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EDITORIAL

Fast impressions

S

4

ome of you may know the book
The Better Angels of Our Nature by
Steven Pinker. If you have it on your
bookshelf, you’d definitely notice it –
it’s thick, as in, very thick. The notes
on the text alone take up over 70 pages,
and the references add another 60.
But it is very much worth
persevering with, as it has an important
point to make.
I know of a Christian education
teacher in a local high school who asks
his captive audience to explain why the
level of violence in society has increased
over the years. Before they can think
about it or text the question on their
phones, he tells them that it’s because
people have moved away from god (and
he means the Christian god, not just
any old deity).
And, of course, he is wrong.
Or at least, he is right about people
having moved away from god. Any
census will tell you that the overall
number of heathens increases year on
year. But if Pinker is to be believed, and
he makes a good case of it, the level of
human violence has actually decreased
since man first picked up a bone and
bashed a neighbour. Of course, there
have been periods of great violence –
during the 20th century, according
to some sources, 180 million people
died a violent death through war and
its associated impacts (disease, famine,
etc), genocides, purges, terrorism, and
the occasional man-made catastrophe.
But, presuming those figures are
somewhere near the truth, that
represents only three per centre of the
total six billion people who died of all
causes during that hundred year period.
And despite the horror of the events
encapsulated in those numbers, it
compares favourably with past history.
Thus the Christian education teacher is
wrong.
But, like him, that doesn’t stop
us from thinking that violence has
increased.

Visions of terrorists quoting the
Koran - from Al-Qaeda through Abu
Nidal, Boko Haram, Jemaah Islamiyah
and Islamic State, among many others –
give the immediate impression of a war
between Islam and the rest of the world.
That we are regularly reminded that
such groups are not using ‘true’ Islamic
belief but a perverted and bastardised
version of it, is not always enough to
convince many people that all Islamic
people are potential terrorists. And that
this has apparently escalated a death
toll that Pinker says has actually been
dropping century on century.
Of course, it all comes down to
perspective. Pinker is talking in the long
term, and ‘aberrations’ on the way only
confirm for him that our attitudes to
violence are changing for the better.
So we must look beyond the obvious
– the first impression – and avoid
rushing to judgement.
With that in mind, in this issue of
The Skeptic, Martin Bridgstock goes
back to the initial source on Islam,
the Koran, to see exactly what is said
there rather than what’s claimed by
many people, including some of our
more outspoken politicians. Whatever
your own view of Islam and other
religions – and many people would
regard religion itself, regardless of any
misinterpretations by zealots, to blame
for building a culture in which atrocities
are allowed though not encouraged – it
is always important to know the facts
before making a judgement.
So it’s a shame that our media don’t
use the same approach. Of course, they
regularly jump to confusions on a wide
range of topics, and some of those are
also discussed in this issue.
A shame all round, from many
viewpoints, but an unfortunate aspect
of human nature based on fear and
ignorance that is the antithesis of critical
thinking and the skeptical approach.

.

- Tim Mendham, editor
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Around the traps ...
Bent spoon to Paleo Pete
AUSTRALIA: The celebrity chef

Pete Evans was awarded the much
un-coveted Australian Skeptics Bent
Spoon award for 2015 at the gala
dinner of the Skeptics National
Convention on October 17.
The Bent Spoon is the Skeptics’
annual award for the “perpetrator
of the most preposterous piece of
paranormal or pseudo-scientific piffle”.
Evans is, of course, well known as a
judge on the TV program My Kitchen
Rules, and the promoter of the Paleo
Diet, which eschews various products
in favour of ingredients supposedly
available to Stone Age man. The fact
that much of what is included is a
long way from what Stone Age people
actually ate is beside the point.
Eran Segev, President of Australian
Skeptics Inc, said “It is not just for
his diet that he is a worthy winner,
even though it can apparently shrink
tumours, reduce diabetes, cure autism,
stop asthma and reverse chronic
fatigue. There are elements of it that
are probably useful, although bone
broth for babies is a worry. No, he has
also won the award for his support of
pseudomedicine, his stance against
fluoridation, and his association with
rabid anti-vaccinationist Joseph Mercola
– “the legend”, as Evans calls him.
A dishonourable mention in
the Bent Spoon award went to
Queensland-based Stephanie
Messenger, the author of Melanie’s
Marvellous Measles, “surely one of
the most dangerous children’s books
that’s ever been self-published”,
according to Segev. “Her efforts to
bring anti-vaccination campaigner
Sherri Tenpenny to Australia failed,
but she was a close contender in
our books.”

THORNETT AWARD

Another award for 2015 was the
Thornett Award for the Promotion of

Reason. It acknowledges a member
of the public or a public figure who
has made a significant contribution
to educating or informing the public
regarding issues of science and reason.
In addition to a commemorative
certificate, $1000 is awarded to the
recipient or to a charity or cause of
their choice.
This year the award went to
Catherine and Greg Hughes, the West
Australian couple whose baby son,
Riley, died from whooping cough after
only four weeks.
They set up a Facebook page to
bring people’s attention to the need to
vaccinate children and adults against
whooping cough (pertussis). The page
featured a photograph of Riley, with
the request for those who are against
vaccination look at the photo and
“then come and tell me how you think

MELBOURNE

2016

32nd SKEPTICS
NATIONAL
CONVENTION
For more
information
Watch
This Space!
immunisation is a bad thing”.
The message prompted a wave
of support, including condolences
from around the world and more
than 46,000 likes within 24 hours.
They continue their campaign against
ignorance regarding vaccination and
the vital need to immunise children
and adults against a disease that could
be prevented, but continues because
of anti-vaccination propaganda.
There was no Skeptic of the Year
award this year.
“We hold that award to
recognise truly outstanding
efforts,” Segev said. “While there
was a lot of very good activity
going on in skeptical circles, there
wasn’t one particular thing that
stood out, that had really come to
fruition.
“But some of those projects that
are currently underway will be
making themselves felt very soon. So
watch this space.”

.
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No Jab No Pay for the anti-vaxxers

6

AUSTRALIA: The No Jab No Pay
legislation that has passed both Houses
of Federal Parliament, meaning that
from 1 January 2016, children must
fully meet immunisation requirements
before their families can access the
childcare benefit, childcare rebate or the
family tax benefit part A supplement.
Immunisation requirements will also
be extended to include children of all
ages. At present, a child’s vaccination
status is only checked at ages one, two
and five for the family tax benefit part A
supplement, and up to age seven for the
childcare payments.
The then Minister for Social Services,
Scott Morrison (now the Treasurer)
said last September that “Crucially, the
government is ending the conscientious
objection exemption to children’s
vaccinations for access to these family
assistance payments.”
An amendment by the Greens that
the legislation should not come into
force until 1 January 2018 was defeated.
Meanwhile, an online organisation
called Fans of the AVN has sent out a
call for funds to fight the legislation in
the High Court.
Issued by Meryl Dorey, former
president of the Australian Vaccination
Network (now the Australian
Vaccination-Skeptics Network), the
call links to a fund-raising site. The
site was actually set up in April to
“fight compulsory vaccination”, with
no mention of the No Jab No Pay
legislation.
Dorey admits that she is no longer on
the Committee of the AVSN, though
she is a financial member. Nonetheless
she obviously feels she can speak on
their behalf, saying on the post that “We
need your help and you NEED us!”
On the Fans’ Facebook site, Dorey
said: “With the nearly definite passage of
no jab no pay legislation by the senate,
the only option available (as far as I can
see) is to challenge this legislation in the
High Court of Australia.
“That means lots and lots of money
will be needed since court cases are
incredibly expensive and the higher the

court, the more money it will take!”
The fund-raising site is asking for
pledges for later call-in should the case
go ahead. There is no indication on the
site as to how much money has already
been ‘raised’, a point made by several
people who said they had pledged.
Dorey said that “The AVN’s Supreme
Court battle [against the NSW Health
Care Complaints Commission in 2012]
cost over $60,000 when you take into
account our own costs (most of which
we got back) and the government’s costs.
This one – in the High Court of Australia
– will cost much more than that.”
In fact, in response to a Facebook
query, Dorey said that “My guess is
that we need to get up to $100,000
to have any chance of retaining a QC
and assembling a legal team which is
what will be needed to go to the High
Court. But at the very least, we should

be able to get injunctive relief to delay
the implementation of this legislation in
January – with everyone’s help.”
The functions of the High Court of
Australia are to interpret and apply the
law of Australia; to decide cases of special
federal significance including challenges
to the constitutional validity of laws; and
to hear appeals, by special leave, from
Federal, State and Territory courts.
Legal opinion obtained by Australian
Skeptics Inc indicates that having such
a case heard by the High Court, as
the AVSN apparently intends, may be
extremely difficult.

NZ Pharmacy Council wins Kiwi bent spoon
NZ: The New Zealand Skeptics have
given their 2015 Bent Spoon Award
to the NZ Pharmacy Council for
proposing a change to the Council’s
Code of Ethics that would allow the
sale of healthcare products that have not
been shown to work.
The Pharmacy Council is responsible
under the Health Practitioners
Competence Assurance Act for setting
standards of ethical conduct for
pharmacists in New Zealand. Section
6.9 of its 2011 Code of Ethics states
that pharmacists can only supply or
promote products where there is no
reason to doubt their quality or safety,
and when there is credible evidence of
efficacy.
Groups such as the NZ Skeptics
and the Society for Science Based
Healthcare have identified pharmacies
selling unproven “remedies” such as
homeopathy, and put pressure on the
Pharmacy Council to enforce its Code
of Ethics. In response, and rather than
clamping down on the sale of such

products, in August 2015 the Pharmacy
Council proposed to change the wording
of its code. This proposed change
would allow the sale of “complementary
therapies” that are not supported by
credible evidence of efficacy.
Chair of the NZ Skeptics, Mark
Honeychurch, said “It’s disappointing
that the Pharmacy Council would even
consider that weakening their Code
of Ethics is a good solution to
the problem they have of noncompliant pharmacists. Surely
it makes more sense to educate
pharmacists about what
is and isn’t ethical to
sell, and for the
Council to be
more effective
in policing this
section of the
code – rather
than to change
their code to
allow unethical
behaviour.”
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ABC promotes John Edwards
AUSTRALIA: At the end of
October, ABC TV broadcast an
edition of the One Plus One program
that promoted the activities of John
Edward.
The program is hosted by Jane
Hutcheon and is a half-hour oneon-one interview with “sports stars,
celebrities, philosophers, politicians
& public figures for an in-depth
conversation with leading newsmakers
from Australia or overseas”.
The promotion for the Series 2015
Episode 39 states that “John Edward is
an American psychic, author and TV
personality who says scepticism around
his ability to ‘cross over’ won’t quash
his calling to keep the living and their
dead loved ones connected.”
Note, “John Edward is a psychic”,
not “claims to be a psychic”.
Australian Skeptics Inc and others
contacted the ABC to express their
concerns.
In our correspondence, we stated
that “this [interview] takes the cake
for [Hutcheon’s] credulity and
overt promotion of someone whose
profession is to prey on the grief
of others in a way that has been
thoroughly debunked as a sham. …
Edward’s techniques have been exposed
as audience manipulation and … his
programs blatantly misrepresent his
supposed skills.”
We said that it is embarrassing to
see “such a program that so willingly
sets up the interviewee to present their
views and comments to their own
advantage. … Any question Hutcheon
asks is predetermined to allow Edward
to espouse self-serving platitudes
without any hint of proper journalistic
distance. A little research would go a
long way.”
The ABC responded as follows (in
full):
“One Plus One is a feature-style
interview program which selects guests
from as broad a field as possible. In
this instance John Edward was clearly
described as a psychic performer. He is
a good candidate for a profile interview.

“By their nature
programs such as One
Plus One present the
view of the person
being interviewed. As
it presents personal
viewpoints in an
entertaining way the
issue of ‘balance’ often
becomes a subjective
judgement based on
an audience member’s
opinion of what is being
said. What balance may be required
is achieved in descriptions by the
interviewer and the use of challenging
or ‘devil’s advocate’ questions.
“Some people may not like or agree
with what Mr Edwards does. However,
it is clear many others are fascinated by
the paranormal and he attracts a huge
following. For example, the News 24
Facebook post with the John Edward
clip has attracted 180,000 views, among
the biggest ever for a News 24 program.
“Not all those who go to his shows
are grieving the death of loved ones, but
many are genuinely interested in the
paranormal and are keen to learn more
about Edward and the subject.
“The online [text] version of the One
Plus One interview [which described
Edward as ‘a psychic superstar’] is
taken directly from the broadcast
program and is designed to be a written
version of the conversational style of
the program, reflecting that person’s
perspective.
“While ABC News 24 acknowledges
that some people do not like John
Edwards for what he does, it does not
follow that every time a program speaks
to a ‘psychic’ it needs to explain that
what they do, or claim, is not backed
up by scientific evidence. ABC News
believes that reasonable viewers and
readers will form their own conclusions
of the claims and statements made.
“Mr Edwards’ worldwide popularity
indicates that many people who enjoy
his work and we note that he has
never been convicted of fraud or other
charges relating to his activities.

“Should you be dissatisfied with this
response you may wish to take the
matter further with the Australian
Communications and Media Authority
through its website: www.acma.gov.au
“Yours sincerely
“The team at ABC News 24.”

New ACT Skeptic
commitee
AUSTRALIA: At the recent AGM
of Canberra Skeptics, Lauren Kelly
was made president. Other newly
appointed office bearers are Eyal
Lebedinski, treasurer; Nick Ware,
secretary; and Michael Green, events
co-ordinator.
Canberra Skeptics can be contacted
at mail@canberraskeptics.org.au, or
0410 382 306.

.
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REPORT

Brisbane Convention 2015

T

he 2015 Australian Skeptics National Convention was a bit of an
experiment – for the first time, a local group that had primarily set itself
up to manage ‘skeptics in the pub’ events had been given the mantle of
running a full blown weekend of skepticism.
The Brisbane Skeptics’ previous record for length of an event had been some
successful skepticamps, but what works for a collection of 15-minute come-as-youare talks over an afternoon is a long way from two days of formal presentations, plus
a bevy of social events that always accompanies an annual convention, including
another skepticamp prior to the big event.
And the Brisbane Skeptics did everyone proud; they pulled off what can be a
particularly daunting task with professionalism and aplomb, with excellent speakers
drawn from Australia and overseas.
The 31st Skeptics convention (October 16-18) was held in the Queensland
University of Technology’s Gardens Theatre, next door to the Botanical Gardens
and down the road from the impressive Parliament House. And while there was
nature and heritage outside, attendees were treated to talks that were very much
grounded in the present and the future. For the benefit of this report, and though
they were scattered throughout the two days’ sessions, these can be divided into
three main themes – skepticism, health, and science.

BUSY in
BRISSIE
Tim Mendham reports on the
Australian Skeptics’ National Convention
in Brisbane, October 2015.

8

———————––––––––
SKEPTICISM
Peter Ellerton [1], lecturer in
critical thinking at the University of
Queensland, pointed out, tongue firmly
planted in cheek, that “everyone’s an
expert in education, and everyone is
an exemplar of rationality”. But belief
is “half of the equation”, with the
acceptance that a hypothesis is true is a
function of our prior beliefs; conclusion
often comes before the premise. These
are examples of “dual system thinking”
– fast and easy, slow and hard, conscious
and unconscious. The unconscious
often works in with what “feels true”,
“I like what I hear”. Therefore making
judgements is not necessarily the
same as thinking, which is hard to do.
What we can end up doing is making
narratives despite the lack of evidence,
and that can seriously backfire.
Susan Gerbic [2] described
her activities as a ‘wikipediatrician’
– holding online paranormal and
pseudoscience claims to account by
correcting and adding to Wikipedia
entries to flesh them out and make
them, where necessary, more rounded.
Details of her Guerrilla Skepticism can
be found in the interview published in
this issue of The Skeptic.
Science journalist Signe Dean [3]
outlined some of the more interesting
recent misadventures in the media,
where stories such as John Bohannion’s
fake study of chocolate leading to
weight loss was published without too
much critical thinking. While science
literacy should incorporate some form
of skepticism, science coverage in the
media is not necessarily grounded in
such thinking. But it is important to
keep in mind that the ‘media’ is not a
uniform body; rather it is made up of
individual journalists with different
attitudes and definitely different
knowledge. “Some journalists may be
lazy, but problems are more likely to
arise due to issues of tight deadlines and
availability of resources.” And skeptics
can help fill those gaps with expert
commentary, usable quotes, packaged
messages and ready availability.
Joe Nickell [4], probably the most
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famous full-time paranormal investigator
in the world, described his “adventures”
during a long career in the field. Through
a career as diverse as dealing with
hauntings, strange animals, mysterious
constructions, not only has he investigated more claims than most of us will
ever come into contact with, he has
been asked to recreate such paranormal
sites as the Nazca lines, which he did in
Kentucky. He did admit, however, that
“the albatross around his neck” was the
Shroud of Turin, “an investigation I am
never able to leave”.
Dr Eugenie Scott [5], former head
of the US-based National Center for
Science Education, described the history
of the creation ‘science’/intelligent design
movement in the US, leading up to one
of the more infamous court cases over
creationism vs evolution, Kitzmiller
versus Dover Area School District in
Pennsylvania in 2005. This covered the
various iterations of a textbook called
Of Pandas and People, promoted by the
Dover School board, which was heavily
influenced by creationist thought. The
aim of the evolutionists was to prove
that the book was religious in nature,
and thus it was unconstitutional to teach
in schools. Revelations of poor editingout of creationist messages meant the
judge found against the school board.
And though the judge was religious, his
decision, according to Scott, showed the
“benefits of a system of liberal education”.
Two panels looked at the topics of
parenting skeptically [6] and challenges
to skepticism [7].
The parental representatives were
Alison Gaylard (co-founder of the
Northern Rivers Vaccination Network),
Dr Dave Hawkes (Department
of Pharmacology and Therapeutics,
University of Melbourne), Eran Segev
(president of Australian Skeptics Inc),
Jo Alabaster (reporter for the Skeptic
Zone), and moderator Jake FarrWharton (senior business analyst at
Queensland Health and co-host of the
convention, and who also had his own

presentation).
Key thoughts raised in the parenting
panel were: use the Socratic method,
throw questions back at kids to get their
‘creative juices’ flowing; the model of
learning is more important than the
content (“let’s find out”); don’t stifle
or put up barriers to questions (“some
questions might be difficult to answer,
but suck it!”); and don’t overly worry if
Santa is an issue for a few years – that’s
an individual issue for you and the kids.
The challenges to skepticism featured
Myles Power (chemist and prolific
science YouTuber – he also presented
separately), Signe Cane, Susan
Gerbic, Eran Segev and moderator
Ross Balch (scientist and podcaster).

1

There was discussion about the term
“skeptic” itself. Most of the panel said
that there are few alternatives that carry
the same sense; Gerbic’s suggestion
was less defensive: “Embrace it!” There
was further discussion on Phil Plait’s
famous “don’t be a dick” theme, and
the need to be sensitive to others’ beliefs
and encourage diversity, particularly on
gender. Again, though, Gerbic took a
forceful stand: “I don’t care about the
demographics of skeptics; there is so
much diversity beyond gender. We need
to get over ourselves and stop bickering.
We can change minds!”

———————–––––––––
MEDICINE & HEALTH
Diet promoters are predatory, said Jake
Farr-Wharton [8], and there are a lot
of them. Burning off fat is a perennial

theme, and Farr-Wharton referred to
the so-called ‘paleo’ diet proposed by
Pete Evans, winner of this year’s Bent
Spoon award, and TV personality Dr
Oz’s endorsement of fad diets, including
Garcinia cambogia, a fruit product
from SE Asia with supposed weight loss
benefits, except it hasn’t been proven to
work and it may have bad side-effects if
it interacts with prescribed medicines.
“Fad diets come and go, and like all
diets, they will work … for a time”.
Dr Melanie Thomson [9], medical
researcher, microbiologist, and lecturer
at Deakin University, said she was a
prime target for woo merchants. What
she described as ‘Pollyanna Mel’ in
her early career as a researcher, she
soon came across some of life’s harder
challenges – a late term miscarriage,
a son born with ASD, a car accident,
temporary loss of vision and a
ministroke caused by MS. All of

2

3

this led her to investigate the snake
oil merchants – live blood analysis,
naturopathy, tongue inspections,
iridology, and those promoting stem
cell tourism, where a price cap doesn’t
exist. Now, in addition to her research
work, she teaches critical thinking,
and regularly uses the Australian
Vaccination-skeptics Network’s site as
a good example of bad content for her
first year students. Something good can
come out of “life’s hits”.
Myles Power [10] was outraged by
pseudoscience prevalent on YouTube,
so he decided to make his own
videos, looking at 9/11 conspiracies,
‘psychic’ Sally Morgan, and HIV/
AIDS denialism. This lead him to face
a series of DMCA (Digital Millennium
Copyright Act) demands for him to
take down his content as it supposedly
infringed copyright, not allowing for

03
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Continued...

fair comment provisions. This technique
is used a lot by groups who want to
squash criticism – an online form of
a SLAPP suit – particularly in online
media such as YouTube. It can lead to
major legal costs for individuals who
don’t have the resources to fight, and
possible banning from using YouTube
if DMCA claims persist. It’s a recourse
whose use has gone well beyond
its initial well-meaning protective
intentions and has become a weapon
used by “vicious campaigners”. Power
rallied public support from others who

4

10

re-posted his videos, and there are
now moves to rectify the situation of
vexatious DMCA claims.
Loretta Marron [11] has won the
Skeptic of the Year award three times
– twice in her own right and once as
part of Friends of Science in Medicine,
which she founded. She covered
her experience as a cancer sufferer,
investigator of quack cures and now
an indefatigable campaigner against all
things pseudomedicine. Why do people
turn to alt med ‘cures’ for cancer? People
are terrified of being out of control,
they have a mistrust (if not hatred) of
conventional disease treatments, they
cite conspiracies by Big Pharma etc,
sophisticated marketing by alt med
providers (especially using celebrities),
and simply people who have run out of
options. But fighting those who prey
on the ill is difficult: “The only way
to get success [with legislators] is to

have a bleeding patient on the steps of
Parliament House,” she says. “No battle
was ever won by scientists. Consumers
have a lot of power - use it!”
Dr Cassandra Perryman [12],
researcher at University of Queensland
and co-organiser of the convention,
looked at the “two sides of the medical
marijuana debate … and neither side
is completely right”. She covered the
scientific background to marijuana
or cannabis’ use in medicine, with a
number of myths about it. Is it a gateway
drug? Not proven. Is it addictive? In
the US, about six per cent of users will
become addicted to it, but withdrawal
is about as painful and difficult as
withdrawing from caffeine. Does it
cure cancer? The question needs to be
clarified – which form of marijuana, and
which form of cancer? There are 66

5

self-help feel-good practices, and where
there is no evidence that they work.
He covered a string of theories that are
designed to give patients a more positive
approach to their illnesses, whether real
or imagined, whether effective or not.
In particular, he said that there have
been no trials that have given support
to the theory that a positive attitude can
counter cancer.

———————–––––––––
SCIENCE
Ketan Joshi [14], a research and
communications officer with wind
farm operator Infigen Energy, says he
“works at the junction of science and
humanity”. Like Peter Ellerton earlier in
the convention, Joshi acknowledges

6

different

7

forms of phytocannabinoids and more
than 100 forms of cancer. “We may find
a strain of cannabinoid that might affect
a strain of cancer, which may be useful
for treating some symptoms of some
diseases.” In other words, more work
needed.
Prof James Coyne [13], a selfdescribed “irreverent socially-conscious
clinical health psychologist” is professor
of psychology at the University of
Pennsylvania. His particular beef is with
the ‘positive psychology’ industry, where
millions of dollars are squandered on

the discontinuity between evidence
and belief: “There is no scientific study
that would satisfy believers.” Belief is a
malleable condition, he says, pointing
out situations where the perception
of risk bears no relation with actual
hazards.
Holly Warland [15], researcher
in neuropsychology at the University
of the Sunshine Coast, discussed the
differences between people in their
ability to ‘read’ others - theory of mind
- and those places where the difference is
insignificant. She began by pointing out
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the age at which kids begin to realise
that there are different perspectives
to their own, that someone else has
a different story. And in this case, a
difference of ten months or a year in
age can be enough. “Theory of mind
is constantly on duty to recognise
different approaches and titles.” There
are social clues in body language, facial
expressions, tone, nuances, volume,
speed and content that must be
assessed within milliseconds if we are
to understand another person’s attitude
and approachability (or even whether

they are being deceptive or not). There
are significant differences in applying
some of these skills between ‘normal’
people and those diagnosed with ASD,
but not everywhere. “Humans vary
dramatically in their social life skills no-one is normal.”
John Cook [16] is the Climate
Communication Fellow for the Global
Change Institute at The University of
Queensland. He outlined results from a
range of studies on attitudes to climate
change and the impressions people
have of where we stand on this issue,
and used that to suggest ways we can
effectively debunk poor understanding
of science. When people believe there
is scientific consensus, their own belief
can increase dramatically. Explaining
how science has been distorted is an
important aspect, and this can be
done by exposing someone to a weak
form of science denial. This gives clues
on how to accept real science. The
effective procedure, then, is to present
fact, warn of myths, and explain
the fallacy. And most importantly,
make the message stick by making it
simple, unexpected, credible, concrete,
emotional, and strong.
Theo Clark [17], project officer with
the Queensland Studies Authority,
discussed the nature of a science
educational curriculum, that it should
be “a map of the territory, not the
journey”. He compared different
approaches to curriculum setting - from
Queensland where content is largely
prescribed, to Finland where there is
broad autonomy for teachers. “Science
education shouldn’t be too prescriptive
- it should be an open ended task where
teachers personally design engaging
curriculum units.” There needs to be
an acceptance that there is contention
in science, which is why emphasis
should be put on the nature of science
as much as the acts of science. Science
education policy is made up of an
interplay between research, authority,
politics, practice and value - the value
of research can be assessed, along with
the authority of the research (and
researcher) and the scientific practice.
But there is no immediate link between
research and politics, which is the area

L

skeptical
socialising

ike all Skeptics conventions, there
is an element of fun and frivolity
blended with the serious stuff of the
presentations, and this year’s was no
exception.
Prior to the event, on the Friday
afternoon, was a skepticamp, following
the tradition of the Brisbane Skeptics
organisers whose main activities prior to
the convention have been skepticamps
and regular pub gatherings.
The Friday event gave an array of
different topics, each speaker having
15 minutes to expound and, frankly,
compete with the band in the next room.
On Saturday evening, the venue
was more speaker (and diner) friendly
– a gala dinner with food, drinks and
a very successful auction. Thousands
of dollars were raised thanks to
generous donations of goodies and,
particularly lucrative, a vintage poster
of The Amazing Randi in full magician
role. That some of these items were
re-auctioned the next day at the
convention only compounded the
interest, in more ways than one.
The annual awards of the Bent
Spoon and the Thornett Award for the
Promotion of Reason were also handed
out at the dinner (see separate News
item in this issue) to generous booing
and applause respectively, and much
good will was expended.
And for those who could hang
around, another pub event – if you
didn’t mind the traipse across the river –
capped off a very successful event.

.
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where skepticism fits in, assessing the
why as much as the what, with a focus
on scientific inquiry as an end in its
own right.
Ross Balch [18] covered the science
behind chronic fatigue syndrome
and chronic Lyme disease. They share
characteristics of not having specific
pathology, no approved diagnostics
(which is often by exclusion), no specific
treatments, the science is ‘messy’, and
there’s a “desperation gap” that charlatans
can fill. And there is an emotional
response that can be extreme - some
advocacy groups of CFS have sent
death threats to researchers who have
debunked original research. With Lyme
disease, the issue is not so much with
its existence (though studies have failed
to find a species of tick in Australia that
carries the disease) but with its chronic
nature. There are labs here and in the US
that can test for it, but that also means
there will be bogus labs that will ask for
large amounts of money and suggest
treatments that are without foundation.
“Patients really are suffering, but it is
not known what.” And while there is the
issue of diverting scarce research funding
into other areas where it could possibly
do more good, it is important to “be
kind to people” who are suffering, for
whatever reason.
Dr Lynne Kelly [19] is a science
writer whose background covers
engineering, physics, mathematics,
information technology and gifted
education. Most recently, she has been
studying ‘orality’, the techniques used
by ancient and indigenous societies to
store information through song, myth,
stories, dance, proverbs etc, sometimes
using mnemonic aids such as beads, and
sometimes something much larger - like
Stonehenge. Method of Loci, as it has
been described in a classical context, is
about associating places with parts of
a story and then imagining travelling
through that landscape. And while it

may be applied by ‘memory champions’
- performers such as magicians who can
retain vast amounts of information Kelly sees a bigger picture, particularly
for indigenous peoples: “This is
knowledge for survival,” she said, and is
part of a global phenomenon.

14

15

———————––––––––
KEYNOTE
Astronomer and Nobel Prize winner
Prof Brian Schmidt [20] gave a “life,
the universe and everything” overview
of astronomy and science’s place in
human history and the development
of society. He covered the history
of astronomy and astrophysics, the
development of measuring equipment,
theories of dark matter and dark energy
(“95 per cent of the universe is stuff
we don’t properly understand”), the
increasing speed of the expansion of the
universe, and the nature of reality itself:
“We have ideas, not facts”. Science
and technology have transformed
humanity, but sometimes the up-side like increasing the lifespan of a person
- can have down-sides as well, in this
case overpopulation and environmental
impact. “But science is only a bridge - it
can provide the means of prosperity
but only if we share it. Science is our
best means of improving the world, but
it’s not guaranteed.” There is wonder
in scientific discovery, but there are
also decidedly downbeat aspects to it.
Schmidt pointed out that the expansion
of the universe is travelling faster than
light, which means that eventually light
from other worlds will never be able to
reach us, and “a dark universe is a very
boring place”.
Overall, well done and
congratulations to Brisbane Skeptics
and their tireless (and no doubt very
tired) organising committee.
And now, on to Melbourne in
2016.
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———————––––––––
All photos of speakers by Mal Vickers .
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ACROSS
1. & 2 dn - A staircase link puts us in place. (10,8)
6. Suet mix uses energies unknown to science. (1-1-1-1)
10. Backmasking absolute garbage. (8,5 or 5,8)
11. Is car control our own mastery? (8)
13. Awkward but a forbidden concept. (4)
16. A copper meets a hole in alt med. (11)
18. Mythical land not unlike a cowish call. (2)
21. French and alien? (2)
22. Are witches distaff versions of 31 across?
27. Little Alfred’s foreign creatures.
28. Seat atop naughty faithless person.
31. Airborne crockery
34. Broken crockery on the edge. (4)
35. Occam’s rule close to danger. (5’1,4)

29

I

I

33

35
Tim Mendham + Steve Roberts

DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. What is unusual about the book Gadsby (1939) by Ernest
Vincent Wright?

2. Which is the most dangerous method of electricity generation
per kilowatt produced – nuclear, coal, oil, sea (waves),
geothermal, or wind?

3. In Killing Me Softly (With His Song), what is “his song”
referring to?

4. When did the Titanic sink (exact time and date)?
5. In the USA three million teenagers play the role-playing game

Dungeons and Dragons and in 1992, 28 teenage suicides were
related to it. Is this significant?

DOWN
1. Sadly, a star learner is just like a star. (6)
2. See 1 across.
3. Quickly get into a fight. (3-2)
4. The French knock back the salt. (3)
5. Stunned by a giant. (4)
7. Count rueful container of the state of a lie. 6)
8. Cowboy accoutrements have promises that are

dodgy. (8)
9. Drive the doctor. (2)
12. Bloke who is an island. (3)
14. Golden artists shining lights. (5)
15. Place for a saint. (2)
17. Nasty, poor, strong evidence. (5)
19. Scarily good … really good. (8)
20. Poor pleaders returned ill. (8)
21. Copper matches your gamble? (1,1)
24. Tear funereal wish. (3)
25. Lusty gods welcome strays. (6)
26. One wager has alternative for woo. (3,3)
29. Visionaries are what eyes are. (5)
30. An Australia in chaos without natural resources
would belong here. (4)
32. Reject laughing gas. (2)
33. Appropriate if you are a flying officer. (1-1-1)

Answers on page 62
13
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Readers’ indigestible
Tim Mendham looks at those ‘other’ publications,
where skepticism is a dirty word ... sometimes.

T

his issue, we look at two more examples of the wonderful world of the
paranormal. One is an extreme example of niceness, with lashings of all
things New Age that will give you a sugar rush of epic proportions. The other is
more down to earth ... literally. Read on.

SOUL & SPIRIT
If ever a magazine was made
of fairy floss, then Soul & Spirit
(A$8.95) is it. From its pink cover
to its saccharine sweet messages, it
is as insubstantial as spun sugar. You
realise that, while it might be tasty,
as soon as you touch it, it disappears
into its own niceness.
A UK magazine, it covers a
broad range of new age topics,
piled one on top of the other. One
article alone shows you how to
garner “the wisdom of the cosmos”
through a combination of herbalism,
aromatherapy and astrology. (It’s
useful to know, by the way, that
essential oils are “extracted from
nature”. Then again, so are lamb
chops and hemlock, but they’re
probably not on the Soul & Spirit
menu.)
Apart from the astro-herbal
aromas, the magazine contains quite
a few sections devoted to questions
from readers with answers from
various psychics, angel channelers,
tarot readers, dream interpreters,
and general spiritual gurus. The
questions – all anonymous, so you
don’t know if they’re real or not –
cover such issues as “Please help
me to hear my angels”, “Will my
single spell ever be broken?”, “Is
my husband happy in spirit?” The
agony aunts (the magazine refers
to some by that name) give advice
14

such as, for the woman who lost
her husband: “I see him chuckling
sweetly as he tells me what a great
job you are doing in carrying on. He
says that you will be happy, and that
you should smile and laugh more.
I can feel that all of his favourite
memories are you two having fun.”
No mention of the loot buried
under the floorboards, then.
But seriously, if the
correspondence is real, this is
patronising but potentially dangerous
in its inanity. Its pop psychology
would be enough to make any skeptic
angry if you didn’t realise that “Anger
is not physical; it is part of our mind
and, for the Buddhists, our mind is
not physical. It exists by depending
on the brain, the genes, the chemical
reactions, but it is not these things.”
Vacuous, at best.
Beyond the Q&A sessions, Soul
& Spirit has articles covering many
different spiritual exercises and
regimens that you can use to keep in
touch with your spiritual side, your
other being, your frustrated love life,
realign your aura, shift your shape
or even keep in touch with pets,
both those that are alive and those
who have gone beyond to ‘spirit’ –
seriously, Derek Acorah “reads the
energies of two pets [via photos] and
taps into the spirit of a kitty from
the other side”.

A problem with these articles
is that they present a plethora
of complementary (at best) or
contradictory (at worst) techniques
for the sad confused reader to follow.
No-one would have the time, money
and spiritual energy to follow all of
them, so you no doubt would be
worried that you had missed the one
true technique that would give your
spirits their much needed lift.
There is the occasional bright
light. One story looks like an
interesting decription of the beauty
of Snowdonia, to quickly descend
into ghosts and lake monsters.
So, who is this publication for?
Well, based on the imagery and
editorial content, it seems its target
audience is women, front and
centre, pure and simple. Not even
thinking about the sickly Barbieish pink colour scheme that can be
found throughout, the illustrations
and photography used are almost
exclusively of women. Apart from the
male psychics who answer questions
– themselves in a decided minority –
there are no photos of men. Instead,
as visual mentoring, there are any
many glamorous shots, mainly library
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FLAT EARTHERS

photos, of women in various poses
and locations. The make-up pages
are obviously for women, as are
the “freebies and offers” with more
make-up and jewellery, and the
astrology pages feature illustrations
of women for each star sign that are
more sensual than spiritual, sort of
Disney princesses for grown-ups
(or pubescent boys). What a poor
stereotype of women it presents, but
surely does not represent.
Endless inanity, sickeningly
vague niceness, confirmatory
rubbish, and absolutely no
dispassionate view of anything to
do with new age at all. All rubbish
is welcome, and all rubbish is
published. But
it’s been going
for over 90
monthly issues,
so there must
be something
for someone.
And there
is! The issue
of Soul &
Spirit under
review
included
a free
guardian
angel
bookmark!
But like everything
else in Soul & Spirit, it’s
lightweight and tinny. How
appropriate.

.

In the paranormal world, there
have always been some claims and
claimants that have been … how
shall we put it … weird.
We’re not talking unsubstantiated
here, like homeopathy, or dubious,
such as Nessie. No, we’re talking
those organisations that are so far
out there that they are fun. And
you wonder if those who run the
organisations are equally having
fun. Are they joking or are they
serious?
So it is with the Flat Earthers.
First of all, we have to say that
they exist and they walk among us:
we know; we have the proof; they
have websites.
Prime among them, of course,
is the Flat Earth Society (www.
theflatearthsociety.org). This group
has as its mission “to promote and
initiate discussion of Flat Earth
theory as well as archive Flat Earth
literature. Our forums act as a
venue to encourage free thinking
and debate”.
The site readily points out in its
FAQs that “This site is not a joke.
We are actively promoting the Flat
Earth Movement worldwide. There
are, admittedly, several non-serious
flat earth posters, but they are fairly
easy to identify.”
As nicely elaborated in the
history section of the site, “The
Flat Earth Society dates back to the
early 1800s when it was founded
by Samuel Birley Rowbotham, an
English inventor. Rowbotham’s
flat earth views were based largely
on literal interpretation of Bible
passages. His system, called Zetetic
Astronomy, held that the earth is a
flat disk centred at the North Pole
and bounded along its ‘southern’
edge by a wall of ice, with the sun,
moon, planets, and stars only a few
hundred miles above the surface of

the earth. After Rowbotham’s death
in 1884, followers of his Zetetic
Astronomy founded the Universal
Zetetic Society.”
The flat earth theory developed
further in the US, but gradually
faded in popular interest. Salvation
was on the way via Samuel
Shenton, a Fellow of the Royal
Astronomical Society and the
Royal Geographic Society, who
founded the International Flat
Earth Society in 1956 (also referred
to as the International Flat Earth
Research Society).
Shenton died in 1971, and
his successor, Charles Johnson,
“actively and charismatically
promoted the Society”. Its
membership increased to over
3000. Unfortunately, in 1995
Johnson’s home was destroyed
in a fire, along with all of the
Society’s library, archives and
membership lists. He vowed to
rebuild the society, but he died in
2001, leaving the Society’s future
uncertain.
But do not fear. The Society was
resurrected in 2004 and remains
active today. In 2009 it officially
reopened to new members.
The website is professionally
designed, with a great gallery
of maps, illustrations and an
extensive collection of Shenton’s
lecture posters (a must read, if
only for cultural reasons), copies of
pamphlets and articles, as well as a
Wiki with lots of links to articles
and videos that promote the
Society’s views. Sadly the Society’s
last newsletter seems to have been
in 1994, though it did feature the
headline “Australia Not Down
Under”.
Well worth a read, at least until
the Sun rises over the wall of ice at
the edge of the Earth.

.
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A Skeptic reads

the Koran
Martin Bridgstock describes his reactions
upon reading the Islamic holy book,
and looks at Islam in the modern world.

I

“

ons
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’m reading the Koran.” I casually
told my teenage daughter. She
regarded me with dismay. “What,
are you becoming a Muslim or
something?” I reassured her that I
didn’t think so. I simply wanted to
know what the book said. Years ago
(Bridgstock 2008a,b) I read the Bible,
and found it illuminating. Now it was
time for the Koran.
The Koran is much shorter than
the Bible – in fact it is shorter than
the New Testament alone. However,
Muslims rely on collections of other
texts, called hadith, and use these to
interpret what the Koran says. This
makes understanding difficult, since
the different Islamic groups – the
Sunni, the Shia and the smaller ones
– use different hadith and so come to
different conclusions.
I took the easy way and simply
read my way through the Koran in

translation. I make no claim at all
to be a religious scholar or to fully
understand the work. I actually read
a century-old English translation
(Rodwell 1909), by the Reverend
JM Rodwell, MA. I checked every
quotation in this article with one of
two other translations (Dawood 1956,
Sher’Ali 2004). My impression is
that, apart from a few nasty footnotes,
Rodwell has done a pretty good job
of translation, though his language is
old-fashioned.
Let’s be clear what the Koran is.
The Prophet Mohamed (c570-632)
was a successful merchant in Arabia
for most of his life. In middle age
he began to experience trances, and
his utterances during these trances –
over more than twenty years – were
written down by his followers. After
his death, they were collected to form
the Koran.

THE NATURE OF THE KORAN
So, having read the book, what did I
conclude? Overall, I find the Koran
distinctly awesome. It bangs home
its message relentlessly, and nobody
who reads it can have any doubt about
God’s nature, or what God wants from
his creation. Contrast this with the
Bible: I remember concluding that the
Bible is a collection of books which
often do not agree. For instance, the
endorsement of mass murder in the
Old Testament contrasts with Jesus’
injunctions about loving thy neighbour
and turning the other cheek. Yes Jesus
also drove moneylenders from the
temple and talked about swords.
The Koran defines its own nature
explicitly. It states repeatedly that – in
Arabic – it is the word of God, and that
earthly Korans are in fact transcriptions
of the original, which is held in
Heaven. Of course, the claim alone

s

n
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doesn’t make it so, but it does mean
that the Koran is mostly consistent
within itself. Again and again it is
characterised as a warning from God.
So what is the Koran’s message? This
too is perfectly clear. There is exactly
one God, with no allies or offspring.
God is merciful and forgiving – to
followers. To follow Islam, you must
believe in the One God, and must do
good works. Once in your lifetime,
you must make the great pilgrimage to
Mecca. There are some other rules, like
repenting and praying daily, but those
are the essentials. God will know what
you do. Circumcision, incidentally, is
not mentioned in the Koran.
A key feature of the Koran is its
evocation of both heaven and hell.
These are repeatedly and vividly
portrayed, so that both the saved and
the sinners know exactly what they
are in for. Now with my Christian
background I have always found
heaven rather hard to imagine. The
Muslim heaven is far more explicit.
There is shade, and running water
and wonderful food to eat. For the
faithful, there are couches side by side,
with refreshing drinks and endless
good conversation. Now that is pretty
tempting. Imagine as much time as you
want to discuss the nature of skepticism
with Hume or Socrates! Imagine
hearing Aesop’s fables from their
creator, or finding out exactly what
Leonardo was doing when he painted
the Mona Lisa. And exactly how close
was the great Muslim astronomer
Al-Shatir to considering a heliocentric
solar system? You could ask him.
And then there are the virgins in
heaven. These houris, with large dark
eyes, are described several times in
the Koran. One point I have never
heard mentioned, but which appears
explicitly is that these young ladies
remain virgins. You will have to use
your imagination there.
Hell is even more vividly portrayed
in the Koran. It is a place of torment,
where the condemned, immersed in
fire, will drink water which is both
stagnant and boiling. They will plead
endlessly for relief, but there will be
none: they are condemned forever.
God is merciful and forgiving – to

the faithful. One gruesome detail
and in some cases the message was
about Hell appears like this: “Those
misunderstood, but all the prophets
who disbelieve our signs we will in
were inspired by God.
the end cast into the fire: so oft as
This partly explains why Islam
their skins shall be well burnt, we will
infuriates devout Christians.
change them for fresh skins, that they
Christianity is focused upon the
may taste the torment. Verily, God is
mission of Jesus, whom followers
Mighty, Wise!” (Rodwell 1909: 417)
believe is the Son of God. Islam
Another clearly stated part of the
acknowledges Jesus’ importance, but
Koran’s message is that no prophet –
‘demotes’ him to the position of a
not even Mohamed – knows exactly
major prophet. It also explains why
when the day of judgement is going to
Islam regards Christianity as a revealed
come. However, it will happen, and on
religion, but Christians do not regard
that day God will pass judgment. The
Islam in the same way. Consistent
faithful will have nothing to fear, but
with this message are exhortations
no amount of repentance will help the
to treat the People of the Book – ie
faithless. Plead and cry as they may, hell monotheists – well, as they too are
is waiting. At the moment, the inferno
going to heaven. On the other hand,
is beneath the earth. On judgment day,
to Muslims, Christianity looks like
it will be hauled up to the surface of
something very close to polytheism.
the Earth by thousands of djinns, there
After all, Christianity insists on a triune
to horrify us with its fiery, stinking
God (Father, Son and Holy Ghost)
brutality. (Note that djinn are not
and its largest grouping also permits
angels, nor are they human – the three
prayers to saints and to the Blessed
form the ranks of sapient creatures of
Virgin Mary. There is ample room for
God.)
theological disagreement.
The central theme of the Koran,
I hope it is clear why I am so
then, is a ferociously persuasive
impressed with the Koran. It presents a
argument.
religious vision which
Acknowledging
pulls all of history
the One God, and
into a coherent
The central theme
living by the rules,
theme. It presents
of the Koran is a
will result in an
a supercharged
eternity of delight
ferociously persuasive argument, motivating
in heaven. Rejecting
people to accept Islam
argument.
God consigns one to
by vividly describing
hideous eternal agony.
both heaven and
So the implication
hell. It adds urgency
is clear: there are good
to the message, by
reasons to join the
stressing that no-one
faithful, and very little is
knows when judgment
risked by doing so.
will happen. And it
Another impressive
requires only a simple
feature of the Koran is
set of measures to
the way that it stitches
ensure salvation.
together different
Now the Reverend
religious accounts into
Rodwell, in his
one overall message. Throughout
footnotes, describes Mohamed as
history, we are told, different peoples
ignorant, unimaginative and illiterate.
have been visited by prophets exhorting Muslims would be happy with this,
them to worship the One True God.
since they argue that it shows the
For someone of Christian background,
miraculous nature of the Koran. As I
it is quite startling to see Moses, Noah,
see it, there are two possibilities. One
Abraham, Jesus and many others
is that Mohamed was, as he claimed,
appear in the pages of the Koran. Each
just the mouthpiece of God, in which
has brought the message of one God to
case brilliance and profundity would be
a different people. Some were rejected,
expected: after all, it is God speaking.

“
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The other possibility is that Mohamed
was a brilliant thinker and a really
clever man. Muslims, of course,
believe the first: it is the foundation
of their faith. I think I know what
skeptics will believe.
Skeptics might also ask for
evidence. Why should they believe all
these claims? The Koran adduces some
evidence, such as Moses’ winning the
battle of magic in Egypt (Rodwell
1909: 104-5) and the existence of
ruins throughout the Arab world
(Rodwell 1909: 241). The former
shows that Moses was on God’s
mission, the latter shows God’s powers
in striking down the unfaithful. There
are also many passages in which
Muslims are told how to combat
unbelievers’ arguments. Ultimately,
though, accepting Islam is a matter of
taking a leap of faith. Millions have.

SOME LAWS OF ISLAM

18

Islam has many requirements and
prohibitions. Some of these – such
as honesty and fair-mindedness – are
uncontroversial, but some may raise
eyebrows. For example, the pious
and righteous are exhorted to a
measure of sexual continence. Proper
Muslims who obey God’s law, “…
And who control their desires, (Save
with their wives or the slaves whom
their right hands have won, for there
they shall be blameless; But whoever
indulge their desires beyond this are
transgressors);(Rodwell 1909: 73 brackets in the original)
So it’s sex with wives and slaves
only. Right. There is a good deal in
the Koran about men and women,
and some of it runs directly counter
to western views. For instance, this
passage talks about men and women’s
basic properties: “Men are superior
to women on account of the qualities
with which God hath gifted the one
above the other, and on account of the

outlay they make from their substance
for them. … but chide those for whose
refractoriness ye have cause to fear;
remove them into beds apart and
scourge them: but if they are obedient
to you, then seek not occasion against
them: verily, God is High, Great!”
(Rodwell 1909: 415)
Obviously, within the framework
of western law, neither owning slaves
(with or without sex) nor beating
women for disobedience is acceptable.
In addition, Muslim men are allowed
to have up to four wives, provided they
can deal with them equitably (Rodwell
1909: 411). If they can’t, then one wife
only is prescribed, “or the slaves whom
ye have acquired: this will make justice
on your part easier.” Of course.
It is clear that there are some points
of conflict between the dicta of the
Koran and the law in most western
countries. However, these problems
are almost certainly solvable, while the
broader question of religious violence
still needs a good deal of attention.

VIOLENCE AND THE KORAN

For western people today – and
even more urgently, for Muslims –
the question has to be faced about
whether Muslims can live in tolerant,
democratic societies. An obvious
answer is that millions upon millions of
them do. However, there are disturbing
signs that a minority of Muslims regard
almost any sort of violence as justified
against ‘infidels’. Sam Harris (2004:
124-126), the militant atheist, cites
alarming statistics which seem to show
that sizeable numbers of Muslims
subscribe to violent beliefs. That
amounts to several hundred million
people, stresses Harris.
A look at the Koran reveals a
reasonably clear picture. Early on,
Muslims are exhorted to carry their
message to the world. Where their
message is not accepted, they should
leave them alone. “Deal calmly
therefore with the infidels: leave them
awhile alone.” (Rodwell 1909: 38)
Another set of verses tells a Muslim
apostle how to deal with unbelievers.
Among other statements, there is
“To you be your religion; to me my

religion.” (Rodwell 1909: 29) So while
the Muslim will never accept the
other religion, there is no hint of any
attempt at coercion.
Later in the Koran I found the
‘sword verses’ which apparently tell
Muslims to kill infidels, and to behead
them. However, I looked carefully
at the context. I remember an Imam
telling a public meeting at Griffith
University that the verses entitled
Muslims to defend their faith, but
no more than that. When the attacks
cease, Muslims will stop fighting. After
careful examination, I concluded that
the Imam was right, but there is a
complication.
It is easy to find texts in the Koran
which espouse a peaceful approach to
non-believers. For example, Muslims
are enjoined to maintain powerful
military systems, but not necessarily to
use them against non-believers: “And
if they lean to peace, lean thou also to
it; and put thy trust in God: for he is
the Hearing, the Knowing.” (Rodwell
1909: 380)
Even when Islam is attacked,
restraint is prescribed as soon as it is
feasible: “And fight for the cause of
God against those who fight against
you: but commit not the injustice of
attacking them first: God loveth not
such injustice.
“And kill them wherever ye shall
find them, and eject them from
whatever place they have ejected
you; for civil discord is worse than
carnage: yet attack them not at the
sacred Mosque, unless they attack you
therein; but if they attack you, slay
them. Such is the reward of infidels.
“But if they desist then verily God
is Gracious, Merciful.” (Rodwell 1909:
358)
There is also a well-known
statement in the Koran which
appears to forbid all kinds of forced
conversions in the area of religion.
It runs like this: “Let there be no
compulsion in religion.” (Rodwell
1909: 367)
So, judging by these quotes, the
possibility of Islam existing peacefully
in the world is pretty good. There are
indeed situations in which Muslims
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can adopt violence, but these seem
to be defined purely as defensive
behaviour. If they aren’t attacked, they
don’t need to fight. However, there
are other verses which seem rather
different. Here is one of the most
notorious which, I suspect, has helped
motivate many murderous fanatics:
“When ye encounter the infidels,
strike off their heads till ye have made
a great slaughter among them, and of
the rest make fast the fetters.
“And afterwards let there either be
free dismissals or ransomings till the
war hath laid down its burdens. Thus
do.” (Rodwell 1909: 382)
On the face of it, this seems to
license Muslim militancy in most
interactions with unbelievers.
However, the second last sentence
makes clear that this is in the context
of a war. These verses were uttered
after the historic battle of Bedr. In this
battle, Mohamed led a Muslim army
to victory against an overpowering
force of Meccans. Rodwell (1909:
382, 386) claims that some branches
of Islam do take this as applying to
all interactions with infidels, others
simply regard it as applying to that
battle only.
In addition, the first sentence in the
section puts the verses into another
context: “Whoso believe not, and
prevent others from the way of God –
their works will He cause to miscarry.”
(Rodwell 1909: 382)
Quite explicitly, the verses are
concerned with people who are not
only infidels, but who actively prevent
others from following the way of God.
Now, in western countries, there is a
general belief that people should be
free to choose their own religion, or no
religion. In this context, violence is not
justified by the Koran.
I am not an Islamic scholar, but
my impression from this – and a good
many other verses – is that there is
nothing in the Koran which leads
inexorably to the murderous militancy
which we see today. Muslims are
entitled – and indeed required – to
defend their faith if attacked, but there
is no mandate to attack people of
different views.

Of course, the complication is now
obvious. It is horribly easy to take
isolated verses from the Koran and then
use them for mindless militancy. Verses
like “When ye encounter the infidels,
strike off their heads till ye have made
a great slaughter among them” seem a
clear licence to kill people with other
beliefs, when in fact they are not.

of the Prophet Mohamed, Islam
dominated much of Arabia. A century
later it had conquered an enormous
area, stretching from the Atlantic to
the heart of Asia. Spain fell to the
Muslims, and the Franks had to fight
hard to beat them back from France.
Later, Islam spread to south-east Asia
via missionaries. For a long time, it
really looked as if Islam could conquer
the world.
A TENTATIVE INTERPRETATION
Knowing this, any thoughtful
This section is a combination of my
Muslim is going to look at the state
reading of the Koran, some history,
of Islam in the modern world with a
and my interpretation of some
mixture of horror and dismay. With a
trends in world events. I make no
claim to expertise in
few exceptions, Islam
these areas, so please
is based in countries
be skeptical about my
which appear to
interpretations, and by
be dictatorial and
all means come to your
corrupt. Where
own conclusion.
those countries are
My reading of the
rich, it is usually not
Koran has convinced me
through their own
that it is not a licence
efforts, but through
for murder or terrorism.
the chance existence
On the contrary it
of oil beneath the
enjoins its followers
ground. And, often,
to strong standards of
the corruption
Any thoughtful
propriety – sometimes
means that wealth
Muslim is going to
different from those in
from the oil is
the Judeo-Christian view look at the state of
wasted (Economist
-- and stresses that God
2014).
Islam with dismay.
is aware of everything
Our thoughtful
they do. It also prescribes
Muslim could
tolerance to people with different
reasonably come to one of two
beliefs, provided that such tolerance is
conclusions, both based in Islamic
extended in return.
history. One conclusion might be “We
However, as with any piece of text,
have something to learn from nonit is perfectly possible for fanatics to
Muslims about how to make modern
cherry-pick and context-rip their way
societies work.” This would lead to
to murderous conclusions. My Imam
considerations of personal freedom,
was right, but it is fatally easy to be
democracy, free enterprise, impartial
wrong.
law enforcement and so on. Adopting
A key difference between Islam
knowledge from other cultures was a
and related religions comes from
key feature of early Islamic civilisation:
history. Christianity was persecuted
enormous numbers of books were
in its early years, before the Emperor
translated into Arabic, giving Muslims
Constantine pronounced it to be the
some of the best libraries on the planet
official religion of Rome. The Jews
(eg Saliba 2007).
were repeatedly persecuted, during
The other possible conclusion is
biblical times, during the diaspora and
much less congenial to westerners.
more recently during the holocaust.
A thoughtful Muslim could also
Adherents of both religions are very
conclude that Muslims have lost
aware of this history. By contrast,
something from those early days of
Islam’s early record was of staggering
expansion. They need to recover the
success. By the time of the death
early purity of the faith, and the early
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authoritarian, and often corrupt,
regimes which dominate many Arab
countries. At one time they might have
been part of a reform movement, now
Continued...
they simply seek to hold onto power.
They usually have armies, police and
other security forces, and are often
prepared to murder their own citizens
militancy which led to so many great
on a large scale to stay in power.
conquests. So conquest is required.
The other force is made up of the
Sharia (Islamic law) must be imposed
various extreme Islamist movements.
upon Islamic territories. Meddling
They are motivated by the vision of the
infidels (that’s non-Muslims) should
early Muslim successes. If only they
be ejected or killed. Secular leaders
are pure enough and militant enough,
must be deposed, forcibly if necessary.
they reason, they will be able to
Only after such purification will Islam
overcome all resistance and create the
resume its conquest of the world
ideal Islamic state here on Earth. So
(Economist 2014).
far, the two latter forces have mostly
I wonder if I am the only one who
proved stronger
found the ‘Arab Spring’
than the first.
of 2011 to be one of
One obvious
the most heart-breaking
conclusion which
events in recent history.
this suggests is that,
Across the Arab world,
however worried
in a range of different
westerners are
countries, revolts started
by Islamism, the
in favour of democracy
Muslims themselves
and freedom. Since very
are going to face
few Arab countries are
the brunt of the
at all democratic, this
violence and the
was a pretty radical
movement. The results
Islam will continue conflict. It is going
to take patient,
have mostly varied
to recruit, and be one shrewd strategies to
from sad to appalling.
enable the people
Syria and Yemen are
of the world’s most
in these benighted
devastated by civil wars, influential religions.
countries to achieve
Iraq is torn apart. The
the rights and
Gulf States continue
freedoms that westerners take for
as dictatorships. Egypt has returned
granted. This is not because Islam
to being authoritarian. Libya is split.
opposes these rights – generally it
Only in Tunisia does any sort of free,
does not – but the infernal threedemocratic society continue, and it
way configuration of forces makes
seems to be beset by terrorists.
each country’s progress difficult and
My own interpretation of these
complex, and the results profoundly
events is that, in the Arab world, there
unpredictable.
is a three-way contest going on, and it
is traceable to the thoughtful Muslim’s
dilemma I outlined above.
SOME TENTATIVE CONCLUSIONS
Some Arabs – perfectly genuine
My first conclusion is that the Koran,
Muslims – want the freedoms which
read by itself, creates a brilliant,
we westerners take for granted. They
powerful case for accepting the Islamic
want to be able to speak their minds,
view of the one God. For hundreds
elect their own governments and
of millions of Muslims this case has
be free from arbitrary terror and
been profoundly persuasive, and will
corruption.
continue to be so. Islam will continue
However, they are opposed by
to recruit, and continue to be one of
two other forces. There are the
the world’s most influential religions.
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My second conclusion is that Islam
as specified in the Koran is not violent,
though violence in self-defence, and
in defence of the religion, is clearly
allowed. However, human nature
being what it is, and the world being
the way it is, the interpretation of the
‘sword’ verses as justifying aggression
will continue. Therefore, westerners
can certainly welcome Muslims into
their countries, but they are entitled to
ask tough questions about exactly how
they see the role of their religion in
non-Islamic societies.
My third conclusion is that it is
almost entirely up to the Muslims
themselves as to how their history
turns out. If westerners are consistent
in defending themselves, in stressing
that they support freedom of religion
and freedom of the individual, there
is a good chance that the current
problems will eventually subside.

.
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Rush
to Judgement I
Darren Saunders looks at media
reaction to findings on cancer risks.

F

ew media reports in the health sphere
generate as much attention as those
with screaming headlines about a new
link between food and cancer.
The level of interest is understandable.
It’s estimated that around one in three
cancers (approximately 40,000 cases a
year in Australia alone) would be avoided
if we modified our lifestyle. Along with
smoking, obesity, alcohol consumption
and sun exposure, diet is one of these
modifiable risk factors.
Who could forget the recent scare
about cancer risk from processed meats
such as bacon? Or an earlier scare about
risk from chemical exposure? Imagine the
looming panic when the International
Agency for Research on Cancer and the
World Health Organisation release their
upcoming review of evidence linking
coffee with cancer.
A common mistake in reporting these
findings is to confuse the strength of
evidence with the degree of risk.
Recently we’ve had an explosion of
reports suggesting that ‘new’ research
had linked consumption of fried foods
to cancer. The primary source of all the
fuss appears to be a newspaper report
published in the United Kingdom, which
was subsequently republished worldwide,
including by the Herald Sun and Sunday
Age in Australia. Numerous derivative
reports appeared on TV, radio and online
and were shared widely on social media.
But here’s the problem. None of these
media reports refer specifically to any
new scientific publication.
I’m deeply sceptical of most medical/
health articles in the Sunday papers, with
their lifestyle and wellness sections full

of barely disguised advertorials. When a
quick search of the PubMed or Google
Scholar databases didn’t show any
new research published on the topic, I
decided to dig a little deeper.
The quoted expert, Professor Martin
Groonvelt, suggested that media reports
were probably referring to this 2014
article he authored for an industry
magazine published by the American Oil
Chemists’ Society. This is not a peerreviewed journal – an instant red flag to
any scientist.
Peer review is a fundamental, if
imperfect, aspect of science. It acts as
a quality control filter, with experts
checking methodology, analysis and
interpretation of new research before
publication.
There is an existing body of peerreviewed science showing that heating
cooking oils (such as frying) can generate
compounds with carcinogenic capacity.
Among other things, these chemicals
can modify DNA, potentially causing
mutations that may lead to cancer.
However, there is very little evidence
that these compounds can be absorbed
into cells in our bodies at levels high
enough to have an effect in humans. To
a cancer biologist like me, this is a key
question that remains unanswered.
There is another aspect to these
reports worth considering. The food
industry is huge, with big dollars at
stake. We need to be on the lookout
for conflicts of interest in the study and
reporting of food science.

Many scientists legitimately consult
with industry, but these arrangements
need to be transparent. On the flipside, a
lot of people are making big money from
generating fear and panic.
This was highlighted by a recent
scare campaign around brain cancer risk
from mobile phone use. There is little
convincing evidence that mobile phones
cause brain cancer, but that didn’t stop
a Melbourne doctor generating loads of
sensationalist coverage in an attempt to
sell magic patches that would apparently
reduce radiation.
Existing dietary guidelines already
advise that we limit our intake of
fried food, but ignoring dietary advice
seems to be somewhat of an Australian
tradition. An occasional reminder
is probably justified but to spin this
reminder as some kind of new research
breakthrough is not necessarily helpful.
There is a real risk that the constant
sensationalism will instead generate
fatigue. Expert advice and informed
choices need to be made on the best
available science, and not on sensationalist
reports that present as fact something the
science doesn’t necessarily support.

.
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Jesus
in the
Dock
In which Martin Hadley
rolls away the stone in a
trial of the resurrection.

O

n 21 May 2015 the Perth branch
of City Bible Forum staged a mock
trial to explore the quality of evidence
for the alleged resurrection of a certain
executed criminal, Jesus Christ. Justice
Kenneth Martin presided over Barristers
Ian Davidson SC - pro-resurrection and our Martin Hadley who advocated
a skeptical approach. Distinguished
academics Edwin Judge and Peter Slezak
appeared as expert witnesses. Before a
largely Christian jury of over 400, here is
part of what Martin had to say.

THE OPENING ADDRESS

22

Thank you, Your Honour. Ladies and
gentlemen, I’m here tonight because of
my involvement with a well-established
organisation, the Australian Skeptics. The
word atheist does not appear in our name
or in our rules. Believers can be members
and, as far as we know, some are. We, in
the Australian Skeptics, urge people to
be curious. We urge people to investigate
what they are curious about. When they
investigate something, we urge people

Jesus in the dock
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not to rely on anecdotes or dogma. We
urge them to investigate using sound
techniques. We urge them to be honest
in considering the results, and to accept
the consequences of their investigations
in a positive spirit and with good grace.
Now, members of the jury, you can
combine and use those techniques and
apply them to the investigation of the
claims that will be made by my learned
friend and his witness tonight. He
should not appeal to your faith if you
have faith. He should not appeal to
any mystical experience that you may
have had in your life. Mr Davidson
asserts that something happened as a
matter of historical reality, something
that he says never happened before nor
since. He says that events happened
which involved well-established laws of
nature being turned off. The idea is that
a dead human came back to life not as
some sort of a ghost, but in material
form. The story is that this resurrected
body did various things that were
conventional for humans such as eating;
and he also did things or he’s alleged to
have done things that were described as
miraculous such as helping fishermen to
catch 153 fish; such as unlocking doors
or somehow getting through doors.
After a few weeks of doing things like
that, he was taken up to heaven.
From then, his return was
imminently expected. After tonight,
I urge you to go and have a look at
Acts. You’ll see from the Book of Acts
strange things that believers did in the
expectation of an imminent return of
this person who had resurrected and
supposedly gone up to heaven. Things
like selling assets and pooling their
assets, and acting as if: ‘who needed to
hold assets since Jesus was coming back
any moment now?’ They were eagerly
awaiting his return. It has been eagerly
awaited ever since.
Returning to the resurrection
ladies and gentlemen, no one claims
to have seen the dead body actually
come back to life and start to do
the things attributed to it. That’s
an important point. You are asked
tonight to infer that resurrection from
other circumstances. Circumstances
such as a body that disappeared.

Secondly, appearances of a person who
Tonight, you’ll be asked to consider
was initially not recognised as Jesus a number of things to reach your
initially not recognised on a number of
decision, primarily the quality of the
occasions, but was eventually taken to be evidence. Secondly, the nature of
Jesus by these followers.
the assertions that are being made in
You’ll hear, ladies and gentlemen, that that evidence. Thirdly, whether those
there are problems with the evidentiary
assertions are compelling compared to
status of these stories. In legal terms,
the alternatives.
and my friend has conceded, there is a
Now, the evidence relied on by the
hearsay problem, but I say it’s a major
pro-resurrection case is not first rate.
hearsay problem with almost all of the
Almost all of it is hearsay. In other
pro-resurrection evidence that will be
words, the writer is repeating what
referred to tonight. An important part
some other person has told them. The
of our case, ladies and gentlemen, is that further problem is that the writer is
assuming the events actually happened,
repeating something that he heard
assuming the ancient texts that my
from somebody else a long time after
friend will refer to, assuming that what
the event that is referred to. We’ve got
they say did happen, so putting aside
two problems. We’ve got a directness
all authenticity problems and veracity
problem and we’ve got a delay problem.
problems, on the assumption that
In modern courts, these things both
they did happen, the
detract very much
resurrection is not the
from the reliability
Assuming the events of the evidence.
only explanation for
what we read there.
actually happened, the Don’t forget that
We, ladies
reliability is a
resurrection is not the
and gentlemen,
different concept
only explanation for
have alternative
from honesty. You
explanations to offer
can have honest
what we read there.
you. Our alternatives
witnesses who have
do not require the laws
done their best, but
of nature to be turned off temporarily.
they are not reliable for various other
My learned friend will ask you to reject
reasons like delay and getting something
all of our natural alternatives in favour
second hand or even third or fourth
of his supernatural conclusion.
hand.
You may think that the alternatives
These matters detract from the
we’ll refer to are strange and unlikely
reliability of evidence.
and I’m inclined to agree. However,
The tiny amount of eyewitness
none of them is as unlikely as the idea
evidence that you can find in my
that my learned friend will ask you to
friend’s evidence, such as a little snippet
accept.
in John where he says, “I saw this
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myself,” was written from memory
decades after the events. That’s another
problem even for the direct evidence. In
a criminal trial, ladies and gentlemen,
the jury is asked to accept what the
prosecution says and convict the person.
I mention criminal trial because mostly
juries are in criminal trials. If you find
yourself serving on a jury in this state,
outside of a hypothetical performance
like this, you will probably be deciding
allegations by a prosecution case against
a person, and the prosecution will be
asking you to convict that person. That
is a very serious matter. Tonight, your
task is also serious. You are asked to say
yes to the pro-resurrection case.
It is not enough for you to accept
that the pro-resurrection case could be
possible. It must be compelling to you.
You must put aside your preconceptions
if you have any, including the idea that
the resurrection is an uplifting and
comforting story that could bring joy to
mankind if mankind believed it.
In a real jury trial, people should
not be convicted if the allegations
against them are too hard to believe
or when there is a viable alternative
explanation. That’s what’s behind the
phrase you’ve probably heard about
– “a reasonable doubt”. A person
should not be convicted by a jury if
the allegations against that person are
too hard to believe or when there’s a
viable alternative explanation. You’ll
hear tonight that in relation to the
pro-resurrection case, both of those
characteristics are present. We have
allegations that can only be described
as incredible and supernatural.
Secondly, you’ll have from us alternative
explanations which were entirely
natural. I thank you for your attention.
Thank you, Your Honour.

THE CROSS-EXAMINATION
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Hadley: Professor, you have expressed
the opinion that each gospel writer
came to what you called a “full and
tested judgment.” Do you remember

saying that?
Prof Judge: Say it again, please?
Hadley: You said that, in your
opinion, each gospel writer came to
quote “a full and tested judgment of
the material they wrote”. Now, taking
Luke, for example, he did not witness
any of the things he wrote about
personally. Did he? [No] He introduces
his gospel in a manner of a would-be
historian and effectively claimed to
have done the best he could do to put
down what the stories are. Yes?
Prof Judge: Yes. Yet it is more subtle
than that.
Hadley: So how are we able to see how
Luke tested the material he had and
came to what you call a full and tested
judgment?
Prof Judge: An important thesis was
written in Britain and you’ll think me
immodest, but it was said in reaction
to a lecture I gave once in Oxford. The
author of this thesis concentrated on
the first four verses of Luke’s gospel
and gave an elaborate answer to your
questions which is published.
Hadley: So you’re satisfied by Luke’s
claim of his own achievement in effect.
Prof Judge: Well, he sets out very
carefully. With respect, sir, if you look
carefully at the sentences in the first
four verses, they’re extraordinarily,
skillfully conducted. It’s not just a
general statement, the wording, the
technical terms, and so on. The result
of the thesis that was written on that
is to demonstrate philologically that
the first four verses of Luke’s gospel
are done in the professional manner
of technical literature of the time,
not in the traditional manner of a
classical history. A classical history
in the Greco-Roman culture was not
concerned with ultimate validation
of anything. What it was concerned
with was, of course, to use testimony.
That was essential but to use it in a
constructive way to achieve an ethical
purpose ... There were established
rhetorical styles at which what we
would call historical information
should be presented to be persuasive.
When people nowadays, for example,
ask us - which professional historians
hate - to tell us the lessons of history,

“Are we falling like the Roman Empire
fell?” No historian will answer that
kind of question because it arises from
a false view of the course of history,
namely …
Hadley: Professor, whatever label you
give to Luke or what he was trying to
achieve as an historian or something
else, it’s true isn’t it that he hasn’t given
us any specific information about
his sources, his direct sources, or his
hearsay sources?
Prof Judge: The technical terms used
clearly pinpoint that he is writing a
technical introduction to a scientific
study.
Hadley: He doesn’t give us names of
anyone, does he, Professor?
Prof Judge: No. It’s the terminology.
Hadley: We’re invited to trust him, in
effect.
Prof Judge: No. You need to trust the
philological analysis that has been done
on that and which is internationally
accepted.
Hadley: Turning to the subject of the
empty tomb, each gospel writer refers
to the tomb being found empty. Don’t
they?
Prof Judge: The only detail that is, I
think, common to them all is that the
stone was rolled away.
Hadley: Matthew’s account is
somewhat different from the others,
isn’t it?
Prof Judge: Yes. The accounts differ in
interesting ways.
Hadley: He describes an earthquake,
thunder, and the stone rolling open.
[Yes] Although, he certainly didn’t see it
himself, did he?
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Prof Judge: No.
Hadley: Does it bother you that
Matthew was the only one to report
this Donner and Blitzen phenomenon?
Prof Judge: Not in the slightest. Not
at all.
Hadley: I think you said that there
was no filling out by any of these
gospel writers. Doesn’t it sound like
filling out to you?
Prof Judge: It’s the detail, the
colourful language, and that kind of
thing will be something that has come
down to him in the discussion and
debate as the witness of the women was
assessed.
Hadley: When you say discussion
and debate, aren’t we back to the
same problem as with Luke that
what he’s done is to assess competing
anecdotes or … Some competing,
some consistent, but you said that
he’s weighed things up, but they’re all
anecdotes that he’s looking at. Isn’t that
a problem?
Prof Judge: No. There are specific
testimonies going back to individuals
who were identified, who claimed
they had seen these things. It is a basic
appeal to the sense, the sense data, to
… They have seen with their eyes what
they report and no more. They may
report it in picturesque language.
Hadley: Well, Matthew says tomb
closed, thunder, lightning. Door rolls
open. The others say that the tomb
was found with the door open and the
body gone. That’s true, isn’t it? That’s a
fair summary.
Prof Judge: Yes.
Hadley: Now, dealing with the other
three apart from Matthew, what they
describe, tomb found, door open, body
gone, that’s just as if some people had
opened the tomb and taken the body,
isn’t it?
Prof Judge: Oh, there is half a dozen
explanations which one could use as to
what might have happened. It might
never have been put there in the first
place or certain suggestions have been
made.
Hadley: But you agree with my
specific suggestion that it looked just
as it would look like if the tomb had
been opened and robbed by people, in

other things that you can say about
a very worldly manner, a very natural
it, there are other possible ways that
manner?
that doesn’t get you anywhere because
Prof Judge: There are all sorts of
if you don’t get any accumulated
apparently plausible explanations, but
historiographical judgment in all the
these explanations have been around
for 2000 years. They had been debated, debates that have gone on other than
criticised, and not one of them has ever that it’s congruent with the appearance
of Jesus still alive.
found strong support in a widespread
Hadley: Two obvious possibilities to a
way as an obvious explanation of what
well-balanced observer of the situation
happened.
that the ladies found are these, I
Hadley: Is that you agreeing with my
suggest. Firstly, it’s possible that Joseph
proposition that the tomb looks the
way it would have looked if it had been as the owner of the tomb had legally
opened it and moved
opened by people?
the body. You’d agree
Prof Judge: Oh, I’m
It looked just as
that’s one possibility?
not objecting to that,
Prof Judge: Oh,
but I am saying that
it would if the tomb
yes. I’m willing to
the … I’m losing my
had been opened and agree with lots of
point of it, but ask
me another question.
robbed by people in a possibilities, but …
Hadley: I’d like you
Hadley: All right.
very natural way.
to do so briefly if you
Yes.
can, so “yes” will be
Justice Martin: You
sufficient. And the second possibility
accept or reject the hypothesis of grave
is that others have illegally opened that
robbing or something of that kind?
tomb and robbed it, which would have
Prof Judge: Oh, no. I don’t accept
been a very serious offence. I think it
that.
was a capital offence, wasn’t it?
Hadley: I didn’t put it that way. With
Prof Judge: Yes.
respect, Your Honour.
Hadley: Now, don’t you agree that
Justice Martin: Perhaps you would
there is no historical indication of any
like to put it, Mr Hadley.
inquiry into that significant problem?
Hadley: I’ll summarise it. The ladies
Prof Judge: Well, yes, but I’m
found the tomb with the door opened
not surprised that there’s been no
and the body gone, and I’m saying
that’s just the way it would have looked indication.
Hadley: Joseph is only mentioned
if people had opened it as opposed to
in the Bible, correct me if I’m wrong,
supernatural forces.
Prof Judge: This is one of half a dozen when he takes the body from Pilate
and puts it in Joseph’s tomb. He’s
and more such explanations which
not mentioned before or since that
could be offered. My point really is
incident, is he?
that the intense debate since antiquity,
Prof Judge: I understand not.
these things aren’t new debates they’ve
Hadley: Not in the bible nor in any
been going on for 2000 years. On
secular source either is he mentioned?
purely historiographical grounds, the
quality that is modern historiographical Prof Judge: Not that I know of. No.
Hadley: Matthew mentions a rumour,
ground, there’s a great work on this
doesn’t he, started by the Jews, that
being published in the …
some disciples took the body? Do you
Hadley: It’s a very long answer to
remember that?
a specific question, with respect
Prof Judge: Yes.
Professor.
Hadley: If so, those disciples could
Prof Judge: Yes.
have been prosecuted with a serious
Hadley: Don’t you agree with what
offence. [Yes.] And in Acts, it mentions
I’m saying? It looks the way it would
the disciples being charged with various
have looked if people had opened the
other offences. Doesn’t it?
door and taken the body out.
Prof Judge: Yes.
Prof Judge: Yes, but for half a dozen
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Hadley: But there’s no mention
anywhere of anyone being charged with
robbing the tomb or of anybody even
inquiring of Joseph whether he might
have been the one who opened it up.
Prof Judge: Yes.
Hadley: If the tomb had been found
empty in the way described by the
ladies, how do you explain the lack of
interest by people who should have
been very interested in that strange
situation? It was either of serious civil
crime or Joseph had taken it for some
reason. In which case, Jesus’ followers
would love to know where the body
was; or some other possibility. Why
is there no indication, as a matter of
history, of any investigation?
Prof Judge: Well, that itself shows
that either nobody either thought it
was of any consequence or if they did,
they hadn’t any explanation to offer.
Now, we know that the Jerusalem
authorities according to the Book of
Acts took strenuous efforts to stop the
preaching of the gospel, which would,
of course, have centred on the claim
that the tomb was empty. Yet, there’s
no suggestion there, admittedly in the
Christian source, there’s no suggestion
there that the matter was being argued
as to whether it was empty. I just
assume and frankly, I think that in the
technical literature, that what everybody
assumes is that there was no convincing
explanation or way of finding out
what if anything else was relevant. The
general conclusion historiographically
is that the most plausible explanation is
the one we’ve got.
Hadley: You assume that Joseph was,
for example, questioned but nobody
has recorded that fact? Is that what you
assume?
Prof Judge: No. I don’t necessarily
assume that. No.
Hadley: I think I’ve only got five
minutes left which is perhaps enough
time to ask you some questions about
Paul and his reference to the 500,
which my learned friend referred to in

his opening address. Paul refers to Jesus an accumulated staged verification of
something which culminates in his
appearing to 500 people, but Paul was
own experience because he himself
certainly not there at the time. This is
puts himself in that sequence using the
another event, isn’t it Professor, that
same verb, which you can translate in
Paul passes on something he received?
different ways but was “manifested” or
Prof Judge: That’s right.
“seen” if you like Hadley: Paul does not say who told
[horao] for
him, does he?
those who know Greek. He himself is
Prof Judge: No.
the last in the series. Now, as you may
Hadley: He doesn’t name any of the
know what happened to him …
500 people.
Hadley: We’re talking about the
Prof Judge: No.
500. He doesn’t give the reader any
Hadley: He does claim that most
guidance as to who they are, but he
of them were still alive. You’d agree,
gives this implied invitation that they
wouldn’t you, that
can come down and
commentators have
start investigating.
An appearance to
taken that reference
Meanwhile, there’s no
as an invitation
indication, is there,
500 people of a risen
for readers to
that any of those 500
Jesus would have come people write anything
check the veracity
of what Paul is
about that incident to
to the attention of the
saying?
anybody else?
Jewish authorities.
Prof Judge: Yes.
Prof Judge: It would
Well, Paul himself
be assumed that the
considered it as a weighty point. That’s
numerous previous studies and sources
why he says it.
of information are referred to in the
Hadley: But he is writing to believers
third gospel and that the end of the
in Corinth, isn’t he? Wouldn’t you say,
fourth will include some of those
Professor, that he would expect these
people. That would be what I would
believers to take his word for it for
assume.
starters? But if they don’t, Professor?
Hadley: I suggest to you that this
Is he saying, “Well, you can travel
hearsay account from Paul is the only
down from Corinth to wherever this
reference in the Bible to the appearance
happened” - which he doesn’t state? Is
to 500 people.
that how we are supposed to read it?
Prof Judge: Yes.
Well, isn’t that the case? He’s saying
Hadley: And if that had happened,
in effect, “If you want to check this,
it would surely have come to the
you can come from Corinth to down
attention of at least the Jewish
here and start to try and find these
authorities, if not the Roman
500 people. I’m not telling you who
authorities: an appearance to 500
they are. I’m not telling you where it
people in one instance. Don’t you
happened.”
agree?
Prof Judge: No. I presume he knows
Prof Judge: Yes.
it came secondhand, obviously, that
Hadley: You would…
that’s the case. There was this mass
Justice Martin: Sorry. I think the
appearance and that a large number
Professor wants to amplify his answer.
of people claimed to have seen it
Hadley: You said yes and then …
and that some of them are still alive.
Prof Judge: I’m sorry.
Presumably, there would have been an
Justice Martin: Do you want to add
intense argument that …
something?
Hadley: Isn’t the invitation somewhat
Prof Judge: Yes. I’d like to just say that
idle, as if these people would seriously
I’m not quite sure where the question is
travel all that way when he’s given them leading, but what it leads me to think
next to no information It’s a rhetorical
is that it all arises because plainly, the
device, isn’t it?
Jewish authorities were not themselves
Prof Judge: No. He’s trying to give
dealing with where the body is. I mean
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the matter could have been settled if a
body could have been produced or if a
watertight account of where has it gone
could be given. Apparently, that was
not possible.
Hadley: Well, my proposition to you
was that an appearance to 500 people
of a risen Jesus would have come to the
attention of the Jewish authorities, but
there’s no indication of any reports or
investigations about that, is there?
Prof Judge: No. Nor would we expect
that. The sources which we have are all
Christians, as you say.
Hadley: Well, I suggest that if it had
come to the attention of the Romans
that a person they had crucified was
walking the earth, that would have
warranted a mention somewhere and
it would be referred to somewhere. It
would be reported to Tiberius surely?
Prof Judge: No, not at all. That’s not
how the Roman government worked.
Hadley: There’s no indication of any
such report.
Prof Judge: No. A Roman governor
had no obligation whatsoever to follow
up things like that. No problem.
Hadley: There’s no indication of even
any internal investigation?
Prof Judge: No, of course not. I mean,
the Roman governor was completely
sovereign in such matters.
Hadley: In Acts, there is a reference
to how many disciples there were at a
time slightly after this alleged event,
isn’t there? I think the number is 150
or is it?

Prof Judge: I’ve forgotten the number.
Hadley: One hundred and twenty.
Something like that. One hundred and
something. Can you recall it?
Prof Judge: No. I’ve forgotten the
number.
Hadley: I suggest that if Jesus had
appeared to 500 people, if later on they
were only 150 disciples, then it seems
that at least 350 of the 500 were not
convinced on that occasion.
Prof Judge: No. I wouldn’t conclude
that.
Hadley: Either that, I suggest or
a figure of 500 looks like a large
exaggeration on Paul’s part.
Prof Judge: It’s a general figure, yes.
Hadley: A general figure.
Prof Judge: I didn’t say exaggeration.
Hadley: Yes. Thank you, Professor. My
time is up, Your Honour.

THE CLOSING ADDRESS

Ladies and gentlemen, you may be
wondering: ‘why are these skeptics being
so mean about something which lots of
people believe was the best thing that
ever happened to humanity?’ The answer
is: because the people who organised
this event have asked you to put aside all
preconceptions and approach the issue
afresh. The hypothetical is that the proresurrection people have to satisfy you
that their allegation is true. They have to
satisfy you that their story is true. They
have to satisfy you as if the consequences
of your saying “yes” are the same as
finding a person guilty in court.

Just imagine that. If you were in court
deciding a case of murder you would be
very focused on that task. We have a few
hundred murder cases in Australia each
year. On the other hand the allegations
advanced by my learned friend tonight
are unprecedented and unique in the
history of the world. And yet, you are
asked to accept that they occurred. It’s
a much bigger ask than asking you to
convict someone of committing murder.
You, therefore, ladies and gentlemen,
need very persuasive evidence to get
such allegations to first base even before
you consider reasonable doubts.
The quality of the evidence relied
on by the pro-resurrection people is
disconcerting. Quick summary: Mark is
all hearsay. It was written by a believer,
not a disinterested investigator. By
disinterested I mean unbiased. Luke is
also all hearsay and it was also written
by a believer. Neither Mark nor Luke
disclosed any of their sources and the
scholars are still guessing at who they
spoke to. There’s an implication that
they had good sources but we have to
trust them. There is no indication of any
access by either of them to documents
that were created at the time of the
events that occurred.
And you’ll see people compare Jesus
to Alexander the Great. Alexander the
Great had someone walking around
with him every day writing down what
occurred and that material was put into
libraries and was available for use by
other people later on.
There’s no equivalent of that kind of
material in the case of Jesus and there’s
no suggestion that Mark or Luke had
access to anything like that.
What Mark and Luke have done is
they’ve gathered together reminiscences
from unidentified people and then
the authors have written those out.
Matthew is mostly hearsay. He is too
fond of embellishments to be reliable on
anything that could be direct evidence.
He’s the one who tells the story about
bodies coming or souls coming out of
the grave at the time of Jesus’ death,
something that no other person
corroborates or refers to.
Now John says that he saw the tomb
after others had found it empty. But
27
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is there a decisive and unprompted
identification of the new person with
the old Jesus.
Continued...
This supposed risen Jesus is not
quickly recognised as you’d expect.
There is nothing approaching medical
he saw it in exactly the way it would
evidence that matches this new person
have looked if it had been opened
with the old person. It’s passing strange
and emptied by humans, either grave
that it took these people so long to
robbers or by Joseph of Arimathea
come to the view - even the word
removing the body. That alternative,
“recognise” is a generous word - to
by the way, of Joseph doing that on the
come to the view that this new person
first night, cannot be disregarded. You
was linked to the old body. There is, on
might think it’s surprising. You might
one view, not even persuasive medical
say, “Why would he do that?” But it
evidence that the original Jesus was
is far more likely than being asked to
definitely dead, but that’s opening up
accept that a miracle occurred; that
a big issue. We don’t need to dwell on
the body moved through the wall of a
that.
closed tomb.
What about Paul?
The idea that
He receives and repeats
Joseph would not
Even if you got
these stories. He
have done it because
through a locked
appears to add his own
it was the Sabbath
that night and he was
door, well, magicians little embellishment
about the 500 and you
a Jew and it would
do more impressive
heard some questions
be breaking the rules,
about that. You can
well, has no one
things all the time.
think about that for
ever in the history
yourself. Paul does
of the world broken
not add any facts about
the rules of the Jewish
the matters we are
Sabbath? Or could he
considering tonight.
not have said to some
He repeats them
non-Jews, “Boys,
and then he starts
let’s move the
adding his own
body.” The point is
opinions and moral
he had nothing to
pronouncements and
worry about if he
on it goes from there.
was caught and he
All of that does not
certainly had time to
add up to a clear and
do it. That possibility
persuasive picture.
should not be so blithely
Now, what about the conduct
disregarded as my friend has
of the disciples? That they supposedly
done.
changed? There are explanations for
Getting back to the evidence, John’s
that. There could have been a reluctance
descriptions of the risen Jesus involve
to believe that the whole thing was
commonplace events like fishing or
suddenly all over, when everything had
events that are no more unusual than
looked so good a few weeks earlier.
what magicians are pulling off in Vegas
They could obviously have been in a
every day, and I am talking about
very emotional state, grief stricken and
coming through the doors. I suggest it’s
ambiguous as to whether the doors were shattered.
Most persuasively for me, there was
shut or actually locked and if they were
a conviction that Jesus could come at
locked, how could they be unlocked.
any time, like the thief in the night as
Even if you got through a locked door,
per the metaphor that he had referred
well, magicians do more impressive
to. They believed he could come back
things than that all the time.
at any time so therefore there was this
Nowhere in the gospel evidence
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idea: ‘Be ready, have faith, believe these
stories’.
Moving to the reasonable doubts.
You may think that some of the
alternative explanations that we’ve
referred to very, very briefly in the time
we’ve had available are unusual and hard
to believe.
Some of them are. But accepting
any one of them is more responsible
than doing what the pro-resurrection
people ask you to do. What they ask
you to do, ladies and gentlemen, is to
say ‘don’t worry about the lack of direct
evidence such as you might have in a
murder trial. Don’t worry about the lack
of direct evidence. Say yes, because we
promise that a miracle happened.’
Now, you might be wondering has
anyone ever been convicted in a court
because of an alleged miracle. I thought
about this. I think the answer is “yes”.
It happened quite a lot. The people
convicted were called witches. Witches
were accused of misusing supernatural
powers with miraculous results. And
the people who prosecuted those
people, those accused - mostly religious
authorities - the prosecution relied on
the occurrence of those miracles and
they asked the judges (or if they had
juries) to accept that the miracles had
occurred. The witches had misused their
supernatural powers; therefore they
should be convicted, and usually that
meant execution.
I say to you, ladies and gentlemen,
don’t fall for that one from these people
when you consider your verdict. Think
about it and say “no”.
Thank you.

.

Postscript: The attendees had some days
to make their assessment. Based on 50
votes received after that time, 74 per cent
of the jury voted for the resurrection, and
26 per cent against.
About the author:

Martin Hadley is a
barrister and treasurer of
Australian Skeptics Inc and
the Australian Skeptics
Science & Education
Foundation.
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Rush
to JudgementII
Tim Mendham looks at media reaction
to claims of Vegemite and alcohol.

N

ews broke in August that the
Australian yeast spread Vegemite
might become subject to sale restrictions
due to the fact that residents in some
distant Northern Territory ‘dry
communities’ are using the iconic
condiment to brew alcohol
at home.
Suggestions that sales of
the humble paste should
be limited in some remote
communities were quickly
re-reported, particularly
following a comment by
the Federal Minister for
Indigenous Affairs, Nigel
Scullion, that the problem
was a “precursor to misery”.
There are many versions
of the same story, with many
referencing the same quote
from then Prime Minister
Tony Abbott: “This is a deregulatory
Government and the last thing I want to
do is to have a Vegemite watch.”
The story was published around the
globe with items on the BBC, The Times
of India, America’s National Public Radio
and the South China Morning Post, not
to mention home-grown outlets in TV,
radio and the print press.
This story is complete bunk, though.
Firstly, is it actually possible to make
Vegemite from alcohol?
Yeasts, a class of microscopic singlecell fungi, are capable of converting
sugar into carbon dioxide and alcohol via
the biological process of fermentation.
All alcoholic beverages contain ethanol
that’s been produced with the help of
yeast, typically the species Saccharomyces
cerevisiae.
Because yeast uses sugars such as
glucose, fructose, and others as nutrition,
the resulting alcohol is simply metabolic
waste, a by-product of the cell division

process. Carbon dioxide is the other byproduct, and humans have found that
useful, too – in bread making. Thus,
if you have access to some yeast and
sugar (and other ingredients), it’s quite
possible to create a home brew if you
know what you’re doing.
So, can Vegemite be this
source of yeast?
Highly unlikely.
Vegemite – and its British
relative Marmite, along with
various other brands – is a
yeast extract product. The
spread has a strong umami
flavour thanks to the presence
of glutamic acid, which is
released when the yeast cells
break down in a process called
autolysis, or self-digestion. It
means that the yeast has died,
released digestive enzymes,
and these enzymes have turned the cell
contents into simpler compounds, such
as the aforementioned glutamic acid.
Once the cell walls are removed via
centrifuging, and the whole mixture has
been concentrated and flavoured with
salt and some secret ingredients, you
have yourself an emotionally divisive
sandwich spread. Yes, it is made out of
spent brewer’s yeast, but the relation
to alcohol ends there – if anything,
Vegemite (and all other yeast extracts)
is what happens after alcohol has been
made; it’s well known as a by-product of
the beer brewing industry.
In short, the yeast in Vegemite is
dead as doornails and broken down into
what’s not even a vague semblance of
the original fungus. If the yeast is dead,
there is no way it can produce alcohol.
Because it’s dead. Unless live yeast was
added back into Vegemite, and that
yeast somehow magically survived the
high-salt environment, the sandwich

spread almost certainly can’t metabolise
sugar.
So why are people claiming it was
used for making alcohol?
The only connection may be that for
making home brew you may also need
‘yeast nutrient’, and that’s where yeast
extract comes in, according to some
connoisseur forums. Some people who
are trying to make alcohol at home
may have been misled into thinking
Vegemite would work as yeast.
Because there are plenty of yeast
species just kicking about in our
environment, it could be possible to
make some sort of vicious alcoholic
drink by trying to brew whatever you
have at hand, but it is generally advised
against as you can’t control what kind of
alcohol you will end up with.
But it’s not the first time such a myth
involving yeast extract products has
surfaced, with stories as far back as 2007
claiming that alcohol was being brewed
from Vegemite in prisons.
Not all media fell for the story,
however. The National Indigenous TV
network (NITV) debunked it from the
beginning, as did a number of others,
and several like the ABC and SBS
printed corrections when the real story
from the real experts became known.
Why media outlets run such stories,
with many not bothering to check the
‘true facts’, is an issue that plagues media
commentators, like the ABC Media
Watch, on a regular basis. But it has
happened before, and it will no doubt
happen again.

.

This article draws on material froma blogpost
by Signe Dean, http://nevertoocurious.com/
About the author:

Tim Mendham is executive officer and editor for Aust
Skeptics Inc
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Ian Bryce looks at the
accuracy of classic ‘science’
as presented in holy texts.

T

30

his paper examines the question,
how much science does the
original Islam contain?
I have debated and discussed the issue
of science in religion with several groups.
In particular I have addressed students
at several universities, with presentations
along these lines. Sometimes my
presentation is pitched like a university
lecture, a format which the students are
familiar with.
Why is science in Islam important?
The students are studying, or planning
to study, at an Australian university.
They need to gain much knowledge
about the real world, be it in physics,
chemistry, medicine, engineering,
geology etc. They will acquire skills to
enable them to do wonderful things,
such as design an aeroplane, treat disease,
or design an industrial process.
However, all religions (to a greater or
lesser extent) derive from a creed which
is potentially in conflict with knowledge
of the real world. Each founder made
claims and produced holy books based
on what he thought would increase
his influence at the time. Some creeds
(Islam in particular) demands that the
original teachings not be questioned –
under pain of death. In contrast, the
material now taught at schools and
universities has developed over centuries

of questioning. Students who are stuck in
medieval belief systems will be at a great
disadvantage. Hence the importance of
the relation between science and Islam.
In the following specific examples,
reference is made to the Quran
(sura:verse), which is claimed to be the
exact words of Mohammad, as written
down at the time. Reference is also
made to the Hadiths, which are also
claimed to be the words of Mohammad
but recorded at a later date. As in the
original debate, I have included some
material from Christian sources (old
and new testaments) and from Judaism
(the Torah or first five books of the Old
Testament).

PALAEONTOLOGY
AND THE ORIGIN OF MANKIND

Islam says: “[Your lord] created man,
out of a mere clot of congealed blood.”
Quran 96: 2
Christianity and Judaism say: “Then
the Lord God formed the man of dust
from the ground and breathed into his
nostrils … and the man became a living
creature.” Genesis 2:7
Science says: The human species
evolved from more primitive creatures.
No supernatural involvement occurred.
Fundamentalists will not be able to
effectively learn the origins of mankind.

MEDICINE

Islam says: [Mohammad narrated]: “…
suddenly someone came to me and cut
my body open … from [my] throat to
[my] pubic area … He then took out
my heart … My heart was washed, and
was filled [with Belief from a golden
tray], and then my heart was returned
to its original place.” Hadith Volume 5,
Book 58, Number 227.
Science says: The heart is for pumping
blood, not holding beliefs. Thinking
occurs in the brain. Surgery requires
many procedures and precautions which
were not known in the seventh century.

REPRODUCTION

Christianity says: A woman was made
pregnant by a ghost: “And the angel
answered and said unto her, The Holy
Ghost shall come upon thee, that holy
thing which shall be born of thee shall
be called the Son of God.” Luke 1:35
KJV
Islam says: “Each time we sleep with a
Houri we find her virgin. Besides, the
penis of the Elected never softens.” AlItqan fi Ulum al-Qur’an, p. 351, Quran
56:36.
Science says: Human reproduction is
commenced by the fertilising of an egg
by a sperm. Two sources of DNA are
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required. Study of reproductive science
will be denied to strict believers.

AFTERLIVES

Islam says: … a sensual Paradise where
believing men are rewarded by being
wed to 72 virgins (houris) with “full
grown”, “swelling” or “pears-shaped”
breasts. Hadith 2687, Quran 56:37.
Christianity says: “If your hand causes
you to sin, cut it off. It is better for you
to enter into life maimed, rather than
having two hands, to go to hell, into
the fire that shall never be quenched.”
Mark 9:43.
Hindu says: … the soul similarly passes
into another body at death. A sober
person is not bewildered by such a
change. Bhagavad Gita text 13.
Science says: The mind is a function of
the brain. It is entirely dependent on
physical life-support systems. Evolution
would not have provided such a costly
organ as the brain if sentience were
possible without it. When the body
dies, the mind stops. Afterlives are out.

two great lights; the greater light to rule
the day …”. Genesis 1:16.
Science says: The origins of the
galaxy, the solar system, and the earth
have been well established. Such
creation myths lead to mistrust and
miscomprehension of science.

that ye may keep the commandments
of the LORD your God which I
command you.” Deuteronomy 4:2.
Science says: Without the questioning
of beliefs, we would be locked in the
Dark Ages, and without civilisation.

AEROSPACE

All fields of study and research
require a process of gathering evidence
and analysing the data. Science-based
studies in particular (but all fields
of research to some extent) involve
forming hypotheses (theories) and
then testing them against the data. All
ideas need to be tested before they can
be accepted.
If a student accepted some
statement without testing, such as
water being an indivisible element,
then the whole process would break
down. They could not gain knowledge,
become a professional, or contribute
to society. Therefore, any idea that a
belief system is not to be questioned,
must be overturned.
Many religious texts are in this class.
The Koran, in particular, says itself and
the other teachings of Mohammad
cannot be questioned. The current
doctrine continues this ban. If a
student is locked into this, their efforts
at school and university will be greatly
hampered.

Christianity says: “As I looked,
behold, a stormy wind came out of
the north, and a great cloud, with
brightness around it, and fire flashing
forth continually, and in the midst of
the fire, as it were gleaming metal …
when those rose from the earth, the
wheels rose along with them … I heard
the sound of their wings like the sound
of many waters, When they stood still,
they let down their wings.” Ezekiel
1:4-20
Islam says: “[Gabriel] did take His
servant for a Journey by night from
the Sacred Mosque to the farthest
Mosque …” Quran 17:1. “A white
animal which was smaller than a mule
and bigger than a donkey [buraq]
was brought to me … The animal’s
GEOLOGY
step (was so wide that it) reached the
Islam says: “Fear your Lord. Lo! The
farthest point within the reach of the
earthquake of the Hour (of Doom).”
animal’s sight. I was carried on it, and
Earthquakes are sent by Allah to
Gabriel set out with me…”. Hadith
terrorize and kill people. 22:1.
Abbas bin Malik.
Christianity says: “And,
Science says:
behold, I, even I, do bring
All religions derive
Aeroplanes are
a flood of waters upon the
held up by lift
earth, to destroy all flesh,
from a creed which is
derived from
wherein is the breath of
potentially in conflict
wings moving
life, from under heaven;
and everything that is in
with knowledge of the through air.
Rockets are
the earth shall die.”
real world.
propelled by
Genesis 6:17.
expelling a jet of
Science says: Natural
gas from their engine. If you believe the
disasters yes, acts of God no. Students
religious texts, you will be unable to
of geology and meteorology (not to
grasp engineering.
mention ethics) will be handicapped if
tied to ancient myths.

“

”

ASTRONOMY AND CREATION

Islam says: “The heavens and the earth
were of one piece, then We parted
them.” 21:30. “Who hath created seven
heavens ... Canst thou see any rifts?
[Allah asks Mohammad to examine the
sky to see if it has any cracks.]” 67:3.
Christianity says: “And God said, Let
there be light: and there was light.”
Genesis 1:3. Later: “And God made

QUESTIONING

Islam says: “O you who believe! Do
not put questions about things which
if declared to you may trouble you.”
UoV Quran 5.101. “He (God) cannot
be questioned concerning what He
does and they (everyone else) shall be
questioned.” UoV Quran 21.23.
Christianity says: “Ye shall not add
unto the word which I command you,
neither shall ye diminish ought from it,

CONCLUSION

.
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Pseudomedicine

Bad Medicine
Tim Harding looks at traditional Chinese medicine poor for science, bad for animals.

O

ne of the distinguishing features
of traditional Chinese culture has
been the unusually high value placed
on rare animal and plant products - the
rarer they are, the more valuable they
are. This high value applies to both
formal dining and Traditional Chinese
Medicine (TCM). By definition,
endangered species are extremely rare. In
western cultures (and increasingly so in
modern China) endangered species are
more highly valued alive than dead. The
demand for rare TCM ingredients has
become one of the major threats to the
survival of endangered species such as
rhinoceroses, tigers, Saiga antelopes, and
seahorses.
TCM covers a broad range of claimed
health treatments sharing common
concepts that have been developed in
China from traditions more than 2000
years old. It includes various forms of
herbal remedies, acupuncture, massage,
exercise and dietary practices. It is widely
used in China, and also in the West as a
variety of so-called alternative medicine.
Not only is TCM a threat to
endangered species, but there is also
a dearth of evidence for its efficacy. A
Nature editorial has described TCM as
“fraught with pseudoscience”, and said
that the most obvious reason why it
hasn’t delivered many cures is that the
majority of its treatments have no logical
mechanism of action. Worse still, some
TCM ingredients have been shown to be
dangerously toxic to humans and other
mammals.

in China are run
by the government,
practising scientific
or what we would
describe as western
medicine. TCM
is administered in
private clinics, run
by practitioners
who generally do
not have a western
medical education.
In the past, TCM
practitioners learned
their trade from their
parents (mostly from their fathers), but
more recently they have been studying
TCM at universities in modern China.
TCM holds that the body’s vital
energy (chi or qi) circulates through
channels, called meridians that have
branches connected to bodily organs
and functions. Concepts of the body
and of disease used in TCM reflect its
origins in pre-scientific culture, similar
to the theory of the four humours dating
Figure 1: Five Elements Cycle

WHAT IS TCM?
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It is important to distinguish TCM
from mainstream medicine as practised
in China. Most hospitals and clinics

generates

overcomes

from Hippokrates in ancient Greece.
The idea of vital energy or vitalism is
similar to that of the ancient Roman
surgeon Galen, and which endures
in naturopathy and other varieties
of western quackery today. These
similarities are most likely a coincidence,
as there is no historical record of
communication between China and
ancient Greece or Rome.
The underlying philosophy of
TCM is based on Yinyangism - the
combination of the concepts of Yin and
Yang with what is known as the Five
Elements theory.
Yin and yang are ancient
Chinese concepts representing two
complementary aspects that every
phenomenon in the universe can be
divided into, including the human
body. Analogies for these aspects are
the sun-facing (yang) and the shady
(yin) side of a hill, as shown in the
iconic Yin and Yang symbol. In TCM,
the upper part of the human body and
the back are assigned to yang, while the
lower part is believed to have the yin
character. Yin and yang characterisation
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also extends to the various body
functions and disease symptoms.
The Five Elements theory (also
known as Five Phases theory) presumes
that all phenomena of the universe and
nature can be broken down into five
elemental qualities – represented by
wood, fire, earth, metal and water. In
this way, lines of correspondence can be
drawn as shown in Figure 1.
Complex rules apply to the
interactions between the Five Elements.
These interactions have great influence
regarding the TCM model of the
body, which places little emphasis on
anatomical structures. Instead, TCM
is mainly concerned with various
functional entities (which regulate
digestion, breathing, aging etc). While
health is perceived as harmonious
interaction of these entities and the
outside world, disease is interpreted
as a disharmony in such interactions.
TCM diagnosis aims to link disease
symptoms to patterns of underlying
disharmony, such as measuring the
pulse, inspecting the tongue, skin, and
eyes, and examining the eating and
sleeping habits of the patient.
Traditional Chinese herbal remedies
account for the majority of treatments
in TCM. They also comprise the
aspects of TCM that are of most threat
to endangered species. However,
the term “herbal remedy” is a bit
misleading in the sense that, while
plant elements are by far the most

commonly used substances, animal and
mineral products are also utilised.

HISTORY OF TCM

Herbal remedies have been used in
China for more than 2000 years.
Among the earliest literature are lists
of prescriptions for specific ailments,
exemplified by the manuscript Recipes
for 52 Ailments, found in tombs
sealed in 168 BC at Mawangdui, an
archaeological site located at Changsha
in China’s Hunan province.
The doctrines of TCM are rooted
in ancient books such as the Yellow
Emperor’s Inner Canon from first
century BCE and the Treatise on Cold
Damage Disorders and Miscellaneous
Illnesses from the third century CE.
Written in the form of dialogues
between the legendary Yellow Emperor
and his ministers, the Inner Canon
was one of the first books in which
the doctrines of Yinyang and the
Five Elements were synthesised into
the TCM model of the body. The
subsequent Treatise on Cold Damage
Disorders focused on herbal remedies
rather than acupuncture, and was the
first medical work to integrate Yinyang
and the Five Elements with herbalism.
Succeeding generations augmented
these works, as in the Treatise on the
Nature of Medicinal Herbs, a 7thcentury CE Tang Dynasty treatise
on herbal medicine. Arguably the
most important of these later works
is the Compendium
of Materia Medica
compiled during the
Ming dynasty (1368–
1644CE) which is still
used in TCM today
for consultation and
reference.
In 1950, Chairman
Mao Zedong made a
speech in support of
This page, clockwise from
left: Tiger products, including bones for Kohowan
rheumatism; packing
seahorses; and rhino horn
in gift packs.

TCM which was influenced by political
necessity, presumably for national
unification purposes. However, we
understand that Mao did not personally
believe in TCM or use it.

EFFICACY AND SAFETY

Scientific investigation has found no
physiological or histological evidence
for traditional Chinese concepts such as
qi, meridians, and acupuncture points.
The effectiveness of Chinese herbal
medicine remains poorly researched
and documented. For most products,
efficacy and toxicity testing are based
on traditional knowledge rather than
laboratory analysis. Pharmaceutical
research has explored the potential for
creating new drugs from traditional
remedies, with few successful results.
A review of cost-effectiveness research
for TCM found that studies had low
levels of evidence, but so far have not
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shown beneficial outcomes. A 2012
Cochrane review found no difference in
decreased mortality when Chinese herbs
were used alongside Western medicine
versus Western medicine exclusively.
Dr Stephen Barrett of Quackwatch
writes: “TCM theory and practice are
not based upon the body of knowledge
related to health, disease, and health
care that has been widely accepted
by the scientific community. TCM
practitioners disagree among themselves
about how to diagnose patients and
which treatments should go with which
diagnoses. Even if they could agree, the
TCM theories are so nebulous that no
amount of scientific study will enable
TCM to offer rational care.”
TCM has been the subject of
controversy within China. In 2006,
the Chinese scholar Zhang Gongyao
triggered a national debate when he
published an article entitled “Farewell
to Traditional Chinese Medicine”,
arguing that TCM was a pseudoscience
that should be abolished in public
healthcare and academia. The Chinese
government, however, interested in the
opportunity of export revenues, has
taken the stance that TCM is a science
and has continued to encourage its
development.
Since TCM has become more
popular in the Western world, there
are increasing concerns about the
potential toxicity of many traditional
Chinese herbal remedies including
plants, animal parts and minerals. Some
of these products may contain toxic
ingredients or are contaminated with
heavy metals, such as lead, arsenic,
copper, mercury, thallium and cadmium
- constituting serious health risks.
Botanical misidentification of plants
can cause toxic reactions in humans.
These products are often imported
into western countries illegally without
government monitoring or testing, thus
increasing the safety risks.
Many adverse reactions are due
to misuse or abuse of Chinese

medicine. For instance, the misuse
of the dietary supplement Ephedra
(containing ephedrine) can lead to
adverse events including gastrointestinal
problems as well as sudden death from
cardiomyopathy. Products adulterated
with pharmaceuticals for weight loss
or erectile dysfunction are some of the
main concerns. TCM herbal remedies
have been a major cause of acute liver
failure in China.

The endangered
Saiga Antelope

THREATS TO ENDANGERED SPECIES

As mentioned earlier, TCM herbal
remedies can include animal parts as
well as plants. Some TCM textbooks
still recommend preparations
containing animal tissues, despite the
lack of evidence of their efficacy. Parts of
endangered species used as TCM herbal
remedies include rhinoceros horns, tiger
bones, Saiga antelope horns and dried
seahorses.
Poachers supply the black market
with these rare animal parts, with rhino
horns literally being worth their weight
in gold. The horns are made of keratin,
the same type of protein that makes up
hair and fingernails. They are ground
into dust and used as TCM ingredients.
In Europe and Vietnam, rhino horn
is falsely believed by some to have
aphrodisiac properties, but this belief is
not part of TCM.
As a result of this demand, the
world’s rhino population has reduced
by more than 90 per cent over the past
40 years. The International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red
List identifies one of the five modern
rhino species as recently extinct and
three as critically endangered. The
West African Rhinoceros was declared
totally extinct in November 2011.
The northern sub-species of the White
Rhinoceros is presumed extinct in the
wild, with only a few individuals left
in captivity. As of 2015, only 58-61
individuals of the Javan Rhinoceros
remain in Ujung Kulon National Park,
Java, Indonesia. The last Javan rhino in
Vietnam was reportedly killed in 2011.
There were 320 Sumatran rhinoceroses
left in 1995, and these had dwindled to
216 by 2011.
In 1993, China signed the

171-nation Convention on
International Trade in Endangered
Species (CITES) treaty and removed
rhinoceros horn from the Chinese
medicine pharmacopeia, administered
by the Ministry of Health. In 2011, the
Register of Chinese Herbal Medicine
in the United Kingdom issued a formal
statement condemning the use of
rhinoceros horn. A growing number of
TCM educators are also speaking out
against the practice. Discussions with
TCM practitioners to reduce the use of
rhino horn has met with mixed results
because some TCM practitioners still
consider it a life-saving medicine of a
better quality than its substitutes.
Tigers once ranged widely across
Asia, from Turkey in the west to the
eastern coast of Russia. Over the past
100 years, they have lost 93 per cent
of their historic range, and have been
largely eliminated from large areas of
Southeast and Eastern Asia.
In the 1940s, the Siberian tiger was
on the brink of extinction with only
about 40 animals remaining in the wild
in Russia. As a result, anti-poaching
controls were put in place by the Soviet
Union and a network of protected
zones were instituted, leading to a rise
in the population to several hundred.
Poaching again became a problem in
the 1990s, when the economy of Russia
collapsed. In 2005, there were thought
to be about 360 tigers in Russia, though
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these exhibited little genetic diversity.
However, a decade later, the Siberian
tiger census was estimated to be from
480 to 540 individuals.
The remaining six tiger subspecies
have been classified as endangered by
IUCN. The global population in the
wild is estimated to number between
3062 and 3948 individuals, down
from around 100,000 at the start of
the 20th century, of which about 2000
exist on the Indian subcontinent. Most
remaining populations occur in small
pockets isolated from each other.
Major reasons for tiger population
decline include habitat destruction,
habitat fragmentation and poaching.
Demand for tiger parts for use in
TCM has also been cited as a major
threat to tiger populations. Having
earlier rejected the Western-led
environmentalist movement, China
changed its stance in the 1980s and
became a party to the CITES treaty.
By 1993 it had banned the trade
in tiger parts, and this diminished
the use of tiger bones in traditional
Chinese medicine. Nevertheless, the
illegal trading of tiger parts in Asia has
become a major black market industry
and governmental and conservation
attempts to stop it have been ineffective
to date
The Saiga antelope is a critically
endangered species that originally
inhabited a vast area of the Eurasian
steppe zone from the foothills of the
Carpathian Mountains and Caucasus
into Dzungaria and Mongolia. They
also lived in Beringian North America
during the Pleistocene. Today, the
dominant subspecies is only found in
one location in Russia and three areas
in Kazakhstan. Fewer than 30,000 Saiga
antelopes remain, which are exported to
China for use in TCM herbal remedies.
Organized gangs illegally export the
horn of the antelopes to China for use
in TCM herbal remedies.
Demand for the horns has wiped
out the population in China, where
the Saiga antelope is a Class I
protected species, and drives poaching
and smuggling. Under the auspices
of the Convention on Migratory
Species of Wild Animals (CMS), also

ingesting seahorses. Pills are cheaper
known as the Bonn Convention, the
and more available than traditional,
Memorandum of Understanding
individually tailored prescriptions
(MoU) Concerning Conservation,
of whole seahorses, but the contents
Restoration and Sustainable Use of the
Saiga Antelope was concluded and came are harder to track. Seahorses once
had to be of a certain size and quality
into effect 24 September 2006. The
before they were accepted by TCM
Saiga’s decline being one of the fastest
practitioners and consumers. Declining
population collapses of large mammals
availability of the preferred large, pale,
recently observed, the MoU aims to
and smooth seahorses has been offset
reduce current exploitation levels and
by the shift towards prepackaged
restore the population status of these
preparations, which makes it possible
nomads of the Central Asian steppes.
for TCM merchants to sell previously
Seahorse is the name given to 54
unused, or otherwise undesirable
species of small marine fishes in the
juvenile, spiny, and dark-coloured
genus Hippocampus. ‘Hippocampus’
animals. Today, almost a third of the
comes from the Ancient Greek word
seahorses sold in China are packaged,
hippos meaning ‘horse’ and kampos
adding to the pressure on the species.
meaning ‘sea monster’.
Dried seahorse retails from
Because data is lacking on the sizes
US$600 to $3000 per kilogram, with
of the various seahorse populations,
larger, paler, and smoother animals
as well as other issues including how
commanding the
many seahorses
are dying each
highest prices.
year, how many
In terms of value
The world’s rhino
are being born,
based on weight,
population has reduced
and the number
seahorses retail
by more than 90 per cent
used for souvenirs,
for more than the
there is insufficient over the past 40 years.
price of silver and
information to
almost that of gold
assess their risk
in Asia.
of extinction, and the risk of losing
The traditional practice of using
more seahorses remains a concern.
endangered species is becoming
Some species, such as the Paradoxical
controversial within TCM. Modern
Seahorse, may already be extinct. Coral
TCM texts discuss substances derived
reefs and seagrass beds are deteriorating, from endangered species in an
reducing viable habitats for seahorses.
appendix, emphasising alternatives.
Seahorse populations are thought to
Like other varieties of quackery,
be endangered as a result of overfishing
TCM offends our sense of rationality
and habitat destruction. Despite a
by being a useless waste of time and
lack of scientific studies or clinical
money. But it is also harmful to
trials, the consumption of seahorses
humans and other species, in terms of
is widespread in traditional Chinese
diversion from effective therapies, risks
medicine, primarily in connection
of toxicity and threats to the survival of
with impotence, wheezing, nocturnal
endangered species.
enuresis, and pain, as well as labor
induction. Up to 20 million seahorses
Note: References for this article may
may be caught each year to be sold for
be found on Tim Harding’s blog at
such uses.
http://yandoo.wordpress.com/
Import and export of seahorses has
been controlled under CITES since
15 May 2004. However, Indonesia,
Japan, Norway, and South Korea have
About the author:
chosen to opt out of the trade rules
Tim Harding B.Sc. is a former
set by CITES. The problem may be
Director of Flora and Fauna,
exacerbated by the growth of pills and
in charge of protecting
capsules as the preferred method of
endangered species in Victoria.
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Tim Mendham interviews Guerrilla Skeptic
Susan Gerbic on babies, red string, evil eyes,
squiggly lines, fainting on stage, and the
buzz of doing something practical for the
skeptical movement.

S

usan Gerbic describes herself as a ‘wikipediatrician’, someone who wants
to mend the world of Wikipedia, one page at a time. The Californian
has set up a group of like-minded people called Guerrilla Skepticism on
Wikipedia, an editing team whose aim is to improve skeptical content on the
online encyclopedia.
“We do this by improving pages of our Skeptic spokespeople, providing
noteworthy citations, and removing the unsourced claims from paranormal
and pseudoscientific pages. Why? Because evidence is cool.”
While in Australia for the Australian Skeptics National Convention in
October in Brisbane, she ran workshops on editing Wiki pages and set up
the Wiki entry for the Launceston Skeptics, completing it just minutes
before this interview. But it’s not just skeptical pages that she works on.
While in Sydney, she also worked on the pages for the Hyde Park Barracks,
including adding a photo of rats that were instrumental in collecting and
unintentionally saving much memorabilia from the building.

TM: Tell me about your background.
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SG: I’m a baby photographer. I started
in 1982, and we do school photos and
portraits. I work inside a JC Penney
store in Salinas, California. For 33
years I’ve watched kids grow up - I’ve
photographed some who now have
grandchildren. That’s why I’m a fast
photographer not a high end art

photographer- let’s get this done really
quick, now next, next. I’m really high
energy. I get on the floor and roll
around with babies. I’m just a big kid.
How many babies do you photograph
naked on rugs?
None! That’s not considered hygienic
anymore; we do them in diapers now.

The youngest I’ve done was, I think,
36 hours. We specialise in people
who don’t want their picture taken –
children, people who need business
photos – people who say I really don’t
want to be here. And after five minutes
they leave and are really pleased with
their photo.
When I get out of this tour I’m
right into the Christmas season.
Most of our clientele are Spanish,
and I’ve noticed a lot of babies coming
in with a red string around their wrist.
I saw that for a while and I finally
asked one of the youngest mothers
“What the heck is this?” and she
told me what it is, and she told me
it protected them from the evil eye. I
looked at her and said, “This is the 21st
century, are you seriously saying that
a piece of red string is going to keep
your kid from getting ill or attacked
or keeping the evil eye or whatever?”
And she said, “Oh, we don’t believe in
it actually, but it keeps my mother and
my grandmother happy, and I have to
appease them. If I don’t have this string
on then my grandmother’s going to

Photo: Mal Vickers

Send for
theDoctor
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have a cow and she won’t watch the
baby and she’s going to be so stressed
out. So it’s easier just to put the string
on and that makes her happy.”
Some people really believe their kid
will get the evil eye.
Who from?

r
Photo: Mal Vickers

It’s possibly me, because I’ve got blue
eyes. In some cultures they think blue
eyes are evil. If you look at a child and
say how beautiful it is and you don’t
touch it, then you could be giving them
the evil eye. But the act of touching the
baby alleviates the evil eye.
But these are my clients and I really
can’t be making fun of them. I could
probably just take photos of the hands
of these children and show them to
others.
Outside of the evil eye, have there been
any other weird things you’ve come
across in that work?
I had one woman who came into the
camera room and told me that she
was celebrating her 40th birthday. I
said OK, put your purse on the floor.
She said she couldn’t – that it was bad
luck. So she had to put it on an object.
That stuck with me, and I thought
about it for the longest time how I
should have had a response without
being snarky. Years later she came in
for another birthday, and she had the
same response. I said, wait a minute,
I’ve taken your pictures before. And she
said, well maybe. I looked different than
before and I said someone like you came
in years ago for their pictures on their
40th birthday and told me about their
purse. She said, that was me. So I said,
answer me this because it’s something
I’ve been thinking about for a while. If
you’re on an airplane, can you put your
purse on the floor once you’re in the air,
because it’s not actually on the ground
any more. She said, of course not, that
would be bad luck. I thought, what in
the world. I think it’s something about
losing money; your money comes out of
the purse or something like that.
How did you get involved in the
Wikipedia activities?

I had been on skeptical cruises,
didn’t know how to do it.
attending lectures and a lot of different
I think, that’s what makes me a
things. I’d got to know the community
better trainer of people who are like
… really nice people. I knew it was
me, not technically-minded. I put it
time for me to step up and get active.
in words that mean something; I say
I’m very activist minded, I have good
“the little squiggly line”. I explain it to
organisational skills and my kids had
people who do not have code skills or
grown up, my job is relatively easy
have an IT background. I don’t have
though it can be stressful on the day. I
that background so I can explain it
needed a project;
easily to somebody.
I had no idea
So I started on
I’d got to know the
what the project
Facebook talking
skeptical community. I
would be. Maybe
about some of
I should specialise
the pages I’d been
knew it was time for me
in networking
working on and
people who should to get active.
people asked me,
know other people,
What are you
and help the
working on next?,
community that way.
and I’d say, I don’t know, I was
But that wasn’t really going to go
thinking of working on this page. I
very far.
had a question about something which
So I was on a cruise and Tim Farley I posted on Facebook, and one of my
was talking about
editing Wikipedia so I
took some notes, did
nothing about it, took
some photos of Brian
Dunning who was
on the same cruise. I
uploaded it because
I knew it should be
on Wikipedia, then
I figured how to put
it on his Wikipedia
page. Then I said
this Wikipedia page
looks like crap, it’s not
respectable, it doesn’t
look like a respectable
person having a page
… It took me a while
and I taught myself
how to edit Wikipedia.
I can’t handle being
given directions, I
can’t handle that sort
of stuff. I don’t have
technical skills, though
I taught myself over
time. But at the time I
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Right: The hero of Wiki
wacky woo? Susan Gerbic
tours the historic heart of
Sydney’s Rocks.
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get a name for a group and a blog going.
Then people started joining me. That
was in 2011. In 2012 at TAM I thought
I’d open it up to other languages beside
English. We made an announcement
from the stage, and I was mobbed. Most
of those didn’t stay with the project,
because I didn’t know anything. I was
trying to do training on Facebook.
Eventually we moved to a private forum
as a private group. No money was
involved; it was a community, we know
each other.

friends – I had about 300 or 400 at that
time, four years ago, which wasn’t huge.
It was just a loosely associated bunch of
people.
And then somebody said that Mark
Edwards was going to a skepticamp
in Colorado, and I said I want to do a
And that was the start of Guerrilla
lecture. So I spoke about Wikipedia;
Skepticism on Wikipedia?
totally didn’t know what I was talking
about.
When it first started it was kind of an
Then I was asked to do a lecture at
underground activity, and we weren’t
a conference in Berkley in California.
quite sure what Wikipedia would think
I fainted during the lecture, which was
about it, but it’s now quite open.
hilarious. I was sick … I didn’t know
This is a project that needs to be
how sick I was. I got up in front of the
done.
audience of about 50 people, and I
It’s my group – we average from 60
went all white. I thought I was going to
to 100 people, with different languages.
pass out, I couldn’t hear the questions.
Some people are dormant, and if I can’t
I didn’t know what I was doing; I was
just rambling. So I said “Mark Edwards contact them after a while I drop them
from the list. I cleaned house just before
is going to take over for the next ten
minutes”. I just managed to get off just coming to Australia and there’s about 70
people on the list.
before I passed out
Once they’re
and nearly hit the
This is a notable
trained they can do
ground. I threw
whatever they like.
up a few times in
person, and they should
a pretty loose
the bathroom. My
have a page, but this one It’s
committee.
friends pulled me
is crap. So I’ll rewrite it.
We have teams,
back and I went
and they can focus
back into the room
on a project or
and finished my
a page. Even person is working on
lecture. I was OK for a few hours, and
something that they are interested or
then I was dead.
enjoy.
I had some kind of bug. I don’t get
Inside each group, you’d see several
nerves. I had a screwdriver the night
threads.
before and I think it might have been
We’re working on the Lake
the orange juice that was off. Not the
Champlain monster page right now. So
vodka!
there are people who are just working on
But the lecture room was hot.
that. And right next to them are people
I don’t get embarrassed easily; I’ve
working on something else.
had some of the most embarrassing
As a group we might focus on
things happen to me. I’m sure throwing
one topic for six months. That’s not
up in front of 500 people in a lecture
one page, but a theme. To write a
was probably the most embarrassing
page like the Launceston Skeptics
thing that could happen to me, so I
where everything had been done for
don’t get embarrassed easily. I mean, I
me took about six hours. Facilitated
crawl on the floor with babies making
communication took about 30-40
silly noises.
hours. Spontaneous human combustion
I eventually did a TAM
probably took about 15 hours. That
presentation. That really forced me to
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includes research and writing. Of
course, it’s done over weeks.
The last theme we did was on
vaccination. This covered a lot of
different aspects. We had pages
on Melanie’s Marvellous Measles,
Stephanie Messenger, Sheri Tenpenny,
we had a Jim Carrey page in Spanish.
We were able to add sentences to
various anti-vax movie stars’ pages.
Next I think will be skeptical
books. We’ve got a list of 500, so we’ll
see if we can get out about 100. Some

of them don’t have pages, other pages
are really poor and there are a few that
are well written.
Perhaps 500 Skeptical Books You Must
Read Before You Die?
That would be interesting.
How do you choose the pages you work
on?
Whatever inspires me, I attend a
lecture, people tell me over and over
you’ve got to work on this page.
Is it the topic that interests you? Is it the
quality of the page?
Sometimes I feel sorry for a page.
Sometimes I say this is going to be in
the media soon, maybe if someone is
coming out with a book. Jim Baggott
had written about Higgs-Boson and
string theory, and had a new book
called Farewell to Reality on “fairytale
physics”. So I met him at TAM, a very
nice man, and I took a photo of him.
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Left: Tassie Devil hat and the Coathanger.
Far left: A constant photographer, Susan
Gerbic takes a selfie on stage at the Skeptics
National Convention in Brisbane.

Sometimes that’s the way it
happens – I’ve taken a photo, now I
have to have a page to put it on.
The Launceston Skeptics that I
finished about 35 minutes ago – JinOh Choi had all the references done,
all I had to do was write the page.
If you want my personal attention,
you’ve got to be the squeaky wheel, and
you have the citations ready. If I write
to you and say I need a photo, and
you respond quickly, then you’re more
likely to get my attention than if I have
to chase you.
As for the topics, skepticism and
science sort of merge. When Jim
Baggott spoke at TAM, I considered
him one of our spokespeople on
skepticism, but he’s actually more
science-related.
Nathan Phelps is an atheist who
was coming to a QED conference
that I was going to speak at. I wanted
to have everybody at QED to have
had something done for their page.
It ended up just by accident that
his father, a famous fundamentalist
preacher, died - it just so happened that
I saw news that he was in a hospice and
I thought we have to get this page up
straight away.
You say there’s very little evidence
of stacking of the information on
Wikipedia to suit themselves. Except
for a few big cases – like Scientologists
editing the page on them – it doesn’t
happen very often.
That Scientology page has now been
banned from editing.
There are problems with some

corporations going in and hiring people
to write their Wikipedia pages. That’s
not something that I have anything
to do with. [Wikipedia] are trying to
deal with that. One of the problems
that we are encountering all the time
are scientists, professors, people who
have created their own Wikipedia pages
or they’ve had a family member or a
grad student create it. Most of them
are crap. You look at it and you go,
this is obviously somebody who knows
nothing about how to edit Wikipedia.
People are desperate that they want
a Wikipedia page and I can tell as an
editor that there are tell-tale signs that
this is pretty much a page created by
somebody just because they wanted to.
We’re fine with that, we don’t
remove the page. But say this is a
notable person and they should have a
page, but this one is crap. So I’ll go in
and rewrite it.
You’re doing them a favour.
Yes. Well, it’s doing the community
a favour. I see it like, these people
represent us - they’re scientists, skeptics
- so if their pages look like crap then
we look like crap. If they have a better,
well-written Wikipedia page, then
they’re more likely to get hired to do
more lectures, to do more outreach to
the community. The media are going to
look at them and say this person knows
what they’re talking about of this person
has great creds; they can look at past
lectures they’ve done or look at their
personality on the page and say, maybe
this is somebody we ought to approach
to do a TV show or do a lecture series.

We’re giving them like a media buzz,
like making a promo for them.
When Wikipedia first came out it
was a looser thing, so there is a lot of
content that hasn’t been fixed because
people were able to come on and
make their own pages. Now there are
a lot more controls. So I published
the page on Launceston Skeptics page
45 minutes ago … 50 minutes ago
now … and somebody on Wikipedia
would have got a notice that there is a
brand new page published and there
are maybe several people looking at
the page right now to make sure it’s
accurate and the citations match.
Are these people who have particular
knowledge on the topic or who know
the process?
On the process of Wikipedia. They
might know nothing about scepticism.
The people who review the pages
might not know about what’s on there.
But say it could refer to a wrong year.
Somebody could fix that, and the info
might be reverted. There could be that
information, but that’s why you go to
the citations. Wikipedia is the overview
so that you’re not reading something
blind. A history text could be easily
more biased or not factual.
With a gazillion pages on Wikipedia,
is the general standard of what’s on
the page pretty low, or are they getting
better?
Depends on who does it. I regularly
find studs [short updates to entries]
of a paragraph or two - I’m constantly
finding that. Some people think it’s
a great idea to have as many studs as
possible. I don’t like that idea. I think
it’s more important to go and do it
right the first time, even if it’s only a
small entry. Some people just go make
studs, and I think “can you just do it
right?” You can create four studs in the
time it takes to make a new entry.
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Students often go to Wikipedia as their
first port of call for assignments, and
teachers tell them not to use Wikipedia.
There’s an accusation of a lack of
rigour and accuracy. How do you find
Wikipedia?
You know, I get this question all the
time and I’m totally stunned by it. It’s
like an old chestnut that’s thrown out
there. If I was a teacher or a professor
I’d say make sure you go to Wikipedia
first and get some great citations – you
can go to the bottom and use those
citations to find more citations. It’s
not necessarily the page that they’re
doing. Say it’s on some historical topic
in Australian history but they get some
background on whatever it is they’re
writing about. Not necessarily the
specific topic. What they don’t want
you to do is quote Wikipedia, because
that’s plagiarism. Don’t just copy and
paste from Wikipedia because it’s so
easy to find out. It’s a fantastic source.
It’s a launching place.
Some history texts or encyclopedia are
only updated, say, every twenty or
thirty years.
That’s right. Who’s reviewing that?
There’s new information all the time.
A printed encyclopedia wouldn’t be
able to react to that, but on Wikipedia
you’d have it in minutes.
I’ve always found the hyperlinks on
Wikipedia page useful – you can start
reading something, and then move on
to something else that is associated with
it. I use that for the What Goes Around
feature in the magazine.
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We want to make sure that when
someone goes to a Wikipedia page
they will be able to follow all kinds of
hyperlinks. People discover all sorts
of things they didn’t know about

speak to people, because I’m really a
scepticism.
social person.
I really like to get pages for
I’ve made Guerrilla Skeptics in
people who are not known for their
such a way that people have the keys
scepticism. William P Davis is one
to everything. If the plane goes down
of the first pages I wrote. He’s the
right now, other people would be able
cigarette smoking man on X-Files. (See
to step in immediately. It would be a
an interview with Davis, The Skeptic
different GSoW because it wouldn’t
Vol 33:1, March 2033.) Then there’s
be me running it. I’m
Roman Chan, who’s
really trying to build
a major table tennis
The average
my people into the
player. He was also on
next activists. I have
the show Survivor. By
Wikipedia editor is
no idea what they’re
having skeptics stuff
skeptical, whether
going to do next. The
on his Wikipedia page,
people who work
people who go to read
they identify that
for me are amazing
about his table tennis
way or not.
people. I have people
expertise or his being on
who are just moving
Survivor they start going
on, but I feel that I’ve given them the
“This guy is really interesting. What’s
instructions, I’ve helped them make
this skepticism stuff?” They’ll go link
contact with other people, so in a way
after link and they’ll find the skeptical
I’m teaching them to network.
community.
One of my editors just announced
today that she’s writing a book on
Because you work in some controversial
facilitated communication because
areas, do you ever get hate mail?
she’s an expert on it - she was a
facilitated communicator for many
I see blogs from people who say
years. I have another editor in Brazil
that they’re unhappy with some of the
who is going to be an admin for
changes I’ve made. Usually they blame
Brazilian Wikipedia, which is a huge
the Guerrilla Skeptics because of the
step. I have another editor in Darwin
name. They blame us for things we
haven’t even touched.
who said, finally, they’re going to
I have a collection of eight or
restart a skeptics group there. I have
nine blogs, creationists and such, who
editors in the Netherlands and in
claim that their pages are off limits
Hungary who are now involved with
now because the Guerrilla Skeptics
the European Council of Skeptical
control it and so they have to move on
Organisations. So through GSoW
elsewhere.
we are able to sponsor other people.
The average Wikipedia editor
Like Richard Saunders’ video on
is skeptical, whether they identify
vaccination – I was able to pull in
that way or not, because the rules
other people to get that translated
of Wikipedia are totally oriented to
into other languages, with captions
scientific evidence.
in Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish and
others.
What do you get out of it?
We can help to improve the
community. We’re a hub … and if
I had stage-two breast cancer. It was
I can be the centre of the hub, I’m
all public; I had photos up all over
happy. I’m super happy.
the place with me bald. I think that
whenever you go through a life change
like that it makes you say to yourself
that “I’ve got to get this together. What
if I die tomorrow?” I needed some sort
of legacy that people would remember.
About the interviewer:
I absolutely love training. I love
Tim Mendham is executive
doing something that I think is really
officer and editor with
important. It’s nice to be asked to
Australian Skeptics Inc.
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History Lesson
for Smart Kids
Peter Bowditch talks to Young Scientists on the
pleasures of physics and asking “why is it so?”

I

would like to start by congratulating
all finalists for the Young Scientist
awards. Australian Skeptics Inc is one of
the sponsors of these awards.Now you
might wonder what the connection is
between skepticism and science, but they
both have the same objective – it’s to ask
questions and find the answers. Science
is skepticism put into practice.
One of my greatest disappointments
during 2015 was that I was unable to
attend the memorial service for Professor
Harry Messel, head of the Physics
Department at the University of Sydney
for many years.
Professor Messel [pictured above] was
my ultimate boss when I had my first
job as a computer programmer working
in the Physics Department, and while I
have been accused of being around since
the Stone Age I can assure you that the
computers we had there were the very
latest ones ... and were made of bronze.
Professor Messel is relevant for two
reasons to do with tonight.
One of the things he noticed shortly
after arriving in Australia from Canada
was that there appeared to be no girls’
high schools in Sydney, or maybe even
in the state, which taught physics.
Apparently it was quite common then
to hold the nonsensical opinion that
girls are incapable of understanding
complicated science.
Don’t think, however, that the boys
got everything and the girls got nothing.
Biology was not taught in boys’ schools.
I went to a boys-only high school in
Sydney’s North Shore, and our choice of

science subjects were physics, chemistry,
mathematics I (the symbolic stuff –
algebra, calculus), mathematics II (spatial
– geometry, trigonometry), and because
at least one mathematics subject was
required to graduate from high school
there was mathematics III which seemed
to be targeted at students who had to
take their shoes off to count beyond ten.
To remedy this problem, Professor
Messel started a project which resulted in
the first ever integrated science syllabus
for secondary education anywhere in
the world. This meant that at least the
subjects of physics, chemistry, biology
and geology would be available to all
students in the state.
The manifestation of this was the
famous science textbook, the ‘Blue
Book’. First published in 1964, this still
stands out for its clarity of writing and
explanation. There have been amazing
advances in science in the half a century
since, but the principles remain the
same for effective communication. I
mentioned the restricted range of science
subjects at my high school, and I am
very proud to note that Ron Hull, who
was Science Master there and taught
me physics and chemistry, was on the
advisory board for the production of the
Blue Book.
The change would almost certainly
have happened eventually, but all the
girls and most of the boys (and many of
their parents) can thank Professor Messel
for the fact that they are here tonight.
Another thing he did was to set
up what was then called the Summer

Science School (now the International
Science School) with students in the
final years of high school being brought
together and accommodated at Sydney
University to hear lectures from and
interact with famous scientists.
One of the people he brought out
regularly was not a scientist in the sense
that he had extensive publications or had
made major breakthrough discoveries.
He was instead an educator. His name
was Professor Julius Sumner Miller,
and what he did was to perform small
experiments and then follow-up with his
catchphrase “Why is it so?”
If you want to see the sort of
experiments he did, you can find many
of them on YouTube. But don’t start
watching just before you’re about to leave
for school or about to go to bed because
typing his name returns 27,500 videos.
The question “Why is it so?” is the
fundamental question of science. It is all
very well to do experiments and record
the results, but unless you know why
those results are meaningful you have
learnt nothing. I encourage you to find
something new every day that causes
you to ask yourself the question, because
that’s what science and being a scientist
is all about.

.

This article is the text of a talk given by Peter
to finalists at the NSW Science Teachers
Association’s Young
Scientist awards night in
November.
About the author:

Peter Bowditch is a former
president of Australian
Skeptics Inc and a selfconfessed (and titled) ratbag.
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Science at the Movies

Life n Mars
S

pace reality films
offer the promise
of realistic science
and engineering, which
professionals can enjoy. They contain
lots of plausible effects in an action
and suspense film. Moreover they
show people solving problems (usually
with survival at stake) using real
science and engineering. The movie
The Martian, about an astronaut
stranded on Mars when his crew
leaves him behind, is based on a book
by Andy Weir (initially self-published
in 2011), which I am told contains
some technical backup.
But we are addressing the movie.
It’s fun to pick it apart. So here
goes …

Lights in space helmets: Most movie

astronauts (as well as fighter pilots
and deep sea divers) have lights in
the helmet shining onto the face,
whereas dazzling him is the last thing
you would want to do. I guess we
need to see their faces. Poetic licence
allowed.

Deadly winds: With air one per cent

the density of Earth’s, even a severe
100mph storm would hardly rustle a
paper bag (as has been pointed out by
others). Busted.

Why not water from soil? Others have
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said that to obtain water, the stranded
astronaut Watney should simply have
baked soil and condensed the steam.
But this might be more difficult than
what he did …

The movies Prometheus and Gravity came
in for lots of criticism for their silly physics.
But Ian Bryce asks, how does The Martian
compare? SPOILER ALERTS!

Breathing hydrazine: Watney uses

hydrazine to generate water for his
potato crop – he drains fuel from
the rocket (plausible), uses a catalyst
to decompose it into N2 and H2
(plausible), then burns the H2 to
make water (plausible) – all in his
Hab where he breathes without a
helmet. But hydrazine in air becomes
toxic at levels of 0.15 parts per billion.
Busted.

Pressurising a module with plastic sheet:

After the Hab airlock blows away,
Watney tapes a plastic sheet over
the 2 metre hole. This maintains a
breathable atmosphere (at least 10psi
– not yet metric), against an external
pressure of 0.09psi. Any such plastic
would rupture at a tenth that. Busted.

Gravity sucks: On-board the enormous
Hermes mothership, in order to reach
the gym, crew enter the rotating
segment at the axis, then appear to
get sucked down a spoke of the wheel!
Wrong. And then slide down the
ladder – no trace of the Coriolis force
which would pull them off the ladder!
Busted.
Ares IV already waiting: A spare
unmanned lander-return craft is
already in place at a remote crater,

and Watney must embark on a long
drive to reach it. This is true to Robert
Zubrin’s Mars Direct plan of the
1970s. Confirmed.

A launch capsule with open windows:

Watney must lighten Aries IV so it
can go fast enough to rendezvous with
Hermes. He removes the windows
and panels, and survives the launch
(wearing a space suit). I teach that a
rocket launch from Earth experiences
a dynamic pressure of around 60kPa.
With Mars having one per cent the
atmospheric density of Earth, I would
say plausible.

Rendezvous above Mars: The Ares (with
Watney aboard) achieves a speed of
about 700m/s in order to rendezvous
with Hermes. But Hermes is in a
Mars-gravity-assist trajectory, which
means it has fallen (without braking)
from its Earth transfer orbit to a
close approach at Mars. I estimate
its velocity would be around 6km/s.
Busted.
Fastest man in space: Watney claims he
will be the fastest man in space on the
way to this rendezvous. The Apollo 10
moon walkers reached 11.1km/s on
return in 1969. Nowhere near. Busted.
PS: In Apollo days, NASA stated

Photo: NASA/JPL/MSSS
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the speed as 36,000 feet per second,
distances in nautical miles, and masses
in pounds. After several accidents
involving unit conversion, they have
grudgingly adopted metric units. The
Martian uses international decimal
units including m/s, metres, and
kilograms. Good to see they have been
dragged into the space age and gone
metric!
The film might reclaim the speed
record in a different way. When
Hermes visits Earth for a slingshot
manoeuvre and to resupply, before
return to Mars, it would be travelling
at about 12 – 14 km/s. This is slightly
more than Apollo, because Hermes has
fallen from a planetary transfer orbit,
whereas Apollo “only” fell from the
Moon.

Angular momentum at capture:

Astronaut Beth (on a long tether
from Hermes) tries to grab the
freeflying Watney; however he grasps
her tether instead. As he pulls in the
tether, they swing around each other –
they have angular momentum. Finally
they make the clinch. Impossible! As
they get closer they will revolve faster
and faster, and be unable to meet.
Busted.

Astrodynamics: The trajectories and

manoeuvres used in the film are quite
complex. See the following section
article for more detail.

Mission concept – Ares: In 1970 Robert

Zubrin (working for NASA) proposed
a mission called Mars Direct, involving
a series of missions progressively
colonising Mars. The landing-return
vehicles were called Ares, as in the
film. The living quarters was also
called Hab for habitat. Nice!
PS: I met Zubrin in the 1990s,
when he gave a presentation in
Sydney. His visual aids consisted
of two scratched B&W overhead
transparencies (in the digital age).
Mars on a shoestring, lecture circuit
on a shoestring!
Fast forward about 20 years.
Zubrin’s own comments on the film
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can be seen at http://tinyurl.com/
ovr2glg.

Puncturing your own space suit to get
some propulsion: Well, Gravity used a

fire extinguisher. So The Martian had
to go one better!

Blowing the airlock on Hermes: Needing
an extra 42m/s of velocity, they blow
up the airlock so the expelling air
provides thrust (while sheltering in the
pressurised bridge).
The above two self-destructive
techniques are so painful to consider
that I am speechless. Gaffer tape on
Watney’s cracked helmet is more
feasible.
Battlestar Galactica: Hermes is far
bigger and more elaborate than
required. It contains a gym with a
dozen exercise machines, whereas
humans have already spent a year in
space with a simple running track
and a resistance exerciser. Compare
Zubrin’s parsimonious craft. Dramatic
but silly.
There are many additional issues
which have been reported by others,
such as the astronauts walking
apparently under 1 g conditions, and
the rover with trailer bouncing over
the rocks showing 1 g dynamics. Hard
to make it do otherwise when filming
on Earth! Excusable.
Nonetheless, all in all, The Martian
contains plenty of realistic problems
and remedies involving plausible
science. Highly recommended.
WARNING: THIS IS ROCKET SCIENCE

The movie The Martian depicts a series
of complex events including launches,
propulsion, reaction forces, transfer
orbits, launch windows, gravity assist,
slingshot, rendezvous, docking, and
aerobraking. (The book gives more
explanation, but here I am addressing
the movie). It is informative to
examine the real physics involved, for
comparison with the movie. All of this
I have taught at the Universities of
NSW and Western Sydney.
The basic mission to Mars is as
follows. Earth and Mars each orbit the

Fig. 1

Fig. 2

Sun in approximately circular orbits
(Figure 1). The path of minimum
delta V (the measure relating launcher
size, payload mass and fuel efficiency)
is called a Hohmann transfer ellipse,
which requires Earth at departure
to be opposite Mars at arrival eight
months later. This opportunity occurs
every 26 months (the synodic period),
and lasts several months, which is why
Mars missions launched by NASA,
ESA, Russia, Japan etc are dispatched
in groups.
This nine month period can be
shortened to about five months at
considerable cost in fuel. If you wish
to launch outside the 2.1 year window,
as in an emergency such as in The
Martian, then it might be impossible,
or require a far bigger rocket.
When launched from Earth (E1),
the rocket provides enough speed for
the craft to achieve earth orbit, then
escape Earth gravity, and also have

43

ARTICLE

Science at the Movies

Life on Mars

intention is to drop the crew at Earth
(E2). (See Figure 2.)
Continued...
In the meantime, a new basic
mission is launched from Earth to
resupply the stranded astronaut.
However, it
enough speed left over to enter the
transfer orbit. This requires a departure blows up, due to
insufficient testing.
speed of about 12.0km/s (yes that’s 12
Then a novel rescue
kilometres per second).
mission is devised by
Eight months later, the craft arrives
a nerd astrodynamics
at Mars (M1), with speed again
officer, wherein
representing its transfer energy, escape
Hermes flies by earth
energy, and orbital velocity – about
without stopping
6-7km/s. This speed can be removed
(E2). This would
by rocket engines (at great use of fuel)
be a busy time,
or by aerobraking in the atmosphere.
no doubt firing its
Finally, the craft will descend by
rockets for a gravity
parachute, but in the thin atmosphere
assist manoeuvre.
(one per cent of Earth’s) a retro rocket
But it is also
is preferred for the landing.
resupplied by a new
That is more or less how Robert
rocket from Earth Zubrin’s Mars Direct missions were
this alone would be a
conceived back in the 1970s, and
challenge, involving a linkup at about
presumably how the various landers
13km/s.
and habitats got to
Hermes then
Mars at the start
enters its third
of the film The
It’s a movie, and the
transfer orbit. But,
Martian.
dynamics are plausible
hey, morale is better,
More advanced
techniques come
enough for even a rocket because the crew of
five which arguably
into play. In the
scientist to enjoy.
abandoned Watney
movie, the very
on Mars is going
large mother craft
back to rescue him!
Hermes remains in
In fact, Earth and Mars would not
orbit while the smaller Ares detaches
be in favourable planetary alignments
to land. Then under emergency
for all these transfers (now I sound like
conditions it ascends again with most
an astrologer!). Fortunately, Hermes is
of the crew, to rendezvous and dock
equipped with a ‘reactor’, which could
with Hermes. The mother craft then
generate power for more efficient
departs Mars, and heads back towards
electric propulsion, thus cutting
Earth on a similar transfer orbit. The
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some corners.
In any case it’s a movie, and the
dynamics are plausible enough for
even a rocket scientist to enjoy. Isaac
Newton was the first to state the basic
laws governing
astrodynamics, and
I am sure he would
have been able to
follow most of it.
During their
Mars flyby (M2),
Watney ascends
in Ares IV, to
meet Hermes. The
climax is full of
killer problems
and nail-biting
solutions, involving
sacrificial damage to
both ships and the
astronaut.
Finally, the crew
is reunited, and Hermes enters its
fourth transfer. In due course it will
reach Earth at E3, and they can all
re-enter at high speed in their capsule.
We know they make it because the
scenes under the credits show them in
later life.

.

About the author:

Ian Bryce is challenge
coordinator for Australian
Skeptics, and an engineer
at the Australian Space
Research Institute.
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Birth Notion
ofa
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his issue our skeptical births cover
magic, ghosts, crazy theories and
real investigations - how to become a
skeptic, and help others do the same
thing.

Tim Mendham sells his brand of magic
while Joe Nickell looks on with wonder.

JOE NICKELL, PARANORMAL
INVESTIGATOR

I think really as a child I was pretty
much a skeptic as far as ghosts and so
forth. I was a big fan of Houdini, and
I was into crime and read Sherlock
Holmes stories. But it really happened
when I was investigating my first big
haunted house case in Toronto in
1972 in Mackenzie House, probably
Canada’s most famous haunted house.
I figured out what was causing all the
phenomena.
That’s when I realised you had to go
on-site – you can’t just debunk from
your armchair, because if you want
to know what actually happened you
really have to go there. So that was a
moment for me thinking this is what
you do. You go on site and ask the
right questions and if you really do a
good job investigating you will find the
answer and people will believe you and
they will love you for it.
Well, OK, I was wrong about some
of that. But I still think it’s the right
way to go.
I have had people come up to me
and said that reading one of my books,
say Looking for a Miracle, changed their
life. So I think in that sense, I’d say
I had some influence. Maybe not so
much on a particular investigation.
One other time we went with
a bunch of skeptics to a particular
haunted house in Virginia and I didn’t
challenge the people, I just listened to
them. We went around the house and
they would say what happened here
and what happened there. And I would
postulate some possible explanation for
it and so would the skeptics I was with.
But it was not confrontational, it was

along the lines of “I’m an
archaeologist. Von Daniken’s
astronomy is impressive, but his
archaeology is all wrong” or “I’m a
linguist. Von Daniken’s archaeology is
not argumentative. Some time after
impressive but his history of language is
they wrote to the skeptics group and
said that my explanation for a particular completely off track.” And such like. In
other words, scientists were impressed
thing that happened, that wasn’t
correct, even though it was a reasonable with something outside of their
professional field but were dismissive
explanation. But they actually found
when they knew what they were talking
what the real explanation was – it
occurred again and I had changed their about. The upshot was that all of von
Daniken’s accumulated theories were
thinking, they were looking for an
shot down, discipline by discipline.
explanation, so they concluded saying
What with my being young at the
Mr Nickell helped our family. And I
time, and lacking any sort of discipline,
think that was just to me really lovely.
this was an eye-opener: von Daniken’s
theories were a load of crap, and
TIM MENDHAM, AUST SKEPTICS INC EO
scientists could be easily fooled. Not
Apparently a lot of Skeptics office
to mention those who would one day
bearers have Erich von Daniken
be Skeptics office bearers – fooled one
to thank for their skepticism. That
second, skepticised the next, and all
indicates either the amazing influence
thanks to ancient astronauts.
of the Swiss “aliens did it” theorist or
Of course, that never stopped von
the advanced age of Skeptics office
Daniken from writing lots of other
bearers.
best-selling books reselling the same
Anyway, my moment of epiphany
theories, but it seemed that scientists
was when a Sunday newspaper in
Sydney serialised excerpts from Chariots stopped bothering to comment on
them. They were obviously rubbish, and
of the Gods? over two weekends. It
it was beneath them to say so. Which
looked impressive, until you read the
meant von Daniken got away with it
letters that were published on the
second weekend. You’d have something for years and made lots of money.

.
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FatherFigure
It’s Christmas time, and all thoughts
turn to the most important person of the
season … Santa Claus. Anthony Wheeler
separates the truth from the myths.
(But keep this away from the littlies.)

W

ho believes in Father
Christmas? Who is sceptical?
And if Father Christmas is a myth, how
did it originate? How can a pretend
gift-giver become so famous and so
popular?

THE LEGEND
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Australians know Father Christmas as
a tubby, cheerful and very friendly old
man dressed in a red suit with white fur
trimmings. His long, red, floppy cap
end is topped with a white tassel and
his boots are shiny black. Children can
always tell the real Father Christmas
from his many imitators by his deep,
hearty Ho! Ho! Ho! laugh.
Every Christmas, Santa Claus
leaves his home at the North Pole on
a sled pulled through the sky by eight
magical reindeer - Dasher, Dancer,
Prancer, Vixen, Comet, Cupid, Donner,
and Blitzen. An additional reindeer,
Rudolph, is so popular he has his own
song about his bright red nose.
The sled is laden with presents,
enough for every boy and girl in the
whole world. And Santa Claus spends
all Christmas Eve night delivering all
those presents, parking his reindeer
and sled on the snowy roof-tops while
he climbs down chimneys to leave a
present at the foot of each child’s bed.
(It always snows for Father Christmas,
even though we might not see it - even

in Australia!) If
the children leave
stockings hung from
the bed-post or
mantelpiece Father
Christmas will
obligingly stuff the
presents in them.
Some houses don’t
have chimneys these
days, but that’s
okay because Father
Christmas’ magic
can still get him in,
though I can’t say
how.
The presents are
only for those children who have been
good. Fortunately, since every child is
basically really good deep down there
has never been any need for Father
Christmas to miss out a child. Children
soon learn that there is no point trying
to stay awake to catch a glimpse of
Father Christmas, because he never
visits until each child in the house is
sound asleep. And if ever a child does
rouse and catch a parent fumbling
among the presents, it’s only Mummy
or Daddy making sure that all the snow
has been brushed off, so the toys won’t
get wet. No matter how many children
there are, Father Christmas always has
enough time to visit each and every one.
Children customarily ask their

mother for a mince pie and a glass of
sherry to leave for Father Christmas
to eat after leaving the presents and
before proceeding to the next house. No
wonder Father Christmas is so tubby!
But if your mother suggests leaving a
beer and a sausage, or a squash and a
sandwich instead, don’t worry because
mothers know best. A carrot or two for
the reindeer is always welcome too.
After his long night delivering presents,
Father Christmas returns to his home at
the North Pole. He spends all the next
year preparing for the next Christmas,
with the help of busy elves making more
presents for every boy and girl.
In the days leading up to Christmas
your parents may take you to see Father

Christmas at the shops, or he may
come to see you at a children’s party. Of
course, most of these are pretend Father
Christmases. They are really a kindly
father who likes children, dressed up
as Father Christmas to hand out the
presents. That’s alright, because you can
be sure that it’s someone friendly. And,
of course, you can never be really sure
who it is under that false white beard after all it just might be the real Father
Christmas, just for once.

British settlers, the new arrivals adopted
the tradition of Saint Nicholas’ gifts for
children, with the Dutch name ‘Sinter
Claus’ becoming ‘Santa Claus’, and
the focus changing from religious to
mythical. The traditional gift-giving of
St Nicholas’ day was merged with Jesus
Christ’s official birthday, Christmas
Day on the 25th December, with Santa
Claus distributing his presents on
Christmas Eve.
Our modern American Santa Claus
is based on a children’s poem (A Visit
of St Nicholas, also known as The
THE BACKGROUND
Night Before Christmas – see page 49)
Our modern Santa Claus, or Father
written by a professor of divinity, Dr
Christmas, is an amalgam of several old
Clement Clarke Moore, in 1822 in
part-historical and part-mythical figures
New York. This poem was itself based
from different cultures.
on Washington Irving’s accounts of St
Nicholas was born in c.285 CE
Nicholas gleaned from Dutch settlers in
in the Roman province of Lycia (in
New York. Moore’s
modern Turkey), and
poem included
miraculously could
the sled pulled
speak from birth.
A mince pie and a
reindeer, each
Orphaned early, young
glass of sherry for Father by
of which were
Nicholas gained fame
Christmas. No wonder he named, and the
for giving away all
delivery of presents
his money and gold
is so tubby.
by descending
to three poor girls
chimneys on
(they may have been
Christmas Eve. It is in Moore’s poem
sisters) so that they could marry. Soon
that the ‘tall and lean’ St Nicholas
after, the Bishop of Myra dreamt that
became an elfin short, tubby and merry
the next person to enter his church
would himself become a bishop, and the Father Christmas familiar to us all.
Cartoons by Thomas Nast published in
next to enter was the young Nicholas.
Harper’s Weekly in the 1860s to 1880s
As a 20-year-old bishop Nicholas
Christmas issues enlarged Santa to full
was imprisoned by the Emperor for
defending the persecuted Christians. Ten size and bolstered his new plump and
jovial image. (John Tenniel’s cartoons
years later the new Christian Emperor,
in Punch Christmas issues from 1875
Constantine, freed Bishop Nicholas.
to 1889 did a similar service for English
The tall, lean and much venerated
readers.)
Bishop Nicholas served the people of
L. Frank Baum (author of The
Myra until he died, at about 65 years
Wizard of Oz) gave Santa Claus a
of age. He was later made a saint when
complete history in his The Life and
he appeared to sailors in the midst
Adventures of Santa Claus, though
of a storm which they feared would
settling him in Laughing Valley instead
sink their ship; Nicholas’ appearance
of the North Pole.
miraculously calmed the weather and
These three New Yorkers (Moore,
the sailors survived. Consequently Saint
Nast and Baum) contributed their best
Nicholas is the patron saint of sailors
parts to our contemporary version.
throughout the world. Saint Nicholas
is also the patron saint of children, with
his feast day of 6th December being
Clockwise from top left: St Nikolas icon
particularly celebrated by the Dutch
(unknown date) with Jesus and Mary; Nicolas
settlers to the new world where they
with Moorish helper Swarte Piet (Black Peter);
settled New Amsterdam.
John A Hows’ 1879 illustration for A Visit from St
As New Amsterdam became New
Nicholas; and Norman Price illustration for 1916
York (in 1664) with the dominance of
edition of St Nicholas magazine (1873-1940).

“
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And so our modern myth of Father
Christmas is complete.
Elsewhere, the local equivalent of
Father Christmas is a very different
character.
In Holland and Germany, on the eve
of St Nicholas’ day, Sinter Claes still
arrives from Spain by ship in a white
robe and red cassock with his Moorish
assistant Zwarte Piet (Black Peter). The
Dutch children leave hay, carrots and
water in their shoes before the fireplace
for Sintirklass’s, or Sinter Claes’s, white
horse, and in the morning they find
instead sweets and presents. Unseen,
the horse gallops from roof to roof and
the Moor scrambles down the chimneys
to gather the food for the horse and
leave presents for the children. Sinter
Claes has to keep his super white robe
clean, and so just drops sweets down the
chimneys for the children.
In Italy, the Christmas myth is that
the Three Wise Men asked the good
witch Befana to accompany them
to Bethlehem. But Befana foolishly
declined, being far too busy with her
housework. Regretting her decision
Befana has wandered ever since

seeking the Holy Child, sliding down
the chimneys every Twelfth Night. In
England, Father Christmas wears a
red suit trimmed with white fur, and
in France it is Pere Noel bringing the
children’s presents.
In Germany, Kriss Kringle (or
Christ Child) is a fairy. In Spain, the
Three Wise Men, each looking like
our familiar jovial Father Christmas,
bring the presents. In old Russia an evil
old woman, Baba Yaga, deliberately
misdirected the Three Wise Men. In
new Russia Grandfather Frost brings the
presents.
Whichever Father Christmas you
are expecting, it has become widely
expected that Christmas is a time of
presents. God gave the people of the
Earth the gift of his son Jesus Christ.
The three wise men gave the Christ child
their birthday gifts of gold, frankincense
and myrrh. Now parents, relatives and
friends celebrate this greatest gift of all
with their own gifts to each other. So
watch out for Father Christmas’s visit to
your house, enjoy his gifts to you, and
remember God’s gift of Jesus Christ that
they celebrate.

THE TRAPPINGS OF CHRISTMAS

There are no explicit clues in the Bible
as to Christ’s birthday. The early Eastern
Christian Church celebrated the birth
of Christ in conjunction with the
Epiphany honouring Christ’s baptism
on the 6th of January, and later (in the
West) commemorated the manifestation
of Christ to the Gentiles as exemplified
by the three Magi (the wise men).
Meanwhile, other early Christians
celebrated Christ’s birthday on the 20th
of May. To settle disputes between the
Eastern and Western Christian churches,
in about 350 CE Pope Julian set the
date of Christ’s birthday as the 25th
December.
There are two main reasons for
choosing this date. One was that Christ’s
birth marked a new beginning in man’s
Above right: Krampus, Santa’s not-so-nice
helper, who punished naughty children.
Left: 1892 illustration of Old King Cole ,
Mother Goose’s Nursey Rhymes, looks a lot
like Santa.

relationship with God, and the winter
solstice (about 21st December, the
shortest day of the year, from when
the days start dawning earlier and
ending later again) marked the new
beginning of the coming year. (Perhaps
the Australian Christmas should be
celebrated on the 20th June? This would
fit the winter solstice in the Southern
Hemisphere, but I doubt it would be
popular.)
A second reason is that many pagan
festivals celebrated the solstice at the end
of the harsh winter as a portent of better
times to come for many (warmer spring
weather and the crops growing again).
The most quoted is the Roman festival of
Saturnalia, god of agriculture, celebrated
on the 17th December. Rather than
risking unpopularity by suppressing
these pagan festivals, the Christian
church instead took them over, changing
the focus of the celebration from the
movement of the sun to the birth of
God’s Child on Earth.
We have five main sources for the
trappings of our Christmas: the Roman
celebration of Saturnalia (presents and
merry-making); the winter solstice
celebrations (holly); St Nicholas
(stockings); the symbolism of the
Christian Church (holly and minced
pies); plus some modern innovations
(cards and candles).
The Roman celebration of Saturnalia
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and similar festivals included wild
revelry without restraint, with even
the slaves enjoying a temporary
liberty. This is the origin of the
merrymaking (though rather
more restrained now) that became
associated with the celebration of
Christ’s birth.
The exchanging of present also
dates back to Saturnalia.
Holly, as an evergreen, represents
continuing life (and hope) through
the long dim, cold winter, in the
same way as the evergreen conifers.
The red berries represented to some
the drops of blood shed by Christ
for mankind, and the prickly leaves
Christ’s crown of thorns given by
his captors. (However, these two
events are associated with Christ’s
death at Easter, rather than his
birth at Christmas.)
Evergreen trees, bright lights
and red colour were typical of the
‘bringing-back-the-sun’ winter
solstice celebrations. The evergreen
tree was an early pagan symbol
of the winter solstice and the
maintenance of life through the
depths of winter. It first appeared
in Germany in medieval (16th
century) times as a Christmas
tradition.
When St Nicholas gave his gift
of gold to the three poor girls he
may have surreptitiously dropped
the coins through smoke holes in
their roofs, from where the coins
fell into their stockings hung before
the fire to dry. Not surprisingly,
once the word spread others hung
stockings before their fires in the
hope of receiving similar surprises.
Alternatively, stockings have
long been the traditional safe place
for keeping one’s savings. Either
way, Moore’s description of the
habit in The Visit of St Nicholas
made the stocking custom popular.
The Biblical story of creation
states that “And there was evening
and there was morning, one day”
(Genesis, 1:5). Hence a day starts
the preceding evening, and so the
celebration of Christ’s birthday
properly starts on the evening of
the 24th (Christmas Eve).

(The Night Before Christmas)
Dr Clement Clarke Moore (1822)

T’was the night before Christmas

And then, in a twinkling, I heard on the roof

When all through the house

The prancing and pawing of each little hoof.

Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse.

As I drew in my head, and was turning around...

The stockings were hung by the chimney with care,

Down the chimney St. Nicholas came with a bound!

In hopes that St. Nicholas soon would be there.

He was dressed all in fur from his head to his foot,

The children were nestled all snug in their beds,

And his clothes were all tarnished with ashes and soot;

While visions of sugarplums danced in their heads,

A bundle of toys he had flung on his back,

And mama in her kerchief, and I in my cap

And he looked like a peddler just opening his pack.

Had just settled down for a long winter’s nap.
His eyes - how they twinkled, his dimples how merry!
When out on the lawn there arose such a clatter,

His cheeks were like roses, his nose like a cherry!

I sprang from the bed to see what was the matter.

His droll little mouth was drawn up like a bow,

Away to the window I flew like a flash,

And the beard on his chin was as white as the snow.

Tore open the shutters and threw up the sash.

The stump of a pipe he held tight in his teeth,

The moon on the breast of the new-fallen snow

And the smoke it encircled his head like a wreath.

Gave that luster of midday to objects below.

He had a broad face and little round belly

When what to my wondering eyes should appear,

That shook when he laughed like a bowl full of jelly.

But a miniature sleigh and eight tiny reindeer -

He was chubby and plump, a right jolly elf,

With a little old driver so lively and quick,

And I laughed when I saw him in spite of myself!

I knew in a moment it must be St. Nick.
A wink of his eye and a twist of his head
More rapid than eagles his coursers they came,

Soon gave me to know I had nothing to dread.
And he whistled, and shouted, and called them by name: He spoke not a word, but went straight to his work,
‘Now, Dasher! Now, Dancer! Now, Prancer and Vixen! And filled all the stockings - then turned with a jerk...
On, Comet! On, Cupid! On, Donner and Blitzen!

And laying his finger aside of his nose,

To the top of the porch! To the top of the wall!

And giving a nod, up the chimney he rose!

Now dash away! Dash away! Dash away all!

He sprang to his sleigh, to his team gave a whistle,
And away they all flew like the down of a thistle,
But I heard him exclaim, ‘ere he drove
out of sight...
‘HAPPY CHRISTMAS TO
ALL, AND TO ALL
A GOOD NIGHT!’”

As dry leaves that before the wild hurricane fly,
When they meet with an obstacle,
mount to the sky,
So up to the housetop the
coursers they flew,
With the sleigh full of toys,
and St. Nicholas, too.

Another John A Hows
illustration for A Visit
from St Nicholas - Santa
looks a bit tired.
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Poe’s Law

oe’s law is more of a paradox than
a fallacy. It states that, without a
clear indicator of the author’s intent
(even just a smiley), it is impossible to
tell the difference between a sincere
expression of extreme views and a
parody of those views. This is because
the actual views and their parodies
both seem equally irrational.
Poe’s Law was formulated by the
writer Nathan Poe in August 2005. The
law emerged at the online Creation
& Evolution forum. Like most such
places, it had seen a large number of
creationist parody postings. These
were usually followed by at least one
user starting a flame war (a series of
angry and offensive personal attacks)
thinking it was a serious post and
taking it at face value.
The law caught on and has since
slowly become an Internet meme.
Over time it has been extended to
include not just creationist parody
but any parody of extreme ideology,
whether it be religious, secular, antiscience or totally bonkers. We even
find it a problem in the Skeptics in
Australia Facebook group, where it
is difficult to tell whether the poster
is joking or not. That’s why we ask
people to include their own comment
instead of just a link.
A ‘Poe’ as a noun has become
almost as ubiquitous as Poe’s Law
itself. In this context, a Poe refers to
either a person, post or news story
that could cause Poe’s Law to
be invoked. In most cases, this is
specifically in the sense of posts and
people who are taken as legitimate,
but are probably a parody. The
use of the term is most common in
online skeptical and science-based
communities. Many blogs, forums
and wikis will often refer to the law
when dealing with cranks of any stripe.

- by Tim Harding
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The 26th of December is St Stephen’s
Day. In Britain this is known as ‘Boxing
Day’ after the custom of giving presents
in a box. Hence the descriptions of a
‘Christmas box’, being a collection of
gifts to people owed a debt of gratitude
(always the garbage men when I was
young), though these days the actual
box is no longer used, and the ‘gifts’ are
more usually money.
The Church re-interpreted
Saturnalia’s giving of presents as
commemorating God’s gift (his son)
to mankind. The Christmas box itself
remains as the collecting box used in
churches to collect gifts for distribution
to the needy.
A tiny oblong pie, with a pastry doll
lying inside, represented Christ’s cradle.
The pie was filled with minced meat
(often lamb’s tongue or mutton), hence
it was called a ‘minced meat pie’ or
‘minced pie’. The returning Crusaders
introduced spices to replace the meat,
and the oblong ‘cradle’ became round,
but the name and the association with
Christmas stuck.
The first letter of ‘Christ’ in Greek
(Xristos) is chi, written like a capital
X with a wavy diagonal line. Because
of the similarity to our ‘X’, the
abbreviation of ‘Christ’s mass’ to ‘Xmas’
was inevitable in the days when all
writing was by hand. For others, the ‘X’
represents St Andrew’s Cross, or perhaps
the cross of other saints, or the cross of
the crucifixion.
Sir Henry Cole (1808–1882) was
an English civil servant and inventor.
He wanted to improve the public’s
appreciation of arts and culture. To
this end he devised the postal service,
constructed the Albert Hall, inspired
the 1851 Great Exhibition, inaugurated
the Victoria and Albert Museum,
and invented the Christmas card.
The Christmas card was based on the
established St Valentine’s Day card,
incorporating the French fashion of
conveying Christmas wishes in verse
and a set piece of seasonal schoolwork
where pupils wrote copperplate

Christmas wishes to their parents on a
decorated sheet. Together with an item
of commissioned artwork printed on
the front, the card was highly symbolic
and morally uplifting. [Sir Henry Cole
and the nursery rhyme Old King Cole
bear no relation, though in an early
18th century depiction, OKC looks
surprisingly like our image of Santa
Claus. – Ed]
The candles on the tree have been
ascribed to the German protestant
Martin Luther wanting a symbol of the
beauty of the clear night sky sparkling
with stars on Christmas Eve. The candles
on the tree were Luther’s analogy of those
stars to represent God’s glory. The tinsel
may have had the same purpose, possibly
inspired by glistening spider’s webs. The
candles have fortunately been replaced
now by much safer electric lights.
The Christmas tree with its candles
was not initially popular with the
British. The first recorded use was at
a children’s party given by Princess
Caroline in 1821. Dickens disparaged
the innovation as “the new German toy”.
Attitudes changed quickly when Albert,
the Prince Consort, had a Christmas
tree erected at Windsor Castle, and from
then the custom was popular. The tree
was usually the Norwegian spruce (Picea
abies), though any evergreen, preferably
a conifer, will serve.
And so, from the myths of Dutch
settlers, the ancient Roman celebration
of Saturnalia, the celebration of the
winter solstice as a portent of better
times to come, the example of the good
Saint Nicholas, the symbolism of the
Christian Church, and some modern
innovations, we have our modern Father
Christmas and all the trappings of our
annual celebration.
Ho! Ho! Ho!

.

This Classic Catch article was first
published in the Summer 1995 (Vol 15,
No 4) of The Skeptic.
About the author:

At time of writing, Dr Tony
Wheeler taught science in
Central Queensland. He can
normally be found at this time
of year sitting in a comfy chair
by the chimney, waiting.
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THE CLAUS THAT REFRESHES

id Coca-Cola invent our current image for Santa? The
“definitive Internet reference source for urban legends,
folklore, myths, rumours, and misinformation”, Snopes.com,
investigates.
Although we can identify some of the most influential sources
who contributed to the formation of the modern Santa Claus
figure (such as writers Washington Irving and Clement Clarke
Moore, historian John Pintard, and illustrator Thomas Nast) no
single person or institution can lay claim to having created him.
Nonetheless, we humans
prefer definitive answers: We
want details about time, place,
and source and tend to eschew
ambiguous, indefinite, openended explanations. We don’t find
satisfying the notion that Santa
Claus is an evolutionary figure
with no single, identifiable point
of origin, so instead many of us
have clung to the more satisfying,
pat (and somewhat cynical)
explanation that the modern
appearance of Santa Claus was
a commercial creation of the
Coca-Cola company, who cannily
promoted a version of Santa
garbed in their red-and-white
corporate colours.
It is true that, since Santa
Claus is an evolutionary figure, he
did not suddenly appear fullyformed one day and immediately
supplant every other character
traditionally associated with
Christmas. However, it is not true
in any realistic sense that Coca-Cola ‘created’ the modern Santa
Claus: they did not invent the now-familiar rotund, bearded
fellow clothed in red-and-white garb, nor did they pluck him from
a pantheon of competing, visually different Christmastime figures
and elevate him to the supreme symbol of Christmas gift-giving.
The red-and-white Santa figure existed long before Coca-Cola
began featuring him in print advertisements, and he had already
supplanted a bevy of competitors to become the standard
representation of Santa Claus before he began his tenure as a
pitchman for Coke.
At the beginning of the 1930s, as the burgeoning Coca-Cola
company was looking for ways to increase sales of their product
during winter (then a slow time of year for the soft drink market),
they turned to a talented commercial illustrator named Haddon
Sundblom, who created a series of memorable drawings (inspired
in large part by Clement Clark Moore’s 1822 poem “A Visit from
St Nicholas”) that associated the figure of a larger than life, redand-white garbed Santa Claus with Coca-Cola and the slogan

“The Pause That Refreshes”.
However, illustrations of lavishly bearded Santas (and his
predecessors), showing figures clothed in red suits and red hats
with white fur trimming, held together with broad black belts,
were common long before Coca-Cola’s first Sundblom-drawn
Santa Claus advertisement appeared in 1931 (below).
There was a period of overlap during which the modern Santa
Claus character coexisted with other Christmas figures and
other versions of himself, as his now-standard appearance and
persona jelled and his character
grew in popularity to become the
dominant (secular) Christmas
figure in the western world.
However, that period had ended
before Coca-Cola began utilising
Santa for their holiday season
advertisements. As noted in a New
York Times article published in
November 1927, four years before
the appearance of Sundblom’s
first Santa-based Coca-Cola ad,
the Santa Claus figure rendered by
Sundblom was based upon what
had already become the standard
image of Santa: “A standardised
Santa Claus appears to New York
children. Height, weight, stature
are almost exactly standardised, as
are the red garments, the hood and
the white whiskers. The pack full of
toys, ruddy cheeks and nose, bushy
eyebrows and a jolly, paunchy
effect are also inevitable parts of
the requisite make-up.”
Coke’s annual advertisements
featuring Sundblom-drawn Santas holding bottles of CocaCola, drinking Coca-Cola, receiving Coca-Cola as gifts, and
enjoying Coca-Cola became a perennial Christmastime feature
which helped spur Coca-Cola sales throughout the winter (and
produced the bonus effect of appealing quite strongly to children,
an important segment of the soft drink market). One might
therefore fairly grant Coca-Cola some credit for cementing the
modern image of Santa Claus in the public consciousness, as
in an era before the advent of television, before colour motion
pictures became common, and before the widespread use of
colour in newspapers, Coca-Cola’s magazine advertisements,
billboards, and point-of-sale store displays were for many
Americans their primary exposure to the modern Santa Claus
image. But at best what Coca-Cola popularised was an image
they borrowed, not one they created.
www.snopes.com/holidays/christmas/santa/cocacola.asp

For Coca Cola’s take on Sundblom’s images, go to The True History of the
Modern Day Santa Claus, tinyurl.com/oqpsvjw
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ying of a broken heart is
more than a myth. Takotsubo
cardiomyopathy (TTC, also known as
broken heart syndrome) is a condition
first recognised by Japanese researchers
more than 20 years ago, and it has
gained a great deal of attention in
Western countries in the past ten
years.
TTC temporarily affects the ability
of the heart to pump efficiently. When
this happens, the person experiences
the same symptoms as those of a
heart attack, including chest pain and
shortness of breath. Less commonly, it
can cause death.
Although the symptoms of a heart
attack and TTC are the same, they
have different causes. Whereas a heart
attack is caused by a blockage in one
of the coronary arteries supplying the
heart muscle, the exact mechanism of
TTC is not entirely clear.
TTC is associated with patterns
of abnormal contraction of the left
ventricle, the heart’s main pumping
chamber, but it is not caused by

blocked coronary arteries. The
condition is being widely researched
internationally, but it is generally
accepted by the scientific community
that stress hormones, such as
adrenalin, are partly at fault.
In most cases TTC is preceded by
severe psychological or physical stress.
The condition was first recognised
in women who had experienced a
traumatic emotional event, such as
the death of a spouse. Hence, the
commonly used name “broken heart
syndrome”.
The types of stressors associated
with TTC vary widely, from what
may seem to be trivial events to severe
life-changing events. Some of the
more common psychological stressors
include death of a spouse or other
significant family member, family
arguments, negative events in the
workplace, psychiatric illness, loss of
property, loss of a pet, anniversary
of a death and traumatic social or
environmental events such as war,
earthquakes and floods.

Examples of commonly reported
physical stressors include acute
medical illness or trauma, stroke,
epilepsy, heat stress, being diagnosed
with diseases such as cancer and giving
birth.
The list of stressors associated with
TTC appears to be endless. From
the thousands of cases reported, it
seems almost anything can cause
TTC if it elicits a stress response in an
individual. It has been suggested that
TTC can even occur with emotional
responses to happy events.
According to US research
(tinyurl.com/ncho832 for link to
scientific paper), TTC appears to
predominantly affect postmenopausal
women. Around 90 per cent of
reported cases are in women aged
between 65 and 70 years. As the
condition becomes more widely
recognised, cases are being reported
in other groups, including younger
women, men and children.
It is not clear why women seem
to be more susceptible to the
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development of TTC, or why some
people and not others develop TTC in
response to a stressful event. It may be
that some of us have less psychological
resilience to stress. Alternatively,
it may be a physical factor in some
people, such as an inability by their
body to cope with sudden large
amounts of stress hormones.

HOW IS IT DIAGNOSED?

The diagnosis of TTC is usually
made when a person presents to an
emergency department with heart
attack symptoms and undergoes
coronary angiography, a procedure
to examine the coronary arteries for
blockages.
During angiography, clinicians will
note that a coronary artery blockage
is not the cause of the symptoms.
Rather, they will see the abnormal
contraction pattern of the left ventricle
associated with TTC.
TTC occurs in around two per
cent of people who have coronary
angiography for a suspected heart
attack, but there is no doubt that TTC
is under-recognised. There are a few
reasons for this.
At the time TTC was first
recognised in Japan, there was little
interest from the West in what
was initially thought to be a rare
phenomenon. Also, stress is not a good
fit in the paradigm of cardiovascular
disease development where risk factors
such as blood pressure, cholesterol, age
and weight can be precisely measured
for risk management and treatment.
And our incomplete understanding of
TTC limits our ability to recognise all
situations in which TTC may occur,
in whom and to what extent.
TTC can cause death but this is
relatively rare and often associated
with a concurrent medical illness. The
good news is that most people with
TTC make a full recovery within a
few weeks. Some people will have
recurrent episodes and as yet we do
not have any therapies to prevent this.

once TTC is diagnosed, there will be
some changes to medications. Drugs
known as angiotensin-converting
enzyme (ACE) inhibitors (which
relax the blood vessels) and beta
blockers (which control heart rhythm
and reduce high blood pressure) are
generally used to reduce the workload
on the heart. But currently it is not
clear which medications are most
helpful in treating TTC or for how
long they should be used.
There is increasing evidence that
negative emotions, including stress,
depression, anger, frustration, panic,
fear and anxiety, are associated with
an increased risk of developing heart
problems. They are also associated
with poorer outcomes for people with
existing heart problems.
TTC is yet another example of
the adverse effects of stress on health.
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With heightened awareness of the
condition, and increasing levels of
stress in our society, we are likely to
see a greater incidence of TTC over
time.

.

Reprinted with permission from The
Conversation, www.theconversation.com/au.

About the author:

Angela Kucia is a senior
lecturer in nursing at the
University of South Australia

Where are you going?
Dear subscriber ...
If you change your
postal or email
address, please
drop us a line.
We know how
traumatic it
would be to
miss even a
single copy
of The Skeptic.

TREATMENT

The treatment for TTC is initially
the same as for a heart attack, but
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REGULARS

The cycle of life
Creation, inspiration and science.
And so it goes, the almost inevitable
realisation that all knowledge is
connected and connectable.

THE PRICE OF
FREE-THINKING
Among his many studies, Halley argued for a way to make a physical estimate
of the Earth’s age based on the amount of salt
washed out of rivers into the oceans, leading to
increased saltiness of the seas. He did not give an
actual age of the planet, apparently seeking more
to dispute the idea that the Earth was infinitely old.
What Halley’s work accomplished was to make the
idea of the Earth having a physical history that was
older than human history (but not infinitely old)
philosophically acceptable. In 1691 Halley sought
the post of Savilian Professor of Astronomy at
Oxford, but was opposed by the Archbishop
of Canterbury, among others, on the
grounds of his supposed atheism and
not least on his refutation of the
ideas of Bishop Ussher.

Sir Edmund
Halley at
Greenwich
Obervatory
(1904 bust by
Henry Pegram).

THE START OF THE WORLD
James Ussher (1581-1656, pictured
below) was Protestant Archbishop of Armagh
(Anglican Primate of All Ireland). He is probably
best known (or only known) for his calculation of the
age of the Earth based on Biblical sources. His date for
the Creation, from volume 4 of his Annals of the World
(1650), was the evening of Sunday, October 23, 4004 BCE
(Julian calendar – Britain did not adopt the Gregorian calendar
until 1752). Contrary to many accounts, Ussher did not give a
specific time of day, although it is often stated that he gave the
time of creation as “9am””. This is a conflation of his work
with that of Sir John Lightfoot.

What goes a
THE MAN OF MANY TALENTS

Edmond (or Edmund) Halley, (1656-1742) was
an English astronomer, geophysicist, mathematician,
meteorologist, and physicist who is best known for computing
the orbit of the eponymous Halley’s Comet. He was the second
Astronomer Royal in Britain, succeeding John Flamsteed. He built
a diving bell, in which he and five companions dived to a depth
of 18m in the River Thames, introduced a rudimentary working
model of a magnetic compass using a liquid-filled housing
to dampen the swing and wobble of the needle, and was
once censured by the Royal Society for suggesting
that the story of Noah’s flood might be an
account of a cometary impact.
Source: Wikipedia, except where noted
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THE MAN OF PERSUASION
Ussher’s grandson, James Tyrrell (1642-1718)
was an English author, Whig political philosopher, and
historian. He became a barrister in 1666 and a justice of the
peace in Buckinghamshire, but was deprived of that office by James
II for failing to support the Declaration of Indulgence. He was later
persuaded back into public service to become Commissioner of the
Privy Seal. Tyrrell was a friend and supporter of John Locke, who stayed
for a time at Tyrrell’s home, at a time when Locke was apparently
working on his Two Treatises on Government. Tyrrell’s thinking
appears to have influenced the development of Locke’s, and for
a time his writings were more influential than Locke’s in the
emergence of Whig thinking and policies.

Creation of the world, October
4004 BCE (19th century etching by
Schnorr von Carolsfeld).

THE START
OF ENLIGHTENMENT

s around ...

oted
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THE SUPPORTERS OF SCIENCE

John Locke (1632–1704) was an English
philosopher and physician regarded as one of
the most influential of Enlightenment thinkers
and known as the “Father of Classical Liberalism”.
His writings influenced Voltaire and Rousseau,
many Scottish Enlightenment thinkers, as well as the
American revolutionaries. His contributions to classical
republicanism and liberal theory are reflected in the
United States Declaration of Independence. Locke’s
theory of mind is often cited as the origin of modern
conceptions of identity and the self, figuring
prominently in the work of later philosophers
such as Hume, Rousseau, and Kant.

Locke was made a Fellow of the Royal
Society in 1668, aged 36. Edmond Halley (16561742) was made a Fellow ten years later, when
he was aged 22. Both Locke and Halley were major
supporters of Isaac Newton’s early work on mathematics,
with Locke describing Newton as “incomparable” (although
Newton once accused Locke of trying to ‘embroil’ him with
women). Halley praised Newton as “nearer the gods no
mortal can approach” in his Ode to Newton, the preface
to Newton’s Principia Mathematica. Halley had paid for
John Locke looking
the publication of the book out of his own pocket.
enlightened and
The introduction to a book of travel accounts,
possibly worried
Collection of Voyages and Travels, has been
(1697 portrait by Sir
variously attributed to both Locke
and Halley.
Godfrey Kneller).
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False Accusation

Perversion panic

sending a letter to all the parents of children
in the school. The letter invited parents to
question their children, and specified asking
about sexual acts or nude photographs. The
We Believe the Children: A Moral Panic in the 1980s
setup was in place; the panic took over and
reigned for years.
By Richard Beck
At least some of the parents who got the
PublicAffairs, A$35.00
letter must have scoffed, but it made others
wonder. They began calling each other and
wondering communally, and they also started
ichard Beck is 28 years old, and asking their children, whose denials of anything
as a writer for the journal n + 1 out of the ordinary would have left the parents
was involved in a research group that wondering, too. Perhaps the denials were
confirmation of wrongdoing; one little girl told
looked into the history of radical
her mother that kids were never instructed to
feminism. Thus he was introduced
take their clothes off, but the mother told police
into something he had never heard
that she did not feel the daughter was telling
of before, the child abuse panics of
the truth. Other children would tune into
the 1980s.
what the parents and investigators wanted and
Those of us who are older
would answer the questions in a way that was
remember the sensational stories
satisfactory to the questioners.
that children at kindergartens had
Sometimes getting the right answer wasn’t a
been sexually and satanically abused,
and everyone began wondering how matter of intuition but of power exerted, adult
over child. One investigative therapist told a
safe it was to entrust your child to
five-year-old boy who repeatedly denied being
others for pay.
inappropriately touched, “You’re just a scaredy
Beck realised that he wasn’t the
cat.” Another child who refused to confirm
only one who didn’t know about
sexual improprieties was told, “You must be
the panics; he could hardly find
anyone under thirty who knew about the events, dumb.” The children were coaxed into telling
stories that were horrific and at times made no
and when he told people he was writing a book
sense; they told of tunnels beneath the school
about the subject, they thought he must be
where they had been tortured and abused
working on a novel. We Believe the Children:
(there were no such tunnels), or being raped
A Moral Panic in the 1980s is no novel, but
by a robot, or seeing animals ritually killed and
it is a serious account of horrifying incidents
worse. One little girl told an investigator, “It’s
when reason went to sleep and monsters were
all a story,” and she thereupon wasn’t included
produced.
as a complainant in the case.
Beck is good at recounting the episodes,
There was little literature on child abuse of
concentrating on the McMartin Preschool case
this type, and the papers that were consulted
in Manhattan Beach, California, but he is far
from the first at telling it. His book is especially by investigators only made the panic worse.
Children were simply too innocent to fabricate
good for those who did not live at the time of
explicit sexual allegations, the thinking went; if
the case as it is comprehensive and puts the
they said it, it must be so. Then children might
events into the sociological and psychological
context of the time. It also shows that we are still retract what allegations they made, and this sort
of reversal was evidence of trying to minimise
dealing with the aftereffects of the panic.
the horrors they had experienced (but horrors
It all began in the summer of 1983, when
there must have been, one way or the other).
a woman who was later shown to have serious
The mirror-image character of evidence became
emotional problems took her three-year-old
apparent after parents wanted to pitch in and
son to the hospital with concern about redness
find it. “We’re out here playing Dick Tracy,”
around the boy’s anus. She suspected he had
said one father about parents who formed
been molested at his school, and went to the
search parties, drove children around to locales
police with her suspicions. The McMartin
that might have brought back memories, or
School had been in operation for twenty years,
and the yuppies were happy to get their children went through the garbage of someone suspected
of devilry.
into it. But the police arrested Ray Buckey who
Physical evidence, like the photographs
worked at the school, and not having enough
that were supposed to have been taken or the
information to go on, cultivated more by
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cat bodies that were supposed to have been
mutilated, was never found. This was, however,
not a demonstration that such evidence did not
exist; it showed to the contrary that the devious
abusers were experts at making sure the evidence
was never going to be found.
Something like $15 million was spent on
getting the case to trial and on the trial itself,
which lasted for six years. There were copycat
cases all over the country. Almost all, just like
the McMartin case, resulted in eventual court
decisions of not guilty, about which one juror
said that she could not tell “that the children
were telling what actually happened to them,
or if they were repeating what their parents
told them”. Another juror said, “I don’t think
anybody came out of this case better than they

were before.”
Those accused had their lives forever afflicted,
even if no guilt was found. The school was
bulldozed; no tunnels were found. The children
had been forced to consider imaginary horrors
that have no place in the lives of five-yearolds, and one can only imagine how relations
between parents and children were forever
affected. The judicial system was able to go back
and reflect that there had been clear instances
of over-reach on the part of investigators and
prosecutors, but few such over-reachers lost
their jobs, and many went on to higher office.
Beck writes about how the panic was a
reflection of its times. In the eighties, social
conservatives were worried about feminism
and changes in the family. No one planned the
day-care panic to be a social lesson,
but it was taken up as a warning
to women who thought they could
manage a life outside the home while
turning over care of their children
to others. We still have a legacy of
the panic, in that some people are
horrified that children are allowed
ever to go unsupervised. Child abuse
is horrible, and is not imaginary,
but the pattern is that it happens at
home; the horrible image of a child
abducted from a public place by a
violent paedophile is a horror only,
and vanishingly rare.
We are also faced with the pop
psychology that if a person has a
horrible experience, the person is
likely to repress it. This simply is not
the way humans operate; we do learn
lessons from bad experiences, and it
would be to our detriment to make
them inaccessible to memory.
There was a dental assistant who
used to visit the McMartin School
to teach hygiene, and reflected to
her sorrow that she had never seen
anything suspicious. She said at the
time, “How could we have been
so blind?” It’s a great question, but
blindness comes in many forms, and
one of the most troubling is seeing
what is not there.
- Reviewed by Rob Hardy
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Possession panic
The Witches: Salem, 1692
By Stacy Schiff
Little, Brown, A$58.00
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he story of the Salem witch
trials has a fascination
unmatched by that sparked by any
other bit of colonial history. You
can find all sorts of accounts and
interpretations of it - feminist,
Freudian, hallucinogen-induced,
Marxist, not to mention the novels
and plays and movies. There is
lengthier analysis of it than more
important historical events in the
US, such as even the landing of the
Pilgrims. There is no chance we are
going to stop thinking, imagining,
and worrying about Salem’s
infestation of witches, and no
chance that people will stop writing
new accounts.
Now here is a good one: The Witches: Salem,
1692 (Little, Brown) by historian Stacy Schiff.
It is an ideal account for our times, as Schiff
describes witches, wizards, broomsticks, and
apparitions as they seem to have appeared to
those who were experiencing them, according
to the accounts of witnesses. This brings an
immediacy and a weirdness to the social and
legal proceedings, and Schiff’s detailed and
lengthy account goes a long way towards
explaining what was going on. It never
completely explains the witchery; it was all
too strange ever to be fully explained. But
Schiff goes a long way to making the events
understandable in a human way, and deftly
ties them at the end to our own contemporary
magical or malevolent ideas.
It all began in the very house of the village
minister, among his own family. The Reverend
Samuel Parris was the fourth minister to Salem
village, and he was not popular. He had taken
the pulpit in 1689 with no prior pastoral
experience, and certainly no acquaintance with
epidemics of witches.
The villagers were always arguing about
something, and for Parris it was arguing about
his wages, the condition of his fences, or his

allotment of firewood. In Parris’s household
were his wife, three children including an
eleven-year-old niece Abigail, and two Indian
slaves, Tituba and her husband, John Indian.
At the beginning of 1692, Abigail and the
nine-year-old daughter started having fits;
they babbled, danced, leaped into the air, and
reported seeing things. It is hard to understand
what was really going on; kids this age just
behave that way, but perhaps they were not
supposed to in seventeenth century Puritan
homes. Their antics proved popular, with
crowds of people from the little village nightly
coming into the minister’s house to gape at the
odd little girls; that sort of reinforcement must
have made the performances more likely.
Everyone agreed that the previously model
children had been bewitched. Their audience
included clergymen and constables. Soon
there was full-scale audience participation.
The girls identified certain attendees as being
part of a huge satanic conspiracy, and when
the authorities convened an investigation in
the town meetinghouse, the performances
continued.
One of the girls might insist that a woman
present had been a leader of a recent satanic
ceremony wherein forty witches drank blood in
communion. Or one might reach out to strike
a woman who was attempting to exculpate
herself on the stand, only to have the striking
fist magically unclench and touch only the
witness’s clothing, whereupon the girl would
shriek in pain as if the hand were burnt. Others
were recruited into the demonstrations as one
girl would cry out, “Look to her! She will have
a fit presently!” and the girl called out would
begin convulsing, and perhaps giving out
delirious warnings.
There are many pages of this sort of hysteria
in Schiff’s book, showing that it wasn’t just
rumours or exaggeration that caused the
epidemic; people could see for themselves
that the little girls were possessed, and that
the witches they pointed out were fearful of
exposure.
Schiff explains that in the atmosphere of
the colonies, where attacks by Indians loomed
as everyday possibilities, along with attendant
dismemberings or abductions, it was not
surprising that devils would seem real and that
a gateway to hell could open at any minute. It
is astonishing, though, that children could be
acting impulsively one day and soon, because
of it, other children’s parents or grandparents
might be on trial, or hung, or tortured to
death.
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“The Trial of George
Jacobs” a 19th century
view of the Salem witch
trials, Peabody Essex
Museum

It’s easy to say that the village comprised
ignorant and superstitious rustics, but they
did not power the reprisals against the accused
witches. The judges, clergy, and magistrates
were not so prone to superstitious ignorance as
they were to superstitious enlightenment.
There was a lot of information in print
about witch infestations, and it was not
the equivalent of pulps, but the academic
accounts from learned religious societies and
universities. The officials in Salem were aware
of an outbreak of witches in Sweden a few
years before; witchcraft was detested, but it was
still a suitable topic of investigation and report.
You could also find texts discrediting belief in
witchcraft, but no such book of skepticism was
published in Boston before 1692.
Some of the officials took a pride in the
infestation; if Satan was working his ways so
hard in Salem, they suggested, then Salem
must be doing something right. Cotton
Mather, whose writing and opinions run
throughout Schiff’s book, was a highly
educated minister who said that the witchery
not only showed a pride of place, but of time.
It was clear that it was a sign that the Second
Coming was imminent, perhaps but five years
away.
The investigations would go on to the
autumn of 1692, and the results were dire.
Among the accused were, just as you would
expect, isolated old women, but there were also
a deputy village constable, a tavern keeper, one
of the richest merchants in the colony, and a
minister. Nineteen of the accused were hung,

and one was crushed to death with large stones
in a failed attempt to get him to confess; none
were burned alive, as that was not the fashion.
Scores of others were jailed in grossly sordid
and sometimes lethal cells. Neighbours were
pitted against neighbours, husbands against
wives, children against parents.
The accused learned the best strategy in
what was essentially a powerplay was to
confess. One of the reasons that there were
so many witches is that so many confessed
to being witches. No one who confessed got
the noose. Those executed lost their lives
because they claimed innocence. The minister,
George Burroughs, came close to stopping the
proceedings on his gallows by giving a sermon
and then reciting the Lord’s Prayer. This was
a test for wizardry; no witch or wizard could
recite the prayer without stumbling. His
eloquence got him only minutes of reprieve.
Of course he could recite the Lord’s Prayer
perfectly, came the explanation - the devil was
right at his shoulder, dictating to him.
As the year wore on, the show trials and
gruesome public executions began to erode
the enthusiasm of the public and the officials
who had used the proceedings to consolidate
power. The ministers and magistrates began to
cover their tracks. Astonishingly, the records
from 1692 are largely absent, when otherwise
Salem residents were obsessive about making
records. The court recorder rewrote the village
record, deleting distasteful events. Not a single
transcript of a session of the witchcraft court
can be found.
Nonetheless, Schiff has probed the journals
and letters that remain, and brought forth a
shockingly intimate view of village life that
was hard enough without witches bursting
in. Her strong command of detail cannot
demystify the madness, but it does make it
part of a recognisable community process.
She mentions, but without over-emphasis, the
sorts of witch-hunts we have subsequently put
ourselves through, like the McCarthy hearings
and the day-care sex abuse and Satanism scares
that ran across the US in the 1980s and 90s
(see the review this issue of We Believe the
Children). We have yet to fully learn the lesson
that people under duress will confess guilt
to all manner of unlikely things, or that we
should distrust the torture that can reliably
produce answers the torturers desire. Warnings
of millennial doom continue. We have not left
1692 entirely behind.
- Reviewed by Rob Hardy
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Ghosts

Chance of a Ghost
The Science of Ghosts
By Joe Nickell

Prometheus Books, US$12.60
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oe Nickell has the job most
skeptics would die for. He travels
the world, investigating claims of
paranormal phenomena, and makes
a living out of doing it. He has been
investigating ghosts and suchlike
for more than four decades, and
writing books about them since the
early 80s, with his first being on
the Shroud of Turin. He’s covered
UFOs, psychic detectives, ancient
astronauts, lake monsters, miracles,
zombies, circus freaks, Bigfeet, and
on and on.
In this book he looks at the
history of ghosts – the why as much
as the what – specific hauntings,
those who claim to communicate
with the dead (John Edward has a chapter
here), and ghost hunters. He follows a fairly
consistent approach, especially with the specific
cases, looking at the claims, the evidence,
reviews of the evidence by himself and others,
and a conclusion.
It has to be said that he doesn’t exactly come
down in favour of the ghost claims, and he’s
held this view for some time. In a television
program in 1992, following an on-air threat of
violence from a ghost hunter (who had earlier
endorsed the Amityville ghost), he replied: “I’ve
investigated haunted houses for some twenty
years. I’ve not met a house that I thought
was haunted.” In the 20+ years since then, he
hasn’t changed his mind, though he does point
out in the book that “As with other alleged
paranormalities, belief in ghosts is sparked by
our deepest hopes and fears, and so is worthy
of our serious attention. That is why I decry
alike the mystery-mongering approach of those
who hype belief in ghosts and the dismissive,
debunking attitude of others.”
Some reviewers haven’t been convinced
of Nickell’s dispassionate approach, though
they tend to be those who want some sort of
endorsement of ghost phenomena, or at least
a response of “plausible”. That they don’t get
it here is obviously frustrating to them, but

Nickell does follow a systematic procedure that
is often lacking in the pro-ghost proponents.
In fact, with some specific cases, it would
actually be good to have more information,
as a few pages is not always enough to satisfy
the already whetted appetite for ghosts and
ghoulies. But Nickell probably could – and
indeed has – written whole books on some
claims, so we must see The Science of Ghosts as a
detailed overview of the topic.
What is particularly useful is a glossary of
30+ “mental states, attitudes and perceptions”
that might explain ghostly encounters from
a perspective that is more scientific than
supernatural. This is the sort of thing that most
skeptics would find invaluable carrying around
in their pocket, ready to whip out during any
discussion of the paranormal. Each entry, some
long and some short, has enough to explain
what the explanation entails and how it could
be applied to various claims.
Nickell’s attitude to ghosts – and many other
paranormal phenomena – can probably be
summarised by his comment in an early chapter
where he discusses that perennial problem, why
ghosts wear clothes: “The real answer, of course,
is that Occam’s razor applies – the principle that
the simplest tenable explanation, the one relying
on the fewest assumptions, is to be preferred.
In this instance the simplest explanation is that
apparitions and their accompaniments are just
as they are in dreams, and in our memories
and imaginings as well – mental images all.
The items of clothing and other inanimate
objects, as well as animals and additional
elements of human surrounds, exist because
they are necessary to what has been called the
‘apparitional drama’.”
We may or may not regard William of
Occam as the patron saint of skeptics, but
we can definitely praise Joe Nickell as one
of the legendary adventurers of the skeptical
movement.
- Reviewed by Tim Mendham
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LETTERS

To the Editor

What you think ...
Near death experiences

A

propos of your review of the
book Near Death Experiences
[The Skeptic 35:3, p54], I’ve had two,
and see them as nothing more than
the consequence of a temporary lack
of brain oxygen. I told my family
about them as soon as I had regained
consciousness. mushrooms, coca leaves
or opium.
The first was after a significant postoperative haemorrhage – I was floating
face-down on the ceiling, looking
down at myself in bed. Someone was
desperately pumping the blood in the
transfusion line into me to speed it up.
They were being watched anxiously by
my father, a surgeon, who was sitting
at the side of the bed. I remember
him commenting anxiously on my
rapid pulse rate. I then fell asleep, and
told my dad about this when I came
around.
The second time was after my
coronary artery bypass surgery 26 years

ago. This time I was floating upwards
in a tunnel/funnel/tube, at the end
of which was a bright light. I told my
wife and children about this when I
eventually regained consciousness.
What is interesting is that both
experiences are, from my reading, fairly
standard. Many people ‘float’ and many
go up the tunnel/funnel. The fact that
the experience is similar for different
people does, I think, validate the
idea that this is merely a neurological
phenomenon – when oxygen is scarce. I
have not read of descriptions other than
these two. Have you?
I wonder whether the funnel/tunnel/
bright light experience is what has led
past ‘religious’ to conceive of ascensions
– Elijah and later prophets. The fiery
chariot might well be an embellishment.
Thanks for all you do for skepticism.

I

thought you might have been a
bit harsh in your review of the
book An Illustrated Book of Bad
Arguments [The Skeptic, 35:3, p55].
I have to admit I haven’t read the
book – I haven’t found it yet in my
local bookstore - and I know you
said that the author’s intentions are
worthy, but I think any negative
publicity might put people off
such an important topic, which is
vital, especially for school children.
Whatever you say are the book’s
failings, every effort to make clear
the difference between good and bad
arguments, and through whatever
means, should be encouraged. We
learn from accumulated experience,
even the bad ones. So let’s give praise
to anyone who brings this issue to
the attention of the public.

Peter Arnold
Edgecliff, NSW

CRYPTIC CROSSWORD SOLUTION
A
S
T
R
A
L
H
T
E
R
R
I
F
I
C

U S
K
O E
P
U T
I
A C
S
T A
S
E A
T
L Y
R
U S

T R
U
S N
I
ON
D
U P
R
S O
O
L F
U
I N
O
P R

A L
E
E S
A
OM
A
UN
E
R C
U
S B
A
G S
I
R A

I A N
G
NON
G
Y C T
S
C T U
W
E R E
I
A P O
I
A U C
F
Z O R

T
D
R
I
A
U
R
A
S
S
S
E
E
R
S

E U
N
E T
R
B U
E
E B
R
S E
L
T A
P
R S
E
E D

T S
P
T U
R
G I
O
MU
S
S L
N
T E
W
I A
G
G E
62

Lost logic

Daniel Thomas
Manly NSW

DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. The 50,110 word novel, finished in 165 days is
completely “e-less”.
2. Wind power causes the most deaths (from people
injured by, or falling off, windmills) per kWh that is
actually produced. Coal is next. Both of these are vastly
worse than all other methods.
3. Authorship and inspiration are disputed, but if it is
about Don MacLean the song is probably Empty Chairs,
not American Pie.
4. It hit the iceberg at 11.40 pm on Sunday April 14th
1912. The bow went underwater at 02:17 (some sources
say 02:18) and the ship disappeared completely below
the surface at 02:20 in the early morning of Monday
15 April 1912. It would have hit the bottom at about
02:38.
5. No. In 1992, the US suicide rate for people aged 15-24
was 13/100,000. Therefore the D&D players of that age
should have had 390 suicides.
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Loc a l S kep t i ca l G ro u p s
VICTORIA

TASMANIA

Ballarat Skeptics

Launceston Skeptics

Meets the first Friday of the month at Seymours on Lydiard Street Contact: Jin-oh Choi, 0408 271 800
info@launcestonskeptics.com
https://www.facebook.com/groups/39781220309544
www.launcestonskeptics.com

Citizens for Science – Mornington Peninsula

(formerly Peninsula Skeptics, aka The Celestial Teapot)

Contacts: Graeme Hanigan 0438 359 600
http://www.meetup.com/Citizens-for-Science/
www.facebook.com/groups/peninsula.skeptics/

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
https://www.facebook.com/groups/147741491945391/
The Surfcoast Summer Skepticamp is run annually by
members
Melbourne Eastern Hills Skeptics in the Pub

Meets second Monday of each month at The Knox Club,
Wantirna South.
Contact: Andrew Rawlings
mehsitp@codenix.org
http://mehsitp.codenix.org
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Melbourne-Eastern-HillsSkeptics-in-the-Pub/19241290737690?ref=ts

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
2.00pm @ Cube Cafe

QUEENSLAND

Brisbane Skeptics in the Pub

Meets on the first Tuesday of each month from 6:30pm at the
Plough Inn, Southbank
http://Brisbanesitp.wordpress.com follow links for Facebook, Twitter and email list

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
Mordialloc Sporting Club. ($2 to cover website costs)
http://www.meetup.com/Mordi-Skeptics-in-the-Pub/

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.

Australian Skeptics
National Convention

Melbourne 2016
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