fell on.
By ‘contradictory predictions’
Then, still without a proper
I am referring to the unscientific
understanding of what these terms
unfalsifiability
meant, I assembled
of a theory that
them into a
You can be published
allows you to
grammaticallyattribute one
acceptable title for
for putting up an arguoutcome to some
a potential journal
ment, supported only by
arbitrary defence
article: ‘Suppression
contrived case studies.
mechanism, such
and deflection of
as ‘projection’ or
erotomania in the
‘sublimination’,
anal character: Can it
and the opposite outcome to another,
lead to analytic neurosis?’
like ‘reaction formulation’. Such a
I soon found out that I had been
theory can never be wrong.
extraordinarily unlucky in two of my
I had to choose which ‘political’
five random concept acquisitions.
stance my article would take, and then
‘Deflection’ is a conscious psychological
hope that the journal it was submitted
process, and therefore more observable,
to happened to like this stance. My
studiable, and verifiable than all those
choices, as best as I could naively guess,
other vague, elusive, hypothetical
were pro-Freudian, anti-Freudian, and
unconscious ones. It has therefore gone
neo-Freudian. I chose pro-Freudian
out of favour in psychoanalytic circles,
(conservative) to keep it simple.
and it was very hard to find anything
about it in the literature. And ‘analytic
neurosis’ is “a neurosis induced by a too- PEER-REVIEW PROCESS
prolonged analysis: the patient loses his
I have had articles published in the
natural attitude toward life and becomes peer-reviewed, scientific, mainstream
permanently dependent upon analysts”.
experimental/empirical journals. This
This would obviously be an unpopular
process has been very exacting. Every
concept among analysts today, and
claim has to be supported by references
publishing on it wouldn’t be easy.
to the usually-experimental/empirical
But I had to stick with the integrity
literature. Every step in logic has to
of my research design – much like
be justified. Conclusions must come
taking a truly random sample for an
directly from, and be limited to, the
experimental group – so I ploughed on.
supported arguments. And further
I spent the next few weekends feeding hypotheses beyond one’s conclusions
my five concepts into a searchable
must be identified as such. Then, even
database, collecting abstracts, and then
unpopular conclusions – as some of
writing my article.
mine have been – can be published,
I was only able to acquire one full
as the weight of evidence becomes
article, as I don’t subscribe to any of the
undeniable.
journals cited and I wasn’t prepared to
I therefore resented the
pay out for full articles. So I relied on
psychoanalytic literature, where, as I see
abstracts to try to get my terminology
it, you can be published for putting up
right. Among my own hypotheses
an agreeable or interesting or politically
was that it was not necessary to fully
palatable argument, supported only
understand the field, as the juxtaposition by conveniently contrived case studies.
of concepts is largely arbitrary anyway,
This level of hypothesis generation was
as long as I get the rules of the wordappropriate in 1910, but is not in 2010.
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I also had to choose a journal
to submit my article to. I knew
nothing of ‘the psychoanalytic
scene’, so I chose an established,
long-published one (?
therefore conservative?), with a
manageable submission process –
The Psychoanalytic Quarterly.
I also chose an overseas one
(I am in Australia) as I realised
that I could easily be Googled
and my past CBT and skeptical
publications could set alarms off
(Bakker 2008a, 2008b, 2008c,
2009, 2011). An American
journal may be less likely to
positively identify me on-line.
(I don’t know whether this
happened anyway.)
To increase the integrity of the
design of my little experiment,
before I sent it off, I specified
nine significant problems,
deficiencies, or errors in the article (or,
as I wrote at the time, “Reasons the
article is guff”) as judged from the point
of view of the mainstream scientific
literature in clinical psychology.
It took nearly two years for the
Quarterly to decline publication. I had
had fleeting fantasies of becoming the
next Alan Sokal or Ern Malley, but I
wasn’t too surprised or disappointed
when this did not occur. I had admitted
to friends that I thought there was only
10 per cent chance of publication.
Comments by two reviewers were
included with the rejection, and when
I asked for “full feedback”, those of one
more were added. The overlap between
their criticisms and my deliberate flaws
was minimal. Between them they cited
only three of the nine in any way. On
the other hand, all three repeatedly
criticised the paper on one ground I had
not even considered – that it included
no case example.

REASONS THE ARTICLE IS GUFF
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What I had deliberately included, and
that most mainstream peer-reviewed
scientific journals would be expected to

and at times inaccurately”,
“Early Freudian explanations
are used which are rote, dated,
incomplete”, “[It] is not founded
in a broad familiarity with the
analytic literature” (for example,
I called a reprinted 1965 paper a
“recent important paper”), “little
scholarly breadth or depth”
(3) Some key sweeping steps
in the argument are not even
referenced to any source, let
alone an experimental one. For
example, “Erotomania in the
immature anal character is not
likely to be revealed in analysis.
Deception via suppression and
deflection is more probable.” Full
stop.
One reviewer commented that
the paper was “inadequately
articulated, illustrated, argued,
cited, and elaborated”. The word
“cited” was slipped in, so this may
have been a partial hit? The score
so far, two and a half.
Sigmund Freud ... not happy
(4) All but one of the references/
citations are to non-experimental
papers, ie they hypothesised/made
criticise, were: (I will start with those
it up, and I hypothesised/made it up.
that were detected)
None of the reviewers cared about this.
(1) The key concepts of the core
(5) The one actual study cited was a tiny
argument were selected randomly. Two
poorly constructed correlational study,
of the three reviewers seemed to pick
with vague conclusions. I glorified it by
up on this, with comments such as “the
calling it “empirical” and by referring to
paper feels fragmented and incomplete”,
the “experimental subjects”, which they
and “The author also mosaically
were not. It wasn’t an experiment. And
intersperses un-elaborates nodules of
then I made conclusions beyond the
ideas like erotomania, perversion, and
study’s. No reviewer commented.
the epidemiology of the dislike of dogs”,
(6) I chose
and my favourite,
particularly horrid
“Whoa! Not all your
silly articles to
associations belong in
Psychiatrists are still
cite. For example,
a paper.”
supporting their claims
a case study of
(2) I have never
used Freudian
with subjective self-report a 7 year old girl
with a dog phobia
psychoanalysis in my
single case illustrations.
from 1935, who
life. I don’t know what
enjoyed enemas
I’m talking about.
so much she developed a phobia of
All I know is that the outcome studies
dogs. Analysis fixed this by letting her
are very disappointing. This was the
pretend she was a boy. No reviewer
paper’s biggest problem. I’m not up
objected.
with the language or the rules of the
(7) I cited Lipton (1977) who favours
game. All three reviewers saw this, with
a Freudian non-relationship in analysis
comments like: ”[It] feel[s] jargon-y
because it avoids “courtesy, propriety,
and incohesive”, “reads as a thought
and ethical conduct, which are not
piece”, “this simplistic view of theory”,
specifically analytic”. This is quoted
“The author tends to argue ex cathedra
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in my article in a positive light. No
reviewer took me up on recommending
we avoid courtesy, propriety, and ethical
conduct in therapy.
(8) The thrust of the paper’s argument is
that if patients don’t improve in analysis,
it’s their fault; it’s because they’re
immature, deceptive, and mentally sick.
We don’t have to look at ourselves or
what we’re doing. We have to dig and
interpret to find which bit of them is
to blame. By definition we are not. No
reviewer objected to this. None invoked
a reductio ad absurdum argument in
response.
(9) One paragraph was included that
is irrelevant to the paper. I just wanted
to slip it in somewhere because it is so
bizarre: “Freeman (1989) has noted the
many similarities between the content of
persecutory delusions in schizophrenia
and of masturbatory fantasies and
dreams in neurotic patients undergoing
psychoanalytic treatment.” You will
have to take my word for it that this is
a bizarre as well as irrelevant claim. No
reviewer picked it out.

REASONS THE ARTICLE ISN’T GUFF

On the other hand, two of the reviewers
had some nice things to say too. “This
interesting paper raises a number of big
issues in the contemporary practice of
psychoanalysis”, “the questions posed in
this paper merit consideration and are
relevant to the [journal’s] audience”, “I
agree with its very important intent and
content, that the interpersonal approach
can be woefully inadequate”, and “The
issue is important”.
I have some review quotes for my
back cover when I publish it myself.

WOULD ONE CHANGE SEE IT PUBLISHED?

All three reviewers criticised the paper
on one ground that I had not even
included in my list of deliberate flaws
– that no case material is presented.
A century ago the literature in both
medicine and clinical psychology was
dominated by case studies and case
examples. This is an understandable
starting point for a complex applied
social science. But it is epistemologically
mainly a source of hypotheses, not a
tester of them. There are ways to make
the results of a single case study more

generalizable or reliable (e.g. ABAB
designs), but even this has been rarely
done in the psychoanalytic literature.
Whereas studies in learning theory,
conditioning theory, behaviour therapy,
and CBT soon moved from case
discussion to randomised controlled
trials (especially in the 1950s),
psychoanalysts are still supporting their
claims with selected, subjective selfreport, uncontrolled, unrandomised,
interpretive single case illustrations.
The three reviewers expected me
to do likewise: “No case illustration is
given.” “There is no clinical material
to speak of … certainly nothing
approaching clinical process,” “The
absence of detailed clinical material
from the author’s own work.” “Much of
the description of these [anal character]
patients is distanced, generalised,
and highly theoretical.” “I think a
presentation of a specific analytic case
would greatly enhance the author’s
ability to make sense of his or her
concerns.” “I hope that the author is
able to use clinical material to better
identify and illustrate the central focus
of this paper.”

‘political’ reasons, as two of the five
(randomly derived) central concepts
appearing in the title were unpopular
ones – “deflection” and “analytic
neurosis”. And my conservative proFreudian stance may not have gone
down well.
But the results did support
Hypothesis 2. Only 2½ of the nine
deliberate scientific flaws/criteria
were invoked. And a primitive-level
criterion (presence of case material)
dominated. Would the article have been
published if I had contorted one of my
client’s problems into a Freudian case
formulation?
However, these results will not
change anyone’s mind on the core issue,
which is an epistemological one: Does
generalizable knowledge about human
psychopathology and its treatment arise
from the subjective observations and
interpretations of a group of intelligent
practitioners, or from the systematic
application of the scientific method in
the development of a verifiable body
of theory, and the testing of applied
outcomes?

.

CONCLUSIONS

In order to be more scientific than
the literature this paper is criticizing, I
need to at least specify my hypotheses,
independent and dependent variables,
and results, because I must admit that
the design is only an uncontrolled single
case study!
The hypotheses were:
(1) That the psychoanalytic literature
is so unscientific and arbitrary that
even deliberate guff from an untrained
outsider can get published, if the
content is politically acceptable.
(2) That few if any of the rules that
apply to an accountable, progressive,
scientific discipline are adhered to or
invoked in the psychoanalytic literature.
My independent variables were the
nine deliberate, identified flaws in the
paper. The dependent variables were (i)
getting published, and (ii) the reasons
provided for not being published
The results did not support
Hypothesis 1. The paper was not
published. It remains unclear, though,
whether the paper was rejected for
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The cycle of life

STURGEON’S LAW

Crap – Trekkies – Racism – The Doomed.
And so it goes, the almost inevitable
realisation that all knowledge is
connected and connectable.
DAMNATION
The series frequently included
characters (usually security personnel
wearing red uniforms) who are killed
or injured soon after their introduction. So
prevalent was this plot device that it inspired
the term “redshirt” to denote a stock character
whose sole purpose is to die violently in order to
demonstrate the dangerous circumstances facing the
main characters. When a plot twist turns Captain
James T. Kirk into an ensign, a crew member says,
“Let’s just say that on this ship you don’t want to wear
a red shirt on landing-party duty.” In the Family Guy
episode “I Never Met the Dead Man”, Captain
Kirk announced that the landing party to a
planet would consist of himself, Mr Spock,
Dr McCoy and a certain Ensign Ricky
wearing a redshirt, to which the
ensign interjects “Ah, crap!”

A black woman, a gay Asian, a
Scot, a Vulcan, three Yanks, and
even a Russki ... in the 60s!
52

Sturgeon’s Law is the name given to
two different adages derived from quotes
by science fiction author Theodore Sturgeon.
The first is “Nothing is always absolutely so”, while
the second, and more famous, of these adages is:
“Ninety percent of everything is crap.” Sturgeon himself
commented that Sturgeon’s Law was
originally the first version; the second
was originally known as Sturgeon’s
Revelation.

What goes a
INNOVATION

Star Trek introduced television viewers
to many ideas which later became common
in science fiction films (and some in real life): warp
drive, teleportation, wireless hand-held communicators and
scanners, directed energy weapons, desktop computer terminals,
laser surgery, starship cloaking devices, and computer speech
synthesis. Although these concepts had numerous antecedents in
sci-fi literature and film, they had never before been integrated
in one presentation and most of them were certainly new to
TV. The developers of Google Earth and the Palm PDA
acknowledge Star Trek’s influence, not to mention
NASA’s prototype Space Shuttle
- the Enterprise.
Source: Wikipedia
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ALL ART HAS CRAP
The meaning of Sturgeon’s Law was explicitly
detailed by Sturgeon himself. He made his original
remarks in direct response to attacks against science fiction
that used “the worst examples of the field for ammunition”. Using
the same standards that categorise 90 per cent of science fiction as
trash, crud or crap, it can be argued that 90 per cent of film, literature,
consumer goods, etc are crap. In other words, the claim (or fact) that
90 per cent of science fiction is crud is ultimately uninformative,
because science fiction conforms to the same trends of quality as all
other art forms do.

STAR TREK

s around ...

ia

Theodore Sturgeon knew
crap when he saw it ... and
he saw 90% of it.

OPTIMISM
At a time when racial segregation was still
firmly entrenched in many areas of the United
States, Gene Roddenberry, the creator of Star Trek,
envisaged a multi-racial and mixed-gender crew, based
on his assumption that racial prejudice and sexism would
not exist in the 23rd century. His inclusion of the Asian
Sulu and black Uhura, both of them intelligent, wellspoken professionals, was a bold move when most television
characters of the time were white and those who weren’t
were often presented in a highly stereotypical manner.
He also included recurring characters from alien races,
including Spock, who was half human and half
Vulcan, united under the banner of the
United Federation of Planets.

Sturgeon’s most famous novel
More Than Human (1953) won serious
academic recognition, particularly in Europe,
where it was seen as high-quality literature.
Sturgeon wrote the screenplays for the Star Trek
episodes “Shore Leave” (1966) and “Amok Time”
(1967, later published as a “Fotonovel” in 1978).
The latter is known for his
invention of the Pon Farr,
the Vulcan mating ritual,
the first use of the phrase
“Live long and prosper”
and the first use of
the Vulcan hand
symbol.

Vilfredo
Pareto:
does the
80/20 Pareto
principle
apply to
art as much as it can be applied to
business, but in a 90/10 split?
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A miracle it was ever published
Pocket Philosophical Dictionary

By François-Marie Arouet de Voltaire
Oxford University Press, A$16.95

O
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ne of the funniest and easiest
to read of the great books
is Candide (1759) by Voltaire.
Voltaire’s sharp wit within a
fantastical plot was aimed squarely
at the fashionable philosophy of
Leibniz who maintained that no
matter how bad things might seem,
“all is for the best in the best of
all possible worlds.” It not only
took down that philosophy but
aimed barbs at government, armies,
religion and more, and because of its
supposed blasphemy it was banned,
although the world has laughed at
it ever since. It was even deemed
obscene and prohibited from import
into America as late as 1929.
Voltaire was pushing 70 as he
composed his Pocket Philosophical Dictionary, but
he wasn’t letting up as he got older. He realised
his time was limited, and he also realised that
the time for governments and religions to wring
his neck was limited, too. It will be the 250th
anniversary of the Dictionary in a couple of years,
and Oxford University Press has brought out a
new translation by John Fletcher. This work is still
dangerous. It instantaneously entered the Vatican’s
list of banned books, and it was there until the
list went defunct in 1966. Voltaire’s anger against
religious folly and the extremes to which faith
takes people, transformed into irony and laughter,
burns brightly still, and students of the current
works of Dawkins and Hitchens will do well to
have this one, too. It is not just outrageous; it is
enormous fun.
In the useful introduction to this current
volume, Professor Nicholas Cronk reminds
us that Voltaire knew exactly what he was
doing when he brought out the Dictionary
anonymously. He wrote to a confidential friend
upon the work’s publication, “God preserve me,
my dear brother, from having anything to do with
the Pocket Philosophical Dictionary! I have read
some of it: it reeks horribly of heresy.” But then
he added, “But since you are curious about these
irreligious works and keen to refute them, I’ll look
out a few copies, and send them to you at the

first opportunity.” He was right to be coy about
his authorship, although it was an open secret. In
1776, the chevalier de La Barre was brought to
trial for impiety and blasphemy. His possession
of the Dictionary was given as evidence of his
sacrilege. His tongue was torn out, and he was
burned at the stake, along with the outrageous
book he owned.
The Dictionary, released here in a translation
of the first edition (to which Voltaire was to add
as the years went on, making it not so much a
pocket volume), consists of seventy essays, some
less than a page, alphabetised by chapter headings,
headings which do not always indicate the main
subject of the chapter. Voltaire often included
criticisms of Islam or Judaism, or imagined such
things as a Chinese Catechism, but even when
laughing at the folly of a chapter’s particular
subject, he is ironically pointing his humor at
the Christian, and in particular the dogmatic
Catholic, church. He loves to cite superstition and
inconsistencies within scripture, or give examples
of religious intolerance, and his performance is
brilliant. Voltaire not only knows his Bible (he
is especially withering on the Old Testament),
but he draws upon his enormous knowledge of
classical authors; this is surely among the funniest
of erudite writings.
Voltaire would still anger the creationists
who hold sway in American religious thinking.
In his chapter “Flood,” he lists the impossibility
of Noah’s flood “defying the laws of gravitation
and fluid mechanics and betraying ignorance of
the fact that there wouldn’t be enough water to
do it.” But then he slyly says that no such facts
can cast doubt on the veracity of the Bible’s story,
but quite the opposite. “That was a miracle, so
must be believed; and, being a miracle, it’s not
subject to the laws of physics.” He further lists the
miracles of all those animals fitting into an ark,
and Noah feeding them for the time they were
aboard, and then their finding plenty of food
after they disembarked, and so on. “But, since
the deluge is the most miraculous story ever told,
it would be mad to explain it; such mysteries are
articles of faith; faith consists in believing what
reason does not believe: that, too, is a miracle.”
In the specific chapter “Miracles”, Voltaire
quotes the thinking of St Augustine on why
the sorts of big-time miracles reported in the
Bible don’t happen anymore (Augustine admits
this is true), and laughs at the miracles such
as the one which saved the Bishop of Smyrna,
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Above: François-Marie

Arouet de Voltaire (16941788) looking amused

St Polycarp. His persecutors threw him into a
fire that miraculously did not burn him. Since
this didn’t work, they cut off his head (which
worked). Voltaire writes, “‘What was the point of
this miracle?’ ask the incredulous; ‘Why did the
flames lose their potency whereas the executioner’s
axe did not? How come that so many martyrs
have emerged unscathed from a tub of boiling
oil but could not resist the edge of a sword?’ The
answer they’re given is: ‘It’s God’s will.’ But the
philosophers would like to have seen all that with
their own eyes before believing it.”
Voltaire says that “all Christians are agreed
that the miracles of Jesus Christ and his apostles
are incontestably true, but that some miracles of
questionable authenticity in recent times must
seriously be open to doubt.” He says of St Francis
Xavier, “Some say that he raised nine people
from the dead, but in Flowers of the Saints the
Reverend Father Ribadeneira contents himself
with the claim that he raised four, which is still
pretty good.” There is, however, a remedy for this
sort of credulity, and Voltaire’s notions would be
very much in accord with those of James Randi:
“It’s dearly to be wished, for example, that for
a miracle to be properly certified, it should be
done in the presence of the Academy of Sciences
in Paris, or the Royal Society in London, or
the Faculty of Medicine, assisted by a Guards
detachment to keep in order the crowds who
might, by their unseemly behaviour, prevent the
miracle taking place.”
Voltaire will distress the ‘Left Behind’
believers and other millenarians. He points
out that the ancient Egyptians believed in a
thousand-year-reign, and Virgil wrote about
it, too. He says that the source of the Christian
version, the Book of Revelation, has been
considered mad or inauthoritative from time
to time, but “The matter has now been cleared
up: the Church has decided that Revelation
is incontestably the work of St John, so
there is no appeal.” He would not at all find
it surprising that many people nowadays
feel that the End Times are upon us: “Every
community in Christendom has applied the
book’s prophecies to itself: the English have
found in it the revolutions that have plagued
their country, the Lutherans the upheavals in
Germany, the French Protestants the
reign of Charles IX and the regency
of Catherine de’ Medici. They are all
equally right.”
Voltaire is withering over the least appealing
of Christian concepts, that of a hell of eternal
torment. “As soon as human beings began

forming social groups, they couldn’t help but
notice that lots of guilty people managed to
evade the long arm of the law. Public offences
could be dealt with, but secret crimes had to be
curbed too, and only religion could do that.” As
usual, he shows how posthumous punishments
were an ancient, pre-Biblical idea, and then
writes, “Not long ago a good, decent Huguenot
minister preached and wrote that the damned
would one day be pardoned, that the penalty had
to be proportionate to the sin, and that the lapse
of a moment did not deserve eternal punishment.
His brother pastors unseated this indulgent
judge; one of them said to him, ‘My friend, I
don’t believe in eternal damnation any more than
you do, but it’s better if your maidservant, your
tailor and even your procurator do believe in it.’”
But he reminds us that there are innocent
superstitions that are even good for us. You can,
for instance, dance on the feast days of Pomona
or Vertumnus: “no problem with that. Dancing
is very pleasurable; it’s good for the body and
delights the soul; it does nobody any harm; but
don’t get the idea that Pomona or Vertumnus are
very grateful to you for hopping around in their
honour or that they will punish you if you don’t.”
Though the critique of religious beliefs
is spirited and even biting, Voltaire was not
all criticism and had sensible opinions about
morality. He strongly believed that international
trade was the best way for all faiths and nations
to cooperate. He knew virtue as doing good
to one’s neighbor, and that it had nothing to
do with sanctity. “What concern is it of mine
whether you’re temperate? You’re just following
medical advice; you’ll feel the better for it, and I
congratulate you. You have faith and hope, and
I’m even happier for you: they will grant you
eternal life. Your theological virtues are heavenly
gifts; your cardinal virtues are excellent qualities
that will guide you through life: but they’re not
virtues as far as your neighbors are concerned.
Wise individuals do themselves good; virtuous
people do good to all of human kind.”
And if doing good to human kind includes
making them laugh, and making them think, and
trying to make them a little more tolerant, then
Voltaire in this cheerful, sparkling, biting volume
shows himself virtue personified. His brilliant
ideas on show here about many subjects, from
circumcision to cannibalism to Moses and more,
still have punch, and the world is sadly still in
need of this sort of punching.
- Reviewed by Rob Hardy
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Oh My God!

meant when he wrote the book, and what he
was trying to accomplish, as well as to show
how early church leaders included the book
and excluded many similar works of prophetic
Revelations: Visions, Prophecy, & Politics
revelations. Many of these other revelations
in the Book of Revelation
were among the texts discovered in 1945 near
By Elaine Pagels
Nag Hammadi, Egypt, the subject of Pagels’s
The Gnostic Gospels. Revelation is still weird; it
Viking, US$15.98
was written deliberately to be. While Pagels,
in a scholarly but accessible work, admits the
here are plenty of passages and chapters of
weirdness and understands that the symbols
the Bible that confound me. There is no
other book in it that does this as fully as does the with a contemporary meaning when it was
written can be hijacked into any period because
very last one, the Revelation to John. You have
of their lack of exact reference, Revelation is far
your four scary horsemen galloping
more understandable under her close, scholarly
around and causing trouble, and
attention. Even if this does mean we will have
locusts that have the faces of humans,
seven mysterious seals, a beast that has to skip the prospect of actual giant locusts with
human faces.
seven heads and ten horns, a woman
To start with, she clears up authorship.
standing on the Moon but clothed
Revelation was probably written around the
with the Sun and wearing a crown of
end of the first century CE, by someone who
twelve stars, a whore of Babylon, 666,
lived too late to have had contact with Jesus
and angels coming down to conduct
himself. This was John of Patmos, a refugee from
cosmic warfare.
Roman persecution, a member of a branch of
There is no way a book on such
strange themes could ever be plain, and Christianity that saw itself as part of Judaism.
He was on Patmos, an island near Turkey, to
on her very first page of Revelations,
get away from those Romans, but they seem
Elaine Pagels says: “The Book of
Revelation is the strangest book in the from his book to have been constantly on his
mind. There was a tradition, starting not long
Bible - and the most controversial.” It
after the book’s composition, that it was written
has been a useful book in many ways.
by John of Zebedee, Jesus’s actual disciple.
Martin Luther, for instance, wanted
The tradition was started for a purpose; it was
to exclude it from the Bible because
easy to condemn Revelation even back then
“there is no Christ in it,” but then he found
as just too weird, but if it came from the John
its imagery was handy when used against the
who was the Disciple, no one could doubt its
Catholic Church. The Catholics, in their turn,
holiness. There are those who still think John
found him and his fellow protesters as nasties
the Disciple was the author, but for almost 2000
within the book.
years, critical readers have been pointing out the
Hal Lindsey made more money than I will
sharp difference in language and style between
ever see out of The Late, Great Planet Earth in
Revelation and John’s Gospel.
1970, which intimated that the weird warfare
John of Patmos was worried that his religion
described in Revelation was maybe going to
happen in the 1980s. People have been predicting was full of supposedly faithful people who
were surrendering their traditions to those of
this final war for centuries and they are always
wrong, as were poor Harold Camping and all his the dominant Roman Empire. He hated, for
instance, that they allowed themselves to eat
duped disciples last year.
meat from pagan temple sacrifices. The purpose
Tim LaHaye’s Left Behind series has made
of his book was to warn them of what was going
plenty of people fear that the final holocaustic
to happen to evil Rome and to anyone who was
warfare is going to involve them personally. I
seduced by its traditions. Why, if that was John’s
have read none of the sixteen books, but if the
purpose, didn’t he just say so, like an angry
end times are as silly as the first movie made
member of the public attempting to write a clear
them, we have little to fear except for bad
continuity and getting the giggles. Surely a book letter to the editor?
For one reason, John was writing in a
that can mean all these different things must
traditional vein. His visions of fabulous monsters
really not mean much of anything.
reflect creation and destruction stories that
What Pagels has admirably done in a pithy
preceded Genesis. Pagels shows stylistic and
five chapters is to explain what John of Patmos
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thematic parallels within models John would
have known, the writings of Daniel, Jeremiah
and Ezekiel.
The main reason John employed scary, cryptic
images is that it was dangerous to be openly
hostile toward Rome. It was safer to write about
a beast with seven heads and expect his readers
to know that the seven heads stood for seven
emperors since Augustus. He got a little more
specific saying that there was a person with
the number six hundred and sixty-six. This
mysterious number can be calculated out of
words in many different ways; if A = 99, and B
= 100, and so on, the letters in Hitler add up to
666, but then, too, Ronald Wilson Reagan had
6 and 6 and 6 letters in his name. It’s a numberand-letter game people have been playing
for centuries, but Pagels says there is general
agreement now that the numbers nicely add up,
using a numerical system familiar to Jews at the
time, to the imperial name of Nero.
Pagels nicely sums up the advantages and
disadvantages of John’s symbolic style: “Because
John offers his Revelation in the language
of dreams and nightmares, language that is
‘multivalent’, countless people for thousands of
years have been able to see their own conflicts,
fears and hopes reflected in his prophecies.

Right: William Blake’s
Angel of the Revelation
(1803-05), with Saint John
studiously taking notes in
the foreground

And because he speaks from his convictions
about divine justice, many readers have found
reassurance in his conviction that there is
meaning in history - even when he does not say
exactly what the meaning is - and that there is
hope.”
John wasn’t the only one writing in this style
at the time, and the finds at Nag Hammadi show
plenty of other people being hit by the religious
thunderbolt to produce their own revelations.
Pagels says that many of these Gnostic writers
had a tone of loving universality. They may have
been aiming at a more spiritually elite group
than John’s broader audience, but they stressed
spiritual discipline, study and prayer, something
like esoteric Buddhist teachings. The messages
were sweet but not politically useful, whereas
John has had his political uses from his time all
the way to our own.
The great champion of John’s text was
Athanasius, the Bishop of Alexandria. (It is
important that people remember that human
beings were responsible for what got included
in the Bible and what got left out, and unless
you feel that there was some divine spirit
making such choices perfect, then different
choices could have been made.) Athanasius,
too, insisted that Revelation came from John
of Zebedee in his argument for its validity and
inclusion. Athanasius was active in a time after
Constantine had accepted Christianity within
Rome, but Athanasius could interpret Revelation
not as a hammer against Rome, but against, well,
anyone who didn’t share Athanasius’s particular
Christian views, like those Arians and believers
in Origen and other heretics and schismatics
of the time. Athanasius was able to get many
Christians to accept only the books he listed to
be included in the New Testament, but he also
required acceptance of the Nicene Creed, and he
enormously increased the power and authority
of the Catholic clergy.
It’s clear that Pagels has lent her ear to
the more humane, less militaristic, but noncanonical prophecies. Her description here,
however, is of Revelation as a political document
of its time, used for power plays by the founders
of the church. We are still seeing it used in this
way, not to mention its use as a basis for bad
movies.
- Reviewed by Rob Hardy
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Questions on climate
In which is discussed courteous correspondence,
IPCC, GISS and HadCRUT

I
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have found the exchanges between John Happs
and Ian Bryce very interesting and conducted
with courtesy (The Skeptic, 31:4, pp52-53 and
32:1, p59). I would like to comment on Ian’s
response to John’s Forum article, “Science and
Non-science” (Vol. 31):
First, when referring to climate modelling,
Ian says “Engineers learn that positive feedback
increases the primary response, and negative
feedback reduces it. There is no possible
feedback which can reduce the
effects to zero or reverse it”. I
find this a bit too assertive for
my liking. How do you know
this, Ian? Please refer to a paper
recently published by Dr David
Evans, titled “The Skeptic’s Case
– Who are you Going to Believe
– the Government Climate
Scientists or the Data?”. This can
be Googled or downloaded from
http://joannenova.com.au/2012/01/dr-davidevans-the-skeptics-case/
The feedback multiplier used by IPCC is
3 (positive). Evans states that it should be 0.5
(negative or reducing) and this has a profound
effect on future temperature forecasts.
Dr Evans consulted full time for the Australian
Greenhouse Office (now the Department of
Climate Change) from 1999 to 2005 and parttime 2008 to 2012. Further details are set out
in the above paper. I find his arguments very
persuasive. He deals specifically with feedback and
why he thinks IPCC models got it wrong.
Ian provided a chart “Global average
temperature (NASA GISS)”. I have a problem
with GISS records because of the way they are
gathered, with the possibility for introduction of
errors. The pre-satellite records were gathered by
ground stations, many of which were not installed
according to the standards and the number has
been reduced from some 6000 to about 1600,
with the majority removed coming from higher
altitudes, rural areas and higher latitude areas.
Areas not now covered are ‘inferred’ from the
adjacent grids; for example, Bolivia has no
temperature stations and the nearest stations are
on the Pacific coast and in the Amazon basin,
these being at sea level. Bolivia is at several
thousand feet altitude. Alaska has one station only.

My preference is for satellite readings as these cover
the whole world. For more details see: “Surface
temperature Records: Policy Driven Deception?”
by Joseph D’Alea and Anthony Watts. (via Google
or Science and Public Policy Institute web site.)
The figure at www.skepticalscience.com/
Hansen-1988-prediction.htm shows the Hansen
model predictions together with the GISS and
HadCRUT global temperature anomaly actuals.
There is a considerable difference between
the satellite (HadCRUT) data and Ian’s GISS
data. The HadCRUT data shows a low rise in
temperatures compared with the models.
Secondly, Ian provided a chart ‘Greenland
Ice Mass’, showing a serious decline. What is
the source of this data? Is it for the whole of
Greenland, or just for one glacier? In a recent
paper, based on GRACE satellites, it is shown
that for the whole of Greenland there is virtually
no ice lost. (Journal of Geophysical Research 2011,
Chen, Wilson, Tapley). Their study shows that
Greenland’s north-western glaciers’ ice loss
increased by 100 Gt/yr; Greenland’s south-eastern
glaciers’ ice loss decreased by 109 GT/yr.
The scientists suggested that “the gigantic
variability is likely to be a function of regional
climate/weather conditions resulting from normal
inter-annual variability”, not climate change.
Which is correct? Ian’s or the scientists’ paper?
Finally, the IPCC models and most of the
publicity on climate change assume that any
warming is mainly due to increases in carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere. Put a tax on carbon
dioxide to reduce it and all will be well. This is
disputed by many (see Evans in the first point
above).
To me, there seems to be little connection
between the level of CO2 in thr atmosphere
and the rise in world atmospheric temperature
- the carbon dioxide rises continuously but the
temperature tends to level out. Am I wrong
in seeing this? The relevant graph can be
obtained from http://www.c3headlines.com/
predictionsforecasts/ [Halfway down, “Last 15
years: IPCC ‘Global Warming’ disappaers” - Ed].
Based on the above, I’m for being a “denier”
or “skeptic” or what other name is in vogue.
Or perhaps I am wrong. No wonder Martin
Bridgstock (whom I have admired since I first met
him years ago) had trouble in deciding what to
believe. (The Skeptic, 30:4, p24 “Decision time”).
James Young
Chatswood, NSW
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Numbers, fusions & terrorists
In which are offered examples of the right way to ask questions:
two bouquets and one razzberry

T

he last issue of The Skeptic had two
investigative articles by veteran skeptics
Barry Williams and Ian Bryce. I think that they
embody two key skeptical principles. Often,
the principles manifest themselves as questions
to ask. The wrong question may show a lack of
understanding of the principles.
Now, virtually all skeptics believe that
paranormal beliefs must be supported by
evidence before they can be believed. That in
turn involves two abilities. One is the ability to
ask tough questions about evidence, often where
questions are unwelcome. The other is the ability
to see what the key questions are. As we shall
see, if you ask the wrong question, you can find
yourself in terrible trouble.

Barry and the devil’s number
Let’s start with the example of Barry Williams.
He takes us on a tour of his fascination with
cricket, but the goal of the article is impeccably
skeptical. Barry wants to investigate claims
that the ‘devil’s number’ 87 is somehow bad
for batsmen. And with statistics he shows that
batsmen who have scored 87, historically, are less
likely to get out than batsmen on other, similar
scores.
However, Barry goes further, and demonstrates
that the erroneous ideas about the number 87
stemmed from a perfectly human error by the
great cricketer Keith Miller. Let’s note, though,
that the first question was absolutely crucial.
Imagine the mess Barry could have got into if
his question had been “Gosh, why is 87 such
an ominous number for batsmen?” This
could have led into the trackless wastes
of numerology, and been the most
terrible waste of time.
I don’t know how Barry thought
about the matter, but there is a
powerful principle which indicates
that his question was the right
one to ask. That principle is the
burden of proof. This states that
when someone makes an amazing
claim, the burden is upon them to prove
it, or at least produce plausible evidence. Barry
showed that there was no evidence supporting

the proposition.
At this point, an uneasy thought might occur
to you. What if things had gone differently? What
if Barry had found that in fact batsmen were more
likely to get out on 87 than on similar scores such
as 86 or 88? My guess is that, as a skeptic, Barry
would have wondered if there were any natural
explanations for the phenomenon.

Ian and cold fusion
This was the situation which faced Ian Bryce.
Italian inventor Andrea Rossi claimed to have
invented a device which used cold fusion. Ian
couldn’t question the evidence, because it existed
in copious quantities. The amount of energy,
in the form of steam produced by the device,
appeared to be far greater than the electrical
energy the thing consumed. What was more,
the process had been monitored by competent
physicists, one of them a distinguished skeptic.
As Ian says in the article, Ockham’s (or
Occam’s) Razor was the appropriate tool. That
is, could a more economical explanation be
produced for the apparent surplus of energy?
It took a good deal of work, and specialised
knowledge, before Ian came up with an
alternative theory. In essence, he proposed that
additional energy was being accessed through
the third, green-and-yellow earth wire, which
is installed for safety purposes. Apparently this
wire could easily supply all the energy needed,
if the device were internally wired to make this
possible. Through Occam’s Razor, if a natural
explanation exists, it must be preferred to a
supernatural one, and Ian had produced a natural
explanation.
Has Ian demonstrated conclusively that his
explanation is correct? No, he can’t, because he
cannot gain access to the device for a really good
look. However, when a natural and a very weird
explanation appear for the same phenomenon,
we are perfectly entitled, under Occam’s Razor, to
prefer the simpler one.
Note that Ian could have headed in a very
wrong direction if he had asked the wrong
question. For example, in pro-paranormal
magazines the question is asked “Why is science
so closed-minded toward amazing discoveries
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like this?” Then dark speculations about energy
companies or Big Pharma may follow. Ian didn’t
do this, and stayed on track to solve the mystery.
Ian could also have gone wrong
if he had closed his mind to the
apparent evidence. That is, if he had
said something like “It’s completely
impossible for energy to be created
in this way, so I am going to ignore
it.” That is acting exactly like the
closed-minded scientists beloved of
paranormalists, and Ian didn’t do that.
Following Barry’s and Ian’s
investigations is easy and entertaining. It
almost gives the impression that this sort
of thinking is simple and obvious. It isn’t. Cricket
commentators – some of them very smart people
– have commented on batsmen being on the
‘devil’s number’ when they have a score of 87.
Highly qualified physicists did not see the flaw in
Rossi’s apparatus which Ian deduced. And if you
go wrong, if you ask the wrong question, you can
end up with some very silly answers.
Are there any other questions skeptics should
ask? There may be many more, but one stands
out in my mind. When the late Carl Sagan was
investigating UFOs, he would often be presented
with something purporting to be evidence. His
reply was that “extraordinary claims require
extraordinary evidence”. So, when a skeptic is
faced with evidence for a paranormal claim, it
is perfectly reasonable to ask if the evidence is
sufficient to support such a claim. This is Sagan’s
Balance, a key principle.

Bin Laden’s man in London
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Can we find examples of people asking the wrong
question? Very easily, they are all around us.
Here is one. It concerns the controversial British
resident Islamist, Omar Bakri. According to Jon
Ronson, Bakri “has often referred to himself
as Osama Bin Laden’s man in London. He
has claimed to have sent as many as 700 of his
British followers abroad to Jihad training camps,
including Bin Laden’s in Afghanistan.” (Ronson
2002: xiii)
One question which Bakri posed publicly on
a website was “As America declares war on 1.5
billion Muslims worldwide, what is your duty?”
(Ronson 2002: xiii) For several reasons, this
seems to be an inappropriate question.
Of course, there was a reaction to Bakri’s
activities. Legal mechanisms began to operate
which would inevitably lead to his deportation.
He was very distressed by this and, in a

conversation with Ronson, asked “Why are
people linking me with Bin Laden? I do not
know the man. I have never met him. Why
do people say I am Bin Laden’s man in Great
Britain?”
“Because you have been calling yourself Bin
Laden’s man in Great Britain for years,” Ronson
said. (Ronson 2002:xiv)
Bakri had no very clear answer to that, not
surprisingly. Eventually, he went to Lebanon
and was not allowed to re-enter the UK. His
daughter, one gathers from some reports, is now
a pole-dancer in Britain.
In a very real sense, Bakri asked the wrong
question. He could have asked whether America
had actually declared war on 1.5 billion Muslims,
given that President George W. Bush explicitly
said that he was fighting terror, not Islam. What
was the evidence that the United States was,
for example, attacking Muslims in Indonesia
or Malaysia? Of course, he was driven by his
own system of beliefs, which seems to have
condemned him to destructive hatred and
pointless posturing.
It seems clear Bakri had not thought very
much about exactly what he was doing, or why.
After all, from one viewpoint, he was highly
privileged. Muslims generally are having a hard
time of it worldwide, yet Bakri was ensconced in
a tolerant democratic society, with possibilities
for affecting the course of events. He could have
worked at ensuring that Muslims were better
understood. Instead, he seems to have made
matters worse.
Bakri is an extreme case, but it does illustrate
how questioning one’s own beliefs, and seeking
the evidence, is important to people everywhere,
as well as to skeptics. Within our own area,
Williams and Bryce have shown clearly how a
willingness to ask the right questions, allied with
the ability to investigate the evidence, can lead to
valuable results. So, bouquets to them both. And
a razzberry to Bakri, wherever he is.
Martin Bridgstock
Griffith Uni, QLD
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What you think ...
Thought, Belief
& Skepticism

A

dam van Langenberg (“School
of Thought”, The Skeptic, 32:1,
p22) has embarked on a laudable quest
to embed healthy skepticism within the
minds of our youth. As a ‘child of the
1960s, I can still remember the activity
run within Matriculation English, called
Clear Thinking, which had a similar
focus and it is still fondly remembered
by many.
As a naive, middle class 17-year-old
I found it quite unnerving to be given
pieces written by leading identities
including, to my astonishment, leading
political figures, whose writings were
submitted to our forensic examination.
I remember being quite shocked at
the revelation of the clay feet of many
of those placed on ivory pedestals by
the mainstream media – many pollies,
even prime ministers told lies! Why
was this activity ever removed from the
curriculum?
So I’m really happy that Adam has
found a way to reintroduce skepticism
back into our schools and, given it’s
a different environment now, I am
pleased that he is aware of the breadth
of beliefs within his pluralist classroom
and the wider community. But as a
science teacher science for over 40
years, as a Christian and as a fully paid
up and active skeptic, I feel the need
to proffer some advice that may serve
to keep him out of trouble. (As an
aside, we skeptics mustn’t get caught
saying that we “believe” in Big Bang,
Evolution, etc – these are the most
satisfactory explanation for observed
phenomena ... so far. Skeptics don’t
“believe” in science, we do it.)
There are lessons for us from the
Skeptics’ investigation into water
divining held at Mitta Mitta in March
2002. The team tasked with debriefing
the (uniformly) unsuccessful aspirants
was very skilful in maintaining the
relationship between themselves

as hosts and the diviners by clearly
conveying respect for the sincerity of
the views held.
What I found troubling about Adam’s
article was his bemused tolerance for
those with religious beliefs rather than
his sincere respect. I think Adam needs
to look again into how he sees his
students and be aware of how they see
him. He is the leader of the activity and
would, in any external evaluation of
the activity, be seen as being in a power
relationship with the students. Teaching
is a process of intentionally bringing
about change in other people’s children
and we will always find ourselves under
close scrutiny, and rightly so. The
classroom, no matter how informal, is
not a place of equality, as many teachers
hauled into disciplinary procedures are
taught at their cost.
Placing ‘belief ’ below ‘knowledge’
in some kind of hierarchy of rationality
is unnecessary and unfortunate as they
address quite different parts of our life
experience. Similarly, there is no need
to assume that science is in a perpetual
arm wrestle with religion, and many of
us perceive their domains to be quite
different as well.
Adam, as a maths teacher, would
be far more comfortable than I am,
thinking about dimensions far beyond
our physical reality and, as a chemist,
I have acquired a facility in thinking
about the operations of objects that
I will never see, feel or touch and
whose very reality is irrelevant to their
importance. Many would see their
religious beliefs in similar relationships
to our day-to-day world.
Many believers see their religion as
a (the?) repository of Truth, and not
necessarily a collection of verifiable,
scientific and historical facts. Adam
may do well to listen to how his
religious students accommodate healthy
skepticism alongside their faiths and,
as importantly, be seen to be listening.
He may observe that he is, in fact,
strengthening their faith by wrapping it
in a protective layer of skepticism.
As a reader might conclude, my

skepticism has served to strengthen
my beliefs but I know that this
religious construct is not universal.
Unfortunately, and potentially
dangerously for Adam, some religions,
often of pre-Reformation episcopal
origin, fundamentalist or ‘New Age’
in nature, see no difference between
their beliefs, truth and facts. They can
demand an unquestioning obedience
to dogma that permits no skepticism
whatsoever. Tread carefully Adam, and
demonstrate your sincere respect! I
look forward to a follow-up report.
Ian Foster
Canberra ACT

Area 51 Errors

H

aving read a review of the book
Area 51: An Uncensored History
of America’s Top Secret Miliitary Base
in the Washington Post (in short, the
reviewer said that the author believed
anyone who said anything about
Area 51, not bothering to verify
their employment or access), I was
interested to see one from a skeptical
publication [The Skeptic, 31:4, p47].
While I’m at it, a couple of things
are worth commenting on for a nonAmerican readership that might not
be familiar with a couple of things:
1) The captured Soviet-made aircraft
was used in exercises to test
American forces in realistic combat
situations: http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Red_Flag_(United_States_
Air_Force)
2) The President does not need
“clearances” for classified
information. He has access to
all classified information of
the executive brance ex-officio.
His aides are given varying
level of access based on their
responsibiliies, but if he orders
someone to be given classified
information, that order is not
likely to be ignored.
Gary Goldberg
Silver Spring, MD USA
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Funds & Galahs

T

he ancient weathered bush folk
around central Victoria had a
saying when they witnessed someone
acting foolishly. They would say
laconically “You don’t have to have
feathers to be a galah.” Kevin Murray
with his well-presented argument in
the March edition, 2012 of The Skeptic
[32:1, p56] demonstrated that the
saying may be appropriate today in
relation to the Teachers Health Fund.
It seems to me that the Teachers
Health Fund’s policy is not being
proactive in selecting and promoting
those therapies that members need.
Therapies that are actually proven
to work. Instead they are providing
support as dictated by member’s
desires. Dictated by the people who are
probably the least qualified in health
matters - those of the fraternity who
believe in non evidence-based therapies.
Surly an astute fund manager
would note that the Doctors Health
Fund, whose members are experts in
health matters, have punted alternative
therapies for a reason?
Given our permeable borders, it

is possible we could receive an influx
of the Hindu sect Aghouri, whose
alternative medicine is the perceived
benefits of eating dead and decaying
flesh of animals and humans. This
regimen may be supplemented by
eating animal faeces to achieve the
highest state of wellbeing. Should
there be enough of them wanting this
therapy to be covered by a health fund,
the current Teachers Health Fund’s
policy is well placed to help them out.
Kevin is correct that none of the
funds should be allocated to non
research-based therapies and those
responsible for operating the Teachers
Health Fund, instead of dismissing
Kevin’s missives, would do well for their
organisation and themselves to open
their minds and take note of good ideas.
Tony Barnett
Oakdale NSW

Killer cats

R

eferring to the article, The Cats
Miaow, [The Skeptic, 32:1, p39],
it’s not only the pet food industry
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that uses emotive half-truths to sell
their ludicrous products. The author
used the same technique: opening
paragraph, “He thinks all I do is
chase birds”, a benign image of a
mutually enjoyable pastime for bird
and beast, and closing paragraph:
“what I really like are mice, rats and
birds” - read, marsupials, reptiles,
anything that moves including native
birds. While I agree the supermarket
aisles stacked with pet food are
positively montypythonesque, they
say a lot about our relationship
between native animals and pets.
Cats, both feral and domestic are
responsible for the deaths of millions
of native animals each year. Many
species are now extinct, bordering
on extinction, endangered or rare.
Victoria’s faunal emblem, the
beautiful Leadbeater’s possum, has
been reduced to a few small remnant
communities. Perhaps we should be
less flippant when toying with our
rapidly diminishing natural world
and be more careful when calling the
kettle black.
Graham Kirby
Darwin NT

DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. A shoe sale - the army was low on footwear so they
marched (painfully) to capture the shoe shop and
met the opposition by chance.
2. Too long - so they cut all the songs out.
3. The prison dietician said that salad was more healthy.
4. Stamp sales.

You can see more like this, every month and going back
some years, at www.skeptics.com.au/features/dr-bobs-quiz/
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Loc a l S kep t i ca l G ro u p s
VICTORIA

TASMANIA

Gippsland Skeptics – (formerly Sale Skeptics In The Pub)

Launceston Skeptics
Skeptics in the Pub

Meets every second Friday in Sale and Morwell in
alternate months.
saleskepticsinthepub@hotmail.com or 0424 376 153
Facebook http://www.facebook.com/pages/GippslandSkeptics/172376579482915

Contact: Jin-oh Choi, 0408 271 800
info@launcestonskeptics.com

Great Ocean Road Skeptics – (Geelong)
Meets on the last Wednesday of each month from 6pm, City
Quarter, Cunningham Pier East Geelong
Contact: Carolyn Coulson carolco@barwonhealth.org.au
Melbourne Eastern Hills Skeptics in the Pub

Meets second Monday of each month at The Knox Club,
Wantirna South.
Contact: Lucas Randall 0423141453
mehsitp@codenix.org
http://mehsitp.codenix.org

Melbourne Skeptics in the Pub

Meets on the fourth Monday of every month from 6 pm at the
Mt View Hotel in Richmond.
http://www.melbourneskeptics.com.au/skeptics-in-the-pub/

Mordi Skeptics in The Pub

Meets at 7.30pm on the first Tuesday of each month at the
Mordi Sporting Club. ($2 to cover website costs)
http://www.meetup.com/Mordi-Skeptics-in-the-Pub/

Peninsula Skeptics – (aka The Celestial Teapot)

Contacts: Graeme Hanigan 0438 359 600 or Tina Hunt 0416 156
945 or glannagalt@fastmail.fm
http://www.meetup.com/Teapot-Mornington-Peninsula/

NOTE: LISTINGS WELCOME

We invite listings for any Skeptical groups based on local rather than regional areas. Email us at editor@
skeptics.com.au with details of your organisation’s name, contact details and any regular functions, eg
Skeptics in the Pub, with time, day of the month, location etc. Because this is a quarterly journal and most
local groups meet monthly, it is unlikely we will be able to include references to specific speakers or events.
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EVOLVE
DVD SET
when you subscribe to COSMOS
magazine for 2 or 3 years.
An 11-episode, 3-disc set, Evolve
explores the journey of some of
the planet’s extraordinary traits,
from origin to modern incarnation.
COSMOS is the perfect gift for
inquisitive explorers and anyone
with a curious mind.
Visually dramatic and beautifully
written, COSMOS brings the
latest science to life – from the
inner workings of the body to the
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