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Australian Skeptics Inc – Eran Segev

www.skeptics.com.au
PO Box 20, Beecroft, NSW 2119
Tel: 02 8094 1894; Mob: 0432 713 195; Fax: (02) 8088 4735
president@skeptics.com.au
Sydney Skeptics in the Pub – 6pm first Thursday of each
month at the Mezz Bar, Coronation Hotel, Park St in the city
(meeting upstairs)
Dinner meetings are held on a regular basis.
Next dinner- April 6, Dr Brooke Magnanti on “Sex Myths”.
Bookings online or contact nsw@skeptics.com.au

Hunter Skeptics Inc – John Turner
Tel: (02) 4959 6286 johnafturner@westnet.com.au

Queensland Skeptics Association Inc – Bob Bruce

PO Box 3480, Norman Park QLD 4170
Tel: (07) 3255 0499 Mob: 0419 778 308 qskeptic@uq.net.au
Hear Bob on 4BC Paranormal Panel - 9-10pm Tuesdays
Meeting with guest speaker on the last Monday of every month
(except December) at the Red Brick Hotel, 81 Annerley Road,
South Brisbane. Dinner from 6pm, speaker at 7.30pm.

Canberra Skeptics – Kevin Davies

PO Box 555, Civic Square ACT 2608
http://www.canberraskeptics.org.au Tel: 0408 430 442
mail@canberraskeptics.org.au (general inquiries),
arthwollipot@gmail.com (Canberra Skeptics in the Pub).

Meetings are held upstairs at The Cricketers Arms Hotel, Cooks
Hill (Newcastle) on the first Monday of each even numbered
month, commencing 7.00pm, with a guest speaker or open
discussion on a given topic. Visitors welcome. Further information
from the secretary at: kevin.mcdonald379@bigpond.com

A free monthly talk, open to the public, usually takes place
on the 1st Saturday of each month at the Lecture Theatre,
CSIRO Discovery Centre, Clunies Ross Rd (check website for
details of the current month’s talk). Skeptics in the Pub gather
at 1pm on the third Sunday of each month at King O’Malleys
Pub in Civic. For up-to-date details : www.meetup.com/
SocialSkepticsCanberra/

Australian Skeptics (Vic) Inc – Terry Kelly

Skeptics SA – Laurie Eddie

Skeptics’ Café – Third Monday of every month, with guest
speaker. La Notte, 140 Lygon St. Meal from 6pm, speaker
at 8pm sharp.

Thinking and Drinking - Skeptics in the Pub, on the third Friday
of every month. Contact nigeldk@adam.com.au
www.meetup.com/Thinking-and-Drinking-Skeptics-in-the-Pub/
calendar/10205558 or http://tinyurl.com/loqdrt

GPO Box 5166, Melbourne VIC 3001
Tel: 1 800 666 996 vic@skeptics.com.au

More details on our web site www.skeptics.com.au/vic

Borderline Skeptics Inc – Russell Kelly

PO Box 666, Mitta Mitta, Victoria 3701
Tel: (02) 6072 3632 skeptics@wombatgully.com.au
Meetings are held quarterly on second Tuesday at Albury/
Wodonga on pre-announced dates and venues.

Gold Coast Skeptics – Lilian Derrick

PO Box 8348, GCMC Bundall, QLD 9726
Tel: (07) 5593 1882; Fax: (07) 5593 2776
lderrick@bigpond.net.au
Contact Lilian to find out news of more events.

52B Miller St Unley, SA 5061
Tel: (08) 8272 5881 laurieeddie@adam.com.au

WA Skeptics – Dr John Happs

PO Box 466, Subiaco, WA 6904
Tel: (08) 9448 8458 info@undeceivingourselves.org
All meetings start at 7:30 pm at Grace Vaughan House,
227 Stubbs Terrace, Shenton Park
Further details of all our meetings and speakers are on our
website at www.undeceivingourselves.org

Australian Skeptics in Tasmania – Leyon Parker

PO Box 582, North Hobart TAS 7002
Tel: 03 6238 2834 BH, 0418 128713 parkerley@yahoo.com.au
Skeptics in the Pub - 2nd Monday each month,
6.30pm, Ball & Chain restaurant, Salamanca Place

Darwin Skeptics – Brian de Kretser

Tel: (08) 8927 4533 brer23@swiftdsl.com.au
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E D I T O R I A L From the Editor

What’s in a name?

T

4

here has been some discussion
in some circles of late about the
significance of the different spellings
of the words “sceptic”, “skeptic” and
“Skeptic”. This is an issue which
crops up fairly regularly, especially
for those who deal with the public
and the media on a recurring basis.
(The other issue that used to crop
up with the media was the sign-off
following a TV or radio story on
something that involves the Skeptics:
“Ah, but do the Skeptics believe in
themselves?”, the newsreader would
say with a wry smile. My usual
response, if I had the opportunity
to give a response, would be
“Congratulations, you are the one
millionth person to make that
remark.” That would generally shut
them up, and frankly we don’t hear
the comment very often at all these
days. But that’s a different story.)
From your editor’s point of view,
the difference between the three
variants is pretty simple:
• “scepticism”, with a lower case “s”
and “c”, is your run of the mill
“I find it difficult to trust/believe
you, but I can be convinced”.
Note that this is not cynicism,
which is straight out dismissal
“You’re a liar and I’m telling my
mother”.
• “skepticism”, with a lower case
“s” and “k”, is applying scientific
method and/or real investigation
to claims and the results of such
investigations are needed, or at
least helpful, in being convinced.
• “Skepticism”, with a capital “S”
and a lower case “k”, means
applying that same scientific
method to the specific areas
of pseudoscience and the
paranormal.
The decision as to the use of “k”
is as much a pragmatic one as it is
based on learned discussion of Greek
vs Latin etc. Most groups around the

world that scientifically investigate
pseudoscience and the paranormal use
the “k”.
Apart from the actual spelling
and associated definitions, there is
then the issue of where one applies
skepticism.
Another of those ‘grabs’ that I
like to use to answer this question is:
“Everywhere. We all do it. We’re all
skeptics.”
The simplest example I know is
buying a car. Before you do so, you
take it for test drive. If it fits the
requirements, expectations and, most
importantly proof of the claims made
for it, then go ahead and buy it. End
of example.
Most people seem to understand
this pretty readily. If you then add
that it’s the same with flying saucers,
yetis, psychics, astrologers, alt med
and religions (as much as you can
test drive a religion) then the penny
drops, the scales fall from their eyes,
and the proponents go away until
they come back and say “But my
uncle saw a flying saucer and he’s a
policeman.” You then smile politely.
In this issue, we begin a series of
articles looking at how skepticism
and Skepticism are applied in specific
professions. This issue’s theme is
law enforcement, with one article
covering the very serious end of
law enforcement, dealing with drug
smuggling, terrorists and other
unpleasant sorts. Unfortunately this
means that, while specific examples
are common, in this case they are not
quotable. But take our word for it,
skepticism (if not Skepticism) applies
here in spades.
Now if I could only get my spell
checker to allow “skepticism” instead
of regularly substituting “scepticism”,
this editorial would have been much
easier to write.

.

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

Dowsing for dollars

Dowsing for disease

AUSTRALIA: By the time you read

EGYPT: A handheld device developed
from bomb ‘detection’ technology is
claimed to be able to diagnose diseases,
including hepatitis C.
Looking like a car radio antenna,
an Egyptian doctor claimed the device
could remotely detect the presence of
liver disease in patients sitting several feet
away, within seconds.
The prototype operates like a
mechanical divining rod, though there
are also digital versions. It appears to
swing towards people who suffer from
hepatitis C, remaining motionless in the
presence of those who don’t. A developer
claimed the movement of the rod was
sparked by the presence of a specific
electromagnetic frequency that emanates
from a certain strain of hepatitis C.
The device sounds suspiciously like the
ADE 651 produced by ATSC (UK) and
used by Iraqi police to detect explosives.
The device’s effectiveness was heavily
criticised and the director of ATSC, Jim
McCormick, was charged with fraud
in 2010, out on bail for two years and
arrested, with five others in July 2012.
Earlier, the British Government had
announced a ban on the export of the
ADE 651.

this, Australian Skeptics should have run
a major test of water divining, repeating
an exercise last undertaken 11 years ago
at the Mighty Mitta Muster in Mitta
Mitta, northern Victoria.
Organised by the Borderline Skeptics
with input from Australian Skeptics Inc
and the Victorian Skeptics, and held at
the muster on March 10, diviners would
put themselves up for the test to be in
the running for the Skeptics $100,000
challenge. (In fact, the amount for the
Mitta event was boosted by a further
$10,000 from Borderliner Russell Kelly.)
The Mighty Mitta Muster is an
annual event, held on the Victorian
Labour Day weekend, featuring
the usual range of events at rural
shows – woodchopping, tent pegging,
stunt riding and egg throwing – but it
hasn’t had a water divining test since
the last time the Skeptics rolled up in
2002. (A previous trial was run in 2001,
and a third was planned for a year later
but was cancelled – as was the entire
Muster — due to bushfires.)
The 2013 divining challenge
comprises water in plastic containers
covered by paper bags placed around the
divining area (which has been checked
prior to ensure no interference from
other material). This water is stationary
like most artesian
water, not flowing,
and drawn from
the Mitta River
on the morning
of the challenge.
Other paper bags
randomly hold
containers with
sand instead of
water.
Full details of
the event will be
published in the
next issue of The
Skeptic.

Message from meteors
RUSSIA: A recent poll by Russian

newspaper Noviye Izvestia found that
nearly half of its readers believe that the
recent meteor event over the town of
Chelyabinsk could be anything from
a divine message to UFOs to a US
weapons test.
According to the paper, barely half
of its readers believed the official report
that the blast was caused by a meteor.
The cynics prefer explanations such as
the blast was a secret US weapon test,
an off-course ballistic missile, a message
from God, a crashing alien spaceship,
or even an extraterrestrial Trojan horse

carrying a deadly space virus to wipe
out the Earth.
Lidiya Rykhlova, an expert at the
Institute of Applied Astronomy in
Moscow, told reporters “Unfortunately
we stopped teaching astronomy in
our schools long ago; people are not
equipped, or inclined to see these things
in a rational light. I read recently about a
survey that found half the population of
the world believes that the Sun revolves
around the Earth. There you go.”

Minnesota Iceman sold
USA: The Charles Fort Institute
reports that the famed Minnesota
Iceman has been
sold on eBay.
The Iceman was
supposedly found
by Frank Hansen
in the 1960s, but
its subsequent
whereabouts
were a mystery
for some time
after. Variously
described as a
primitive man
(Neanderthal in
style) shot by a
hunter in the US
northwoods, or
during wartime
in SE Asia or, of
course, as a hoax
perpetrated by
one of Disney’s
early Imagineers.
Nonetheless, the
Iceman has stood
up to the rigours
of time and repeated freezing. There are
even suggestions that the Iceman on
sale was a fake of a fake.
The starting price on eBay was
US$20,000, but it is not known what
the final price was, or who bought it.
In 1968 the creature was
investigated by two cryptozoologists,
Ivan Sanderson and Dr. Bernard
Heuvelmans, who were reportedly
convinced that the creature was real,
though they could not explain where it
came from.
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NEWS

‘Witchcraft’ treatments
NZ: Stuff.co.nz reports that the
Whanganui District Health Board
has cut its natural therapy clinic after
senior doctors expressed concerns

about “witchcraft” being practised at
the hospital.
Meditation, massage and energy
healing – including reiki and colour
therapy – were offered free to staff as
part of a three-month trial that began
in August. Fifteen therapists treated 75
staff over five weeks.
The trial was halted in September
after comments by an emergency
department specialist who linked the
clinic to witchcraft and wizardry. A
statement from the Board said that
“We previously agreed to something
but it has been introduced with
no supervision and no checks and
balances. It was introduced under the
smokescreen of Christian prayer and
Maori alternative medicine.” Which
makes a lot more sense.

Message from on high
USA: Jim Lawry of Brooklyn, Ohio,

was in the driveway of his parent’s
home (though some news reports say
it was a McDonalds) when he noticed
a spot on his car’s windshield. It was
the face of Jesus, he said, delivered in
the form of a bird dropping.
Only apparent when sitting inside
the car with light shining through it,
his friends and family were astounded.
From the outside, it just looks like
bird poo.

6

UK NHS soft on
homeopathy

‘Dragon’ skeleton a hoax!
(shock horror)

UK: The Guardian reports that draft
guidance for the National Health
Service’s Choices website, warning that
there is no evidence that homeopathy
works, was suppressed by officials
following lobbying by a charity set up
by the Prince of Wales.
A draft page that spelled out the
scientific implausibility of homeopathic
remedies was neutered by Department
of Health officials. It is now uncritical,
with just links to reports on the lack of
evidence.
It is said that the Prince had no
direct role in this, but he is known to be
an advocate of homeopathy.
The current page on homeopathy
now contains noncommittal phrasing
like “practitioners believe,” “the
central principle,” and “homeopathy
is based on a series of ideas”. The word
“evidence” is not even used until the
very end, and then only to provide links
to pro and con external sites. The page
itself makes no comment about the
evidence or the science of homeopathy.

ITALY: A supposed fossil of a

Aliens: “Welcome
to Glasgow”
UK: If aliens land in Glasgow they
would receive a “warm and peaceful”
welcome from the local council.
However, Glasgow City Council believe
it is unlikely any extraterrestrial life
form would chose the city as their first
point of contact on earth.
A Freedom of Information request
from a member of the public asked
what provisions the Council had in
place “for our inevitable encounter”
with alien life forms.
The response was that the council
admitted it hadn’t actually any concrete
plans for alien contact. But they were
sure any greeting would be friendly.

pterosaur, promoted in an engraving
by a Dutch civil engineer Cornelius
Meyer in 1696 (did they have civil
engineers in the 17th century?) has
been proved to be a hoax, despite it
having been claimed by Young Earth
Creationists as proof that man lived at
the same time as dinosaurs.

Touted as a ‘dragon’ when the
engraving was displayed in Rome,
the image is detailed enough for
palaeontologists to analyse each part
of the skeleton to show it is actually
an amalgam of different creatures that
were very much alive at the time.
Apparently the skull and mandible
are that of two different sorts of
domestic dog. The hind limb is
actually the forelimb of a bear, the
ribs are from a large fish, the thoracic
vertebrae may be those of a beaver, and
the tail and wings have been sculpted.
“No part of the skeleton resembles
its counterpart in pterosaurs,” the
palaeontologists’ report says. “A threecentury-old hoax is finally unveiled,
the mystery of its construction is
solved, and an interesting and bizarre
episode in Renaissance Italian history
is elucidated.”
The creationists are no doubt deeply
disappointed unless, of course, that
they claim that God made it that way
to encourage people to look for the
real man-dinosaur connections.

.
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Queensland’s anti-fluoride councils
– a health or wealth decision
Under the guise of freedom of choice and pseudomedicine,
Queenslanders face a ‘holeyer than thou’ future
In the last few months, a number of
Queensland local councils have voted
to end water fluoridation from drinking
water. At the time of writing, these are
Cairns, Bundaberg, the Fraser Coast,
Cloncurry, Burdekin Shire, North and
South Burnett Councils, Domadgee
Aboriginal Council and Tablelands
Regional Council. These councils cover
approximately 500,000 people.
Fluoridation of water supplies was
mandated state-wide by the previous
Queensland Labor government in 2008,
well behind other states and territories
which have had fluoridation for up to 50
years in some areas.
But with the change to a Liberal
National Party government, Premier
Campbell Newman and Health Minister
Lawrence Springborg have allowed local
councils to make up their own minds on
the issue, based on a ‘freedom of choice’
principal.
According to an ABC report,
Springborg says he is not concerned by
the number of councils that have opted
out of water fluoridation.
“We understand people want to make
different decisions to central government
agencies and not be dictated to and we
respect that,” he told the ABC. This is
despite that he personally is in favour of
fluoridation.
The Queensland Education Minister
John-Paul Langbroek has said that
councils taking fluoride out of drinking
water are “making a terrible mistake”.
In doing so, Langbroek is calling on his
professional background as a dentist.
To counter the anti-fluoride
campaign, the Queensland Heath
Department has sent Dr Michael Foley,
the director of the Brisbane Dental
Hospital, on a tour of the state appealing
directly to councils to keep fluoridating
their water.
Regarding the decision by those
councils that voted against fluoridation,
he said “That’s disappointing, I

sympathise with them and
councils have to look at their
bottom line but the science
is all on one side of the
argument.”
The reference to “bottom
line” is telling, as at least
some councils have made
their decision based not so
much on the supposed ‘dangers’ of
fluoridation, but on the cost of adding it
to their water supplies.
Andrew Daniels, mayor of the
Cloncurry Shire Council, told the ABC
that health and cost issues played a
major role in its decision to abandon
plans to fluoridate the water supply.
He said that councillors decided the
benefit for dental health was not great
enough to justify the large cost involved.
The Council’s water and waste water
environment officer, Shane Noon told
the Council at a meeting in July last
year that fluoridation of the water
supply would have direct costs of
about $48,000 per year, but with the
addition of extra staff required, that
could increase costs to $90,000 per year,
plus an extra power component needed
for batching plants, dosing plants and
meters.
Daniel told the ABC: “We’ve done a
hell of lot in the last five or six years to
put our well-earned, hard-earned money
into the right places and I think it’s just
as easy for someone to buy toothpaste as
it is, you know it’s a lot easier to do that
than a fluoride pumping station.
“The councillors were very strong
about no fluoride. It’s a very powerful
stuff, fluoride; it’s good for your teeth
but you can overdose on it as well.
“Cloncurry has a certain amount
of natural fluoride in its water but
obviously not to the right amount of
fluoride for the standards that would
have to be put in place if you did take
on the fluoride, so we’re not going to
take it on.” [sic]

Many regions
around the world, including
parts of Europe, that do not artificially
fluoridate water do so because their
supplies are naturally fluoridated, or
the use of fluoridated toothpaste means
that recommended fluoride levels have
already been reached.
In 1999, the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention in the US listed
water fluoridation as one of the ten
great public health achievements of the
20th century, alongside vaccination,
family planning and the recognition
of the dangers of smoking. Other
organisations endorsing fluoridation
include the World Health Organisation,
the US Surgeon General, the American
Public Health Association, the European
Academy of Paediatric Dentistry and the
national dental associations of Australia,
Canada, and the US.
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Reader’s indigestible
Tim Mendham looks at those ‘other’ publications, where
skepticism is a dirty word.

T

his issue we look at two publications that are designed to scare the
bejeebuz out of you. One is about all the scary and dangerous things that
doctors and the medical fraternity are trying to put down your throat and how
much harm it is doing to you and your family, and how you can avoid it by
taking these little herbal homeopathic non-radioactive natural pills. The other
is about all the scary and dangerous things that the world is doing to you and
your family and how you can avoid them by sticking your head in the ground,
literally, armed with a can of beans and a machine gun. Welcome to the land
of publishing paranoia.

Natural Medicine
If you want a gift for the person you
least like, and wish to make sure that
their life is a paranoid living hell, then
get them a subscription to Natural
Medicine.
Rather than sweetness and light
and fairies as most new age-ish
natural health type publications are,
this one is chock full of the scariest,
most threatening dangers waiting just
around the corner, and by just around
the corner we mean your local family
doctor. Never were there such evil
characters as those people in white
coats (don’t all doctors wear white
coats?) dishing out poisons left right
and centre, while feeding you all the
misinformation that Big Pharma has
paid them to tell you.
Natural Medicine is a sister
publication to Uncensored (covered
in an earlier issue of The Skeptic).
Like Uncensored, it hails from New
Zealand, and costs A$8.95. But unlike
Uncensored, which is pretty much the
theoretical side of conspiracies, Natural
Medicine hits you where it hurts. And
by and large that means cancer ... and
vaccinations ... and fluoride ... and Big
Pharma ... and nuclear radiation ...
and microwaves ... and smart meters
8

... and ‘dirty’ electricity ... and GM
crops ... and that’s just the first half of
the magazine.
Without going into every article,
one that pretty much characterises
everything about Natural Medicine
is “The 5 Most Repeated Health
Myths That Medical Doctors Have
No Intention of Abandoning” While
we’re not sure why “of” didn’t get
a capital letter, for the record the 5
Myths are: conventional medicine
and the healthcare system helps sick
people; vaccines prevent diseases and
increase immunity; we must all focus
on lowering bad cholesterol; medical
screening and treatments prevent
death; and fluoride prevents tooth
decay.
In that one list you have all the
bete noires of Natural Medicine - the
medical system serving “higher
interests” with treatments that They
know don’t work, no doubt for
financial gain. “Science is not really
science anymore,” the author says.
Apparently nor is truth.
Like Uncensored, Natural Medicine
has a pretty basic layout – nothing
sexy or cutting edge here. (Your local
school newsletter put together with

glue and sticky tape by the admin
officer is graphically innovative by
comparison.) While neither magazine
is overburdened with advertising,
Natural Medicine is ahead of its sister,
which is understandable - how many
conspiracy theory-oriented products
are there that you can advertise
to people who worry that the
government is after them, apart from
binoculars and bomb shelters?
The ads that Natural Medicine
does have basically cover miracle
cures for this, herbal cures for that,
homeopathy for everything else and
machines that go ping to protect you
from ex-Fukushima radiation. We’re
trying to get our head around the
Dr Oxygen portable, non-electronic
oxygen generator which, for $40 plus
postage (but only to New Zealand
apparently) you get a little box about
the size of a small wine carrier, a
nostril and facial mask and 30 packs
of “A + B powder”, all of which will
allow you to inhale 12 litres of pure
oxygen in 15 minutes.
We did like a little classified
ad from Gail Nicholls ND,
DipClinHyp, LBL, who has over 25
years experience as a hypnotherapist
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Colors

and is registered with the Michael
Newtown Institute in the US presumably this is pretty impressive
in hypnotherapy cricles. What she
offers is to “take you through this
amazing exprience where you will
learn ‘Who you are Why you are
her, Where you are going, Meet with
your Council’.” Personally I don’t
really want to know why I am her,
but using hypnotherapy on your
Council might be an interesting way
to get another wheelie bin.
But we couldn’t end our look
at Natural Medicine’s jaundiced
view of life without mentioning
one more ad, this one for a
SCENAR practitioner in Auckland.
SCENAR, or self controlled
energo neuro adaptive regulator
as we learned from the Australian
SCENAR Therapists Association,
“interactively locates, measures
and prompts problem areas in the
body (asymmetries) through the
skin to HELP RELIEVE PAIN
AND RESTORE FUNCTION,
without the need for diagnosis”.
Our Auckland SCENARist is one
of a pair who have an 0800 number
that ends in PAIN (cute, what?).
But what caught our attention most
is the name of the practitioner:
Wilfried Wank. Says it all, really.

Normally, the magazine Colors
wouldn’t feature in these pages. It
is published quarterly (A$14.95)
on behalf of the fashion house
The United Colors of Benetton
(thus the title) and each issue
investigates a particular theme.
As is the way with Benetton’s
often controversial advertising fashion and aids/hunger victims
don’t normally mix – some
of these themes can be pretty
confrontational, including issues
on fat, madness and fear. Others
are less so – toys for a brighter
future doesn’t sound particularly
worrisome, and nor, hopefully,
does one issue on Birmingham.
But it was issue #84 that
caught our attention, and this
one is called “Apocalypse – a
survival guide”.
For a start, we’d have to say
that the apocalypse never looked
better. In line with Benetton’s
dramatic visual and colour
styling, Colors is one hell of
a good-looking magazine. It
makes Natural Medicine look
dull (which is not difficult, as
Natural Medicine looks extremely
dull). This might be due to the
magazine’s Italian heritage – it
is published in Milan and the
editorial is printed in both
English and Italian, though the
production team is drawn from all
around the world, with the editorin-chief coming from Bath, the
creative consultant from Nairobi,
the art directors from Seoul
and Udine, and the editor from
Birmingham (which probably
explains that earlier issue).
The introduction to issue #84
sums up where this is coming
from: “Hit by a meteorite, wiped
out by a pandemic, fried in a
nuclear holocaust or frozen in

another Ice Age: Civilisation
could end in a hundred ways.
Yet the relentless onslaught of
disaster prophecies leaves you
overwhelmed, exhausted and
unsure who to believe. You’ve
got Apocalypse Fatigue, but don’t
give up. The climate is the hottest
it’s been for 1000 years, and this
century will see temperatures rise
five times more than they have
already, bringing hurricanes,
floods, famine and wildfire. So
start preparing: build a bunker,
secure your energy supply,
stockpile food. When mankind
throws itself into the abyss, you
need to be ready to climb back
out.” Somehow the phrase “don’t
give up” in the middle of that
diatribe seems unnecessarily
optimistic.
We’re not sure if this
publication is more about your
Mayan-prophecy type apocalypse
– issue #84 came out before
December 2012 – or just your
run-of-the-mill climate change
apocalypse. But whatever,
the magazine contains much
advice and neat little drawings
on everything from outfitting
your own underground home,
collecting water from fogs, what
insects you can eat, and how to
build a backyard nuclear reactor
(well, not exactly how to, just that
it can be done; but there is a guide
on burying nuclear waste).
So, is this magazine fun or
frightening? Sensible or stupid?
Reasoned or ridiculous? Probably
all of them. But it is visually
interesting, and the dust jacket
folds out to be a great poster of
apocalyptic weapons and gadgets
people have made. And looking
good is all we really need to be
when the world ends, right?
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Pseudo Medicine

Measles
Madness
Tim Mendham on the
messenger of an anti-vax,
pro-disease campaign.

A

10

book promoting measles as a
child-friendly disease has been
soundly criticised around the world, in
both mainstream and social media, as
a “misleading” danger to children and
their parents.
Originally self-published a year ago
by Queensland-based anti-vaccination
campaigner Stephanie Messenger,
Melanie’s Marvellous Measles was
republished in January of this year
by independent publishing service,
Trafford Publishing, an organisation
that offers “print-on-demand” services
for authors who wish to be published,
and who can stump up the fees to do
so. The company also offers design
and marketing services, all at various
prices according to the level of service
provided. This process used to be called
“vanity press”.
Its reappearance in this format was
the reason for the latest uproar.
Messenger’s Measles is promoted as
a book that “takes children aged 4-10
on a journey of discovering about the
ineffectiveness of vaccinations, while
teaching them to embrace childhood
disease, heal if they get a disease, and
build their immune systems naturally”.
The blurb for the book, as it appears
on online bookseller Amazon’s site,
adds that the book assists children “to
know they don’t have to be scared of

childhood illnesses, like measles and
chicken pox. There are many health
messages for parents to expand on about
keeping healthy.” It then says that “an
information pack on vaccinations” is
available free in Australia.

MESSENGER’S
ANTI-VACCINATION STANCE

Messenger claims that, 30 years ago,
her one-year-old son died of vaccinerelated issues: “Vaccination killed
him, I have no doubt. If he crawled
under the sink and drank the same
poisonous concoction of heavy metals,
formaldehyde, foreign proteins,
multiple viruses and a host of other
toxins, the emergency room would
have called it poisoning. Because it
was injected into his body, it’s called ‘a
coincidence’!”
Doctors at the time, however,
suggested that her son was suffering
from a genetic condition called
Alexander’s Disease.
The Diluted Thinking blog, authored
by Christine Bayne, puts a different
spin on Messenger’s story: “Stephanie
Messenger began her crusade against
vaccination after she tragically lost her
young child to a medical condition. To
this day she states that her child died as
a direct result of receiving the tripleantigen vaccine. Stephanie has widely

disseminated her story on the internet,
and the book Vaccination Roulette
which she co-authored, includes her
story. ... According to Stephanie, she
never received a firm diagnosis of her
son’s condition. Stephanie made the
link to vaccination after noticing an
adverse reaction to the triple-antigen
vaccine, and then watching the wholly
discredited Dr Robert S Mendelsohn on
the Phil Donahue show talking about
the dangers of vaccination. Stephanie
admits in Vaccination Roulette that
doctors looking after her son suspected
a condition called Alexander’s Disease.
It is a rare inherited condition and if
Stephanie were to research what we
know of this disease today and revisited
what she went through over 30 years
ago in a rational manner, I suspect that
she would no longer be able to claim
that vaccination was the cause of her
son’s tragic death.
“Stephanie continues to repost her
story to various internet forums and
encourages others to copy it and pass it
around. It is indeed a sad story, and one
with a sadder legacy still of encouraging
others to risk their own children’s
lives, and the lives of others, by not
vaccinating.”
An alternative view to Messenger’s
story appeared in an online comment,
posted on Dan Buzzard’s Journal of
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Skepticism soon after Messenger’s book
first appeared (http://www.danbuzzard.
net/journal/stephanie-messenger-makesme-sick.html). A person claiming to be
Messenger’s sister stated that Stephanie’s
baby did have a genetic disease passed
on from his father – Messenger’s first
husband, which would explain why her
later children by a different father were
not at risk of the disease.

THE MEASLES BOOK

Melanie’s Marvellous Measles relates the
story of school-age Melanie’s experience
with measles and how an unvaccinated
friend, Tina, is worried for her and of
the implications of catching the disease.
Tina’s mother reassures her that “Firstly,
measles don’t run and catch you or
hurt you ... For most children it is a
good thing to get measles … Many
wise people believe measles makes the
body stronger and more mature for the
future.”

When Tina suggests she visit Melanie
in order to catch measles, her mother
says that that’s “a great idea”. Her
mother also espouses the benefits of
Vitamin A from carrots and melon to
help Melanie recover.
Unfortunately for Tina, she doesn’t
catch measles, but another schoolmate,
the vaccinated Jared, does, and he

doesn’t have anywhere near a marvellous butterflies and exposing her spotted
time as Melanie.
tummy. This image suggests that you
The anti-vaccination and pro-disease
can be exultant while having measles,
book has been roundly condemned by
in exact antithesis to the fact that the
the medical profession and the public,
disease normally renders the patient
with AMA President Steve Hambleton
bed-ridden, and can cause extremely
suggesting the publishers “should be
serious and sometimes fatal results - up
ashamed of themselves”.
to 200,000 people currently die each
Online sellers have also been
year from measles.
criticised for carrying the book.
The other aspect which has caused
Many subsequently (and sometimes
outrage is the fact that the book’s title
regretfully) removed
mirrors the title of
the book from their
an emotional book
lists. Bookworld
Roundly condemned
by children’s author
(formerly Borders), ... with AMA president
Roald Dahl: George’s
took the book
Marvellous Medicine.
suggesting the publishers
down following
Dahl himself
complaints, with a
wrote vehemently
‘should be ashamed of
spokesperson telling
against the antiNews.com reporter themselves’.
vaccination lobby,
Tory Shepherd that
not least because his
they listened to
own seven-year-old
their customers and delisted the book.
daughter Olivia succumbed to measles
“(We) usually don’t delist
encephalitis.
unless it is illegal,” he said.
A few years after her death, Dahl
“But in this case we listened
wrote a short article recounting her
to our customers and believe
rapid decline and his concern at the
they have a fair argument and
argument against vaccination in Measles:
have removed the titles.”
A Dangerous Illness. The full text of this
At time of writing, only
article, plus a strong and well-argued
Amazon (US, UK and
criticism of Messenger’s book, can be
Canada), Book Depository
found in a blog by John Stumbles titled
(US and UK), Powells Books
Stephanie’s Measles Mischief (http://
(US) and the Australian
stumbles.org.uk/John/2013/Marvelous_
book seller Abbey’s still had it
Measles/).
available.
Messenger has criticised the response
When the recent
to the book, telling Shepherd that
controversy erupted, those
“Only people who are not in favour of a
sites were bombarded with
free press or free speech would (want it
negative reviews of the book.
banned).”
As of mid-February, there
“Ms Messenger said she was just
were 187 low-rating reviews
trying to give people more information
(1 out of 5 score) on Amazon about vaccination and disease through
UK versus 15 high-rating
fiction aimed at children,” Shepherd
ones (5 out of 5). However,
reports.
most of those latter were
This is not Messenger’s only foray
also highly critical, with the
into children’s health books. Last year
high rating designed to lure
she also self-published Sarah Visits a
potential purchasers.
Naturopath which has the blurb: “This
book exposes children aged 4-10 years
to the idea that they create most of
OTHER ISSUES
their ill health by the choices they
But apart from the book’s misleading
make. It encourages them to listen to
and dangerous content, there are two
the messages their bodies give them.
other aspects that have raised the ire of
Sarah visits a naturopath to get advice
commentators.
One is the cover, which depicts a very on staying well according to nature’s
laws.”
happy Melanie in her garden chasing

“

”
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Energy Cold
Green
Ian Bryce with the latest on
cold fusion

C

old fusion was the subject of a
presentation at the All-Energy
Conference held in Melbourne in
October, but with a twist.
Ian Bryce, chief investigator for
Australian Skeptics, was invited to
present on his research into the Italian
Andrea Rossi’s development of what he
claims is cold fusion technology that
can be used from domestic to industrial
applications.
The All-Energy Conference has
developed into Australia’s largest
clean and renewable energy event,
with approximately 4000 registrants.
Supported by the Victorian
government, it covers the latest research,
development, implementation, finance
and regulation of energy generation and
utilisation around the world.
Bryce’s paper was titled, “Investor
beware – cold fusion and other
investment scams”, and covered his
investigations of Rossi’s E-CAT (energy
catalyser) technology. A full report on
Bryce’s investigation can be found at
www.skeptics.com.au/wordpress/wpcontent/uploads/Skeptics-Rossi-coldfusion.pdf.
Rossi’s initials claims looked sound,
Bryce says, because 15 of the world’s
top scientists, including from NASA,

&

gave it support after witnessing
demonstrations. In the expose, the
Skeptics revealed how the scientists
were fooled.
The presentation also explained
how to perform due diligence so that
investors’ money may be directed to
schemes that have at least a chance of
working.
Bryce says that “delegates migrated
from other streams at the convention,
which were on serious developments
in technology and investment. This
resulted in a full room, and the
audience seemed to enjoy the change
of pace to hear about scammers in their
own field.”
“I pointed out that any serious
development in energy should have
been represented at this conference,
but among the 100 presenters and 300
exhibitors, none of what I suggest are
scams were to be seen.
“In the breaks, six people kept
me busy for 90 minutes with further
discussions.”
As an update to Bryce’s original
reports, he says that Sol Millin, the
initial would-be representative for
E-CAT, had dropped out of the scene
and was not answering emails. Rossi
eventually sold an Australian licence

Andrea Rossi

to a Roger Green, who saw an E-CAT
demonstration in Bologna on 24
February 2012. His website repeats the
claims of cheap power from low energy
nuclear reactions, and offers a 10kW
domestic unit for $2500 and a 1MW
industrial E-CAT for US$1.5M.
Green’s previous forays into energy
technologies (under the name of Eco
Global Fuels) include hypersonic
propulsion, a self-regenerating magnetic
battery, the AURA tower (crop
fertilisation without toxic fertilizers),
imploder water treatment technology,
a Tesla bladeless disk turbine, and
“Quantum Well Thermoelectric
Converter (QTEG)”.

.

I’m Brian Dunning from Skeptoid.com
A weekly science podcast dedicated to furthering knowledge
by blasting away the widespread pseudosciences that infect
popular culture.
http://skeptoid.com
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The

Long Arm
of the Skeptic
Skepticism can be applied in many professions,
as it can be in everyday life. But in one area – law
enforcement – the stakes are high and the need
for quick and rational responses are ever present.

E

veryone uses critical thinking in
most facets of their life – although
some may argue that politicians are
the exception for that rule. When used
correctly, it can be a powerful tool to
assist in rational and informed decision
making, as well as opening your mind to
other ways of considering things.
Scepticism is the application of
critical thinking in the real world, and
might not be so widely understood or
appreciated. In fact, many consider
skepticism in a negative light – it
is about automatically doubting
everything. That isn’t the case, of
course. Skepticism is about asking
questions, evaluating and seeking
evidence, looking for alternatives
and asking that one important
question: “Why”? Critical thinking
involves reasoning, preparing you to
put together a logical argument, or
measuring the value of information,
statements or even just your
environment. Together they can be
combined in a very effective and even
sexy way.
For myself, I use both these tools
within my work in the law enforcement
arena. Why would we use this? Good
question!
Within the criminological
environment, we work every single day
with the goal of saving lives and making
the world a little bit safer for people.
It is a tough and often emotionally

draining task, and a little like a game
of chess. For each move the ‘criminal’
makes, we have to think three steps
ahead in order to block their plans. This
goes for the brave emergency services
and police who wear the uniform and
are out on the street every single day, as
it is also for those who fight the good
fight from behind a desk.
We all support each other and have
our own unique talents. Those who
investigate look for anything that may
solve a crime, or assist in prosecution.
Those of us who work within
Intelligence gather information and
identify targets as well as try to predict
new and potentially dangerous threats.
How we do this is by the collection,
collation, analysis and dissemination
of intelligence in order to support the
objectives addressed. For those working
in my role, in particular, this involves
being subject matter experts, even if
we didn’t know a lot about something
before being handed a case. At the end
of the road, we are the people who
analysts, investigators, and managers
rely on for information to assist in
making operational decisions.
So what exactly does all this have
to do with the use of skepticism and
critical thinking? We use these tools in
order to interpret when information is
valuable enough to become intelligence
– we have to be able to look at a lot
of what many consider ‘nothing’
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Law

The Long Arm
of the Skeptic
Continued...

and see if there is
a vital clue, hint or
piece to a puzzle that
could have significant
consequences.
Those who work in
my field are classic
over-thinkers. We are
employed to see things
in a way many others
cannot. We see potential
information of interest in
all sorts of situations – on a television
program, listening to someone talk,
even recreational activities. Being an
exceptional critical thinker means
taking what is in front of you and
examining it for what it is and then
asking how it will help to answer your
question.
Using critical thinking and
scepticism is kind of like learning to
play an instrument. You can learn the
basics, however your proficiency level
usually expands the more experience
you get. So by using these skills at
work you are also honing some skills
that can be used in your personal life.
While many different philosophies
exist, critical thinking in the workplace
can often be categorised into three
techniques and I will use examples of
these along with a hypothetical case.

GATHERING INFORMATION

14

We need to make sure the problem
is being addressed. Intelligence
practitioners gather information while
constantly questioning the quality
of the information, the origin and
reliability of where this is sourced. This
may be used if you are researching
for an importation enquiry regarding
a synthetic drug. You will want to
research the news reports of people
buying items such as ‘bath salts’ online
and establish if this new phenomenon
within Australia is increasing and the
consequences for law enforcement.
I would also gather information on

hospital visits, importation of items to
make this drug and news reports.

ANALYSING INFORMATION

Analysing the information is the next
step and you will continue to ask
questions about what the information
means and how it can be valuable to
what you are trying to answer. At this
stage, critical thinking processes may
determine that you need to go back
and gather more information. When
analysing data, this is when you need
to be aware of bias, errors, anecdotal
evidence and faulty reasoning.
I would then take the information
I have gathered, look at the locations
to see if there was a hotspot
(concentration of cases within an area),
if the ingredients cause health issues or
effects similar to illicit drugs. I will be
asking “How does this help with my
question?” At this stage, you have to be
skeptical and take personal biases and
personal experiences away. You also
have to be prepared to go back and
gain further information if you haven’t
answered the question.

MAKING DECISIONS

At the end of the process, decisions
need to be made, but I would still be
in evaluation and questioning mode.
Application of critical thinking and
skepticism can extend towards the
decisions made to determine whether
it is being effective. I will present
the information to analysts and
management with recommendations
on how to proceed. This is the most
important aspect, as they rely on my

knowledge and ability to think
critically in order to establish if
a problem exists - or will exist
- so decisions can be made on
how to proceed.
The example given
is very general;
unfortunately, I am
unable to give specific
cases. However it does
demonstrate that by
utilising skepticism,
we evaluate the facts,
circumstances and behaviours
objectively to assess the presentation of
information or methods to explain past
behaviours and predict future threats.
Within the criminology community,
we seek to understand events and
circumstances using our knowledge
and experience, as well as embracing
scientific examination of crime and
criminal behaviour.
This is particularly useful in high
stress or dangerous situations, or even
in time-sensitive situations, where it
is essential to be able to think quickly
and decisively. Another hypothetical
situation would be during a drug
importation investigation. An
intelligence officer would look at the
information, collate it and use critical
thinking to determine what doesn’t
relate; what doesn’t fit to what they
already know about that case or, as
per the example, the routine of drug
importations in general. They establish
skepticism by casting aside personal
bias and fallacies to see if a particular
set of information can add anything
to the question. For example, does a
car parked at a particular address at
a certain time mean anything, or is
it simply a car parked at an address
at a certain time? By combining
skepticism and critical thinking, it
can be determined whether it fits a
pattern or not. And it is important to
consider that sometimes taking away
information can be valuable within
itself.
Another important factor to
consider is that, within my profession,
we don’t get all the information all of
the time. Quite often we are asked to
make an assessment based on about 70
per cent of the possible information.
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This is a daunting task because quite
often serious decisions are made
stemming from this, so it is important
to put all the tools in our critical
thinking bag to good use.
It isn’t just in the workplace
where we apply critical thinking
but in any situation where the most
powerful question should be “What
does it mean?” By asking ourselves
this question, we put a piece of
intelligence or information to a litmus
test, we evaluate how it assists in what
we are trying to answer, and not our
own personal meaning.
Are there problems associated with
this approach?
Absolutely; there are always
potential issues. The simple fact is
we are human beings and the very
thing that makes us so valuable can
be also the thing that gives us our
weakness. It would be near impossible
to completely omit bias, fallacies or
false assumptions – and they shouldn’t
be completely omitted. Because it is at
this point you should be able to utilise
skepticism to examine things on the
best level that you are able to. And
then make your theories – but accept
that they are theories – otherwise they
would be facts and we can all go to
the pub for beers.
By applying skepticism along with
the critical thinking process, you put
your information and theories to the
test. And in my environment, that
could lead to an arrest or someone’s
life being saved.
In my world of criminal
intelligence, we have to be able to
adapt to a changing world of complex
and diverse dangers and threats. As
such we have to change along with
the times, and utilise not only the
technology we have access to, but our
own critical thinking skills as well as
skeptical abilities to examine things
in ways that may not always be in our
comfort zone. And let’s face it, it is
fun to look at things and see value in
what others don’t. And, of course, it
makes a great party trick!

.

About the author:
The author works in the law enforcement area, and
has requested anonymity for security reasons.

AVN & the law

Tim Mendham reports on legal issues for anti-vaxxers

T

he Australian [anti]Vaccination
Network has had a mixed
regulatory bag of experiences lately.
In mid-December, the NSW
Department of Fair Trading ordered the
AVN to change its name because its title
is “against the public interest”.
Fair Trading commissioner Rod
Stowe said that the name is “undesirable
and therefore unacceptable pursuant
to section 18(1)(f) of the [Associations
Incorporation] Act [2009]. ... I hereby
direct Australian Vaccination Network
Incorporated to change its name.”
The Department gave the AVN
until February 21, 2013, to apply for
registration of a change of name, with
the threat that the AVN’s registration
may be cancelled if they did not
comply. However, the AVN appealed
the decision with the result that, while
the order to change its name has been
reaffirmed, it now has until March 21
to do so.
Meryl Dorey, the then president (or
acting president) of the AVN compared
the Department’s move as analogous to
asking the Cancer Council to change its
name. “Couldn’t someone be misled into
thinking that they are FOR cancer? ”

PRESIDENTIAL CHANGES

At the same time as this was happening,
Dorey announced that she had
relinquished her position as president of
the organisation, effective January 1. Her
replacement is Queensland-based AVN
board member, Greg Beattie.
Beattie, whom the AVN describes
as a “long-time vaccine researcher”,
is the author of two anti-vaccination
books: Vaccination: A Parent’s
Dilemma, and Fooling Ourselves on the
Fundamental Value of Vaccines. The first
of these covered his legal suit against
the former Maroochy Shire Council
on the Queensland Sunshine Coast.
The Council had refused two of his
seven unvaccinated children access to
Council-run childcare centres. Beattie
lost the case.

He told Australian Doctor magazine
that he wanted to “change the direction
of how [the AVN] is perceived in the
future. .. I want it to be perceived
as the go-to place to balance out the
information [about vaccination].”
Judging by his books and the AVN’s
history, this means it will likely continue
its anti-vaccination stance.
Dorey indicated that her reasons
for stepping downwere to give herself a
“sabbatical” to work on “several very
important projects which have been
neglected due to the pressures of running
this organisation”. She refused to tell
Australian Doctor what the projects
would be, though she said details of
one of them would be made public in
February. To date, there has been no
announcement of any such projects.

DOMAIN NAMES

Meanwhile, the AVN has been in dispute
with Australian Skeptics over a number
of website addresses it had registered in
2010 - australiansceptics.com, .org, .net,
.info - and one registered in May of last
year, realaustraliansceptics.com. These
five domain names all directed to a “Real
Australian Sceptics” website.
It was obvious to all that these domain
names mirror legitimate Skeptics sites,
and would inevitably confuse some web
visitors, who might end up on the AVN’s
sites when they really wanted to go to the
Skeptics’ addresses.
Australian Skeptics Inc and the
Victorian Skeptics took the AVN to
arbitration on the basis that these
domains were used in bad faith and
that the AVN had no legitimate reason
to possess them. Unfortunately, the
arbitrator found that the two Skeptics
groups had not provided sufficient
evidence that they held “Australian
Skeptics” as a common law mark.
While Skeptics groups are continuing
to look into this issue, considering the
order to change the AVN’s name, it is a
concern that it might choose to portray
itself as a sceptical group.

.
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The Law

Money oil
&
Angel powder
L

aw and medicine have much in
common. Both view themselves as
rational disciplines. Both are informed
by evidence. Both seek to apply
general rules to specific situations in a
consistent and explicable manner.
How, then, do law and medicine
cope when they encounter irrational
beliefs? How do practices that rely on
logic and evidence deal with people
who show scant regard for either? The
answer, it turns out, depends - to a
significant extent - on the context in
which the encounter occurs. While
some kinds of irrational healthcare
decisions receive considerable legal
protection, other kinds are readily
ignored or overridden.
To some extent, this differing
treatment can be explained in terms
of widely accepted legal principles. In
some instances, though, it is harder
to discern a clear rule, leading to a
degree of suspicion that some sorts
of irrational beliefs are granted a
somewhat privileged status over others.
To understand this interaction
between law, medicine and the
irrational, it is useful to distinguish
several different situations.

REFUSING PROVEN TREATMENTS

16

Declining medical treatment is a
legal right. In New Zealand, this is
contained in the Bill of Rights Act
1990, Section 11 of which provides

What happens when medical law meets medical
woo? And who has the greater responsibility to
ensure there is no harm? Colin Gavaghan and
Cait O’Donnell lay down the law.
that “Everyone has the right to refuse
to undergo any medical treatment.”
The United Kingdom, United
States, Australia and almost all other
democratic societies have similar
provisions.
Like most legal rules, though, this
is subject to a couple of conditions.
For one thing, the right extends only
to adults. Children below the legal age
of consent (16 in New Zealand) will
not be allowed to make such decisions
unless they can demonstrate sufficient
maturity; what in English law is called
“Gillick competence”1.
This also means that parents are not
allowed to refuse necessary treatments
on behalf of their children. At the time
of writing, an English High Court
judge has just granted an order for
a 7-year-old New Zealand boy to be
placed in protective custody after his
mother went on the run with him;
the mother apparently wanted him
to be treated with natural remedies
for his brain tumour rather than the
radiotherapy favoured by his father and
doctors2.

Although parents have significant
discretion in choosing for their
children, this almost always reaches
its limits at the point where medical
professionals regard treatment as in the
child’s best interests.
A second condition is that the
patient be legally competent to decline
the treatment. Unlike children, adults
are presumed to be competent, but
this presumption can be rebutted by
evidence to the contrary. Mental illness
will sometimes, though not always,
undermine competence. So too might
the immediate aftermath of trauma,
or drunkenness, or the effects of
anaesthesia or blood loss.
Somewhat confusingly, although the
refusal must be competent, there is no
requirement for it to be rational. As
Lord Donaldson put it in one famous
English case, “it matters not whether
the reasons for the refusal were rational
or irrational, unknown or even nonexistent”3.
So how does the law reconcile these
rules? What does it mean for a decision
to be competent but non-rational?
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In reality, courts have sometimes
struggled with the distinction
between competence and rationality,
particularly when they are faced with
idiosyncratic non-rational beliefs.

EVIL BLOOD

In what has been described as “the
case of the evil blood”5, a patient, as
with Jehovah’s Witnesses, wished to
refuse a life-saving blood transfusion.
Unlike those cases, however, her refusal
was not based on any recognised
religion, but on a belief that her blood
was “evil, carrying evil around [her]
body”. Although this premise may
be considered bizarre, the patient’s
reasoning from it seemed to display a
certain logic. When it was pointed out
to her that a blood transfusion would
involve someone else’s blood rather
than her own, she explained that while
this was so, the clean blood would
mix with her own and thereby become
contaminated with the evil carried by
her own.
The judge handling this case was
faced with conflicting psychiatric
evaluations. One of these saw the
patient as suffering from a psychiatric
disorder, and the refusal as a

Case law has revealed that certain
factors play a consistent part in
these sorts of judgments. Being able
to understand the nature of the
proffered treatment, and the probable
consequences of accepting or refusing
it, is important. In one famous
case4, a schizophrenic man who was
diagnosed as having gangrene refused
amputation of his leg. Although his
refusal was partly because
of a delusion that he was a
famous surgeon who knew
This could be the shining hour
better than the doctors,
Based on all those mad beliefs
his refusal was ultimately
respected after he was
In the money oil and angel powder
able to consider the likely
In the new age magazine
outcome if the doctors
proved correct. He would,
- Grant Lee Buffalo, The Shining Hour (1993)
he clearly stated, rather
die with two legs than live
manifestation of that disorder. The
with one.
other, while regarding the patient
Refusals on religious grounds are
as harbouring very strange beliefs,
also routinely honoured, at least when
they arise from consistently and clearly regarded her reasoning process as
fundamentally sound, concluding that
held religious views. Hence, Jehovah’s
Witnesses are permitted to refuse blood her refusal should be accepted.
In the event, the judge opted to
transfusions, and Christian Scientists
follow the recommendation of the
to refuse all medical interventions,
even if those are necessary to save their first psychiatrist, holding that “This
assertion and belief of Ms T is a
lives.
misconception of reality which can
The mere possession of odd or
more readily be accepted to be, and
unorthodox beliefs and values, then,
on the present evidence should be
will not ordinarily be enough on its
accepted to be, a disorder of the mind
own to rebut the presumption of
and further or alternatively symptoms
competence. Or so goes the theory.

“

”

or evidence of incompetence.”
We are not psychiatrists, and it
may well be that, in this instance, the
correct decision was arrived at. Of
some concern, though, is the contrast
between this case and cases involving
Jehovah’s Witnesses. On the one hand,
a belief in “evil blood … carrying evil
around my body” is the sort of belief
from which a finding of incompetence
can be drawn. On the other, an
idiosyncratic interpretation of an Old
Testament rule6 is the sort of irrational
but competent belief that must be
respected. While each case must
be approached on its own merits,
it would be troubling if reasons for
refusing were being evaluated on
the basis of how many people share
the belief. Sanity, as Orwell had
his famous protagonist say, is not
statistical. Since both beliefs seem to
rely on metaphysical postulates that
are not readily amenable to scientific
(dis)proof, it isn’t immediately obvious
why they should be treated differently.

DEMANDING UNPROVEN TREATMENTS

In general, then, adult patients
are allowed to decline treatment,
unless it can be shown that they are
incompetent to do so. Does it follow
that the same applies to demands for
treatment?
Although refusals and demands are
both expressions of autonomy, courts
throughout the English-speaking
world have adopted very different
positions to them. While competent
refusals of treatment must be
respected, healthcare professionals are
under no obligation to comply with
a patient’s demand for a treatment.
This is especially the case where the
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treatment is not considered to be in the
patient’s best interests; courts will not
instruct a doctor to provide a treatment
against their best clinical judgment.
On the other hand, a healthcare
provider in New Zealand is
required, under the Code of
Patients’ Rights, to treat all
patients with respect. Under
Right 1(3), ‘healthcare
consumers’ have a “right to
be provided with services
that take into account the
needs, values and beliefs of
different cultural, religious,
social and ethnic groups,
including the needs, values
and beliefs of Maori”.
Does this mean that
healthcare providers
are obliged to provide
unconventional or
unproven ‘services’ at
the demand of a patient,
if those are part of that
patient’s cultural, religious,
social or ethnic group?
Could this extend to the
devoutly religious demanding faith
healing or prayers, or members of New
Age communities insisting on being
treated with crystals or homeopathy?
Fortunately, the Code is likely to be
interpreted in a more sensible manner.
As Professor Peter Skegg, the foremost
authority on New Zealand medical
law, has explained: “A provider is not
required to provide a different level
of service to a Pacific, Jewish, gay or
Greek consumer, but the manner of
provision should take into account the
consumer’s differing ‘needs, values, and
beliefs’.”7
Hence, it is permissible for a
provider to refuse to provide what
they see as a non-beneficial service,
provided they do so in a respectful and
courteous manner; the surgeon who
informed their patient that the patient’s
“thoughts [on obesity] were fucked”

patient and her family, but even if true,
the practitioner was still under a duty
to communicate the severity of the
situation to the patient, a duty which,
the commissioner held, she failed to
discharge. (In fact, the HDC went a
good deal further than that, concluding
that the practitioner persuaded the
patient not to seek conventional
treatment.)
What, though, of the situation
where alternative treatment is almost
certainly not going to
make matters worse,
either because the
patient’s situation
is beyond the help
of conventional
medicine, or because
the alternative
treatment has no
discernible effect at
all? How could anyone
object to providing,
say, homeopathy or
‘prayer therapy’ for a
dying cancer patient?
Even if the
only effect was
psychosomatic, such
effects are known to
be more than trivial.
And the possibility,
however remote,
should perhaps be
acknowledged that a
treatments can be
Doctors are not
treatment currently
problematic. Milan
shopkeepers handing thought to confer no
Brych, notoriously,
benefit may in fact
defrauded the
over anything that
transpire to be very
life savings from
patients pay for.
beneficial indeed. As
desperate cancer
bioethics professor and
patients while also
former neurosurgeon Grant Gillett
very possibly harming them in even
says, “a certain humility in the light
more serious ways.9 In a recent NZ
Health & Disability Commissioner
of the incompleteness of medical
case10, a natural therapist and
knowledge is always appropriate”11.
iridologist was censured for continuing
Gillett’s approach to such longto treat a woman’s invasive tumour
shot interventions is essentially to ask:
long after the point where it should
What’s the worst that can happen?
have become obvious that the case was
As he argues, “Where the patient’s
beyond her competence and required
predicted clinical course is terminal,
specialist attention.
then desperate measures of unproven
In the latter case, the practitioner
efficacy can be tried in that the balance
argued that the patient demanded the
of harm and benefit cannot be further
treatment, and steadfastly refused to
worsened.” In such a situation, there
seek a conventional consultation. This
is a fairly compelling case to be made
version of events was disputed by the
for acceding to the patient’s wishes,

was, unsurprisingly, held to be in
breach of the Right!8
So, a healthcare provider will not
be legally obliged to act in accordance
with a patient’s weird beliefs. But
what of the ethical situation? Should
the provider go along with a patient’s
preferred treatment, even when the
provider is quite convinced that it has
no clinical benefit?
In some situations, it is easy to see
why the provision of non-conventional
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however unorthodox, at least where the
intervention has negligible cost – either
to the patient’s health, or the healthcare
budget.
Before leaping to this conclusion,
though, we should perhaps stop to
consider whether there is another
sort of cost involved when healthcare
professionals reach (however
reluctantly) for the 30C Arnica
Montana, the New Age crystals or the
prayer beads.

WHY NOT ALWAYS COMPLY?

Giving hope or comfort to a desperate
patient or family may certainly be a
worthwhile endeavour, and it may seem
like an uncaring physician who would
withhold such comforts. Furthermore,
respecting the views and values of the
patient, even if those are unorthodox
or irrational, may seem respectful of
autonomy. But a medical profession
in which doctors provide ‘treatments’
simply to placate patients, or to make
them feel like ‘something’ is being
done, may be a very different form of
profession. Arguably, it may not even
deserve to be called a ‘profession’ at
all. And the change may not be for the
better.
For one thing, the mere fact of a
physician prescribing or providing a
‘treatment’ may be seen as in some
way endorsing that ‘treatment’ as
legitimate for the condition. Patients
may assume that if the ‘treatment’ did
not provide some kind of benefit – or
at least offer the possibility of benefit
- doctors would not provide it.12 If the
effect of this is to encourage reliance on
practices and substances that have no
known medical efficacy, by giving them
a medical ‘stamp of approval’, then this
may be worth taking into account.
A less tangible cost may lie in
damage to the integrity of the medical
profession. This could take the form of
erosion of trust in doctors. If doctors
provide treatments that not only do
not work, but which they know do not
work, is it possible that their reputation
for honesty will be undermined?13 And
if patients cannot trust doctors to be
honest with them, how will this impact
on doctor-patient relationships?
A third threat may be to the idea

of medicine as a rational, evidencebased practice. As Marcia Angell
argues, “There cannot be two kinds of
medicine … There is only medicine
that has been adequately tested and
medicine that has not, medicine that
may work and medicine that may not
work.”14 In a similar vein, David Shaw
has argued that official support for
homeopathy “could weaken patient
confidence in the organisation, and in
science and medicine more generally”.15
Patient autonomy has become
an important – some would say
the important16 – ethical value in
contemporary medical practice. The
days of ‘doctor knows best’ paternalism
are long gone, and few who remember
them are likely to miss them. But
doctors are not merely shopkeepers,
and hospitals are not Starbucks outlets,
handing over anything that patients
are willing to pay for, whether or not
it is likely to benefit them. It would be
easy for doctors to hand over “money
oil and angel powder” on demand.
It would make them popular with
certain patients, and may even leave
those patients feeling better. But if we
value medicine as something more
than a branch of the service sector – if
we value it as an endeavour that is
intrinsically bound up with reason and
evidence – we should think carefully
before requiring its practitioners to
comply with demands for the unproven
and the irrational.

.
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Cults

The ONE
that GOT
AWAY
Michael Wolloghan talks to Annette Stephen
about her life in the Kenja cult.

K

enja Communication – best
labelled an exploitive, authoritarian,
known as Kenja - was co-founded
deceptive cult that uses mind control
in Sydney in 1982 by the charismatic
techniques to keep followers dependent
and boisterous Ken Dyers, and his doe- and obedient. Unsurprisingly, the
eyed thespian partner Jan Hamilton.
organisation has doggedly fought
Kenja, an ugly and awkward
against these claims.
combination of the
Annette Stephens’
founder’s names, claims
recently released memoir
to “offer practical training
The Good Little Girl is
in effective personal
an engrossing and often
communication and
unsettling read about
in the exploration of
the author’s involvement
spiritual detachment. It
within Kenja.
helps people develop their
“Kenja is a deceptive
understanding of stable
organisation that
spiritual truths, then
flies under the radar,
apply these to daily life
answerable to no one,”
for the benefit of all.”
Stephens remarks. “It
The organisation is
is not capable of selfset up like a multi-level
scrutiny and analyses
marketing company and
others by its own
offers its teachings
personal criteria”
at a price.
she continues.
There are
“Since the
Add a naivete that
currently three
mid-80s Kenja
believed that bad things
active Kenja
has been publicly
centres in Australia came in bad packages, and recognised as a
“running training
cult. It fits into the
I was hooked .
in spiritual
criteria described
understanding in a
by Steven Hassan,
physical world”.
Robert Jay Lifton and Margaret Singer.
However, since this controversial
I consider that, by these definitions,
group’s modest beginnings, it has been
Kenja is a cult.”
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To understand the dynamics of
the transformation process by which
Stephens became totally enveloped by
Kenja, I asked what was the group’s
initial seductive draw.
“A friend told me about a personal
development workshop that she had
attended and had liked. It sounded
great and her recommendation was
vital in my attending the first seminar.
The drawcard was first second and
third, Ken Dyers. At the time, I
thought I had never met anyone
like him before but, in retrospect,
he reminded me of people who were
important to me as a young girl the politically passionate and vocal
journalists of my family whom I missed
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- and Ken Dyers had a remarkable
physical resemblance to my much loved
late grandfather.
“The documentary Beyond Our
Ken shows Ken in his 80s and I do
cringe because I see an old man and
it stretches anyone’s credibility that
he was in any way attractive, but I
met him when he was 59 and he was
very different then. I was emotionally
vulnerable with mental health issues,
the death of my father and marital
breakdown and was attracted to his
positivity; herein lies the solution. Add
a naiveté to the mix that believed that
bad things came in bad packages and
an ultimately traumatic first seminar
and I was hooked.”

Stephens would gradually devote
herself to a rigorous, often austere,
Kenjan lifestyle and relinquish normal
ties to the outside world from early
1982 to February 1992. In that
time she would be a Kenja director,
meditation consultant, ‘director of
energy conversion’ and attend countless
costly classes and seminars.
Stephens would gradually devote
herself to a rigorous, often austere,
Kenjan lifestyle and relinquish normal
ties to the outside world from early
1982 to February 1992. In that time
she would become a Kenja director,
meditation consultant, ‘director of
energy conversion’ and attend countless
costly classes and seminars.

“When I became involved in Kenja
I didn’t see any warning signs at all, but
in hindsight, they were there. Perhaps
the most obvious was that Ken Dyers
was a man who was arrogant enough to
consider that he alone had the answers
to the secrets of the universe and, more
importantly, to a deep understanding
of me that no one else had – despite
the fact that he barely knew me. He
told me what I wanted to hear and I
didn’t recognise that. I also sensed an
unhealthy relationship between Ken
and his partner Jan; she was feisty
but at the same time bowed to him,”
Stephens explains.
Indeed, the elderly, winsome
Ken Dyers, whom film critic Jackie
Shannon described as more “a bloke
you’d see at the local pub than some
kind of spiritual guru”, was decidedly
darker than he appeared. Over the
years he was involved in numerous
legal cases. Dyers’ sons sued him for a
fraudulent real estate transaction and
won.
However, the most frightening
allegation was that he was a sexual
predator with a penchant for young
girls. In 2007, facing charges of sexual
assault, Ken Dyers committed suicide
at his picturesque home in Bundeena.
He was 85.
Reflecting on Dyers, Stephens
comments “Ken Dyers had reinvented
himself long before I met him. Once
a Scientologist, he hid this. There
is an argument that we are entitled
to our secrets, but not when one
preaches a belief system largely based
on Scientology, including its vocab,
wall-walking and processing, while not
acknowledging his prior membership.”
Interestingly, former Liberal Party
parliamentarian Stephen Mutch once
shrewdly proclaimed Ken Dyers “a con
man in the image of L. Ron Hubbard”
- a curiously eerie notion.
Dyers, like Hubbard, enjoyed telling
fictitious stories about his life. “His role
as a serviceman has been exaggerated
to portray him as a hero; he was at one
point absent without leave. Kenja was
to later claim that this was accepted
practice and that soldiers often took
time out to attend to family matters.
“Some of the stories he told about
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Annette Stephens

himself in Kenja’s early days, he later
contradicted, especially regarding his
father; he seemed to have reversed
roles and claimed stories of his father’s
early life as his own, changing this
much later on in his life. His stories of
business success were exaggerated.
“Deception is interesting, because
he seemed to be deceiving himself
as much as his followers. He had, I
think, the capacity to detach and live
in the moment
terms with the pain
so that while he
Ken Dyers was arrogant my involvement
told his stories of
conquest, whether
enough to believe that he had caused my
children. Ironically,
this be of business
alone had answers to the
one of the things
or women, at that
that I learnt
time he believed his secrets of the universe.
from the Kenjan
version. In another
experience was to
context, he was
endure personal emotional pain. In
quite aware that his life had not been a
the end, we helped each other. Every
blazing success and showed bitterness
little positive I saw in them invoked
that he did not receive the recognition
one in me. Writing helped sort out the
that he craved. He claimed to be an
confusion I had regarding sequencing
enlightened spirit able to enlighten
others and while to a rational mind that events and was a way of talking to
is patently absurd, he seemed caught up someone when no one was available.
“Exposing Kenja was also important
in his own exaggerated self-image and
lack of appropriate boundaries and selfcontrol,” Stephens recounts.
After Ken Dyers’ suicide, Jan
Hamilton took a more central and
dominant role within Kenja. She
proudly continues to tout Dyers as “a
great Australian” and claims there is
a shadowy conspiracy to destroy his
reputation.
Cult victims like Annette Stephens
often suffer from fear, confusion and
low self-esteem after leaving. How did
she get back on track and begin to heal
after her ordeal?
“Recovery was slow, even with
understanding, and as it turned out,
that was due to prior problems that I
had. My dearest mum was wonderful
in those first months when the world
was a blur and largely unrecalled. Just
knowing that I was in a safe place was
very important. Mum kept me safe
until I was able to reach out for help.
“The most difficult was coming to
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and helped me overcome my fear of
them but I recognise that that is not
the way for everyone to go. Facing
the real world was hard because I had
lost track of it. Readjusting to the real
world and finding ‘me’ went hand in
hand; again, one fed the other, in no
particular order. I am not a believer but
the feeling that someone was looking
out for me is there. The realist in me
might maintain that I worked hard to
achieve this but the ‘poet’ sees far too
much luck to be coincidental.”
Stephens’ book chronicles her
unnerving journey, from dark depths to
a long path of healing towards eventual
freedom. It will no doubt help others
who have gone through the same
experience.
In closing, I asked Annette
Stephens what she would say to
someone interested in joining Kenja
Communication. Her response was
simple, yet profound – “In a word,
don’t. Please don’t”.

.
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t was a beautiful day
on Planet 4 of System 892
when Kirk, Spock, and McCoy
materialised. McCoy took in the
surroundings and expressed the
thought so many of us have had:
“Just once I’d like to be able to land
someplace and say: ‘Behold, I am the
Archangel Gabriel’.” It sounds like a fun
joke, but take it seriously for a moment.
As the characters opined in another
episode when they encountered a
godlike being: “To the simple shepherds
and tribesmen of early Greece, creatures
like that would have been gods ...
Especially if they had the power to alter
their form at will and command great
energy. In fact, they couldn’t have been
taken for anything else.”
And now let’s take these Star Trek
references and see how they apply to real
life; in particular, and in an extraordinary
segue, to the tropical islands of the South
Pacific. What happens when you mix
native populations with modern visitors?
In some cases, what’s happened has been
a curious religious phenomenon known
as “cargo cults”.
If you’ve heard of cargo cults
before — and a lot of people have
not — the version that you heard
probably goes something like this.
During WWII, Allied troops landed on
islands throughout the South Pacific,
bringing with them food, medicine,

Brian Dunning looks to the
sky and the sea for the truth
about cargo cults.

Jeeps, aircraft, housing, electricity,
refrigeration, and all manner of modern
wonders that the native populations
had never seen before. But then the
war ended and the troops went home,
leaving just a few scraps behind.
The natives, in a demonstration of
Arthur C. Clarke’s third law which
states “Any sufficiently advanced
technology is indistinguishable from
magic”, concluded that such a windfall
must have come from the gods. They
wanted this wealth of cargo to return.
And so they did what seems logical
from a stone-age perspective: they
set about to recreate the conditions
under which the gods and their cargo
had come. They cleared paths in the
jungle to resemble airfields. They wore
scraps of military uniforms. They made
‘rifles’ out of bamboo and marched as
they had seen the soldiers march. And
always they kept their eye on the sky,
hopeful that the gods observed their
preparations and would soon return
with more cargo.
On some islands, particularly the

New Hebrides (now called Vanuatu),
these gods were personified in John
Frum, an apocryphal American
serviceman, according to the most
popular version of the tale. John Frum
is symbolised by a red cross, probably
inspired by that painted on the sides
of ambulances during the war. To this
day, a surviving core of the John Frum
Movement dresses in imitation WWII
uniforms and celebrates February 15 as
John Frum Day, in a plaza marked with
a red cross and an American flag. They
predict that on this day, John Frum
will eventually return, bringing all the
material goods of the modern world
with him.
In the words of one village elder:
“John promised he’ll bring planeloads
and shiploads of cargo to us from
America if we pray to him. Radios,
TVs, trucks, boats, watches, iceboxes,
medicine, Coca-Cola and many other
wonderful things.”
The story of John Frum is sometimes
erroneously confused with Tom
Navy. Tom Navy was probably an

The Skeptic March 13

actual person, possibly Tom Beatty of
Mississippi, who served in the New
Hebrides both as a missionary and as a
Navy Seabee during the war. Tom Navy
is more of a beloved historical character
associated with peace and service,
whereas John Frum is regarded as an
actual messiah who will bring wealth
and prosperity.
The popular version of the John
Frum story may seem a little whimsical.
It’s actually quite oversimplified
and misstates the actual causes and
motivations behind what happened.
This particular cargo cult has deeper
roots that have pulled directly on the
heartstrings of much of the population.
It goes all the way back to the early
18th century, long before anyone
thought of WWII or American
servicemen. At that time, the New
Hebrides were an unusual type of
colony called a condominium, jointly
administered by both the British and
the French. Among the early colonists
were Scottish Presbyterian missionaries,
who took a dim view of the uninhibited
native lifestyle. On the island of Tanna,
beginning around 1900 when there was
no meaningful colonial government, the
missionaries imposed their own penal
system upon the natives, a period called
Tanna Law. Many of the traditional
practices were banned, including ritual
dancing, polygamy, swearing, and
adultery. They also required observation
of the Sabbath. But perhaps their most
inflammatory prohibition was that of
the traditional practice of drinking kava
by the men. Those who violated these
rules were convicted by the missionaries
and sentenced to hard labour.
So it was a population in dire need
of a saviour to whom John Frum first
appeared, and he did so in the 1930s.
By most contemporary accounts, John
Frum was a native named Manehivi
who donned Western clothes; only in
later versions of the story did he become
an American serviceman. John Frum
advocated a new lifestyle that was a
curious mixture of having your cake and
eating it too. He promised that if the
people followed him, they could return
to their traditional ways, but he would
also reward them with all the material
goods that the missionaries had brought.

the pijin pronunciation of broom, as in
And so this is what the majority of the
sweeping the white people off the island.
islanders did: The missionaries were
suddenly ignored and found themselves It’s also likely that there was an actual
person in the islands with a German
vastly outnumbered by a population
last name of Fromme or Frumm, and
who took renewed interest in all their
Manehivi could have adopted his name.
previous freedoms. Colonial authorities
Another possibility is that it’s a simple
were summoned and leaders of the
contraction of “John from America”.
movement, including several chiefs,
Cargo cults have appeared many,
were arrested and imprisoned in 1941,
many times, and were not all centred
introducing a new and culturally
around WWII.
powerful element
One of the earliest
into the situation,
They formed their
known cargo cults
martyrdom.
grew on the Madang
And then, an
own government, put
Coast of Papua New
extraordinary thing
Guinea, when the
happened. World War together a budget and
pioneering Russian
II descended upon
offered to buy Lyndon
anthropologist
the Pacific. The New
Johnson for $1000.
Nicholas MiklouhoHebrides were flooded
Maclay stayed there
with Westerners.
Food, medicine, Coca-Cola, and money for some time in the 1870s, bringing
with him gifts of fabric and steel tools.
were showered upon the natives. Many
A hundred years later, a group formed
islanders were recruited as labourers
on the island of New Hanover (part
and paid (relatively) lavishly. Life was
rich with both traditional freedoms and of the New Ireland province of Papua
New Guinea), and believed that if
material wealth. John Frum’s promise
they could acquire American president
had been miraculously fulfilled.
Lyndon Johnson and install him as
And so it’s clear that the John Frum
their king, cargo would come along
Movement has more to it than just
with him. They rebelled against the
a silly superstition that if you build
Australian authorities, formed their own
something that looks like a dock out
government, put together a budget, and
of bamboo, supply ships will come
offered to purchase Lyndon Johnson
streaming in. That’s how cargo cults
from the United States for $1000. Their
are often portrayed, and it’s really not a
price was probably naive, but just think
fair description. The people were going
what would have happened had Johnson
through genuine oppression, a man
accepted: their plan probably would have
stepped up and promised freedom,
worked better than they ever imagined.
and he delivered in spades. That actual
The blending of Christianity with
fulfilment of prophecy, though it was
native superstitions sometimes caused
merely a fortuitous coincidence, is still
some interesting problems. During
more than a lot of other religions can
WWII, some Australian groups grew
claim.
concerned with what they saw as the
So it does make a certain amount of
sacrilegious inclusion of cargo cult
sense that today’s members of the John
Frum Movement still look out to sea, and principles with Jesus in Papua New
Guinea. An educated New Guinean
to the sky, waiting for their bounty. As
official named Yali, who had been on
one modern chief explained: “John was
good terms with the missionaries, was
dressed in all white, like American Navy
employed by the Australians to travel
men, and it was then we knew John was
around and try to dispel cargo cult
an American. John said that when the
mythology.
war was over, he’d come to us in Tanna
After the war, Yali was rewarded with
with ships and planes bringing much
a trip to the Australian mainland, where
cargo, like the Americans had in Vila.”
he saw three things that greatly disturbed
Historians have not made much
him, and caused him to rethink his
progress trying to find the origins of
work of the past few years. The first was
the name John Frum. One interesting
the obvious wealth of the Australians
explanation is that “frum” happens to be
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compared to New Guinea. The second
was a collection of sacred New Guinea
artefacts on display at the Queensland
Museum, which he began to suspect
had been stolen by the Australians and
resulted in their great accumulation of
material goods. The third, and perhaps
most influential, was exposure to the
theory of evolution. This led Yali to
conclude that the Australian missionaries,
who had promoted the story of Adam
and Eve, had been lying to him.
Taken altogether, Yali reflected that he
had been right to preach the separation of
Christianity and cargo cults, but that he’d
been on the wrong side.
And so while cargo cults may seem,
at first glance, like quaint stone age
ignorance, they’re actually not entirely
irrational. They’re certainly naïve and
based on a fallacious confusion of
correlation and causation, but to give
their believers some credit, they’re doing
their best to make sense of what they’ve
been given.
Where this belief system fails them,
quite obviously, is that it replaces the need
to work hard to achieve goals with the
belief that faith will provide. This is the
lesson that would best serve the believers,
and it’s the same lesson that missionaries
and social workers should pay the most
attention to. Rather than smiling at their
funny little religion, or trying to replace
it with another, we should instead give
them the tools they need to create their
own wealth of cargo.

.

Note: This article is a transcript of an
episode of Skeptoid (episode #199, March
30, 2010). It is used with permission and
is copyrighted to the author.
About the author:

Skeptics Logo (Unisex)

TAM Australia (Ladies) SGU DownUnder Logo

Skeptics Logo (Ladies)

Note: Unfortunately, for copyright reasons, Dr Karl Kruszelnicki’s
presentation could not be included on the DVD.
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Your Stars: DECEMBER
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With our Astrologer, Rev Rob Testes

Aries: 21 March -19 April

In commemoration of your star
sign, you decide to upgrade your
computer from 32k of RAM to 64k
of RAM. Your computer may be
out of date, but nowhere near as out
of date as astrology.

Virgo: 23 August - 22 September

By wearing a T-shirt with your star
sign you will attract all sorts of sleazy
comments in pubs, but you turn this
to your advantage when submitting
your entry for the World’s Worst PickUp Lines competition.

Taurus: 20 April - 20 May

This month you are annoyed at
being asked to stand in and write
the horoscopes for The Skeptic, but
you realise that all you really have
to do is re-arrange last month’s
entries! But you soon tire of
this.

Scorpio: 23 October - 21 November

At last you will finally discover how
to overdose on homeopathy. You
simply don’t take the tablets.

Ophiuchus: 0 - 0 - sorry

Off-you-cast, when knitting is finished.
If-you-cust-omarily believe this stuff,
a-few-cust-ard pies may be thrown. Er,Phew!-Cuss! Making these up is getting
difficult.

Sagittarius: 22 November21 December

I rust taigas in order to
get an end-of-year
sign (11). (Ed: I must
remember not to pester
the crossword compiler
to stand-in next time.)

Gemini: 21 May 20 June

Your experimental
combined hot-air-andhydrogen balloon will
make only the first of a
proposed series of test
flights. Combined with
last month’s attempt to
shun the conventional use
of a parachute in favour
of self-hypnosis, you really
should, er, take a break.

Capricorn: 22
December 19 January

Sorry about this, but
when I looked in my
crystal ball for you this
month, it said “Cannot
display the required
information - you need to
download the latest version of
Flush Player. Click here to proceed.”
And the cat has eaten
my mouse.

Cancer: 21 June - 22 July

Well, we all know about you, don’t
we? Some things are best left unsaid.
Or, for that matter, untouched.
You should consider a career in the
Catholic Church.

Leo: 23 July - 22 August

Be glad, because your constellation
actually resembles what it is
supposed to be. There it is, up there
in the night sky; it’s as clear as a
homeopathic remedy. As clear as
a successful Scientologist. As clear
as a list of an astrologer’s successful
predictions.

Libra: 23 September -22 October

You confer freedom on everyone,
well, on half the population - not to
mention the ability to play tennis - and
you are so very absorbent. And so soft,
especially in the new packet, only $8.95
from pharmacists.

Aquarius: 20 January - 18 February

Now it says “404 - Page not found”.
Sometimes it’s so hard to be an
astrologer. I would be happier if that
message simply appeared on my
computer screen, but it is imprinted in
the cells of the amygdala of my brain..

Pisces: 19 February - 20 March

.

Something is very fishy about this
month.
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Truth is
Out There
Geoff Cowan talks with
William B. Davis - actor, director,
teacher, smoker ... and skeptic.

I
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f you have watched the paranormal
conspiracy program X-Files or
the wormhole-travelling military
adventure Stargate, you will know
the Canadian actor William B
Davis. The villainous Cigarette
Smoking Man (CSM) from the
former program had an increasing
role as the mysterious observer and
sometimes participant in the various
adventures of FBI agent ‘hero’ Fox
Mulder and his supposedly skeptical
partner, Dana Scully. As the series
progressed, the CSM was revealed to
be the ‘project manager’ and problem
solver for the colonisation of the
Earth by aliens, the man who allows
both Mulder and Scully to live and
continue investigating, the man who
assassinated JFK, who was present at
an alien autopsy, who had killed
many a person who came close to
exposing the truth and, most shocking
of all, apparently he was Fox Mulder’s
dad!
But above all, and somewhat
surprising for X-Files fans, is that
William Davis is one of Canada’s
better-known skeptics, though these
days he’s not that keen on that word.
His first book, a memoir called
Where There’s Smoke: Musings of a
Cigarette Smoking Man, appeared late
last year (see review this issue).

William B. Davis
in the guise of
” the smoking man”
in the popular
series X Files.

Photograph by Kevin Clark

Q Your first book has been published

and the reviews are in. Are you happy
with it?

A

I’m seldom completely happy with
anything I do. One of my short films
maybe. But on balance I am happy with
the book.

Q Would you change anything?
A I would tighten some of the early

days, university especially. And maybe I
would be less candid about my personal
life next time around. People have
questioned why I did not write more
about my life after X-Files. It was a
choice to more or less finish the book at
that point; I could have written a new
book just on that period, but one has
to stop somewhere. But perhaps I could
have given a little more detail.

Q Very early in your book you bring

up your atheist attitude. In many
presentations that are available of you
on YouTube, you tend to combine both
your atheist and skeptic beliefs. Do you
see both these systems as one?

A I think the application of a rational

mind to anything is what makes a
skeptic. The fanciful story of a virgin
birth, a personal god, and a resurrection,
is pretty much on a level with an alien
space ship crashing into Area 51. So yes,
I guess one would say that atheism and
skepticism are of a piece.

Q What is your definition of sceptic?
A Actually I don’t like the term

any more. It has been usurped by the
climate change deniers and now suggests
disbelief in anything, especially anything
scientific, when the word should imply
the opposite. We look for evidence and
are most likely to find it in science,
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in observation, in prediction, and
verification. But humans are ridiculously
good at rationalising irrational beliefs.

Q Your book outlines the incidents

where X-File fans ask you if you believe
in the story lines of the program - alien
abductions, unmarked helicopters,
government conspiracies, Area 51. What
are some of the things fans have said to
you at conventions and what has been
your response?

A

Some fans seemed surprised that I
didn’t believe in aliens and UFOs; they
would invite me to go on sky watches
with them. They seemed to think I
chose to be in the show because of my
beliefs. They don’t understand that
most actors act when they get the job!
I used to ask fans at conventions if they
believed in conspiracies and every hand
would go up. When I suggested that
if the president (Clinton at the time)
couldn’t keep eleven private meetings
with an intern secret, how could he hide
a worldwide conspiracy of meetings to
suppress UFOs. But I seldom changed
anyone’s mind.

Q

Have fans become annoyed that you
are not who they think you are, the man
that runs ‘The Project’.

A No, I’ve never felt they were annoyed

with me when they discovered either
that I was not an evil man, or that I did
not believe in the fiction of the show.
Mostly, they seemed to understand that
I am an actor doing my job. I speak at
different groups, of course. Fan expos
are sometimes a little surprised at my
position; skeptics are surprised that I
talk a lot about climate change. But
the atmosphere is always positive, and I
usually get quite a few laughs.

Q

How did you find out about the
sceptical movement in Canada?

A I happened to hear a radio interview

with the late Barry Beyerstein, who
was active in what was then called
the Committee for the Scientific
Investigation of Claims of the
Paranormal [CSICOP, now called the
Committee for Skeptical Inquiry, CSI].

Beyerstein was a psychology professor at
Simon Fraser University. I tracked him
down through the radio station and we
had a lunch and began a long friendship.
I found there were answers to many of
the questions fans raised with me.

Q Do you feel your status as a celebrity
has been able to assist you in getting
across the skeptical message?

A

I’m not sure how well one can
ever change people’s minds, but being
a celebrity has certainly given me a
platform.
The more important question to
me now is climate change. If we don’t
get that message across the others
are just deck chairs on the Titanic.
Confirmation bias creates enormous
resistance to contrary views. Perhaps we
have to find a way to approach those
who disagree with us through a side
door, or even a back door.

Q

Of course, there are many
celebrities who have come out and
taken on personal projects that are
not scientifically-supported - Jenny
McCarthy against vaccination of
children; some celebrities who push silly
and dangerous diets. Do you think that
an actor or celebrity should demonstrate
some accountability in regard to a
project or product because fans respect
their judgement?

A That’s a big question. It begs

another, why should rich celebrities
decide what charities are the most
worthy? How does Gillian Anderson
[Scully in X-Files] know, for instance,
that her charity is the best way to spend
needed medical dollars? Perhaps that
money should be taxed and government
agencies should decide medical
priorities. The Prince of Wales and heir
to the throne of England is constantly
campaigning for funding for alternative
medicine. I don’t know how one
controls celebrities’ cuckoo ideas.

Q

Speaking of celebrities, in your book,
you mention how Richard Dawkins gave
the X-Files a bad review, particularly
in regard to the portrayal of the
paranormal. What did you think of that?

A

Dawkins argued that X-Files
encouraged people to believe in the
paranormal since in each episode there
was a mystery with two explanations,
one rational and one paranormal. And
the paranormal always wins. His normal
modus vivendi deserted him in this
case as has no evidence to support his
contention that these fictions would
encourage pseudoscientific thought.
You yourself would seem to refute his
argument since you were a great fan and
continue to be a great skeptic.

Q

Dawkins’ comments could be
applied to other shows, such as Twilight
(vampires) and Walking Dead
(zombies). Do you think that Dawkins
was being too serious in regards to his
science, or he may have forgotten that
people like to watch a good science
fiction show?

A

In truth these shows are different
from X-Files since they take as clear
premises that these things exist while
X-Files does ostensibly question them.
Actually there is a better case for
Dawkins that I describe in my book
– there are embedded assumptions in
the shows that are not questioned, and
should be, such as repressed memory.

Q

Nonetheless, I believe that you’re a
fan of Dawkins, especially his book The
Selfish Gene. What other skeptic writers
do you enjoy and why?

A

I love Joe Nickell, both in person
and in his articles. He blows reason into
very diverse subjects including who
wrote Shakespeare’s plays. Several other
writers on the paranormal helped me to
understand the arguments on both sides.
Harriet Hall is excellent on alternative
medicine. And the main scientists are
all skeptics I guess, Steven Pinker, EO
Wilson, and many others.

Q

In a presentation you made to the
Ontario CFI Group, you discussed
how humans make decisions based
on limited evidence, such as the lack
of science in alternative medical
treatments, not vaccinating children,
making decisions via astrology etc. With
all the professional information that
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The Truth is
Out There
Continued...

is available, why do you think people
make decisions that can be harmful to
themselves and their families?

A That’s a good question. Right now
I’m in France just down the road from
the mayor’s pharmacy where he has a
large homeopathy section, as do most
pharmacies in France. The origins of
belief are not the origins of rational
thought.

Q As a card carrying skeptic, what

issues do you see are important that
you would like to discuss with other
skeptics in the next few years? From your
presentations, you appear to have a high
level of interest in climate change issues.

30

A The science and politics of climate

change will decide whether humans still
have a civilisation that we recognise in
a hundred years, or possibly a lot less.
Humans’ ability to compartmentalise
thought could destroy us. How for
instance could The Guardian, a strong
proponent of the danger of climate
change, have a cover article about how
cheap American energy is going to alter
the world for the next hundred years
without one mention of how burning
that energy will affect the planet and
flood its own cities?

Q One final question. In the 1970s

Leonard Nimoy of Star Trek fame
was the presenter of a series looking
at Unsolved Mysteries. Personally, I
think that you would be brilliant at
something like that. Would you ever
consider discussing paranormal matters
in graveyards or alien abductions as
part of a TV series?

A I would love to introduce skeptical

shows of any type. I have done a little
of that for the Discovery Channel a few
years ago, narrating and hosting The
Skeptical Eye.
The discussion closes, but the image
remains of the Smoking Man, once
nominated as one of the greatest TV
villains, mysteriously puffing on his
herbal cigarettes (Davis was concerned
about his health) while telling people
how to be skeptical of the Men in Black,
which presumably includes Cigarette
Smoking Men.

.

About the interviewer:
Geoff Cowan is a member
of Australian Skeptics
and an active member
of the Western Sydney
Freethinkers.
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Brain testers
CRYPTIC CROSSWORD no 17
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ACROSS
1. The boss’s not really into its irrational beliefs. (13)
9. How noxious is Farrow’s Malcolm? (7)
10. Phone for an amniotic sac? (4)
13. Allegoric is all Ric could hold with his personal

identity. (3)
Astonished when thunder hit. (6)
Warm in the river for a snap. (5)
Top painter of radium. (2)
One second as one number, deprecated. (2,1,3)
Not a big kitty, but a flower. (6)
150 for chlorine. (1-1)
Most of any speed for a wood spirit. (5)
Wordsmith tells you to redo it. (6)
Avowelledly in debt. (1-1-1)
Vocative blokes are a bad sign. (4)
Morning finished and fixed. (7)
Di’s roof unhurt by crumbling dubious icon. (6.2.5)
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32
33
Tim Mendham + Steve Roberts

DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. What was the source of energy for several vehicles that broke
the world land speed record (around 65 mph) in 1898-1899?
2. What could you measure in units of a “barn-yardatmosphere”?
3. What land has a flag of three horizontal stripes, blue green
and red?
4. From 1990-2000 the headlines of the literary section of the
highbrow Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung were plundered
from what other publication?
5. In what journal did the Wright Brothers report their first
flight of 1903?

DOWN
1. Not part, but all. (3)
2. Where the smell is not a cure. (7)
3. Bum students suffer poor horseplay, if you get my
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
11.
12.
15.
19.
21.
24.
25.
28.
31.
32.

meanings. (12)
To send away a tree plot. (8)
Time can be robbery for a divine believer. (5)
No measure for meditation. (2)
Set the scene as communications with the dead. (7)
Rubbish type of a male animal. (4)
A gift I didn’t intend to be a prediction. (12)
Is Los Angeles the place to locate a flying island? (6)
Whoa! New York may be confused but it doesn’t
matter. (6)
Dora in the Spanish party is such a treasure. (8)
Do crossed legs make for a second atheist? (7)
Break down for X-File’s fox? (7)
An alloy of copper, zinc and tin or molybdenum
and lutetium? (6)
Ms Derek’s hydrogen? It’s rubbish! (4)
Entreat for money is not finished. (3)
If the Queen were a Cockney. (2)

Answers on page 62
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Standby
FOR
Action
Steve Roberts gets up in the middle of the night
to look at the little lights on his appliances

E
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choing a huge panic in Britain
about five years ago, there’s a big
obsession going on about reducing
the power used by things that are on
‘standby’.
TV sets and other toys have a
computer chip always running, looking
for signals from the handheld remote.
This can be done abstemiously - a
shop’s hand-held PIN-entry device, for
example, needs only 75 nanoamperes
to keep its internal security circuits
running 24 hours a day, so it can
be on standby for 5-10 years on a
single shirt-button battery. But with
older technology, both working and
standby power used to be significant.
Unplugging things would save power
and thus reduce global warming … yes,
you ought to feel guilty.
For example, if you’re not actually
using your computer, then its monitor,
speakers, modem, printer etc may as
well be unplugged, as long as they can
come alive again when needed, like
when you turn the computer on. And
there are devices that implement this,
notably the heavy Embertec 240V
mains plug which can be bought for
$99 or, if you live where I do, the State
government will provide it free, sending
a lady round in a car to install it (ie
plug it in) at your house.
These devices are claimed to save a
‘normal’ household $150-200 a year

- the cost of about 1000 kWh. (One
Watt of power is the expenditure of
1 Joule of energy per second; a few
Joules would warm up 1 gram of water
by 1oC. Energy can be measured in
Joules, ergs, BTUs, foot-poundals,
horsepower-hours, litres [of petrol],
calories, electron-volts, megatons, etc this is the great thing about standards,
there’s such a wide choice of them!
But domestic electrical energy is best
thought of in kilowatt-hours (kWh),
mainly because these cost money about 13c each).
But how much power is really used
on standby? Using a $20 Jaycar gadget
that shows power consumption at a
240V socket, I found working and
standby power as follows, in Watts:

that the laser printer runs its motors
and heater at 900 W for a few seconds
when it is turned on; so let’s say the
standby power is 4 W, managed by
a single Embertec. Then I have these
toys, which I could easily live without
if I had to:
WORKING STANDBY

42” Flat screen TV
TV recorder
iPad charger
iPhone charger
Hand-vacuum charger
Electric drill charger
Cordless headphones
Power screwdriver
Radio (if played loud)

40
20
10
4
17
20
15
2
30

1
1
0
0
1
0
1
1
1

WORKING STANDBY

Fax/phone
Internet modem
Garage roller door
Desktop PC
Laser printer
24” Flat screen monitor

5
3
80
80
50
40

1
3
2
1
2
1

The first three cannot practically
be turned off, but the last three form
a cluster that can be turned right off
when the PC is off. I’ll ignore the fact

If I turned these toys off, then I’d
need a way of turning them back on
again when I want to use them - yes,
there is the simple mains switch,
but two of my 240V switches, made
by a reputable manufacturer, have
mechanically failed in normal use.
A timer switch could manage all the
chargers and the radio, but the TV
and recorder need to be managed by
another Embertec, one that responds
to the TV’s remote (although, if the
TV recorder is powered down, then it

n
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can’t record programs, which was really
the point of buying it). Anyway, the
switchable saving here is another 2W,
making a grand total of 6W, using two
Embertecs.
But the Embertecs themselves are
perpetually active, and they take 1W
each, 24 hours a day. Thus the overall
saving is really only about 4W; say for
20 hours a day. That is 28kWh per
year, or about $3.60 - less than 0.5
per cent of my electricity bill, and way
short of the claims for the device.
By comparison, here is the power
wasted by some typical domestic
mistakes, in kWh per instance:
Standby saving,
at 4W, for 24 hours

0.08

Boil too much water
to make 1 cup of coffee

0.05

Leave one light on
all evening

0.05

Leave the TV on,
half the evening

0.12

Drive the car 1km
(the petrol used)

1.20

The fuel consumption for travel
by air or ship is comparable to that
for a car, per passenger. So any geek
can see that if the lady drove 10km
to show me how to plug an Embertec
in, then it will be about a year before
a net reduction in carbon output
begins. But then there is the overhead
of manufacturing the device itself.
It takes about 7320MJ to make
a desktop PC, so at 1/100 of this
figure I estimate 20kWh to make an
Embertec, which as I have shown
saves about 2W, so that it will take an
additional couple of years before any
saving can begin.

.

About the author:

Steve Roberts is
a mathematician,
cryptographer and senior
editorial consultant to
The Skeptic.

Out of balance

Rachael Dunlop on a study of false balance – it’s not fair

F

alse balance is a term used to
describe a perceived or real media
bias, where journalists present an
issue from a ‘balanced’ perspective
by presenting between opposing
viewpoints, even though the relative
evidence does not support such a move.
Some media outlets specifically
reject false balance when it is obviously
unwarranted. The Channel Ten TV
program, The Project, speaking on
the vaccination issue, said: “We are
not obliged to provide equal time and
space to unscientific and dangerous
viewpoints.”
But false balance has long been a
problem in the mainstream media,
particularly when it comes to stories
concerning science and medicine.
It’s a curious occurrence, since most
journalists will scoff when you propose
they invite a flat-earther on to a story
about circumnavigating the globe. But
the irony when inviting an anti-vaxer
onto a story about vaccination for the
sake of ‘balance’ somehow escapes them.
Of course, anti-vaxers exploit the idea
of balance by claiming that there are two
sides to every story and disseminating
the idea that there is a ‘vaccine debate’.
Well, in the interests of saving time and
going over old ground, there is no debate.
The science is in. Vaccines work and the
benefits far outweigh any associated risks.
Before anyone bothered to challenge
the idea that false balance was bad, the
anti-vaxers got virtually a free ride in the
Australian media. The AVN, fronted by
Meryl Dorey, was a media darling and
the go-to person for just about every
story concerning vaccination. Juxtaposing
highly qualified experts in immunology
and medicine against her lent legitimacy
to her ‘opinions’ and elevated her to the
heights of expert, despite the fact that she
has absolutely no qualifications.
Why is this important? A recently
published paper on “The effect of
falsely balanced reporting of the autismvaccine controversy on vaccine safety
perceptions and behavioral intentions”

by Graham Dixon (Cornell University)
and Chris Clarke (George Mason
University) highlights the reasons why
false balance can be so dangerous.
Using the consistently reported but
thoroughly unsinkable rubber duck of an
autism/vaccine link, Dixon and Clarke
investigated how this reporting style
influences judgements of vaccine risk.
They randomly assigned 320
undergraduate students to read one of a
number of news items: one presenting
claims both for and against a vaccine/
autism link, a purely anti-vax “vaccinesdefinitely-cause-autism” article, and a
“there is no link” article.
Unsurprisingly, they reported that
participants who read the article
saying vaccines cause autism indicated
they would be less likely to have their
children vaccinated in the future.
This observation is supported by
other research showing that viewing
an anti-vaccine website for as little as
a few minutes increases perceptions
of vaccination risks and decreases
perceptions of the risks of vaccine
omission, and significantly decreases
intentions to vaccinate.
But what was even more surprising
and shocking about the findings
of Dixon and Clarke, was that the
‘balanced’ article produced a stronger
effect than the ‘link only’ article.
Let me just repeat that in case you
missed it: “The false balance article
citing a possible link between vaccine
and autism left participants feeling less
confident about the safety of vaccines
than the ‘vaccines-definitely-causeautism’ article.”
The authors suggested the reasons
for this may be due to false balance
eliciting a stronger perception that experts
are divided, or that experts truly were
uncertain whether vaccines caused autism.
Thus, the study suggests false balance
reporting with respect to vaccine safety
lowers people’s intentions to vaccinate
their future children more so than even
straight up anti-vaccine reporting.

.

03
33

ARTICLE

Classic Catches

Project
HOOK
It was with sadness that we heard at
the start of this year of the death of
Bob Steiner, noted US skeptic and
magician. We thought it appropriate
therefore that, for this issue’s Class
Catch article, we reprint the story of
Steiner’s secret mission to Australia
in 1984. Barry Williams and Mark
Plummer pick through the clues.

“W
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ould all those who want a
private reading please raise
their hands?” Over one hundred people
- about a third of the audience at the
Karrilika Theatre in Ringwood, Victoria
- raised their hands for a reading with
Steve Terbot from San Francisco. It was
the climax of Terbot’s brief career as a
psychic.
In the past week he had appeared
twice on national television, on a
top-rating radio show, at universities,
at public venues and had been widely
accepted by hundreds of thousands of
Australians as a psychic.
He had endured a savage and libellous
attack by Phillip Adams and done things
not normally done by visiting psychics.
He had allowed skeptics to be present,
vigorously attacking him, while he
performed on radio and television, and

had finished all his public appearances
with vigorous question and answer
sessions. Now in front of him were at
least a hundred people who were willing
to pay for private readings.
At a minimum of $25 each reading,
he could collect at least $2500 in a
few days ... except that Steve Terbot
was really Robert Steiner, chair of
the Bay Area Skeptics, consultant
to the Committee for the Scientific
Investigation of the Claims of the
Paranormal (CSICOP), member of
the California Council against Health
Fraud, writer and author. He had been
brought to Australia by us for Project
Hook.
The idea of bringing Bob to Australia
had its origins in April 1983, when
Mark Plummer [the then national
president of Australian Skeptics] visited

Bob in San Francisco. Bob showed
Mark videos of himself on television and
related how he staged one-night shows
in which he posed as a psychic for the
performance before revealing himself as
a magician at the end of the show.
In October, our co-patron Dick
Smith went to the CSICOP conference
in America, saw Bob in action and was
suitably impressed. On returning, Dick
agreed to Mark’s suggestion to pay Bob’s
airfare but warned Mark that the whole
venture could only be successful with
the utmost secrecy.
Mark then asked our national
committee to approve a secret project
and to establish a three-person subcommittee of himself, our national
secretary James Gerrand, and one of our
magic consultants, Mike Wilton.
It was hoped that the project could be
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initially organised by just four people the sub-committee and Barry Williams,
the NSW branch chairman, with others
being brought in only when essential
for the project. As the potential for
leaks increased with new people being
involved, the sub-committee decided
not to tell other Skeptics unless they
could be actively used in the project.
Those recruited were told the barest
minimum at the last possible moment.
Right up to the moment of the expose,
only about six people in Australia knew
Terbot’s real name. To detect possible
leaks, those told were also given a couple
of items of disinformation.
The first task was to create a psychic.
The name “Terbot” is (almost) an
anagram of Robert, and it also sounds
like the name of a type of fish! It was
thus a fishy project, with the main aim
to show how believers could be hooked
by someone posing as a psychic. Only
one person deciphered the code - Ross
Dimsey, a Skeptics committee member.
A close friend of Bob’s, Phil Herter,
provided an address and phone number
for Terbot in the US. Only three other
people in the US knew before the date
of the expose: CSICOP Fellow James
Randi, Bay Area Skeptics secretary Earl
Hautala (who guarded Bob’s house
and business) and Mike McCarthy,
the editor of the Bay Area Skeptics
newsletter, Basis.
We also needed a front person in
Australia, who would have an address
and phone number to take enquiries
from believers and the media. They had
to have no traceable connection to the
Skeptics, nor should they be a scientist
or academic who would be suspected
as a possible Skeptic. Ray Warren runs
an automobile tuning service called
Raytune, and he always answers his
phone “Raytune”. Thus, Mr Ray Tune
became Steve Terbot’s ‘cousin’, and
handled many phone calls and enquiries.
To give Terbot pre-publicity among
the believers, we decided to leaflet
the meetings of medium Albert Best
[1917-1996] in Melbourne and Sydney
as a large number of believers would
be attending. Leaflets were handed out
by Jack Dunn and Kathy Goddard in
Melbourne and Mel Dickson and Don
Laycock in Sydney. Although these

four were Skeptics, they have not had
Phillip’s article attacking Terbot in
strong and obviously libellous terms.
a high profile and were unlikely to be
That same evening, the first security
recognised.
problem arose. Mark was addressing a
Copies of the leaflet and a personal
meeting of Melbourne Mensa on the
letter from Terbot were sent to major
Skeptics. Just prior to the start, one
psychic groups and newspapers. These
Michael Gamble approached Mark and
helped to get Terbot’s name and claims
stated that he was most interested in the
known prior to his arrival, so that he
subject, and had seen a Robert Steiner
would not be a complete unknown.
performing in San Francisco a year ago.
The major item of pre-publicity was
He asked Mark if he had heard of him.
to be co-patron Phillip Adams’ column
Mark’s paranoia surfaced. Was
in The Australian.
Michael really from
Phillip also
a believer group,
assisted in the
Phillip’s article attacked letting him know
financing of
that they knew all
the project, and
Terbot in strong and
about the project?
contacted Peter
The sub-committee
Faiman and Peter libellous terms. Derryn
discussed Michael
Howden of GTV- Hinch joined the attack .
at length, and
9 Melbourne’s
decided there was
Special Projects
no alternative but
Department to
to tell him of the project and ask that
arrange for Terbot to appear on the
he keep the secret - which he did. How
Tonight with Bert Newton show.
many other Australians had seen Robert
At Easter, Mark Plummer went to
Steiner in action, or on TV, in America?
Sydney to discuss all the arrangements
Mark had made a security decision,
with Barry Williams, and came home
which in retrospect was probably
via Canberra to brief [the late TV
wrong, not to tell Derryn Hinch prior
journalist] Richard Carleton on the
to Bob’s arrival. Mark had intended to
project.
inform Hinch once the Terbot tour was
After returning to Melbourne, Mark
underway, and then ask him to do the
finalised arrangements for Terbot to
expose and to consider putting Bob on
appear at Monash and Melbourne
his radio show afterwards.
universities. At Monash, a venue and
However, Hinch read Phillip’s
publicity were organised by psychology
column and joined in the attack on
lecturer Malcolm McMillan and Greg
Savage of the student Monash University Terbot on his radio program of Monday,
May 7. Thus he unwittingly joined the
Psychological Society [later defunct,
conspiracy! After the program, Hinch
replaced by the Students Neuroscience
And Psychology Society (SNAPS) – Ed]. was quickly filled in on the project, and
agreed to attack Terbot again on the Bert
At Melbourne University, Arts student
Newton show the following Thursday.
Kathy Goddard set up a bogus Psychic
Bob arrived on May 9, 1984. His
Research Association, and organised
first appearance as Steve Terbot was
meeting facilities and publicity.
at Monash University the next day,
It was planned to have dinners for
under the auspices of the Psychological
Bob after the expose so that Skeptics
Society. Advertising was restricted to
could meet him - but how to give
classes of psychology students some
sufficient notice without breaching
24 hours before the meeting, and the
security? The solution was to tell
general student population two or three
Skeptics that Dr George Henderson, a
hours beforehand. Bob was described
psychologist and member of CSICOP
as a psychic researcher and the meeting
in England, would be speaking at
as a lecture/demonstration. Fifty to
Skeptics dinners.
sixty people turned up, and only two,
The leaflet said that Skeptics would
Malcolm McMillan and the chairperson
“enjoy his clipped English accent and
Greg Savage, knew of the hoax.
turn of phrase”.
Initially there was hostility as well as
On May 5, The Australian ran
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VALE BOB STEINER
(1934-2013)

M

agician and skeptic Robert
A. Steiner died on January 4, 2013,
aged 78. A longtime resident of
the San Francisco Bay area, Steiner
was a Fellow of the Committee
for Skeptical Inquiry, and spoke
at several CSI(COP) conferences.
A professional magician, he was a
former president of the Society of
American Magicians, and a member
of the Magic Castle in Hollywood.
He also was a
Certified Public
Accountant.
Any social
event where
Steiner was
present
typically had
him giving an
impromptu public demonstration of
‘psychic’ powers. He always explained
to audiences afterward that he had
fooled them with a trick. He was
also a life member of Mensa, and
frequently hosted social events for
Mensa, for skeptics and other friends
at his home in the East Bay.
Apart from his involvement in
Project Hook, Steiner coordinated
the entire Bay Area operation of
James Randi’s elaborate sting of the
televangelist Peter Popoff, who was
receiving ‘messages from God’ via a
concealed radio receiver in his ear.
While living in New Jersey during
the 1970s, Steiner ran for Congress
as a Libertarian Party candidate. He
was the author of Don’t Get Taken
(Wide-Awake Books, 1989), a book on
how to protect yourself from frauds
and scams. He wrote the article
on cold reading in the Skeptical
Encyclopedia of Pseudoscience
(Michael Shermer, editor).

36

Project HOOK
Continued...

skepticism. Bob’s adroitness in dealing
with a rather rowdy group soon had the
audience on his side. Probably the most
impressive of his ‘demonstrations’ was
the ‘telepathic’ transmission of a word
“chosen” from a dictionary as a result of
a seemingly random set of computations
on a small electronic calculator. The
whole presentation was impressive, and
by the end, most of the audience seemed
prepared to grant his ‘psychic’ abilities.
That night, Steve Terbot was
presented to the Australian public on
the Bert Newton show. Bob was keen
to convey the concept of testability
to the audience, and that a great deal
of ‘psychic phenomena’ are, in fact,
magicians’ tricks. Thus, he decided to
use card effects, and allowed Derryn
Hinch to vigorously attack him on the
show.
(We hope that the next jetsetting international psychic will also
allow Hinch to attack them equally
vigorously!)
Terbot’s appearance started the debate
as desired: was he a psychic, or was he a
magician? No-one asked whether he was
a psychic or a skeptic pretending to be a
psychic!
Terbot’s first major public appearance
brought more phone calls to Ray Tune,
especially from believers who had
received leaflets at the Best meetings,
asking how they could obtain tickets for
the Ringwood performances. Believers
are apparently used to purchasing
expensive tickets to listen to visiting
psychics, and were surprised when Ray
Tune told them that admittance was
free, but satisfied when he hinted at a
collection at the end of the meeting. Of
course, there was no collection.
Terbot’s appearance also brought
a reaction from magicians, some of
whom contacted Hinch, and others
who contacted Mike Wilton, wanting to
expose Terbot immediately. Skeptics also
started phoning committee members,
wanting to help design a test.
On Friday, May 11, the morning
after the first appearances on the Bert

Newton show, Terbot was a guest on
Derryn Hinch’s top-rating radio show.
He continued his argument with Hinch,
performed some cold readings with
members of the audience, and argued
with skeptics who phoned the station.
James Gerrand was one of those
Skeptics, demanding Steve’s address
so that he could ‘contact’ him to draw
up the protocol for the ‘test’. James
officially referred Steve to Mike Wilton,
and a protocol was drawn up over the
weekend, in case believers wanted to
see it.
Dr Charles Osborne of the Chisholm
Institute rang Steve who invited him to
appear on the platform at the Ringwood
meeting, but Osborne declined, saying
he was keeping a low profile in psychic
research these days. It’s a pity Osborne
did not appear - he could have brought
some of his forty ‘psychic’ children.
(These seem to have disappeared since
Randi’s visit to the Chisholm Institute.)
From the Derryn Hinch show, Steve
went to Melbourne University for the
inaugural (and final) meeting of the
Melbourne University Psychic Research
Association, where Bob mystified
hundreds of students with his ‘psychic’
powers, using cards, cold reading and
the cutting of a newspaper article.
This last act was considered the most
incredible: how could a chance cut of
the newspaper column be the exact text
that was found to be written in a sealed
envelope on the wall?
After the meeting, Steve sampled
Melbourne’s public transport and was
surprised to find members of the public
recognising him from his appearance on
the Bert Newton show. The following
day he went to Melbourne’s wildlife
fauna park. In the three hours he spent
there, he was continually stopped by
people wishing him luck in the test. He
encountered no hostile reactions and
was clearly accepted as a psychic by the
general public.
The next day, Sunday 13, was spent
with the subcommittee discussing tactics
for the following week. One Sunday
paper had carried an article on Steve,
and had not given any indication that
the writer knew it was a skeptical plot.
On Monday, May 14, it was back to
the Bert Newton show. This time, two
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Right: The Revelation: Mark Plummer,
Derryn Hinch, Bob Steiner and
Bert Newton [Photo: Sunday Press]

accomplices had been arranged
to be in the audience. Steve did
some card and cash effects, but
his most impressive act was a
cold reading of a member of
the audience. Her reactions were very
believable. Steve assured the compere
that they had not met. This was quite
true - their prior contact was by
telephone!
Tuesday, May 15 was Steve’s meeting
at the Karrilika Theatre at Ringwood.
This was an important meeting for, in
two and one half hours, Steve would
be on display to an audience composed
largely of believers, and would be
permitting a full question-and-answer
session (unlike other visiting psychics,
who either have no session, or arrange
for questions to be written down and
screened by the chairperson).
If the believers suspected anything,
they would be given plenty of
opportunity to voice their views.
By now, believers were climbing on
the Terbot bandwagon, and Steve asked
two of them to be supporting speakers at
the meeting. Astrologer Marina Collins
and spiritual teacher John Fitzsimmons
were certainly hooked by Project Hook.
Their appearance conferred credibility
and helped create the atmosphere of a
typical believer meeting.
Steve covered a wide range of psychic
areas: cold readings, predictions, ESP,
muscle testing, telepathy. He had one
accomplice in the audience - Joan
Warren - and his reading of her was
remarkably accurate, achieving a level
easily equal to that of other clairvoyants
who have performed in Australia.
His most dramatic reading, however,
was not of an accomplice, but a stranger.
Steve was able to apply Rule 2* of
cold reading to her very effectively.
Her reactions were those of one clearly
convinced of Steve’s powers, and
during question time she vehemently
denied being paid and became a strong
supporter of Steve.
Question time was vigorous, with
skeptics not in the know attacking

Steve, Steve defending himself well, and
believers coming in with comments
that clearly showed they were convinced
Steve was psychic. But it was the clear
response to the question as to how many
wanted private readings that showed the
meeting was a success.
The audience was also delighted
when Steve Terbot announced that there
would be no collection at the meeting.
The audience burst into applause when
he explained that he would be collecting
$120,000 from the Bert Newton Show
clairvoyance test, and therefore did not
need to take up a collection to cover
costs.
The next day, tactics were reassessed.
The original plan was for Steve to go to
Sydney on Thursday, May 17, then spend
the weekend in Canberra, hold a meeting
at the Lane Cove Town Hall on Monday,
May 21, and return to Melbourne for the
expose on Tuesday 22.
Gary Wiseman, “Australia’s foremost
psychic”, offered to meet Steve at
the airport and interview him for his
column in a Sydney paper, and to
appear with him at Lane Cove. But
Barbara Hicks of the Cronius Centre
in Canberra telephoned with wishes of
support, apologising that she could not
organise a meeting at such short notice.
It was decided to cancel the Canberra
visit.
Against the possibility of another
successful Sydney meeting ‘hooking’
a couple of hundred believers was the
problem of maintaining security for
another week.
Far too many people knew already,
and an expose by others would leave us
with egg on our faces. Steve Terbot had
been created and accepted; we had made
our point. After consultations with the
sub-committee, Channel 9 and Derryn
Hinch, the expose was moved forward
to Thursday, May 17.

Melbourne Age TV
“
critic: ‘Is it the role of a
night-time chat show to
warn of fakes by setting up
its own fakery?’

”

That night, Mark Plummer appeared
with Steve Terbot, Derryn Hinch,
Bert Newton and Kevin Arnett [TV
reporter on the paranormal]. After
some introductory questions from Bert
Newton, Terbot revealed himself to be
Robert Steiner. The hoax was exposed!

POST EXPOSURE

The morning after the expose, the
Melbourne Age carried two items on the
hoax. One was a factual account headed
“Psychic a fake but hoax was real.”
The other, by its TV critic, queried
whether it was the role of a night-time
chat show to warn of fakes by setting
up its own fakery. Bob went back on
Derryn Hinch’s 3AW radio show and
the calls were clearly polarised. The
believers were hostile, the skeptics
supportive. One caller asked Bob if
he realised he was being exploited by
Newton and Hinch.
While Bob was on 3AW, Mark
Plummer went on radio 3MP to explain
the Skeptics’ involvement in the hoax.
On Friday afternoon Bob flew to
Sydney and spent Saturday and Sunday
sightseeing. On Monday morning Bob
appeared on the Channel 9 Today show
and that night Bob was the main event
at a public meeting at the Lane Cove
Town Hall. This drew an audience of
around 70, considerably down on the
Melbourne meeting. The reasons for
this drop were two-fold; a constraint on
pre-publicity necessitated by having to
preserve Bob’s ‘secret identity’ until the
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last moment, and by the earlier than
planned revelation of his true identity
which presumably discouraged a
number of true believers.
During the weekend prior to
the meeting, the NSW Branch was
contacted on several occasions by
Simon Turnbull, an executive member
[now president] of the Australian
Psychics Association (APA). Turnbull
made a number of disparaging
remarks about the standing offers of
Messrs Smith, Adams and Hinch, and
made vague references to a sum of
$200,000 being raised by APA from
an unnamed overseas businessman to
stand as a counter challenge. Pressed
for details as to how a skeptic could
win the challenge, Turnbull again
vaguely mentioned “proving that
psychic abilities do not exist”. When
it was explained to Turnbull that such

Right: Bob Steiner
performing for a
Mensa meeting in
San Francisco

a condition
provided the
money with a
degree of security
that would make
both the Bank of
England and Fort
Knox envious, he
dropped the line.
He then suggested our meeting
would be much better attended if
Bob would debate him on the issue
of psychic abilities. Bob, with the full
concurrence of the NSW branch,
demurred on the grounds that public
debates tend only to confirm the
prejudices of the proponents of both
points of view, and that there would be
no benefit to the Australian Skeptics in
providing a free platform for those very
people whose claims the Skeptics seek to
investigate. Further, a debate would have

P R O J E C T H O O K ’ S F I N A L C AT C H - A I P R

A

major aim of Project Hook was to
catch Australian believers by showing
they would support Terbot’s claims to
be psychic and/or they were ignorant
of the magical tricks, psychological
ploys and the deceptions used by some
psychics.
After the hoax was revealed, Dr
Michael Hough, the secretary of the
Australian Institute of Parapsychological
Research (AIPR) sent us a draft copy
of an article for their bulletin titled
“Skeptics’ Terbot Hoax – AIPR not
hooked”. We were delighted to read that
the AIPR had indeed been hooked by
Bob Steiner’s post expose presentation.
One of the tricks used by Steve
Terbot/Bob Steiner at his public
meetings to demonstrate telepathy was
to affix an envelope containing a line of
words in a prominent position. He then
held up a newspaper clipping and a pair
of scissors and invited a person in the
audience selected at random to tell him
where to cut the clipping. The person
tells Steve to move the scissors up or
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down and then to cut at a position decided
by the person. Steve Terbot makes the cut
and the cut off portion drops to the floor.
The top line from this cut off portion is read
by the person and is found to match the
words in the envelope. Amazing.
It is a magical trick involving the sort
of deception used by Geller and others.
It is performed by James Randi and other
magicians including our magic consultant.
Even some Skeptics, after considerable
practice have been able to master the trick.
Hough stated in his draft that “Bob
switched clippings while the person was
coming on stage. This trick is never used
by psychics.” I suggested to Hough that
he change it to “I believe Bob switched
...”. We can assure Dr Hough that Bob
did not change the clippings. In the first
issue of the AIPR Bulletin a description is
given of magical tricks performed by Glen
Falkenstein. The article states that Glen
Falkenstein has ESP ability. At least one of
the tricks described can be found in many
books on magic.
Randi has written to Hough, telling him

run counter to the advance publicity for
the evening.
The meeting began with a brief talk
from Bob on his reasons for being in
Australia and the general motivation of
CSICOP.
He then proceeded to demonstrate
his magical skills which confirmed his
professionalism and confounded his
audience. This included a demonstration
of ESP card reading in which the whole
audience took part. Out of 25 cards,
the results clustered around the figure

to forget any notion that Falkenstein
claims any psychic powers. Randi
says Falkenstein is the best of today’s
performers in his field but is just that
alone. In explaining the newspaper
clipping trick as involving ‘switching’ and
Falkenstein’s tricks as ESP ability the AIPR
has demonstrated an ignorance of the
fundamental principles of stage magic
deception and psychological ploys.
Until the AIPR is prepared to try and
understand magic and the precepts
of deception their psychic research is
worthless and they are wide open for any
trickster, self-professed clairvoyant or
psychic to convince them that they have
psychic powers.
Dr Hough’s other amazing assertion
is “This trick is never used by psychics”.
As no person anywhere in the world has
ever scientifically proved that he/she is a
genuine psychic it is quite true that the
newspaper clipping trick or any other
trick is never used by genuine psychics.
Hough made a fateful assumption
when writing his article on Project Hook
- that the project was finished. In fact he
became its final catch.
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lecturing experiences. He performed
several tricks, one an ESP trick using
the Zener cards. While the distribution
of most scores followed the normal
curve, three scores were way above
chance expectation. As with the Sydney
meeting, the explanation was collusion.
Several instances of misdirected
attention were discussed and followed
by a most impressive misdirected
disappearing silk.
The audience consisted of some fifty
staff members and graduate and honours
students who discussed the problems of
using hoaxing in this way in a very lively
manner. Both the student paper, Lot’s
Wife, and the official university paper,
Monash Reporter, reported on the hoax.
After several more media appearances,
Bob returned to the USA with our deep
gratitude.

.

* Cold Reading Rule 2: Make creative use
of the latest statistical abstracts, polls, and
surveys. This can provide you with a wealth
of material about what various subclasses of
our society believe, do, want, worry about,
and so on. For example, if you can ascertain
about a client such things as the part of
the country they come from, the size of the
city they were brought up in, their parents’
religion and vocations, their educational
level and age, you already are in possession
of information that should enable you to
predict with high probability their voting
preferences, their beliefs on many issues, and
other traits. - Ray Hyman, “Cold Reading:
How to Convince Strangers That You Know
All About Them”, Skeptical Inquirer, 1977

Note: This is an edited version of an
article first printed across two issues of
The Skeptic - Vol 4, Nos 2 & 3 (June
and September 1984)
About the authors:

Mark Plummer was a Melbourne-based lawyer and
founder of Australia Skeptics. He died in June 2011.
Barry Williams was founder
of the NSW branch of
Australian Skeptics and
later national president and
executive officer. He retired
from that position in 2009,
and is still alive, despite
his knees.

Logical Place

the

of 5, as would be expected by chance.
Three extreme results of 19, 17 and
16 were obtained which caused some
fluttering in the psychic dovecotes,
until it was pointed out the ‘successful’
experimenters were accomplices (indeed,
they were two committee members of
Australian Skeptics and the chairman’s
daughter). Even the most dedicated
believers should have been skeptical of
such results.
The only unusual result was that the
NSW chairman obtained an unplanned
score of 0. This will no doubt be seen as
proof positive of the closed mind of a
dedicated Skeptic. After an interval, Bob
conducted a demonstration of ‘psychic
surgery’.
During question time Bob frequently
clashed with Turnbull. It became
apparent that true believers have a
strong resistance to being disabused of
their beliefs. One gentleman referred
to a “mystic” who had studied in
China and who could, by “internal
conceptualisation” break a chopstick
with a piece of paper. Bob demonstrated
this trick, using a pencil in the absence
of a chopstick, but the gentleman
was not convinced. Kent Blackmore,
a Sydney magician, revealed that the
mystic referred to was in fact a member
of his magic club and that, far from
claiming to be psychic, would “be
horrified to think that his magic was
being used to support psychic claims”.
While in Sydney, Bob also appeared
on John Singleton’s radio 2KY program,
and did a telephone interview with
Radio 3UL at Warrugal, a Victorian
country station.
Bob flew back to Melbourne on
Wednesday, May 23, where he had more
time to relax. He attended a magicians’
meeting, gave media interviews to the
Australasian Post, TV Week and the
Adelaide News, visited a top medical
administrator to discuss health fraud
problems and returned to Monash
University.
Bob’s second appearance at Monash
University was at a special staff
colloquium in the Department of
Psychology, titled “Hoaxing and belief in
the paranormal”. Bob gave an account
of his Australian visit and expanded on a
number of points from his United States

The Scientific
Conspiracy Fallacy

T

he theme of this year’s Skeptics
convention will be Science,
Skepticism and Conspiracy Theories. We
understand the connection between
science and skepticism, but where do
conspiracy theories fit in?
Christopher Hitchens described
conspiracy theories as “the exhaust
fumes of democracy” – the unavoidable
result of a large amount of information
circulating among a large number of
people. Conspiracy theories appear to
make sense of a world that is otherwise
confusing. They do so in an appealingly
simple way, by dividing the world into
bad guys versus good guys. They also
enable people to believe whatever they
want to believe, without the bothersome
burden of conclusive evidence.
The Scientific Conspiracy Fallacy takes
roughly the following form:
Premise 1: I hold a certain belief.
Premise 2: My belief is inconsistent
with the scientific evidence.
Conclusion: Therefore, the scientists
are conspiring with the Big Bad
Government/CIA/NASA/Big Pharma
(choose whichever is convenient) to
conceal the truth and undermine my
belief.
It is a tall order to argue that the
world of science is genuinely mistaken.
That is a debate that even the believers
know they probably can’t win. So the
most convenient explanation for the
inconsistency is that scientists are
engaged in a conspiracy to conceal the
truth.
In informal logic, many fallacies
can be demonstrated by citing a
counter-example. In this case, a
possible alternative explanation for
the inconsistency is simply that the
scientific evidence is right and the
conspiracy theorist’s belief is wrong.
The notion that scientists are regularly
engaged in conspiracies is implausible
because, among other things, “scientists
get ahead by proving their colleagues
wrong”, as Lawrence Krauss has said.

- by Tim Harding
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I don’t believe it
Where There’s Smoke: Musings of a Cigarette Smoking Man
By William B Davis
ECW Press, A$24.95

M

any people of a sci-fi
conspiratorial bent who
watched TV between 1994 and
2003 would remember The X Files,
where FBI agents Mulder and Scully
investigated paranormal and unusual
matters that were not within the
FBI mainstream. Lurking in the
background (and sometimes the
foreground) was a group of people
known as “The Project” preparing
for the eventual colonisation of
the Earth by aliens. The specialist
employed by the group to tail our
intrepid duo was known as the
Cigarette Smoking Man (CSM),
played by brilliant long-time
Canadian actor, William B. Davis.
Davis has now written a memoir of his life,
covering his beginnings in Canada, college and
his journey onto stage and screen, and directing
and running an actor’s school.
His eventual casting as the CSM placed
him in a special place for TV villains, and
his growing role in The X-Files increasingly
impacted on the program’s story line and
created an opportunity for Davis to become one
of the best known actors on TV, at least in that
genre. From The X Files, he went on to another
science fiction program, Stargate, and other
shows, but he always had his heart, it appears,
on the stage.
But despite his part in spreading fear and
conspiracy, in his first book Davis reveals his
atheist/skeptic side.
It become apparent to Davis when he started
to attend The X-Files and related conventions,
such as ComicCon, that he was being asked
questions in regards to conspiracies, aliens,
secret government programs, aliens, Area 51,
aliens, Roswell, unmarked helicopters and
aliens. As a result, he started to think that many
of the fans who watched the show actually
believed in the conspiracies. When confronted
with the question, Davis would retort with the
statement “Where is your evidence?”
This is the beginning of Davis’s new gig,

being a skeptic. In his memoir, he recalls his
skeptical/atheist beginnings in school during a
lecture on Catholicism. Once his role on The
X Files finished, he started to connect with
skeptics and now makes presentations to our
Canadian sister organisation, the CFI. A chance
meeting with CFI’s Barry Beyerstein resulted in
his standard appearance at skeptics conferences
across Canada and the United States.
This book provides a fascinating background
to a person with a TV character in total
opposition to skeptical beliefs, but who has
taken the responsibility to become an activist
for the skeptical movement. A review of his
presentations to the CFI (available on YouTube) shows him to be very knowledgeable with
demonstrated informed opinions on such issues
as climate change and psychology.
But his skeptic side is minor compared to the
acting side. The book suggests that all skeptics
are something else too, either an actor, a teacher,
a parent or in the case of Davis, all this and a
champion water skier.
Thus the book is not about a skeptic as such.
It is about a Canadian who has a career in
acting that moves to stage and screen, his life
in England and United States, his loves and
eventually his establishment of an Actors School
in Vancouver. And while his skeptical life proves
to be a very small part in the book, it shows that
a well-known person can be a skeptic, despite
apparent (and, as it turns out, misleading)
proclivities to woo.
If you are interested in The X Files or, more
importantly, Davis as an actor, this book is a
essential reading. He dishes out some great stuff
on his fellow actors, particularly as in recent
years many actors and celebrities have started to
push wagons on anti-vaccination, homeopathy,
coffee enemas and cult membership. It is
refreshing that an actor of the status of Davis
has come onto the side of reason and is now
involved in the skeptic community in his home
turf.
A full interview with Davis appears elsewhere
in this edition of The Skeptic.

XXX

- Reviewed by Geoff Cowan
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Ahead of his time
The Great Agnostic: Robert Ingersoll and American Freethought
By Susan Jacoby
Yale University Press, US$15.95
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t is impossible to imagine that
these days we could ever have a
public figure like Robert Ingersoll.
He was the very first American that
most other Americans had ever heard
of who publically declared, “I don’t
believe in God.” That would not
be surprising nowadays; there is a
strong New Atheist movement, and
there are statistics to show that the
number of people who do not go to
church and the number of people
who claim to have no religion are
increasing. Ingersoll, however, was
popular; he was a genial man who
got enormous audiences during a
time when conventional Christianity
was taken for granted, audiences who
came to hear their beliefs critiqued and gently
derided, and enjoyed having some fun at their
own expense.
Susan Jacoby, who has written on American
secularism before, maintains that the current
secularists have needlessly forgotten Ingersoll,
and wants to bring his thinking back to our
attention via an accessible account of Ingersoll’s
thinking and influence. Jacoby’s book is a
biography, and Ingersoll has deservedly had
those before, but here she places him as a
secularist hero for our own age. He does deserve
to be better known, as an American original, by
the devout and by the unbelievers.
Ingersoll was called “The Great Agnostic” in
his own time, one of the reasons that he may
not be so much of a hero to atheists today, who
consider agnostics wishy-washy. It may be a
point of philosophical confusion, but Ingersoll
himself didn’t see the difference between the two
groups, since the main thing that characterised
both was a lack of belief in gods: “The Agnostic
is an Atheist,” he said. “The Atheist is an
Agnostic. The Agnostic says: ‘I do not know, but
I do not believe there is any god.’ The Atheist
says the same. The orthodox Christian says he
knows there is a God: but we know that he does
not know. The Atheist cannot know that God
does not exist.” Another point of contention

current New Atheists might have with Ingersoll
is his eagerness to build bridges between
secularism and moderate Christianity, or that
form of it that accepted geological science and
liberal social views.
One such Christian was Ingersoll’s father, a
Presbyterian minister who had trouble making
a go of his profession because of his outspoken
opposition to slavery. At a time when a minister
might count on being stationed in one church
for life, John Ingersoll was constantly moving
from one dissatisfied congregation to another.
Ingersoll’s peripatetic early life forced him to be
in charge of his own education, and like many
children who have a surfeit of religious reading
at home, he found it necessary to be skeptical of
what he read.
Those who said Ingersoll’s disbelief was a
rebellion against his excessively strict father were
off the mark, Ingersoll himself said. He thought
his father a man of tenderness who loved his
children, and had little severity toward them
except as sparked by his religion.
“Like most men of his time,” Ingersoll
wrote, “he thought Solomon knew something
about raising children. For my part, I think he
should have known better than to place the least
confidence in the advice of a man so utterly
idiotic as to imagine he could be happy with
seven hundred wives.”
Ingersoll was admitted to the bar in 1854, a
practice he continued all his life, even after his
oratorical shows began. He was a colonel in the
Union Army during the Civil War, was captured
in Tennessee by the forces of Nathan Bedford
Forrest, and was allowed to return home and
resign his commission. His clerical enemies tried
to sully his memory by claiming he had been a
coward, but never had any evidence. He spoke
against slavery, linking his disbelief in religion to
his disdain for priests who insisted that slavery
was right in the eyes of God.
He had been appointed as Illinois attorney
general, and in 1868 sought the Republican
nomination for governor. He lost, at least
partially because he was not going to keep silent
about his religious views. (Nothing changes
much; you would still hand your opponent
a dagger if you ran for office as an infidel.)
His political influence, however, remained
considerable. His distaste for religion might have
made it impossible for him to be elected, or even
appointed, to office, but his fellow Republicans
sought him out for his rhetorical gifts. There
were also more freethinkers among the
Republicans, and more respect for contemporary
science, than in the Democrats. His capacity for
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oratory in the courtroom or on the political dais
made him more famous than if he were only a
loud infidel and, says Jacoby, “piqued the interest
of Americans who were not freethinkers but were
interested in being entertained by a witty talker”.
Jacoby allows some of that talk to come
through in wonderful chunks of quotations.
Everyone who has heard discussions about
evolution and intelligent design has heard of
Paley’s argument from design, but listen to
Ingersoll have a go at it: “A man finds a watch
and it is so wonderful that he concludes that it
must have had a maker. He finds the maker and
he is so much more wonderful than the watch
that he says he must have had a maker. Then
he finds God, the maker of the man, and he is
so much more wonderful than the man that he
could not have had a maker. This is what the
lawyers call a departure in pleading.”
To the religious argument that evolution
degraded humans, Ingersoll said, “The church
teaches that man was created perfect and that
for six thousand years he has degenerated.
Darwin demonstrated the falsity of this dogma.
He shows that man has for thousands of ages
steadily advanced; that the Garden of Eden is an
ignorant myth; that the doctrine of original sin
has no foundation in fact; that the atonement is
an absurdity; that the serpent did not tempt, and
that man did not ‘fall’.” This type of optimism
was attractive to many Americans, who had an
inherent belief in progress.
Ingersoll’s lack of religious belief was his
foundation for his own system of beliefs. “While
I am opposed to all orthodox creeds,” he said,
“I have a creed myself; and my creed is this.
Happiness is the only good. The time to be
happy is now. The place to be happy is here.
The way to be happy is to make others so.” He
never allied himself with the Social Darwinists
who, freethinker or Christian, thought that the
poor, the immigrants and the darker races were
inferior. He insisted that women were the worstpaid and worst-treated workers in America, and
that birth control was essential in liberating
women from servitude. He believed, like Voltaire
and like Paine (whose obscurity as a patriot and
anti-biblical polemicist Ingersoll spent a lifetime
correcting), that human rights were universal and
indivisible. He believed this precisely because of
his disbelief in religion; you could not find ringing
principles of free speech or free press, let alone the
prohibition of religious requirements for office, by
studying the ancient writings of any faith.
Ingersoll’s clerical enemies, some of whom
called him Robert Injure-Soul, were eager to
paint him as a coward in the war, or a man in

rebellion against his father. They would have
liked to have had some purchase that would
show how evil Ingersoll was, but there just
wasn’t any; he was in all aspects an amiable
fellow. Ingersoll loved literature, especially that
of Shakespeare and of his friend Walt Whitman
(who the clerics also did not like), he loved
music, and he was always a soft touch for anyone
who needed financial help. He adored his wife
and two daughters.
Ingersoll knew that, just as happened at the
death of Voltaire and Paine, when he himself
died there would be those who would want
to make sure that the story was told of how
he was writhing in agony or even better, that
he had committed suicide or had a deathbed
conversion. Indeed, those stories circulated, but
only from spite. The night before he died in
1899, Ingersoll played billiards, and smoked a
cigar, and looked out from his porch and said,
“This is a beautiful world.” He took a nap the
next day, and was talking with relatives when
someone made a joke, he laughed, closed his
eyes, and ceased breathing. The headline of his
obituary in the Chicago Tribune was “Ingersoll
Dies Smiling.”
Jacoby has written a fine introduction to an
American thinker. There are bigger biographies
of Ingersoll, but the timing of this one when
Dawkins, Harris, Hitchens and others make
atheism more apparent to theists (if not more
acceptable) is excellent. Indeed, she ends the
book with “A Letter to the ‘New’ Atheists”,
exhorting them to remember Ingersoll for his
devotion to science and reason, his disgust
for religious oppression, and his insistence
on reminding Americans that the American
founders had explicitly rejected any sort of
theocracy.
There is one characteristic that none of the
current atheist stars have to the degree Ingersoll
did: humor. There are plenty of quotations here
to show how he slyly turned a phrase or an idea
that could even have believers laughing at the
contradictions of their beliefs.
We do not have his stage presence anymore,
but Jacoby’s book is an invitation to read his
good-humored, serious lectures like “The Gods”
or “The Ghosts”. I have turned to them myself
again in the past few days, with great pleasure,
and from the latter I find: “Sir Thomas More
declared that to give up witchcraft was to throw
away the sacred Scriptures. In my judgment,
he was right.” And Jacoby is right to stir
contemporary enthusiasm for her subject.
- Reviewed by Rob Hardy
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Truth for youth
Mysteries and Science: Exploring Aliens, Ghosts, Monsters,
the End of the World and Other Weird Things

By Robert Todd Carroll
Self-published, paperback available from lulu.com, US$21.00 ;
also available as an e-book, US$6.99
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ob Carroll is someone to whom all skeptics
should be extremely grateful. He is the author
of The Skeptic’s Dictionary (www.skepdic.com), a
resource of articles on a wide variety of skeptical,
paranormal and pseudoscience topics.
The articles, and the very useful list
of references and further reading that
accompany them, are a great way to get
the lowdown on many subjects, and
are extremely useful when faced with
believers – point them to one of these
and you’ve at least got them started
on finding the ‘alternative’ to wobbly
thinking.
The Skeptic’s Dictionary has been
published in book form, so if you are
not smartphone-oriented you can drag
a copy around to flash at the local pub
or church meeting.
The book under review is much the
same thing, but designed for kids who
are “9-and-up”.
It covers 50 topics, ranging from
generic concepts like superstition,
control groups and scientific skepticism, through
the classics such as astrology, psychics, monsters,
ghosts and aliens, to more specific areas like Area
51, vampires, and the effect of the full moon.
Some are very specific – there is quite a lengthy
entry on Clever Hans the counting horse, a page
on the “Mozart effect” – listening makes you
smarter – and another page devoted to “urine
therapy”, a topic I’d rather not know about.
Each entry contains an “In a nutshell” short
summary of the topic and, usually, a scientific
response. These summaries tend to be written for
younger readers, and would be a bit simplistic (and
simple) for older ones. For example, “A zombie
is a mythical creature who is one of the walking
dead. Zombies are not friendly and they don’t like
civilisation.”
However, most of the text on each subject,
and the scientific concepts within, are definitely
too complex for your average 9-year-old. I would
say the text throughout is more suitable for

the “and-up” kids – 11 or 12 years old, or even
teenagers in some cases. In fact, the book works
best as a primer for adults on skeptical responses
to paranormal claims. Reading the chapters with
children, and then using the information to
explain what it means and how to approach them
skeptically would be a good approach.
There are a few caveats. Some of the nutshells
have gone too far in the simplification stakes for
this skeptic. The one for Dowsers, for instance, has
“A dowser uses wooden or metal sticks or rods to
find water and other things.” Surely that should
be “A dowser CLAIMS TO use wooden or metal
sticks or rods to find water and other things.”
There are only 50 items, so the choice of
topics seems to be random. Why have entries for
both monsters and lake monsters, and separate
entries on Mothman, Chupacabra, Bigfoot and
werewolves, but none on Loch Ness (which is
covered very briefly in the lake monsters section)
and only 15 words on the Yeti in the Bigfoot
entry? And why have entries for Clever Hans as
well as psychic animals (which also has more on
Clever Hans)? And why have an entry on psychics,
which describes remote viewing, and then a
separate entry on remote viewing?
The weight given to various items also seems
to be random: 181 words on crop circles, 420 on
rumpology (bum reading), 512 on urine therapy,
1639 on aliens. Mentalist rates 78 words, and the
Mayan prophecies 880 (although Carroll advises
at the start of the latter that you won’t need to
read this entry because it will all be over by the
time you get around to it.) Clever Hans gets 1400
words, while psychics only get 960. Curious.
Ok, all that’s the downside.
The upside is that the book includes many
references to the scientific and skeptical approach,
including some examples where kids can test
claims themselves. And the specific entries on
scientific concepts are good, though tough going
for younger kids. There is also some broader
information inside the specific entries, like other
predictions of the end of the world within the
Mayan piece. But is that enough to buy the book?
Yes, if you don’t mind doing some editing and
pulling out the key aspects and lessons. At the
e-book price, the caveats are less of an issue.
I think Carroll could have waited a bit longer
and tidied up the content, gone for a more
consistent approach, especially on the level of
language, and perhaps added more entries.
Once that happens, go for it. It will be a much
needed component of your skeptical library.
In the meantime, head straight for skepdic.com.
- Reviewed by Tim Mendham
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Champing at the bit
The Untold Story of Champ: A social history of America’s Loch
Ness monster By Robert E. Bartholomew

Excelsior Editions,

own right, that Champ is barrel-shaped and has a
head like a horse. Porter attributed this to Samuel
de Champlain, the 17th century explorer after
US$24.95
whom the lake is named, and who is supposedly
the first person to give an account of Champ. Only
Champlain never said it. That, of course, hasn’t
stopped countless subsequent witnesses, historians
sk people to name a mysterious creature and
and searchers using Porter’s description.
most will answer Nessie without much
Champ hunter Joseph Zarzynski is portrayed
hesitation. Ask for another one and Yeti/Bigfoot
will probably come fairly easily. Ask for a third and, as a man with mixed motives and one who must
have the worst luck when it comes to spotting his
outside of cryptozoological circles, you’ll see a
furrowed brow and a “Don’t tell, don’t tell me” look. prey – he spends hours and days patiently staring at
the lake, only to turn away and miss it (or, that is,
But one hundred years ago, in the minds of
missing what others said happened).
North Americans, there would have been no
The book is centred (literally) on one of the most
question – it would have been Champ, the Lake
Champlain monster, powering through the body of famous monster photos ever taken – the flipper or
head raised shot taken by housewife Sandra Mansi.
water on the Vermont/New York-Canada border.
Champ was a celebrated “sea monster” – despite Sandra and her husband have both described the
the lake being land-locked – when Nessie was only circumstances surrounding the taking of the photo
in 1977, but the subsequent comments and events
an elver. In fact, Robert Bartholomew says that
raise as many red flags as the quills on a porcupine’s
“There is only one difference separating the two
back. I won’t go into all the details here, but the
creatures: a good publicist.”
story does include a fascinating history of the
Nessie’s rise to tourism heights was paralleled
with Champ’s disappearance from the top-of-mind growing animosity between Zarzynski and academic
Philip Reines. Reines is especially peeved when he
of most Americans, let alone the rest of the world.
increasingly thinks Zarzynski has stolen his thunder,
But no more. Through concerted efforts by
leaving him out of the loop of the wave of interest
monster hunters, with not a little help from
in Mansi’s photo. Reines’ subsequent actions seem
tourism operators and local councils keen to ride
to be as much influenced by his desire to set the
on the serpent’s back, Champ has risen again.
record straight on his active and early involvement
What a shame he/she probably doesn’t exist.
But that wouldn’t matter much to Bartholomew’s in the case as it is to raise serious questions about
book, as it is as much about the people, the motiva- the photo’s bona fides. He does, however, turn out to
be one of the more (slightly more) skeptical heroes
tions and the context as it is about Champ itself.
of the book.
Bartholomew has written before on topics
Over the last 40 years, Champ has become a
such as hoaxes and the need for critical thinking,
extraordinary social behaviour and Little Green Men, local hero – the Vermont Lake Monsters minor
Meowing Nuns and Head-hunting Panics league baseball team uses Champy as their mascot.
But it hasn’t all worked out as expected: “The
- a Study of Mass Psychogenic Illness and
Social Delusion. The book under review economic prosperity promised by Champonomics
is nowhere near as academic as that last has never materialised,” Bartholomew says.
And thereby hangs the tale, and which is evident
sounds – it is about people, popular
in the book’s subtitle. The Lake Champlain sea
culture and a bit of the paranormal.
There are many characters in the book, monster is “America’s Loch Ness Monster”, not the
other way round. Despite Champ’s longer heritage,
some good, some dangerous, some
ongoing interest and furious marketing, it will
positively strange, including many
probably be forever in Nessie’s watery shadow.
instances of sloppy journalism and
Nonetheless, Bartholomew is sure that Champ
a couple of Bigfoot followers who
endures because he/she “is a symbol with many
almost come to blows at a conference
meanings that resonate with a broad audience”.
and others in a McDonalds. Then
This fascinating book sheds some light on just
there’s Marjorie Lansing Porter, a local
what those meanings are.
historian of whom Bartholomew is
extremely critical. She wrote an article
in 1970 that established a myth in its
- Reviewed by Tim Mendham
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REGULARS

The cycle of life

LUNARTICKS

Poets, philosophers, scientists and
monsters. And so it goes, the almost
inevitable realisation that all knowledge
is connected and connectable.
SCIENTISTS
The term “eugenics” was
coined in 1883 by English anthropologist, tropical explorer, geographer,
inventor, meteorologist, proto-geneticist,
psychometrician, and statistician, Sir
Francis Galton (1822-1911). He also coined
the phrase “nature versus nurture”. His book
Hereditary Genius (1869) was the first social
scientific attempt to study genius and greatness.
In developing the concept of eugenics, he drew
on Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species, a
book that “changed his life”. In fact, Galton
and Darwin were second cousins, sharing a
grandfather in Erasmus Darwin. Francis
Galton’s father was Samuel “John”
Galton, an arms manufacturer and
a founding member of the
Lunar Society.

Francis Galton
wonders
what to do
with all of
those genes,
sterilisations
and motor
buses.

The Lunar Society of Birmingham
was a dinner club and informal learned
society of prominent figures in the Midlands
Enlightenment who met regularly between 1765
and 1813. The name arose because the society would
meet during the full moon, as the extra light made the
journey home easier and safer in the absence of street
lighting. The members cheerfully referred to themselves
as “lunarticks”. Regular and occasional attendees included
such notables as Matthew Boulton, Joseph Priestley, Joseph
Banks, Benjamin Franklin, William Herschel, Daniel
Solander, Joseph Wright, Jonathan Stokes,
James Watt, Josiah Wedgwood
and Erasmus Darwin.

What goes a
GENETICISTS

In fact, “eugenics” has always meant
different things to different people. Historically,
the term has referred to everything from prenatal
care for mothers to forced sterilisation and euthanasia. To
population geneticists the term has included the avoidance of
inbreeding without necessarily altering allele frequencies; for
example, JBS Haldane wrote that “the motor bus, by breaking
up inbred village communities, was a powerful eugenic agent”.
Some types of eugenics deal only with perceived beneficial
and/or detrimental genetic traits. These are sometimes
called “pseudo-eugenics” by proponents of strict
eugenics.

Source: Wikipedia, except where noted
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INVENTOR
Erasmus Darwin (1731–1802) was an
English physician, natural philosopher, physiologist,
slave trade abolitionist, inventor, poet and, of course,
grandfather of Charles Darwin. His poems covered much
natural history, including a statement of evolution and the
relatedness of all forms of life. The Loves of the Plants was a popular
rendering of Linnaeus’ works. He invented several devices, though
he did not patent any. These included a horizontal windmill, a
carriage that would not tip over, a speaking machine, a minute
artificial bird, and a copying machine.

Erasmus Darwin, pen
poised for another poem.

ROMANTICS

s around ...

oted

CREATORS
The concept of the artificial ‘improvement’
of human life through reproductive engineering
and genetics is called ‘eugenics’. The topic has
received much negative criticism, including in the
novel The Island of Dr Moreau by H G Wells, in which
the title character uses genetic manipulation experiments
to create an island population of half-human, half-animal
beings. GK Chesterton wrote of Eugenics and Other Evils
(1922) and, of course, in the 20th century the term
came to be applied to racism and Nazi policies
with regard to purity of race, sexuality and
physical ability.

Erasmus Darwin experimented
with galvanism, which is the contraction
of a muscle stimulated by an electric current.
His experiments were an important source of
inspiration for Mary Shelley to write Frankenstein.
In the introduction to the book, Shelley writes that
during a stay in Switzerland, Lord Byron, her
husband Percy Bysshe Shelley and herself discussed
Darwin’s experiments, and she suggests “Perhaps a
corpse would be re-animated; galvanism had given
token of such things: perhaps the component
parts of a creature might be manufactured,
brought together, and endured with vital
warmth.”

“Marry me and we can have
perfectly-engineered thingies .“
47
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Climate

The end of global warming
In which is discussed climate change, evaluations
and databases ... at length, and finally

A

few years ago, I gave my reasons for
accepting human influence on climate
change (AGW) in one paper (Bridgstock 2010)
and later commented on errors in an anti-AGW
paper (Bridgstock 2012). Then I received a
gigantic article, by email, from WA skeptic
John Happs (2012a). The paper exceeded
12,000 words, and John implied that I
had an ethical obligation to read it. I
didn’t. It was not properly referenced,
and so I couldn’t check the facts.
Now a shorter version (about 2000
words) has appeared in The Skeptic
[32:4, pp55-58]. Happs notes that
both Al Gore and I have said that there is
essentially no refereed scientific research opposing
AGW. John worries that non-experts “might
believe such statements and trust the authority of
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC)”. (Happs 2012b; 56). Most of John’s
paper is attacking the IPCC.
Both Al Gore and I cited papers in major
refereed scientific journals in support of our
statements. I cited Anderegg et al (2010) who
studied over 1300 scientists, and Gore cited
Oreskes (2004) in her sampling of 9000-odd
scientific papers. Happs shows no signs of having
read either these or my original paper. In my view,
skepticism should involve considering all relevant
evidence.
How does Happs attack the claim that there
are essentially no refereed scientific anti-AGW
papers? He refers to a database of over 1100
papers in refereed journals which, he says, are
“arguing against the notion of CAGW”. This
looks like a serious matter. Over 1100 papers in
refereed journals arguing against AGW would be
a significant minority of the total. So I examined
the database (http://tinyurl.com/b4oh2c7).

Some basic checks
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John claims that these papers (now about 1200)
are “arguing against the notion of CAGW”.
They aren’t. Many support AGW. The database
introduction acknowledges this and says that
pro-AGW “paper(s) or results from their paper(s)
can still support skeptics’ arguments”. That is, the
papers provide support for anti-AGW arguments,
but need not be anti-AGW. Presumably that means

that any paper, no matter how strongly it points
to AGW, can be included if it has some aspect or
feature that might be used as a contrary argument.
There is another problem. In the huge version
of his paper, John Happs stressed his preference
for courteous debate. Therefore, I wonder why he
places so much credence upon a website which
is abusive. In the database, there is a page of
savage denunciation of critics of the list, who are
relentlessly and repeatedly accused of “lying”. Also,
in his unpublished paper, John publishes quotes
about “fraud” (often), “crooks” and “intellectual
corruption”. If he favours courtesy, I wonder why
John propagates abuse like this.
But what about the IPCC, which John attacks
at such length? This is much simpler. If John had
looked at my original paper (Bridgstock 2010) he
would have seen that I don’t rely on the IPCC for
my evidence. I mentioned it exactly once, and that
was regarding its apparent arrogance. The IPCC is
not relevant to my position on climate change. Nor,
therefore, is most of John’s paper.
In principle, I could stop here. John has ignored
the evidence Gore and I cited, and dragged in the
IPCC when it wasn’t necessary. He has claimed
that substantial refereed material exists opposing
AGW, but has wrongly described the nature of
the database. Still there could be many anti-AGW
papers in the database, and that might change
matters a lot. So I looked carefully at the evidence,
which is what I believe a good skeptic should do.

That darned database

My problem with the database is pretty obvious.
I am not a climate scientist, and I don’t have the
time to read and understand about 1200 scientific
papers. So I took a sample. I went through the
database and selected every 55th paper. In some cases
I couldn’t locate the paper concerned, so I went to
the next one in the database, and so on if necessary.
That gave me a total of 21 papers, and I read all of
these.
What might we expect? Scientists may agree
on the overall state of their field, but argue about
research methods, or exactly what theories mean.
New, surprising findings often pop up. Scientists
may dispute the validity of such findings, or their
significance. Sometimes disputes of this kind
become angry and personal. In addition, scientists
routinely point to limitations and reservations about
their work. Cherry-picked, all this can look like a
case for doubting the results in what is just a normal
part of science.
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John Happs appears to think that the database
consists of papers arguing against AGW. So how
many papers actually do? The answer: there is just
one paper in my sample which explicitly stands
against AGW. This paper is an opinion piece by a
retired biogeography professor. It contains no new
evidence and appears in a journal with the title
Social Science and Modern Society!
With about 1200 papers in the database, results
from my sample suggest that there will be about
57 anti-AGW papers in it. Compare these to
the 9000-odd which Al Gore mentions as being
relevant, and it appears that they constitute about
half a percent of all papers about AGW. What is
more, if they share the attributes of this paper – an
opinion piece, written by a retired nonspecialist,
without new evidence, in a social science journal
– then Al Gore’s judgment seems to be vindicated:
they do not count in scientific terms.
However, I wanted to give John Happs’s
argument the maximum chance of being justified.
So I examined all the papers in my sample carefully.
Remember that they have been selected because
they provide ammunition for AGW deniers. And
in many cases I could see the reasons why they were
selected. A couple show that aspects of climate are
affected by cosmic ray flux from the sun. Another
shows that the phases of the moon affect climate
in some latitudes. Another shows that, in tropical
latitudes, the Earth is warmer than the atmosphere,
which is contrary to the AGW model. Yet another
shows that sea levels have not risen in the Maldive
Islands, and suggests this is due to increased
precipitation and storm formation. Now none
of these papers comes out and says that AGW is
wrong, they simply state that these findings are
anomalous and should be taken into account. As
far as I can tell, they are part of the normal process
of science.
Three of the papers are about the kind of
modelling which climate scientists use. One argues
for qualitative modelling, and two point to the
complexities and difficulties in the methods. This
seems fair comment, but it is not anti-AGW, it
simply performs the normal scientific function of
pointing to problems.
A couple of papers are irrelevant to my question
of whether AGW is happening. One is a biological
paper which shows that carrots and radishes grow
better in a carbon dioxide enhanced environment.
Another is a paper by French economists criticising
the precautionary principle. I think they have got
the principle wrong.
Finally, some papers produce evidence for AGW.
An analysis of Canadian forest fires shows that,
as AGW theory predicts, they are declining in
frequency in much of Canada. Another reports that

biomass has increased in 55 temperate forest plots,
in line with AGW predictions. Another reports the
results of using satellite lidar (roughly, laser radar)
on clouds. Apparently humans are affecting cloud
make-up in some parts of the world, leading to
greater warming.
The result is clear. John Happs was incorrect in
describing the basis of the database, and analysis of
it supports Al Gore perfectly well: scientific papers
opposed to AGW are close to non-existent, once
you are aware of the normal processes of science.
John then spends the rest of his paper attacking the
IPCC. Some of this is referenced, some not. As we
have seen, this is not really relevant, as I don’t use
the IPCC and nor, in the reference quoted, does Al
Gore. Still, I had a look at the rest of the evidence.

What about the IPCC?

John’s sources regarding the IPCC are often
appalling. One is a short opinion-piece, by a former
New Zealand politician, in a business publication.
Another consists completely of quotes, which
John seems to have cut-and-pasted into his paper.
Another is an unpublished paper by a lawyer. (If
it’s good, why isn’t it published?) As well as being
irrelevant, this is not evidence upon which one
should rely for important decisions. And if, as John
claims, there are many anti-AGW papers in good
scientific journals, why rely on dross like this?
John does cite one proper scientific paper, from
2003, which reports no global warming. That’s one
out of 9000-odd. However, more recent papers
criticise this paper for its misinterpretation of
evidence (Jones 2008), point to misleading factors
the original authors did not know about (Loehle
2009) and produce evidence that there has been
warming (Ljungqvist 2010). In a huge controversy
over the paper, half the journal’s editors resigned, the
publisher denounced the paper’s flaws (Kinne 2003)
and it was shown that the authors had received large
sums of money (more than $1m, over time) from
petroleum, coal and denialist organisations (Vidal
2011). This makes the paper shaky evidence, at best.
In a complex field, skeptics should not cherry-pick
(poor) bits of science which support their case
and ignore the rest. I think that’s misleading and
insulting.
John also quotes Donna Laframboise’s book,
which I read. The problem is that Laframboise’s
book is about the workings of the IPCC as an
institution, and I don’t rely on the IPCC for my
view. It is irrelevant.

Two final points

John seemed to claim, in his longer paper,that he is
an expert on climate change. I made my definition
clear in my first paper (Bridgstock 2010). The
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top experts are the people who have produced
the most refereed published research. The Web of
Science shows that John Happs has published a
few refereed papers, pertaining to education, but
nothing on climate change.
Finally, John objects to the term “denier”.
In The Skeptic he describes it as “silly”, and in
his original paper as “neither courteous nor
constructive”. I disagree. If someone claiming
to be a skeptic is wordily irrelevant, ignores
and cherry-picks evidence as it suits, relies on
appalling sources, fosters abuse and misrepresents
a database, then I don’t think that is skeptical
conduct. I dislike accusing a fellow skeptic of
denial, but I don’t know what other term fits.
Martin Bridgstock
Griffith University

Note: To save space. I have not given references
from the database, or from John’s paper. I will
send an annotated copy of these references to
anyone who asks and is not abusive.
REFERENCES
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and . . .

I

have been following the climate science
‘debate’ for quite a few years now. It is
disappointing that John Happs regurgitates
widely debunked talking points and people in his
quixotic quest to expose the IPCC conspiracy.
This is crankery, not scepticism.
Where do we start?
The list of “1100 peer-reviewed papers” is the
creation of a notorious internet troll who has
been asked by authors of some of the papers to
remove them from the list as they actually say the
opposite of what the troll (and John) claims - to
no avail1.
Jason Johnston’s opus is scary because even the
abstract is factually incorrect: “more and more
peer-edited scientific papers seem to suggest
that feedback effects may be small or even
negative” was nonsense in 2010, and is even more
nonsensical now.
“If you have the facts on your side, hammer
the facts. If you have the law on your side,
hammer the law. If you have neither the facts nor
the law, hammer the table.”
Poor table.
John retreads the Laframboise “citizen’s
audit”: “43 auditors from 12 countries” and
the ‘climategate’ quote-mining exercise (quote
mining is a trick from the creationist playbook).
The problems with Laframboise were mentioned
previously (in The Skeptic 32:1).
Quoting the Energy and Environment journal
as any sort of scientific authority is risible: The
journal’s editor, Sonja Boehmer-Christiansen,
a reader in geography at the University of
Hull, in England, says she sometimes publishes
scientific papers challenging the view that
global warming is a problem, because that
position is often stifled in other outlets. “I’m
following my political agenda - a bit, anyway,”
she says. “But isn’t that the right of the
editor?”2
Roger Pielke, Jr. on ‘Energy and Environment’
in 2007: “Had we known then how that outlet
would evolve beyond 1999 we certainly wouldn’t
have published there.”3
Citing Baliunas and Soon’s paper takes
chutzpah, given that half the editors at Climate
Research resigned in protest over the poor
quality of the paper at the time. The only reason
the Soon-Baliunas paper got published at all
was because Chris deFreitas, a notorious New
Zealand-based climate ‘skeptic’, was the chief
editor of Climate Research at the time, as an
account in the Skeptical Enquirer shows4.
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All Alec Rawls managed to demonstrate was
his lack of reading comprehension with his
misinterpretation of the ‘solar text’. Cosmic rays
can’t explain the recent warming, and the lack of
solar activity should be causing cooling. Yet it still
warms. So some other factors are involved and are
dominant now5.
Tim Ball was a professor of historical
geography at the University of Winnepeg for
eight years, not a climatology professor for 28, as
he has claimed on his speaking tours. None of his
four publications are in climate science. He has
claimed more than 50.
Ball withdrew from a libel suit he initiated
against Dr Dan Johnson and the Calgary Herald
after a discovery revealed Ball’s problem with
facts. Dr Andrew Weaver successfully sued Ball
for defamation for some articles published in the
Canada Free Press. As a result, that newspaper
“apologised to Weaver for its numerous
inaccuracies and stripped from its publicly
available pages pretty much everything that Ball
has ever written”.
Dr Michael Mann has also sued Ball for
defamation. This was apparently settled out of
court6.
So where does that leave us?
Completely ignoring the IPCC, what is the
state of the literature?
One search shows 13,950 articles published
between 1991 and November 2012 dealing with
“global climate change” or “global warming”.
Of these, 24 reject the current scientific
understanding - about 0.2 per cent7.
The balance of evidence suggests humans have
modified the composition of the atmosphere and
the overall ability of the earth to reradiate heat
back into space.
So the world warms. November was the 333rd
consecutive month with a global temperature
above the 20th century average.
Heat records are being broken every month:
15,000 in the US in March 2012 alone - ten
times the rate of cold records8.
Some events are happening faster than
projected: the Arctic ice melt, the acidification of
the oceans.
Cloud feedbacks are likely to be positive
overall: another bastion for the skeptics has
disappeared9.
What John and the climate ‘skeptics’ don’t
seem to realise is that the IPCC, conspiracy
or no, makes a conservative assessment of the
literature.
The results of climate science are concerning
at best, downright scary at worst.Who would
want them to be true? But we have to act on the

evidence we have, and the risks of inaction given
the current balance of evidence are huge.
At best, the ‘skeptics’ apparently don’t believe
in insurance or risk management. At worst, they
don’t believe in physics, chemistry, mathematics
and consensus reality: post-modernism writ large.
Robert O’Connor
Gorokan, NSW
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O’Connor & Martin Bridgstock
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obert offers little rational discussion,
ignoring 15 years of temperature stasis1,2,
warming always preceding carbon dioxide
increase3 and facts about the Mann–Ball case4,5.
Martin said: “John Happs appears to think
that the database consists of papers arguing
against AGW.”
Martin should read carefully what I actually
said. Checking6 will show “1100+ peer-reviewed
papers supporting skeptic arguments against
ACC/AGW alarm.” AGW is not AGW alarm.
[Editor’s note: In point of clarification, John
Happs’ reference to “1100+ peer-reviewed papers
… against ACC/AGW alarm” appears in a web
address in his original text that was, because of
its length, abbreviated to a “tinyURL” format.
Therefore the actual wording “AGW alarm”
does not appear as such in the Forum piece as
published.]
Few deny that human emissions of carbon
dioxide will give some (negligible) warming.
I’m concerned about climate sensitivity
exaggeration7,8, unjustified alarmism9,10,
unvalidated computer models11,12 and IPCC
malfeasance13,14,15.
Jason Johnston, professor of law at the
University of Virginia, investigated if the IPCC
reports actually represented “an unbiased and
objective assessment” compared with available
literature. Conclusion: “On virtually every major
issue in climate change science, IPCC reports
systematically conceal or minimise what appear
to be fundamental scientific uncertainties.”
Johnston examined research by “scientists at
the very best universities” of “unimpeachable
credibility” finding “facts and findings that are
rarely if ever mentioned” by the IPCC16.
I’ll trust Johnston’s analysis over Gore17 and
Oreskes18.
Martin said I “seemed to claim that I
was an expert on climate change.” Another
misrepresentation. I have credentials in the
geosciences (including climate/paleoclimate) and
more than a toe-hold on the literature. I claim
no more than this.
I sent Martin an email containing many cases

of IPCC malfeasance with statements from
scientists who contributed to the IPCC process
and are now publicly criticising both process and
findings19.
Martin says: “I don’t rely on the IPCC for
my evidence” referring to the IPCC’s “apparent
arrogance”.
We agree! Unfortunately governments regard
the political/ideological IPCC as the ‘gold
standard’ of climate science with billions of
taxpayer dollars allocated to address a nonproblem.
I provided examples of IPCC malfeasance
in my article and more in the email I sent to
Martin. He said my email “was not properly
referenced, and so I couldn’t check the facts”.
Checking isn’t difficult, even without
qualifications in this area. Martin has 10 ‘social
science’ publications between 1986 and 200820.
It appears easier to play around with reference
lists rather than answering my questions about
the science.
Appalling referencing? Martin misrepresented
me several times over an email I sent him - not
available to the reader. Appalling indeed.
Martin should read the IPCC technical
reports21, comparing these with the ‘massaged’
summaries sent to the media and politicians. He
should examine the leaked CRU emails22,23 and
see why respected scientists are publicly using
terms such as “fraud” and “scandal”. If nothing
else, he should read Kauffman24.
John Happs
Sorrento, WA
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.. but wait, there’s more

S

o how to judge John Happs’ article on IPCC
peer pressure?
Look up his references!
There are a lot; I took a tiny sample.
I used the tiny URL given (www.tinyurl.com/
b4oh2c7) and had a quick poke around.
Going to the peer-reviewed references
I chose one on CO2 levels. The article
indicated salinity and pH levels would
rise only slightly. Reading more closely,
I noticed that the precursor world for
this evidence against the IPCC was that
all the Arctic and Antarctic ice sheets
will have melted. The dilution effect
presumably saves the corals!
Back to the tiny URL and up comes an
article from the Washington Post by a chap who
was a specialist geologist and, apart from having
scepticism on IPCC, also believes in dowsing.
Finally, Happs gives a list of IPCC scientists

who are now against the process. I interwebbed
only two of them. Apart from references in some
not particularly reputable denier (yes, they were)
websites I could find no trace of them. Resumés
of similarly-named scientists on their university
websites; but nothing for my protagonists.
It would appear that the references on which
the article is based are not strong.
Please Mr Editor, do this research (or ask me to
peer review!) before considering publishing articles.

and . . .

Warren Taylor
Lennox Head, NSW

L

ook it’s simple.
This is crankery, not scepticism.
Who cares if global warming is man-caused?
Who cares if it has happened before?
We need to do something now.
If we can do something which will reduce the
current extremely high temperatures (this week,
Sydney 46.5oC), let’s do it, and I think we can.
I would like my grandchildren to have a
life without suffering. If we can reduce global
warming now by any means, they have a chance.
Wake up, and think of the really important
things.
Don’t quote individuals who may have some
agenda; if there is a high probability that we can
affect global warming by our current actions, we
should do it. Assume nothing.
Skepticism is not denial. If facts and logic
strongly suggest something, let’s accept it until
proved otherwise.
Joy Allinson
Sydney, NSW

and finally . . .

A

ttempts by skeptics writing in the past few
issues of this journal to defend that section
of science known as global warming theory add
up to so much hot air. As I pointed out in the
June issue (“The Follies of Forecasting”, The
Skeptic, 32:2 p44), and as Wayne Robinson vainly
tried to refute in the September issue of The
Skeptic, there are vast problems with the whole
area, and even larger problems when it comes to
deciding a public policy response to any of it.
Those problems are compounded by the
fact that the vast majority of those who bitterly
defend those forecasts have no clear idea how they
are constructed, and that includes many of the
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scientists in the field. Only that lack of knowledge
explains statements to the effect that it is all
inevitable and in the physics. In fact, as I pointed
out in the original article, the temperature
forecasts bandied about by climate modellers
depend on three complicated, interlinked
forecasting systems which rely on economics,
guesswork and assumptions, combined with a
little physics. The physics of equations in text
books that Robinson imagines is used to calculate
the warming, can only account for a small
proportion of climate Armageddon which is
supposed to be happening some time soon. More
information is given in the original article.
However, if we do assume that human
activity is having an appreciable effect on
global temperatures, then the climate models
constructed with such effort are nearly useless
from a policy setting point of view. The various
breathless forecasts aired in the media that
we must limit carbon concentrations in the
atmosphere to so many parts per million by some
date a decade or two into the future depend
on computer models concerning emissions
and concentrations of greenhouse gases in
the atmosphere that have not been verified
in any meaningful sense. Various, feeble and
inconclusive attempts have been made to justify
climate forecasts by comparing them to actual
temperature records, but nothing like that has
been attempted for the forecasts on emissions and
concentration scenarios. One major reason for
that omission is that the first such serious forecasts
of emissions and concentrations date only from
2000 (they were updated early last year).
My own strong suspicion, having compared
the known increases in CO2 concentrations
recorded in detail at the Mauna Loa observatory
over more than half a century of industrialisation,
with the substantial increases required by forecasts
so confidently given in the media and various
reports is that these projections may be so much

EDITOR’S NOTE

Taking Mr Lawson’s suggestion to heart, we will call a
halt (at least for the time being) to discussion on this subject.
No doubt some readers, and certainly the editor, are finding
the arguments are becoming a tit-for-tat arrangement, often
about minutiae, and often with immense lists of references
with which you could paper a decent sized room, and
which in any case are often up for criticism. On a worrying
note, one issue in particular that concerns the editor is the
increasing resort (and I won’t say by whom) to ad hominem
attacks, conspiracy theories, and shifting arguments – all
54

moonshine. I have a similar contempt for the
various forecasts of rainfall patterns, which have
already resulted in the state governments of
Victoria, NSW, South Australia and Queensland
wasting millions on large desalination plants for
which they now have no use.
A final illustration of the continuing nonsense
to be found in this area can be found in a
paper published in one of the Nature journals
“Assessment of the first consensus prediction
on climate change” (Nature Climate Change
letters, December 9, 2012). The abstract for
this paper states that the first IPCC report in
1990 “contained a prediction of the global mean
temperature trend over the 1990-2030 that,
halfway through the period, seems accurate”.
Well, so much for sceptics you might think,
until you spend $29 or so to get the paper as I
did and realise that the authors have played fast
and loose with the indefinite article. They are not
talking about “the” tub-thumping scary scenario of
up to 5° in a century which got the publicity at the
time, but “a” second scenario with much milder
temperature increases also included in the 1990
report. The media reports suggested that the paper
was talking about the scary scenario. In fact, as the
paper acknowledges, actual temperature increases
are right on the bottom end of the scary scenario,
not having moved appreciably in the last decade.
The comparison is only until 2010, incidentally,
and has since become worse.
By the time this letter has been printed I will
have completed a more detailed analysis of this
piece of nonsense, which I’m happy to share
(please email me on markslawson@optusnet.com.
au). I’m quoting it here to give you some idea of
the tricks to which the global warming industry
have had to resort. Really this nonsense has to stop
somewhere, so why not in The Skeptic?
Mark Lawson
Hornsby Heights, NSW

elements that are found regularly in the arguments put
forward by purveyors of pseudoscience and should not, in
theory, be used by skeptics. At some stage the debate in these
pages must end, and not necessarily because a compromise
has been met. No doubt there will be responses from those
demanding a last word, and then a last last word, ad
infinitum. So it’s time to pull the plug. There are many other
environments for this sometimes illuminating - but often
heated - discussion, not least by direct correspondence between
those with strong views that need airing.
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More Freudulent Behaviour
In which is discussed psychology, psychiatry,
psychoanalysis and other loaded terms

T

he December 2012 edition of The Skeptic
carried an article by Dr Gil Anaf headed
“Freudulent Behaviour”. Anaf was responding
to an earlier article by clinical psychologist Garry
Bakker which described Bakker’s submission of a
bogus piece to a professional journal devoted to
psychoanalysis. The piece was rejected on various
grounds apparently without its being recognised
for what it was, a hoax. Bakker used the device to
communicate his view that psychoanalysis is “guff”.
Bakker makes the point that psychoanalytic theory
is such a muddle of unscientific or ascientific ideas
and concepts that the use of his own “psychoanalytic
buzzword generator” went unnoticed. Anaf took
exception to the label “guff”, pointing out that the
piece was after all rejected for publication, perhaps
claiming a victory for psychoanalysis.
Anaf goes on to forward an argument in
support of psychoanalytic theory. The purpose
of this article, however, is to provide a different
focus by highlighting the many challenges facing
people who need mental health treatment,
particularly the behaviour of those who treat them.
Before proceeding with this task, it is important
to understand some terminology by way of
professional titles.
The titles “psychoanalyst”, “psychotherapist”,
and “counsellor” are not legally protected, and may
be used by anyone, including psychologists and
psychiatrists who have been de-registered for serious
professional misconduct. It includes people who
offer services to mentally unwell people without
having to be legally accountable for their behaviour,
at least to a registration authority.
Anaf quotes Bakker as stating that “a profound
schism (over psychoanalysis) has dogged the
disciplines of clinical psychology and psychiatry
for over a century”. This article will cover only
half this period, as the author’s exposure to
psychoanalytic theory and practice began in 1965 as
an undergraduate at the University of Sydney.
The Department of Psychology at the University
of Sydney, its approach underpinned by the work
of philosopher John Anderson, worked hard to
instil an appreciation of scientific method and its
application to psychology. Undergraduates heard
that psychoanalytic theory failed to meet scientific
standards because its ideas and concepts were
untestable. Students who progressed beyond the

basic three year bachelor program were required
to complete a unit entitled “The History and
Philosophy of Psychology”. At this point it became
clear that the foundations of modern psychology
lay in the work of nineteenth century physiological
researchers such as Wilhelm Wundt. Freudian
Theory would always be of interest, but become
much less so when confronted by explanations
of human behaviour so much more readily,
and parsimoniously, explained by the study of
human learning by scientifically-trained research
psychologists.
The profession of clinical psychology has in
recent years been brought under tight regulation by
the Psychology Board of Australia. Admission to the
profession is at its minimum level via the acquisition
of a Master’s degree accredited by the Australian
Psychology Accreditation Council (APAC). The
degree must be followed by a minimum of two
years’ of professional experience in assessment and
treatment. The purpose of the regulation was to
protect the public from psychologists who used the
title “clinical psychologist” without possessing these
qualifications.
The Clinical Masters’ degree constitutes years
five and six of an academic sequence, followed by
two further years of postgraduate supervised work
experience. Accredited Masters’ degrees contain
two semester units on psychotherapy, basic and
advanced. The focus of these units is the acquisition
of skills and competencies in responding to people
with mental health problems up to and including
the more serious and complex. Such training is
what sets clinical psychologists apart from other
psychologists, although such a statement is not
intended to imply that non-clinical psychologists do
not possess clinical skills.
Formal training in clinical psychology does not
include training in psychoanalytic therapy. The
training’s focus is primarily on practice with an
evidence base such as cognitive-behaviour therapy,
a set of techniques driven by the psychology of
learning and the application of scientific method.
The fact that there is no place for psychoanalytic
therapy in accredited clinical psychology training
programs at Masters or Doctoral level in this
country makes Bakker’s reference to a schism
difficult to understand. Psychoanalytic practice is
simply irrelevant at this level because it fails to meet
the modern standards of the profession as they are
taught in the institutes of higher learning.
Further evidence of the irrelevance of
psychoanalytic therapy is provided by the formal
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opposition to it (and it must be said to all other
psychotherapeutic practices failing the evidence
test) by the major institutional funder, Medicare,
through its Better Access to Mental Health
program. Medicare’s opposition, expressed by
way of its refusal to provide rebates to the clients
of psychologists for therapies lacking an evidence
base, is best understood through its regulation of
the non-clinical psychologist providers. Medicare
funds what it calls “focused psychological strategies”
only, including cognitive behaviour therapy and
interpersonal therapy.
Medicare’s ultimate control system, however, lies
in the number of sessions for which it will provide
rebates to clients for any psychological treatment,
provided by any type of psychologist, clinical or
non-clinical. This number commenced at eighteen
per year in 2006 when the system was introduced.
In 2012, on the command of Medicare’s political
masters, the rebatable session limit was reduced to
ten as a cost-saving measure. This limit is totally
inadequate for the treatment of reasonably complex
and chronic mental health problems, let alone
the provision of psychoanalytic therapy. The issue
of session frequency is important. In contrast to
psychologists, the public can obtain access to fifty
sessions with a psychiatrist per year, resulting in a
substantially uneven playing field.
Returning to the issue of psychoanalytic
therapy, the author, working in one of his various
professional manifestations, received a call from a
member of the public expressing consternation that
a psychologist had offered to treat her (not very
serious) problem with psychoanalysis. On hearing
of the sessions required, and calculating the cost, the
caller commented that she would need to quit her
job to make the time available, and take out a bank
loan to afford psychoanalysis (surely two mutually
incompatible things). She went on to report
how she felt manipulated by the psychologist’s
argument that her resistance to the offer indicated
how much she needed the therapy, a response
driven by psychoanalytic theory itself. The author
complimented her for questioning this situation by
applying the principle of ‘caveat emptor’, and she
was encouraged to find another psychologist. The
practitioner offering psychoanalysis was at risk of a
complaint to the Psychology Board that he/she was
not practising psychology at an acceptable standard
by offering a high cost procedure of dubious or
no demonstrable value in itself, and not routinely
offered by his/her peers.
In a later call, the author was contacted by a
mental health practitioner to seek assistance in
helping a new client who was reportedly in poor
mental health despite two years of psychoanalysis
allegedly provided by a psychologist. The fact that

the psychologist and the client persisted in this
unhelpful process is of concern. Such persistence is
of course not limited to psychoanalytic therapy as
there are many examples of people who persist with
practitioners who are unhelpful regardless of what
they offer, particularly practitioners who offer “one
shot” therapies of any kind despite lack of success
over time. Such behaviour says more about the
interpersonal/social engagement between people in
psychotherapy, and is perhaps better explained by
a combination of the academic discipline of social
psychology with other mental health science.
One area in which modern psychology excels
is providing assistance with child problems. Best
practice in psychology often involves working with
parents, teachers and others to develop behaviour
management programs. By way of contrast, in
yet another call about psychoanalytic practice, the
author was told that a psychoanalyst/psychiatrist
provided five sessions of “play therapy” to a child
with encopresis. The child was resisting his parents’
best efforts to get him to defecate in the toilet like
everyone else. The play therapy was a waste of time
and money, some of it presumably channelled from
the taxpayer via Medicare. The psychologist was
able to explain to the parents what was keeping the
problem going, and how to use different strategies
based on genuine scientific principles rather than
guff.
As a final comment, the fact remains that
psychoanalytic therapy is still being offered, despite
the existence of far more cost-effective and costefficient methods invented mostly by psychology.
While many of Freud’s ideas remain helpful, there
is no justification for the support of psychoanalytic
therapy by the taxpayer. Psychologists’ clients are
specifically denied taxpayer support for access
to treatments beyond a very limited number of
sessions, yet the profession of psychiatry appears to
have escaped any public accountability.
Calling psychoanalytic theory “guff”, and
attempting to perpetrate a hoax on its adherents
can be put down to a (serious) prank. It may also
be seen as the firing of an early shot in an argument
in which many people, including psychologists, are
reluctant to engage, at least openly. The publication
of an article in an Australian Psychological Society
Victorian Branch newsletter in 2012 is evidence
of this fact. The article was (cleverly) entitled
“Psychiatrists Five, Psychologists One”, using a
soccer score analogy to illustrate the latest move by
Medicare to cut psychology sessions to ten while
leaving public access to psychiatrists unchanged at
fifty. The article was written under a pseudonym.
Neil Woodger, Clinical Psychologist
Melbourne, VIC
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What’s the difference?
In which is asked, is tribalism the key to human
ascendancy, or the scourge of mankind?

C

all it instinct, a drive, or a need for inclusion,
all human beings have a strong desire to
belong to a group; we hate feeling excluded. Even
those odd individuals who, through rebelliousness
or mental illness, isolate themselves from social
contacts, serve more as exceptions to confirm the
rule. Nobody can survive for long completely
alone, as many other animals normally do, without
input from others.
However, this does not mean we evolved to
love all others unconditionally, to live in peace and
harmony. In the primordial tribal group (extended
family band) of hunter-foragers, every individual
knew everyone else, and group collaboration was
essential for survival. For sustenance, they needed
to move around. As successful groups expanded,
they splintered; larger numbers became unwieldy
for control and mobility. In keeping with the
size of our neo-cortex, Dunbar’s number (about
150) has even been proposed for the optimal size
of such groups, beyond which individuals start
losing track of each other and drift off into smaller
groupings. (This number correlates nicely with
the general prevalence of alpha males, aggressive
sociopaths and bipolar individuals, all potential
rebel leaders, in most populations.)
With population growth, increasing competition
for food necessitated the delineation and protection
of tribal territories. Quickly distinguishing and
not trusting strangers often became a matter of
life or death. Facial features provide the fastest and
most reliable means of recognising individuals
and their predisposition towards us. Conspicuous
variations such as skin or hair colour, eye shape, as
well as clothing and ornamentation allow instant
distinction of outsiders. In the extreme case, this
underlies xenophobia.
Early agriculture and animal husbandry
allowed tribal groups to settle in villages, later
supporting the development of towns and then
cities. People had to learn to live amicably among
increasing numbers of strangers. The distinct
social hierarchies of nomadic groups grew in
complexity with artisanal specialisation arising
from sedentary existence. Geographic dispersal of
nomadic groups had long previously generated
ethnic diversification into poorly-defined, modern
‘races’, while growing urbanisation reversed this
tendency; mobility between population centres,

often for trade, increasingly mixed people of
different ethnicities. Newer social groupings derive
from other influences, leading to our present tribal
confusion and sociological chaos.
Even before birth, the human infant is destined
for specific tribal groups, then is raised by parents
(or other significant carers) according to cultural
practices. Conditioned prejudices of childhood can
be especially difficult to erase later, and certainly
not without a determined effort. Young children
habitually discriminate against outsiders or
minorities, and schoolchildren regularly engage in
gang ‘warfare’, eg between children from different
schools.
Once in school, children are separated into
classes, and further assorted among house groups
for sporting and other activities, then encouraged
by teachers to barrack vociferously for their teams
at competitions. Expressions of superiority are
openly encouraged when winning, while losses are
rationalised away. Throughout primary and high
schools, regimentation into tribal groups proceeds
at all levels and for different purposes on a daily
basis.
This process continues well into adulthood.

Broader cultural influences

Everyday life routinely compels us, from our earliest
days, to align and realign with diverse tribal groups,
shifting according to context. This perhaps applies
even more to modern city dwellers than rural
villagers, and certainly more now than ever before.
The broader population can be divided according
to state, city, suburb, side of the CBD or river,
occupation, the make of one’s car, sporting interests,
school attended by kids, even the beer you drink.
So-called elitism is a random distinction between
self-defined ‘in’ and ‘out’ groups.
Sometimes, the binding force might not be
what we have in common but how we differ from
the majority (the typical, besieged ‘out’ group).
This interwoven, stratified complex of tribalism
might be an advance from the more ‘simple’ life
of our remote ancestors, but it’s evident that our
cerebral evolution has not kept up.
Organised religion, a supreme form of
tribalism, is a powerful weapon of control. Being
the ‘chosen ones’, you and your god are superior to
all the others, if not unique (making all the others
impostors or Satanists); conflict between major
belief systems is inevitable.
But schisms predictably occur within religions.
Contrived initially to facilitate unity, with their
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own mythology, dogma, blind faith, ritualism and
iconography, systematic religions rapidly split to
become primary sources of disunity and chronic
hostility, and the schisms continue. Dunbar’s
number means that, as religious groups expand,
the inevitable sprouting of young alpha males
(less often females) ensures that sects will
break away, on the most spurious pretexts,
splintering all major and minor religious
groups - a process perhaps more active today
than ever before. Confirming the power of
victimhood as a unifying force, the rationale
usually is negative: the majority group is
wrong (often over some trivial matter of
ritual), or wicked, or repressive of us, the
pure believers. It’s always easier to unite
people by arousing common indignation
over some slight, by identifying a common
enemy, than by working to a common
positive goal. Militant Islamists don’t miss
an opportunity to denounce with great
indignation the “Great Satan” whenever
the US military kills Muslims, especially
children or women, but conveniently
overlook the fact that far more innocent
Muslims die from Islamic extremism.
Politics overlaps hugely with religion:
throughout history, the ruling classes - aristocracy
and clergy - were usually one and the same group
(with a tendency to split into their own tribes!).
Even in modern civilisations, religion paradoxically
can have a stranglehold on political leaders, if
only in a nominal sense in many cases. This has
been compounded by the emergence of major
political parties, which can polarise populations
into irreconcilable groups, often along religious
lines. When ideology was more influential globally,
during the Cold War, much of the world was split
into pro-Western and pro-Soviet camps. While
this delineation may mean little now, there is
still a divide between those of ‘left’ and those of
‘conservative’ political persuasions.
Marxism places great emphasis on social
stratification, but these days, especially in
‘egalitarian’ countries like Australia, individuals
tend not to identify strongly with any particular
social class. Belonging to the working class, today,
has become almost meaningless.
Rather than ideology, crowds are more readily
unified by fear than by positive goals, which
probably reflects the diversity of personalities and
aspirations within any community, enhanced by
long-standing jealousies and suspicions. While
evident throughout history, this is especially
illustrated by 20th century events, first in the
Soviet experiment, where the common enemy was
the ‘capitalist-imperialist-exploiter’, and then Nazi

Germany, where the differentiation concentrated
on national identity and personal well-being under
the guise of racial purity and superiority.
Even in Australia, politicians in difficulties don’t
shy away from appealing to primal instincts, of
uniting majorities against less popular out-groups.
During the Brisbane floods of early 2011, a tearful
Premier Anna Bligh proclaimed her status as a
Queenslander, presumably one of those superior
folk who don’t shy away from responsibility and
helping out neighbours in distress. Not only did
it make many locals cringe, but anybody from
anywhere else would have been rightly offended.
Such blatantly populist appeals to tribalism (it
used to be called jingoism) often backfire.
Does such pure, unbridled tribalism represent
democracy at its ultimate, most fatuous level?
Other areas where we find tribalism, elitism,
superiority and encouragement of an ‘us and
them’ mentality include marketing, mainstream
and social media readership, fashion, academia,
business, the arts and even science.
But perhaps the most overt example of tribalism
in everyday life is sport. Team sports share many
features with war, perhaps even serving as a modern
surrogate. Armies of fans are driven by loyalty
and blind faith which is enhanced by fabricated
mythologies; physical conflict, hero-worship,
uniforms, pennants, insignias, sloganeering,
martial songs and camp followers parallel the
military experience. Powerful emotions are aroused,
stimulating players to exceptional performance but
also predisposing to violence, on and off the field.
Suburban populations can be polarised by team
loyalties, which do not always follow geography or
ethnicity. The greatest paradox is when people move
home to a new suburb or region, and consequently
change the team they support. Few sports fans carry
their team loyalty into enemy territory, so their new
local team (often made up of non-local players)
becomes the superior one, and one set of scarves
is thrown out in favour of another. The Olympic
Games are the greatest example of tribalism in sport:
exceptional individual effort is allocated to national
teams, and the tally of medals results in a mirror of
national superiority (or inferiority - just as long as
we beat New Zealand).
But the most pernicious and sometimes
catastrophic instances of tribal mentality are
nationalism and racism.

Tribalism and Nationalism

For most people, nationalism represents the
archetypal form of tribalism, although historically
it is a relatively recent and contrived phenomenon.
Tribalism on a grand geographical scale has to
be reinforced by elaborate, fabricated history

The Skeptic March 13

and mythology. Australians are less aware of this
than people living in Europe or with a European
background, where extremes are rampant, even
today. Yet, even in this country, we are constantly
fed mythology by way of Anzac and Kokoda
legends, specious claims of ‘mateship’, and
an ironic sense of humour as being uniquely
of Australian character, all to consolidate our
‘national identity’.
Most of those nation states familiar to us in
Europe appeared only in the 19th and even 20th
centuries (and some borders remain unresolved).
To facilitate mapping, boundaries tended to be
unnatural (not following ridges or valleys) and
invariably enclosed minority groups without sharp
delineations. If language provides a strong binding
factor for tribalism, then many modern nations
are not solidly based. It was often not possible
to separate these nations either along sharp
ethnic lines, or languages, or geographic features,
resulting in decades (or centuries) of discontent
along borders, with such arbitrary boundaries
further shifting subsequent to wars. In addition to
fake mythology and heroes, flags, apparel, songs
and other symbols were created to gel national
identities. Again, tribal and national unity are
especially enhanced by ancestral grievances,
sometimes extending back for centuries. Tribal
leaders love to flare up feelings of victimhood, a
powerful unifying force.
Despite the wishes of nationalists, no nation
today is ethnically, linguistically or culturally
‘pure’, although some island-states come close. All
are evolving rapidly, some faster than others, and
all experience tensions as a result.
A regular outcome of nationalism - or jingoism
- is war, which is generally fought over territory
and/or resources (or sometimes religion!), usually
reflecting population pressure. Tribalism is
imperative in war. First, political leaders must
convince their subjects of its rationale – defining
and vilifying the enemy is most expedient.
Tribalism in nation states is channelled into
patriotism. Mythologies arise, or are created, to
further instil a sense of uniqueness and superiority.
Military organisations themselves operate on a
tribal basis, even tribes-within-tribes: they separate
the different services, distinguishing officers
from other ranks and, especially now, men from
women. In peacetime or training, rituals evolve to
reinforce feelings of unity, elitism and brotherhood
(some of which then spill into the public arena,
with complaints of abuse). Hierarchical military
tribalism allows for efficiency and efficacy in war,
but also makes it difficult or impossible for soldiers
to resist futile, insane or criminal orders.
In battle, it is critical to rapidly identify the

‘baddies’ and distinguish them from the ‘good
guys’, hence the evolution of uniforms, insignias,
markings on ground vehicles and aircraft, flags
on ships and so on. To enhance tribal identity,
such symbolism is further cloaked in mystery
or mythology, and the symbols themselves (eg
national flags) become the focus of worship.

Tribalism and Racism

“Racism” is a term frequently and casually thrown
about, but poorly defined. There is no “human
race”, just the species, Homo sapiens. Even the
biological definition of a species is problematic,
bogging down in minutiae and semantics. “Race”
is a loose and slippery concept, one authoritative
dictionary defining it as “a group of persons
connected by common descent”. Delve back far
enough, and we all derive from a common ancestor!
True racism, the supreme and most odious
manifestation of tribalism, is systematic
discrimination against individuals of a particular
ethnic or cultural (more definitions!) group
within a society, usually but not always a
distinct minority. In extreme cases, it leads to
dispossession: loss of land and property, basic
individual rights and even life.
It has been almost a universal feature of human
societies throughout history, flaring up during
times of stress, such as wars, overpopulation, or
starvation, ie when competition for resources
intensifies.
The danger of using the term frivolously or
vexatiously is that
it diminishes the
enormity of specific
instances, such as
by Nazi Germany
against European Jews
and gypsies, not to
mention homosexuals,
and the attempted
genocide instigated by
the leaders of Turkey
against the nation’s
Armenian population.
Similar attitudes and
actions have been seen
more recently in Sri
Lanka, Burma and, of
course, Rwanda.
Attempts
to distinguish human races based even on
physiognomy or skin pigmentation encounter
insurmountable difficulties, especially within
closely related groups, eg between Kurds and
Turks, or different ethnic groups in Asia and tribes
in Africa. This is because human populations have
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always been moving and interbreeding, and there
never have been fixed racial groups, only founder
effects in populations colonising isolated, remote
locations.
Australia faces difficulties with the definition
of Aboriginal, when pale-skinned individuals
declare themselves to be ‘indigenous’ (whatever
that means!). It intrigues me how and why a
person should select just one individual from
their complex ancestry, and then to identify with
that respective ethnic group. Every one of us is
descended from royalty, going back far enough!
In the USA, “African-American” has recently
taken over from the earlier “Negro”. This is
despite the fact that many if not most AfricanAmericans have some element of white ancestry
(and many whites, for that matter, have similarly
mixed background – do the Anglo-Irish exist as a
‘pure’ cultural group?). Yet in Africa, few think of
themselves as African, but rather as belonging to
a particular nation or one of the numerous tribal
groups.
It has become fashionable to declare minor
indiscretions arising from the recognition of
physical distinctions as racism, but is it wrong for
a child in the playground to point out the obvious
differences of fellow students?

Conclusion

60

Although hardly aware of the fact, we are intensely
tribal animals in most aspects of our daily lives.
From birth, each of us is channelled by parental,
other adult or peer prejudices into specific major
tribal alignments that often persist for life. Later
experiences add extra layers of tribal identity.
Most of the world’s people now live in cities,
amidst an ocean of humanity, and yet our thinking
and behaviour is locked into our distant ancestral
past. In modern city life, tribalism operates in
all aspects of our existence: at work and play, in
cultural and spiritual pursuits, we are categorised,
ranked, sorted and even judged according to

extemporaneous tribal groupings. Tribal bonds
underlie cooperative alliances or competitive
tensions (and suspicions) that can generate either
powerful creative or destructive forces.
Major manifestations of tribalism (religious,
nationalistic, political, military, sporting) tend to be
long-term, and share many common behavioural
and symbolic features, including uniforms, slogans,
music, hierarchies, heroes, mythologies, traditions
and even literature, all designed to strengthen
allegiance and a sense of unique superiority, while
facilitating power and control. This is reinforced
by stereotyping, denigrating and belittling
outsiders. Minor alignments change on a daily
basis, sometimes from hour to hour, so that we can
identify with several tribes even at the same time;
these bonds can be very transient, such as in a trivia
night team or card game.
While nationalism and patriotism have lost
much of their power in our everyday lives, they
can still be flared up and exploited by demagogues
at times of political conflict. Even ethnic
differences that might not matter at the personal
level can be exploited on a social scale.
But I worry about the growth in trivial
accusations of racism. It seems that mention
of skin colour or ethnic background is taboo.
This downgrades the barbarity of true racism.
Legislating against such trivial ‘racism’ is absurd.
Instead of berating a child who blurts out the
obvious when someone else appears different, we
should praise their perceptive skills, acknowledge
that each of us is different or unique in some way,
and emphasise that such differences do not make
anyone inferior to the rest.
Cultural and technological progress over the
last ten millennia have greatly outpaced our
neurobiological evolution, resulting in a profound
psycho-social disjunction, which threatens to be
exacerbated by population growth and increasing
urbanisation.
As Melvin Konner succinctly put it (The Tangled
Wing: Biological Constraints on the Human Spirit.
Owl Books NY, 2003, p232): “[episodes of ]
degeneracy of decency, such as history has shown
us many times ... are abetted by the most natural
of human social fears. Xenophobia draws upon
the natural fear of strangers; conformity – the
fear of appearing strange – draws on the fear of
separation; and obedience to authority, including
illegitimate authority, draws on the fear of stepping
out of one’s place in the dominance hierarchy.
Fears that served us adaptively during our
evolution ultimately cause reprehensible acts.”
Paul Prociv, MB BS, PhD, FRACP
Mount Mellum QLD
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The Skeptic March 13

What you think ...
Ball lightning

T

he “Follow the Ball” article in
December 2012 issue of The
Skeptic is telling in its first sentence:
“John Lowke knows that ball lightning
exists.” It seems necessary to me to
first establish that all of these different
reports of phenomena are about
the same thing, and not just being
attached to a common label, such as
‘ball lightning’. Especially, given that
there is no physical evidence and just a
collection of anecdotes, we don’t know
if this is one phenomenon, multiple
phenomena, no phenomena (illusion).
Making the assumption that it is one,
real phenomenon ahead of time may
make it easier to put forth possible
explanations, but again, it is putting
the cart before the horse.
Adam Slagell
Champaign IL USA

Apple
conspiracies

A

t my local supermarket, the apples
bear small sticky labels indicating
the variety of the apple.
Recently, on peeling the label off
an apple I had purchased, I discovered
a wormhole. It was as if the label had
been deliberately placed to hide the
sole blemish on an otherwise perfect
apple. On the other hand, if labels are
placed randomly, eventually a label is
going to be placed over a wormhole, so
I wrote this off as bad luck.
A week later it happened again. This
was starting to look like a conspiracy.
I imagined that somewhere in the
supermarket’s store rooms an employee
was carefully covering wormholes with
stickers, allowing the supermarket to
foist inferior apples on an unsuspecting
public.
But on further reflection there were

three problems with this theory.
1. This same supermarket chain had
been one of several criticised on
TV by an environmental group
for allegedly being TOO picky
about the fruit it was willing to
sell. The implication was that
supermarkets were being wasteful
and environmentally irresponsible
by throwing out fruit which had
only one or two blemishes which
could be easily cut out with a fruit
knife. There were, of course, a few
interspersed comments from elderly
folk saying things like “When I were
a lad/lass we would think ourselves
lucky to be given an apple with less
than five wormholes.”
2. I had seen video of a machine
applying sticky labels to fruit
rolling past on a conveyor belt.
Surely the task of affixing stickers
by hand is just too labour-intensive
to contemplate, let alone the cost
of accurately placing them over
wormholes.
3. I had noticed that when the shop
assistants were stacking apples from
boxes onto the shelves, they would
sometimes notice and throw out one
or two apples that had blemishes.
This check occurred after the labels
had been affixed.
So eventually common sense
suggested a more likely explanation.
The stickers are applied randomly at
the farm. The apples are boxed and
sold to retailers. The retailers each
apply their own quality control to
remove apples with VISIBLE blemishes
when stacking the apples on their
shelves. Since this check occurs after
the stickers are applied, the only
wormholes that reach the shelves are
those hidden by stickers.
Looking back, what surprised me
most was how easily I initially jumped
to the conclusion that there was an
intelligent agent actively trying to
lumber me with wormy apples, when
the more plausible explanation was that
I was merely experiencing the result
of the random placement of stickers

combined with the supermarket’s
quality control selection process. I start
to understand how easy it is for people
to invent gods to explain the creation
of new species, when random variation
combined with natural selection
provides a simpler and more plausible
explanation for the multitude of species
we see.
Jim Farmer
Macquarie University NSW

Diabetes

T

hank you for another wonderful
magazine that is enjoyed by
all in the house, the articles are
always thought provoking. Adam
vanLangenberg’s piece (The Skeptic,
32:4, p34) “Off with the Fairies”,
however, had a point of contention
with me. He discusses one peddler
of untruths who could reverse Type
2 diabetes by diet and twice-yearly
detoxes. The detoxes are yet another
hoax but curing and reversing existing
Type 2 by dietary measures is not
alternative medicine but scientifically
proven and practised by John A.
McDougall MD, Neal Barnard MD,
and many others. Type 2 is a lifestyle
disease brought on by bad nutrition
and little physical activity. Type 1,
however, is an autoimmune disease
where the body attacks and kills its
own islet cells in the pancreas and
therefore cannot be cured by diet. My
daughter was diagnosed with Type 1
at age 4, she is now 27 years old and
manages her condition with daily
insulin injections and finger pricks to
read her blood glucose level.

.

Aenise Kerley
Caloundra QLD
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DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. Testosterone. Vanity. Electricity from batteries,
actually.
2. Energy; one b.y.a. is about 10^-23 joules.
3. Mars.
4. Donald Duck (comics).
5. Gleanings in Bee Culture, January 1905. Where else
could they publish it?

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

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

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

Contact: Jin-oh Choi, 0408 271 800
info@launcestonskeptics.com
www.launcestonskeptics.com
Launceston: Skeptics in the Pub
1st & 3rd Thursday of each month
5.30pm @ The Royal Oak Hotel
Launceston: Skeptical Sunday
2nd Sunday of each month
2.00pn @ Cube Cafe

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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