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EDITORIAL

Based on a true story

Q

4

uestion: When do you know a
politician is lying? Answer: When
their mouth is open.
An old comment, and a bit harsh,
but there are many instances of
politicians bending the truth to suit
their arguments. And, yes, there are
many instances of politicians not just
bending the truth, but breaking it and
burying it in the backyard.
But it’s not just politicians. Bending
the truth and denying the truth are
common acts across all areas, from
business performance to drug use in
sports to crime statistics to criminal
trials to fanatics’ self-justifications and,
yes, to scientific results.
Falsehoods abound – false balance,
false memory, false dichotomy –
supported by confirmation bias,
cognitive dissonance, the confusion
of opinion with fact, and just plain
wishful thinking.
As usual, the media play a significant
role in both the dissemination of
falsehoods and in their correction. But
in this case the biggest media issue is
social media, with online propagation
of dodgy, dubious, wrong-headed and
wrong information – “fake news”,
“alternative facts”, “post truth” – that is
allowed to breed and fester with a speed
that is simply breathtaking.
Social media has brought the maxim
that it takes seconds to light a fire and
weeks to put it out very much to the
forefront, as technology has become
a two-edged sword in both spreading
and fighting against falsehoods.
Differentiating between ‘facts’ and
‘truth’ is not easy, and getting harder.
Some supposed ‘facts’ may very well be
‘fake news’, in that they are knowingly
fictional but presented as fact for
political or personal purposes. But
describing everything that runs counter
to one’s self-image and that is critical
of one’s approach as “false news” is,
frankly, cowardly.
The Oxford Dictionaries named

“post-truth” as their Word of the Year
for 2016. The term is an adjective
defined as “relating to or denoting
circumstances in which objective facts
are less influential in shaping public
opinion than appeals to emotion and
personal belief ”.
But “post-truth” is not a new
phenomenon, despite the recent fervent
coverage of fake news, particularly in
last year’s US elections. In the areas
where the Skeptics tread, dealing with
post-truth has been an ever-present
problem. In fact, it is the very role of
Skeptics to defend against falsehood.
Skeptics are regularly faced with
repeated and oft-repeated claims.
Whether classic UFO encounters,
Creationist theories, or quack medical
treatments, sometimes it doesn’t matter
how many times you might correct
the falsehood, they still pop up in the
whack-a-mole battle that rages between
science and pseudoscience.
In this issue we look at a range of
commentary on these issues. This special
feature is unashamedly a digest of views
expressed in different places by different
people, and sometimes in different
times. We learn by the approaches of
others, and their hints and observations
are valuable fodder in what is a growing
and increasingly bitter confrontation.
At a time when “alternative facts” are
treated often with a cavalier attitude,
when it really doesn’t matter how correct
you are, when intention and conviction
are more important than reality and
truth, now more than ever it is clear that
critical thinking is an attribute which is
essential not just for an understanding
of the real world but also to defend it.
With politicians who lie you can
always vote them out. When the media
lie, you can always complain. But
when lying and falsehoods become the
acceptable norm, then we’re really in
trouble.

.

- Tim Mendham, editor
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Around the traps...
Uni bans crystal healers
AUS: Edith Cowan University has
decided to ban training seminars on
crystal healing from its campus.
The seminars, designed to teach
would-be ‘health’ practitioners how
to do ‘Pranic Crystal Healing,’ have
apparently been running on the WA
university grounds since 2011, and the
next was due to take place on June 25.
But in response to queries from
Australian Skeptics Inc, ECU ViceChancellor Prof Steve Chapman
said that “We have written to the
organisation and requested that they
remove all reference to these events on
their website.”
“We will not be accepting any
booking requests from this organisation,

or related organisations, in the future.”
He added that “After conducting a
thorough interrogation of our venue
booking system, we have been unable
to identify any bookings for this
particular event or any future events of
this nature.”
This may be because the seminars
might have been under the name of
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Namaste Life Centre, which runs the
events and offers a range of crystal
healing ‘services’.
At the seminars, attendees would
learn “how to harness the power of
one of Mother Earth’s precious gifts,
crystals and gem stones, which you can
use to enhance your healing ability,
spirituality and prosperity.”
Among the topics covered:
• Increasing your healing power by
200 times or more by using special
crystals.
• Extracting negative emotions and
diseased energies from your aura
quickly and easily.
• Creating personal barriers and
shields so that you don’t absorb your
patients’ diseased energies when
healing.
The Namaste Life Centre in Perth
is managed by husband and wife team
Dean and Sandy Tollis. Dean Tollis is
also a change management consultant
to businesses.

.

OK for chiros to “experiment” on patients, says CA president
AUS: The National President of
Chiropractic Australia, Rod Bonello, has
stated that a controversial practice by
chiropractors was OK because it is an
“experiment”.
In an interview on ABC Radio
National’s World Today, Bonello said the
Webster technique “should be regarded
as an experimental technique. There are
many treatments in health care across all
health professions where the evidence
is either very thin or non-existent and
yet practitioners still see value in the
technique.”
The Webster technique is used by
chiropractors to “adjust” the spines of
pregnant women to “assure normal
delivery” and to prevent breech birth
caused by “intrauterine constraint”.
It involves turning the baby within
the womb. According to the website
Chirobase, “This dubious treatment is
based on the equally dubious theory
that vertebral subluxations can cause
malfunction in the uterus by putting
pressure on spinal nerves. Reliance on

the Webster technique during the final
weeks of pregnancy can endanger both
the mother and the child.”
Chiropractors who are advertising
their provision of the Webster technique
to pregnant women do so in defiance of
warnings from the Chiropractic Board
and the College of Obstetricians to stop
it.
Late last year, campaigner Ken
McLeod alerted the Australian Health
Practitioner Regulation Agency and
the Chiropractic Board of Australia to
more than 100 websites advertising the
technique. During the ABC interview,
Bonello said that the problem is that
chiropractors have not updated their
advertising websites, but McLeod
says that is not the issue: “It’s that the
Board doesn’t know and doesn’t care if
the chiropractors are performing the
Webster technique, as long as they don’t
admit it on their websites.
“Bonello’s comments were flippant
and possibly dangerous,” McLeod
says. “His ‘experiment’ is outside of

strictly controlled clinical trials. There’s
no control group, no ethics approval,
no adverse reactions register in this
‘experiment’ and the Chiropractic
Board has never implemented the
required adverse reactions register for
chiropractors.
“Further, chiropractors are
advertising the Webster technique as a
safe and effective technique, not as an
experiment. This brings in Australian
Consumer Law as chiropractors and the
Board are engaging in misleading and
deceptive conduct.”
McLeod says he is yet to hear back
from AHPRA or the CBA regarding his
complaints”

.
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Federal budget needles anti-vaxxers

Fines for faker

AUS: The anti-vaccination lobby will
not be pleased with the 2017 Federal
Budget.
Following on its No Jab No Pay
policy, the government has decided
that families who fail to immunise their
children and who fail to get a health
check on their four-year-olds will lose
$28 a fortnight from the Family Tax
Benefit.
This is part of the policy of increasing
national immunisation coverage
rates and improving the effectiveness
of the National Immunisation
Program Increase. The aim is that the
immunisation coverage rates in children
at five years of age should increase from
the estimated 92.2 per cent of children
immunised in 2016-17 to at least 94
per cent by 2020-21.
The Government says it will commit
$14.1 million over four years through
the National Immunisation Program
to provide ongoing catch-up vaccines

AUS: Fake cancer sufferer Belle Gibson
has been found guilty of misleading
and deceptive conduct in the Federal
Court for claiming that special diets and
alternative medicine had cured a brain
cancer that she had never had.
But in her findings, Justice Debra
Mortimer added that the fake ‘wellness’
blogger may have been suffering “some
kind of delusion” that she had cancer
rather than acting unconscionably, as
Consumers Affairs Victoria had insisted.
“She may have had other
psychological or psychiatric issues,” the
published ruling said.
Gibson may face personal fines of
up to $220,000, and her company,
Inkerman Road Nominees, could be
fined $1.1 million. Inkerman is now in
liquidation.
She had made hundreds of thousands
of dollars after building a social media
empire based on her claims, launching an
app and releasing a cookbook,

for almost 375,000 Australians aged
10 to 19 years, and more than 8000
adult refugees and humanitarian
entrants.
In addition, the Government will
launch a $5.5 million awareness
campaign over three years to
improve awareness and uptake of
immunisation for children less than
five years of age.
Regular reminders will be sent to
parents covering the importance of
immunising children and protecting
public health.

.

.

Show us the money– NSW government questions AVSN

6

AUS: The NSW government has
served papers on the Australian [anti]
Vaccination-Skeptics Network as one
step in the government’s inquiry into
its fundraising activities.
According to a story by Linda
Silmalis in the Sydney Daily Telegraph,
Innovation and Better Regulation
Minister Matt Kean has ordered the
inquiry following complaints that
it may have been seeking donations
from the public illegally. Under
the Charitable Fundraising Act
1991, individuals or groups seeking
donations from the public for
charitable purposes may require an
authority to raise funds, something the
AVSN does not have.
This follows a statement in NSW
Parliament at the end of last year by
the then Better Regulation Minister
Victor Dominello that Fair Trading

authorities would investigate the
AVSN, following the group calling off
its High Court attempt to overturn
the Federal Government’s “no jab, no
pay” policy.
Late on Christmas Day, the
organisation said it had been advised
by legal counsel that there was a “poor
chance of success”, despite raising
$152,000 to pay costs. (That figure
was contradicted by AVSN President
Tasha David in October, who
said it had raised “just over
$160,000”.)
The AVSN said it had
spent $72,500 on legal
advice, a figure which
has been questioned
by members within
the Network, as well as
many outside of it.
When announcing the

end of its High Court campaign, the
AVSN suggested that the remaining
funds would be put to uses such as
pursuing the Therapeutic Goods
Administration for “misfeasance in
public office” or lobbying MPs for a
royal commission into vaccinations.
It was also suggested the donations
could be used to bring “top
international experts” to Australia or
to purchase advertising.
The Network is now obliged
to explain how the money
was actually spent.
The recent papers
were served on an
AVSN representative,
naturopath Brett
Smith.

.
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Creationist wants part of Grand Canyon

Flat Earther on the level
USA: IFL Science reports that a
flat-Earth conspiracy theorist and
YouTuber has taken a spirit level onto
a plane to “prove” that the Earth is
flat once and for all. His “experiment”
has since gone viral, just not in the
way that he’d hoped.
YouTube conspiracy theorist D.
Marble took a flight from North
Carolina to Seattle in order to
“monitor whether or not the pilot
would dip the nose of the plane to
compensate for curvature”.
He and some of his followers
believe his video proves that the Earth
is flat.
“I recorded a 23 minute and 45
seconds time-lapse, which by those
measurements means the plane
travelled a little over 203 miles,” he
explained in his video. “According
to curvature math given to explain
the globe model, this should have
resulted in the compensation of five
miles of curvature. As you’ll see there
was no measurable compensation for
curvature.
“Understand that gravity is still
just a theory,” he went on to say. “No
more defending what we know to be
true! Now we take the fight to the
enemy!”
D Marble’s views are shared by
a number of celebrities, including
rapper B.o.B, who got into a
Twitter-based slanging match with
astronomer Neil de Grasse Tyson over
the issue. During the online battle,
the rapper suggested Tyson needed to
loosen up his vest.
The video has been shared
by several Flat Earth societies,
including Flat Earth Activism, God’s
Flat Earth and various other globedeniers around the globe (ahem).

.

USA: The Atlantic reports that
Australian geologist and young-earth
creationist Andrew Snelling, now living
in the US, is claiming that the US
government is blocking his research
in the Grand Canyon because of his
religious views.
Snelling (pictured below) has sued
park administrators and the Department
of Interior, which administers the
national parks program, because they
would not grant him a permit to collect
50 to 60 fist-sized rocks. All research in
the national park is restricted, especially
if it requires removing material. But
the Grand Canyon does host 80
research projects a year, ranging from
archaeology digs to trout tracking.
Alliance Defending Freedom, a

Christian legal advocacy group that filed
the lawsuit on behalf of Snelling, alleged
discrimination by the park. “National
Park Service: Research in Grand Canyon
okay for geologists … but not Christian
ones,” read the headline on its press
release.
Snelling works as a guide for religious
rafting trips organised by companies like
Canyon Ministries, for which Snelling
also works as a guide.
According to The Atlantic, the park
does permit the rafting trips, and it has
allowed creationists, including Snelling
according to the lawsuit, to work in the
park before. In an email to Snelling filed
as part of the lawsuit, a park officer said
the project was not granted because the
type of rock he wanted to study can also
be found outside of the Grand Canyon.
The park solicited peer reviews from
three mainstream geologists - all three
overwhelmingly denounced the work as
not scientif-ically valid, a criterion the
park also uses to evaluate proposals.
Snelling, who holds a PhD in
geology, did not disclose his affiliation
with the creationist organisation
Answers in Genesis (run by another
Australian, Ken Ham), nor did he
explicitly say he wanted to prove the
Grand Canyon is young in his initial
permit application, but the reviewers
became aware of his reputation.

.

‘Slapping’ practitioner arrested
UK/AUS: The ABC reports that
Hongchi Xiao, wanted on a warrant for
manslaughter over the death of a sixyear-old boy at a self-healing conference
in Sydney, was arrested at London
airport early last month.
Xiao is a prominent ‘slapping
therapist’ and promotes the
controversial practice of Paida Lajin
which purports to “release the toxins
from patients by slapping one’s skin”.
Between April 22–28, 2015, a man
and a woman took their six-year-old
son to a self-healing conference which

Xiao was involved with
in the Sydney suburb of
Hurstville. The boy was a
type-1 diabetic and Paida
Lajin claims to eradicate the symptoms
of diabetes.
Just before 10:00pm on April 28,
emergency services were called following
reports the boy had been found in an
unconscious state. Paramedics attended
the location and commenced CPR,
however the boy could not be revived.
The boy’s parents were charged with
manslaughter earlier this year.

.
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Dis-harmonizer no better than tin foil - Choice

8

AUS: Choice has put the so-called
Geoclense Home Harmonizer through
a test, and found it to be a waste of
money and sure to turn off your friends.
Geoclense is sold as a “Geopathic
Stress and Electromagnetic Radiation
Harmonizer”. The product, supplied
by Victorian company Orgone Effects
Australia, is a solid block of green plastic
resin with a plug moulded into the back.
It has no components or circuitry – it is
simply the block and a plug. It retails for
$150.
When plugged into a powerpoint, it’s
claimed to neutralise the effects of what
Choice describes as “a startlingly long
list of supposedly harmful radiation and
radio and electromagnetic frequencies
from sources such as Wi-Fi, mobile
phone towers, death imprints and
negative psychic impressions, solar flares,
your home’s smart meter and even your
neighbour’s television.
“A single Geoclense Home
Harmonizer is even powerful enough to
harmonise inter-dimensional imprinting
radiation, personal beams and a variety
of other made up stuff for up to 12 acres,
or for an entire 59-storey building.”
The product promises to neutralise
electromagnetic radiation, radio
frequencies and cosmic energy. “In
our modern world these things are
impossible to avoid, but this solid block
of plastic promises to bring an end to
your suffering,” Choice says.
“Unlike other fake energy
harmonisers, which
Orgone Effects Australia
claim can only create
imaginary energy-balancing
fields of six metres or less,
Geoclense is claimed to
harmonise electromagnetic
radiation fields and energy
imprinting from electrical
appliances, wiring and
power lines up to 200
metres from your property,
and earth magnetic grid lines up to 400
metres away.
“Coincidentally this is how wide a
berth your friends will give you once you

explain the ‘benefits’ of your expensive
new doorstop.”
Choice put the product through a
series of laboratory tests of the supplier’s
claims, including impact on magnets and
electromagnetic fields (none), increase in
the number of photons (none), increase
in oxygen levels (none), and generating
negative ions (none).
“We even conducted one of Orgone
Effects Australia’s own recommended
tests – placing the palm of your hand
on a fridge. With Geoclense, the fridge
toucher should experience a calming,
energising sensation through the body.
Our test subjects, despite extensive
experience touching fridges, reported no
effect.”
Choice adds
that it was able to
substantiate one of
the supplier’s claims,
which is that it uses
absolutely no power.
“Hardly surprising
for an inert lump of plastic, but it does
beg the question as to why you need to
plug it in at all. Perhaps it’s to distract
you from the large sum of money you
just wasted.”
Geoclense has “the effectiveness of a
tin foil hat, but lacks the hat’s potential
for use in food preparation”, Choice says.
Maybe Choice did not realise that
Orgone Effects has properly tested
its products, all of which “have been
field tested and are recommended by
Holistic GPs, Bioresonance
Practitioners, Naturopaths,
and Kinesiologists worldwide.
Using Biological testing
methods such as GDV Kirlian
Aura Camera, Biotensor,
Lecher Antenna and Light
Frequency Bioresonance,
we are able to test and
demonstrate the effectiveness
of our products.”
One purchaser on a review
site did vouch for the Geoclense’s
effectiveness: “The day after plugging
it in, I noticed the postman delivered
our mail 10 minutes earlier, which is

one of the few claims not listed by the
manufacturer and should definitely be
added. It also manages to make money
disappear but then, if you bought one,
you already know that.”

Orgone Effects’
customer relations

Australian Skeptics has had a number
of run-ins with the Geoclense supplier,
Orgone Effects.
In 2016, Skeptics’ investigator
Richard Saunders had interesting
discussions with one of the company
reps at a Mind Body Spirit exhibition
in Sydney. Even though Saunders was
upfront about his role in the Skeptics,
they talked openly about
their range of products,
which include harmonizers
for mobile phones and wifi radiation, wristwatches,
the “Ionic Personal
Protection Pendant”,
Harmonywear jewellery,
ionic shoe inner soles, and an ionic
toothbrush. An offer to apply for the
Australian Skeptics’ $100,000 prize was
also made at this encounter.
In August 2016, Saunders ordered
one of the Orgone Effects phone
harmonizers, as part of an ongoing
investigation into such devices, but when
the company management realised who
he was, they refunded his money.
However, this sensitivity to negative
Skeptical vibes didn’t stop them selling a
phone harmonizer to Skeptics executive
officer Tim Mendham at the next Mind
Body Spirit fair in 2017.
The seller told Mendham that while
the harmonizer was supposed to be stuck
to the back of the phone, it could also
be stuck onto the phone cover, or, in
fact, just allowed to slide around inside
the cover without being fixed. The effect
would be the same, he said.
This is not the first time the
Skeptics have dealt with this form of
pseudoscience. In 1986, the late racing
car driver Peter Brock was awarded the
Bent Spoon for his “Energy Polarizer
Box” based on Orgone energy.

.
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$10 Million for alt med institute

Fundamentalists
losing ground
USA: According to a recent Gallup
poll, fewer than one in four Americans
(24 per cent) now believe the Bible is
“the actual word of God, and is to be
taken literally, word for word,” similar to
the 26 per cent who view it as “a book
of fables, legends, history and moral
precepts recorded by man”.
This is the first time in Gallup’s
four-decade trend that biblical literalism
has not surpassed biblical skepticism.
Meanwhile, about half of Americans - a
proportion largely unchanged over the
years - fall in the middle, saying the
Bible is the inspired word of God but
that not all of it should be taken literally.
From the mid-1970s through 1984,
close to 40 per cent of Americans
considered the Bible the literal word of
God, but this has been declining ever
since, along with a shrinking percentage
of self-identified Christians in the US.
Meanwhile, the percentage defining the
Bible as mere stories has doubled, with
much of that change occurring in the
past three years.
Non-whites, adults aged 50 and
older, and adults with no college
education all lean toward believing the
Bible is the actual word of God rather
than stories and history recorded by
man. Men, whites, adults aged 18 to
29 as well as those aged 30 to 49, and
college graduates lean in the other
direction, with more being skeptics
than literalists. Still, while biblical
literalism has waned, the vast majority
of Americans - 71% - continue to view
the Bible as a holy document, believing
it is at least God-inspired if not God’s
own words.
The results are based on Gallup’s
annual Values and Beliefs poll,
conducted May 3-7.

.

AUS: Vitamin company Blackmores
has donated $10 million to the National
Institute of Complementary Medicine
at Western Sydney University.
The amount – described as “untied”
and “a gift” – is a 50/50 split between
the Blackmore Foundation, run by
Marcus and Caroline Blackmore, and
the Blackmores company itself. It is said
to be “the most significant investment
into research and development in the
history of the company”.
NICM has not been without
controversy. Last year it was nominated
for the Australian Skeptics’ Bent
Spoon award and more recently
it was the subject of an Australian
Skeptics investigation into claims made
by its director, Prof Alan Bensoussan
(pictured on the right with Marcus
Blackmore) regarding traditional
Chinese medicine treatment for malaria,
some of the associations it has with
TCM research involving endangered
animals, as well as the nature of another
sponsor, the Jacka Foundation, which
spruiks naturopathy and homeopathy.
The donation to NICM follows one
in 2015 when Blackmores donated
$1.3 million to Sydney University to

establish a chair in complementary
medicine, though in the two years since
that was announced the university has
been unable to find someone to sit in it.
When the chair was first announced,
Bruce Robinson, at the time Dean of
the University’s School of Medicine,
told The Australian newspaper that he
knew a backlash was coming when
he signed off on the agreement to
fund research into the effectiveness of
complementary medicines.
“I’m a sceptic but I’m an inquisitive
sceptic and it isn’t good enough to sit on
the sidelines,” he told the paper.
Blackmores might be hoping for a
better reaction to its philanthropy from
NICM than it got from Prof Robinson.
When he was asked if he popped
vitamin pills, he said “Of course not. It
is just feeding the fish.”

Magic honey excluded

Aust Skeptics
33rd National
Convention

USA: The Register reports that Shajar

Abid, “chief visionary officer” at
Nubius Technologies, is suing Google
for US$10 billion after his web ad for
‘divine honey cancer cure’ was pulled.
Abid says he is seeking damages
for what he believes is a violation
of his First Amendment speech and
religious rights, for loss of business,
and for pain and suffering. He wants
the opportunity to advertise on Google
when people search for cancer cures,
and has asked the court to nullify the
$88 bill Google presented to him for
ads run prior to the cancellation of his
Google advertising account.
Abid’s honey includes “the exotic
spice, Secret of the Pharaohs”, and the
“ultra-rare herb Soul of Kashmir”.

.

.

November 18-19, 2017

City Recital Hall, Sydney.
Speakers incude
MC Lawrence Leung,
Dr Karl, Captain Disillusion,
Cara Santa Maria, Scathing
Atheists, and many more.
Full details and tickets
available from
skepticonaustralia.org.au.
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REPORT

Homeopathy

The Missing

Submission

A ‘scathing’ attack on the NHMRC critical report on
homeopathy seems to have been disowned by its authors.
Tim Mendham reports.

T
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he Australian homeopathy
industry has made a submission
to the Commonwealth Ombudsman
regarding the NHMRC’s report on
the industry. But two of the three
organisations that apparently made
the submission are not acknowledging
that they’ve done it, and the third only
makes a very brief passing reference to
it. And there are even questions about
the submission’s very existence.
The 2015 NHMRC report, titled
“Evidence on the effectiveness of
homeopathy for treating health
conditions”, concluded that there are
“no health conditions for which there
is reliable evidence that homeopathy
is effective”. The report received global
coverage and was seen as being very
damaging to the homeopathic industry.
This makes the apparent lack of interest
by those organisations most affected
by it surprising, intriguing and even
suspicious.
Dated August 2016, the submission
by Complementary Medicines
Australia, the Australian Homoeopathic
Association, and the Australian
Traditional-Medicine Society, is that the
report “is inaccurate, highly misleading
to the public and unjustly damaging to
the credibility of the homeopathy sector.
It is therefore essential that all published
documents relating to the Homeopathy
Review are rescinded in their entirety.”
But for such an important response
in the face of such damning criticism,
it seems that the support for the
submission has been diluted to almost
non-existent status (or, at least as far as

we can tell following a detailed search
of the complainants’ publicly available
online information).
To add further mystery to the issue
of the missing submission, while
the Ombudsman’s media office says
it cannot comment on whether a
submission is under review, one source
within that same organisation told
Australian Skeptics that no submission
had been received.

SUSPICIONS RAISED

Frankly we became suspicious of the
claimed complaint when we noticed
that Complementary Medicines
Australia doesn’t include any submission
to the Commonwealth Ombudsman re
the NHMRC’s homeopathy report in
its historical list of submissions1.
In a section of the list titled
“Submissions – Therapeutic Goods
Administration” (although many of
them are not to the TGA), it includes a
submission made in August last year on
“the Structural Review of NHMRC’s
Grant Program”2. However, this does
not mention the homeopathy report,
despite the apparent concurrency of the
dates of the submissions.
In another part of the list, which
covers Other Submissions, it mentions a
response to the NHMRC’s information
paper on the effectiveness of
homeopathy in the treatment of health
conditions. This response was made in
June 2014, more than two years before
the submission under discussion.
Likewise another co-complainant,
Australian Traditional-Medicine Society,

does not mention the submission. It
does mention the NHMRC in a press
release3 issued in early April of this
year on a pro-homeopathy film, Just
One Drop. (The film covers the basic
premise of homeopathy and refers to
the NHMRC report.) But the ATMS’s
press release makes no mention of a
submission: “The Australian TraditionalMedicine Society (ATMS), Australia’s
largest national association representing
professional practitioners of natural
medicine, including accredited
homeopaths, anticipates that this film
will open up a new conversation on
Homeopathy, and particularly on the
NHMRC report into the effectiveness of
Homeopathy that was released in 2015.”
Note, this press release was published
eight months after the supposed
submission, and yet it can only bring
itself to mention the 2015 report.
In fact, the only one of the three
apparent co-complainants that
does mention the submission is the
Australian Homoeopathic Association,
and even then (as far as we can find)
only in its news item on the Just One
Drop film. (The news item is currently
unavailable.)
The film, apparently, “Exposes
Australian Research Scandal” and “has
brought Australia’s scientific research
community under international
scrutiny”: “The AHA is issuing the
following media release on the occasion
of the premiere of the documentary
film Just One Drop in London. It
marks the beginning of the AHA’s
media campaign, the next step in
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the endeavour to have the NHMRC
‘Homeoathy [sic] Review’ rescinded,
with the on-going complaint still before
the Commonwealth Ombudsman.
… A formal complaint against the
NHMRC is now before the Australian
Ombudsman detailing procedural and
research flaws, conflicts of interest, and
reporting inaccuracies. In an Executive
Summary4 of the complaint it concludes
the NHMRC’s findings are ‘inaccurate,
highly misleading to the public and
unjustly damaging to the credibility of
the homeopathy sector’.”
In a footnote, it links to that
executive summary, and makes the
point that “AHA’s complaint to the
Australian Ombudsman was submitted
jointly with Complementary Medicines
Australia (CMA) and the Australian
Traditional-Medicine Society (ATMS)”
– the two organisations that don’t
mention it.
(The executive summary is the
only element of the submission that is
publically available. It is four pages plus
a covering sheet, and basically outlines
the argument supposedly developed by
the three complainants.)
The AHA did issue an open letter5
to the NHMRC in March 2015 in
response to a draft version of the report
in which it criticised the methodology
used, ie similar to the content of the
supposed 2016 submission. The only
submission it refers to in that open
letter is one made in 2011.
And that’s it – the apparent total of
references to the submission by its three
authors is a single mention by one of
them in a press release on a film.
Despite this, the supposed submission
has received coverage in other places.
Michael Marshall of the Merseyside
Skeptics and Good Thinking Society
alerted us to a piece in the UK-based
medical conspiracy site What Doctors
Don’t Tell You which states definitively
that “the Commonwealth Ombudsman
is investigating the review’s procedures”,
something which is not at all confirmed.
It was Marshall’s comment which set the
ball rolling on this investigation.

OUT ON THEIR OWN

The one organisation that does go
full-bore on the submission is the

Homeopathy Research Institute.
On its website under the heading
“The Australian Report”6, the HRI has
a section titled “Complaint submitted
to Commonwealth Ombudsman” in
which it says “In August 2016 HRI’s
in-depth scientific analysis was used as
part of a submission of complaint to the
Commonwealth Ombudsman brought
by Complementary Medicines Australia,
Australian Homeopathic Association and
Australian Traditional-Medicine Society.”
It links to the executive summary.
Perhaps ironically, neither the HRI
nor its contribution to the submission
are mentioned in the executive summary.
It adds that “As the complaint is
ongoing, our full analysis – some
60 pages – cannot be shared as yet,
but HRI’s data provided details
demonstrating the following scientific
failures by NHMRC which necessitate
retraction of the Australian Report. [It
then lists a series of issues it has with
the report.] … The complainants are
now waiting to hear back from the
Ombudsman regarding their submission.
As NHMRC’s inaccurate Homeopathy
Review has had a significant impact
on the field of homeopathy research
worldwide, HRI will share any news
regarding the complaint as the case
progresses.”
Those complainants waiting to hear
back are the three organisations who
seem to be ignoring the submission in
the first place, so they may be waiting
but not, apparently, with bated breath.
In a press release7 titled “Worldrenowned government research
department misled scientists and
the public over homeopathy” the
HRI refers to “Formal complaint to
Commonwealth Ombudsman details
inaccuracies, mishandling of evidence,
and conflicts of interest”. That, and
a link to the executive summary as a
footnote, are the only references to the
submission in the release.
The rest of the release looks at the
NHMRC’s procedures, and the Just
One Drop film. The HRI points out
that it worked “with the Australian
Homeopathic Association (AHA) to
conduct a thorough investigation to fully
uncover exactly what went on”. Note, no
reference to CMA or AMTS.

THE APPEAL TO AUTHORITY
So what are we to make of this silence
on an important submission in response
to a major and devastating report? The
lack of any in-depth mention of the
submission by the three co-complainants
made us suspicious whether there
was any serious submission at all.
Certainly we are concerned that the
Commonwealth Ombudsman’s office is
cited in reference to a submission that
none of the supposed authors of that
submission apparently take seriously (if
they mention it at all).
It has been suggested that perhaps
the submission was sent to a different
organisation, the National Health
Practitioners Ombudsman, instead
of the Commonwealth Ombudsman.
However, a spokesman for that
organisation says they have not received
a complaint, that it wouldn’t have been
in their area anyway, and that if they
did receive anything like the NHMRC
complaint they would recommend
the complainant take it to the
Commonwealth Ombudsman.
Overall, this process is potentially
an abuse of the important role the
Commonwealth Ombudsman
plays, involving it in a supposed
‘scientific’ dispute between a highly
respected scientific research body and
organisations representing homeopathy,
a proven pseudoscience, and their
supposed submission.
If the submission is not of great
interest to its own authors, and if it
exists at all, then it can safely be ignored
by everyone else.
Maybe the three complainants
do support the submission, but they
certainly are not showing it. If they
do have evidence of support – strong
support – then Australian Skeptics
would love to see it. But, in the
meantime, we will treat the whole
situation with a diluted grain of salt.

.

LINKS
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

http://www.cmaustralia.org.au/Submissions
http://www.tinyurl.com/It36udp
http://www.tinyurl.com/mwsf239
http://www.tinyurl.com/jvuocgr
http://www.tinyurl.com/Izulqzp
http://www.tinyurl.com/n4ps8nw
http://www.tinyurl.com/n2wx8ug
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REPORT

Anti-Vaccination

Kiwi activism
Heidi Robertson reports
on an attack on the ‘fake
documentary’, Vaxxed,
and the backlash that
followed.

R
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eaders have no doubt heard of
the ‘documentary’ Vaxxed. If you
haven’t here is a quick recap from an
article that appeared on tvnz.co.nz:
“The film Vaxxed is a 2016 American
film from anti-vaccination activists
Del Bigtree and Andrew Wakefield. It
was widely criticised by the scientific
community upon its release, with
various reviews saying it cherry-picked
facts, relied on unsubstantiated claims
and used emotional pleas and contextfree statistics to get its message across.”
Mr Andrew Wakefield, as you recall,
is the former UK gastroenterologist
who first proposed a link between
vaccines and autism with the release of a
fraudulent study of 12 children that was
later retracted by the medical journal,
The Lancet. Wakefield was stripped of
his medical licence when it was revealed
that he had manipulated data, and
performed unnecessary and unethical
procedures on children, including
paying them money in order to draw
blood from them at his son’s birthday
party. (As an aside, Wakefield said he
thought it was OK ethically, as it wasn’t
a ‘payment’ of 5 pounds each to the
kids, it was a ‘reward’.)
Wakefield (pictured opposite with
a friend) also stood to gain financially
if he produced data that showed there
was a link between the MMR vaccine
and autism - he had already applied for
a patent for a single measles vaccine in
preparation for the ensuing shitstorm
that was about to erupt, and had other
competing financial conflicts of interest
that were not disclosed at the time.

And in case there is a skerrick of
doubt in the minds of anyone, it is a
fact that multiple studies in multiple
countries covering multiple decades with
multiple research groups using multiple
research models and multiple funding
sources have found no link between
vaccines and autism. So with Wakefield’s
history and reputation being less than
stellar, it is hard to believe how anyone
could take this ‘documentary’ seriously.

TAKING A STAND

Vaxxed is currently screening in New
Zealand. And in New Zealand we have
Dr Lance O’Sullivan (above), 2014 New
Zealander of the Year who has emerged
as a public health champion after what
he did during the week.
On May 24, 2017, as TVNZ reports:
“Dr Lance O’Sullivan interrupted a
controversial screening
for anti-vaccine
documentary Vaxxed in
Kaitaia last night with a
passionate speech telling
the organisers they are
contributing to deaths,
before performing a
defiant haka.”
Maori war cry haka
has evolved to now have
several different meanings,

one of which is a triumph of life over
death, which is quite appropriate
given the content of Dr O’Sullivan’s
statements to the people who attended
this particular screening of Vaxxed.
According to TVNZ, O’Sullivan was
invited to watch along with a number of
other health professionals, but he took
the chance to step up onto the stage and
share his views on the topic.
He said there was absolutely no
evidence vaccines cause autism and
he was concerned for his community
because immunisation is safe and
extremely important for children.
“I’ve come here not to watch the
film, but to continue my battle and
my challenge for my people ... and
importantly, for our children,” he said.
“I come here with a lot of anger
... that’s because I am adamantly
opposed to this because
this position is, this idea of
anti-immunisation has killed
children around the world
and actually will continue to
kill children whose parents
are put off immunisation
because of misinformation misinformation based on lies.
“Fraudulent people, for
their own reasons, have
decided that they would put
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forward false information that actually
causes harm to children.
“Your presence here will cause babies
to die.”

THE RESPONSE

Not surprisingly, O’Sullivan has since
been criticised for his actions on social
media.
The Warning against Vaccination
Expectation group, aka WAVES, posted:
“Tricia Cheel [the event organiser] was
verbally attacked, bullied and threatened
by Lance O’Sullivan at the Vaxxed
screening last night. Dr Lance
O’Sullivan came into the cinema
under false pretences of watching
the movie.”
Laurence Bacchus, who works
with intellectually handicapped
and high needs people at Hawke’s
Bay’s Hohepa Services, wrote that
O’Sullivan is a “pharma whore” and
a “disgrace to his profession”, before
adding “New Zealander of the year
my arse!”
Dr Helen Petousis-Harris,
who works at the Immunisation
Advisory Centre in NZ, is a senior
lecturer at the University of Auckland
and has a PhD in Vaccinology. She
was quoted on May 25 in an article on
newshub.co.nz, that “The community
need screenings of the manipulative
pro-disease film Vaxxed like a kick in the
guts.
“While Vaxxed is a film that will
appeal to people who believe that
the moon landing was filmed in a
Hollywood basement and reject the
warming of the planet as a fact, it will
also scare good decent parents who want
to do the best for their kids. This is what
makes the whole thing stink so badly.
“The promoters are so despicable
that they even targeted Somali refugees
in a community in US Minnesota with
devastating consequences. Now there
is a measles outbreak and kids are in
hospital. This is not really what we want
in our NZ communities.
“I do not believe that showing the
film represents free speech because
all over the country the organisers
have done everything in their power
to prevent any challenges with covert

screenings etc. In Auckland, the
organisers began by issuing a warning
to the audience that if they wanted to
make trouble they had people posted
throughout the theatre.”
She goes on to say “The film in
question has as much scientific fact in
it as a B-grade zombie film, yet is so
manipulative it manages to persuade
people that its insidious messages are
somehow true.”
“Lance said babies will die. He is
no extremist; it is true. The impact of
the anti-vaccination movement has

been documented for over 200 years.
The consequences of the recent activity
against MMR vaccine have included
deaths from measles. It is purely a
numbers game - about 1 per 1000 cases
will die. During the last outbreak in
Auckland, 23 per cent of cases went to
hospital - which case number will be the
one who dies? The outbreak cost untold
millions to manage. The world is trying
to eliminate measles, a major killer;
people who promote Vaxxed are trying
to thwart the efforts. Does this make
them pro-measles? Well yeah!”
This is not the first time that
O’Sullivan has publicly condemned the
anti-vaccination crowd. In an article
in the NZ Herald in April, referring to
the upcoming screenings of Vaxxed, he
was quoted “I would really like to know
what it is they need to hide”, adding
that WavesNZ, which described itself
as a charitable organisation, was not a
registered charity.
“Is it the fact that the director of the
film (Andrew Wakefield) is a discredited
scientist?”
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Wakefield’s 1998 Lancet research
had been described by Dr Dennis K
Flaherty, of the University of Charleston,
as having created a public health crisis.
Flaherty called Wakefield’s publication
“the most damaging medical hoax of the
last 100 years”.
From the same NZ Herald article,
O’Sullivan said “Last year’s measles
outbreak in the Waikato, where 71 of the
89 [victims] had not been vaccinated,
is a good example of how a preventable
disease can take hold in a community.”
He called on WavesNZ to “come out of
the closet” and allow parents to
make an informed decision.
“All children in our
community deserve to be
protected by a best practice
decision, and best practice means
immunising children,” he said.
The Autistic Collective, one
of whose aims is “To present a
unified voice for autistics in New
Zealand”, slammed Vaxxed as
a sham that perpetuated false
understandings of both autism
and vaccines.
O’Sullivan has continued to
cop the expected online abuse from the
anti-vaccination community, including
one particularly nasty commenter
who brought O’Sullivan’s son into the
argument. His son has been diagnosed
with a progressive muscular dystrophy
which will tragically, ultimately, result in
his death. The commenter sarcastically
asked if there was a vaccine for his son’s
condition.
Those of us familiar with the antivaccination movement will not be
surprised by such a heartless, callous
comment.
When the Northern Rivers Vaccination Supporters heard about O’Sullivan’s
brave statements, we wrote him an
email of support and thanks, which we
hope will go some way toward showing
him that he has the pro-vaccination
community right behind him.

.

Note: Heidi Robertson is co-founder of
the North Rivers Vaccination Supporters,
and a regular contributor to The Skeptic
Zone (skepticzone.tv). This is an edited
version of her report on that podcast.
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Readers’ indigestible
Tim Mendham looks at those online places of note, where
skepticism is not such a dirty word.

I

n the spirit of this issue’s feature on fake facts versus true truths, we’ll look at
some sites that do the fact-checking on myths and media on our behalf, saving
us from potentially making mistakes and looking like a complete twit (or tweet).

The Fact-Checkers
In 1981, Jan Harold Brunvand
wrote a book called The Vanishing
Hitchhiker, in which he investigated
a range of what, at the time, were
beginning to be called “urban
legends”. These were the sorts of
stories on horror events and weird
occurrences that were spread from one
person to another. Purveyors of these
attested to their validity because “it
happened to a friend of an uncle of a
friend of mine”.
Brunvand was a Professor of
English at the University of Utah,
and categorised urban legends as “told
seriously, circulate largely by word of
mouth, are generally anonymous, and
vary constantly in particular detail
from one telling to another”.
He researched back to the sources
of these tall tales, discovering their
true and usually mythic nature. This
was not an easy job in the days before
the internet and the world wide web,
which could have helped him in his
research endeavours.
But he did have one advantage – it
was the days before the internet and
the world wide web.
Urban legends are still told today,
and they are usually told seriously
and are generally anonymous. But
they differ from Brunvand’s collection
in that they are told, not by word of
mouth, but digitally via social media.
This means they tend not to be so
14

varied as Brunvand described – they are
there in “black and white” and, thanks
to copy-and-paste, can be re-used easily
and consistently. And this means they
can be retold and retransmitted with
great ease and great effect via social
media, and rather than a one-on-one
process, they are a one-on-thousands.
The audience is huge, and their
immediacy is effective. Link, share,
retweet, and the stories are now told in
huge numbers and incredibly quickly.
To do now what he did 36 years
ago, Brunvand would have been
overwhelmed with possible choices of
urban legends. Instead of the 28 or so
he covered, he would have, or could
have, dealt with thousands. His book
would have been a lot thicker than
the 150 pages it was; in fact, for ease
of searching and updating, it would
probably now be published online.
Which brings us to contemporary
investigators of urban myths, media
coverage and dubious publications
– investigators whose research and
discoveries are published online.

SNOPES

The most famous of these is, of course,
Snopes (snopes.com) – “All the latest
rumors, urban legends, myths and
misinformation gathered together in
one nifty list.”
This site was established in 1994 by
David Mikkelson, and while it often

has the tag of being purely about urban
legends, it says that that term, from its
perspective, “embraces not only urban
legends but also common fallacies,
misinformation, old wives’ tales,
strange news stories, rumours, celebrity
gossip, and similar items”. It says it is
“the oldest and largest fact-checking site
on the Internet, one widely regarded by
journalists, folklorists, and laypersons
alike as one of the world’s essential
resources”. As immodest as that might
sound, it is pretty much correct. Jan
Harold Brunvand himself has given it
the thumbs up.
And if you’ve wondered where the
name came from, Snopes is the name
of a family of characters who appear
throughout the works of American
writer and Nobel Prize winner William
Faulkner.

RATIONALWIKI

Another fact-checking site with
a Skeptical bent is RationalWiki
(rationalwiki.org)
It describes its purpose as:
• Analysing and refuting pseudoscience
and the anti-science movement;
• Documenting the full range of crank
ideas;
• Explorations of authoritarianism and
fundamentalism;
• Analysis and criticism of how these
subjects are handled in the media.
It admits it is not a “no point of
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view” facility. Rather, it says it is an
“SPOV”, which can either mean
“scientific point of view” or “snarky
point of view”. Snarky it definitely is –
humour of a satirical sort runs through
much of its content. But from the more
serious scientific point of view, it says:
“In line with the ‘not an encyclopaedia’
guideline, RationalWiki is not required
to present ‘neutral’ articles. RationalWiki
articles should uncompromisingly
explain what is bullshit, what is not, and
(most importantly) why. RationalWiki
does have a strong skeptically-oriented
point of view; and that point of view
is that the scientific method and the
information gained from its application
is better than almost anything else
humanity has come up with. The
support of, profiting from and creation
of pseudosciences is as dangerous as
it is wrong. Articles are created from
this perspective, demonstrating the
strength of science and the folly of the
cranks. Similarly, articles relating to
authoritarianism, logical fallacies, and
wrong and broken thinking in general
need to expose their flaws and dangers.”
And you really can’t ask for much
more than that from a skeptical fact
checker.

DOUBTFUL NEWS

Finally (at least for this report), there
is one of our favourite fact-checking
sites, Doubtful News (doubtfulnews.
com). For a number of years this
covered a large number of paranormal
claims in the media – ghosts, cryptids,

funny noises, and strange things that
got washed up on beaches. Sharon
Hill, who ran the site, would churn out
an amazing number of items per day,
which is indicative itself of how much of
this stuff is published. Each news story
she dealt with would have commentary,
debunking as much of the obviously
ludicrous claims as squickly as she
could, which in some cases meant less
than 24 hours. She would also be open
about those claims that just couldn’t be
solved, and sometimes, just sometimes,
where there is something of interest
worth following up.
It finally got too much for her,
and DN disappeared for a short time,
although her archives were (and are) still
online.
More recently, we’ve seen a return,
with commentary on a particular news
item appearing every day or so.
In the place of the online news is a
fortnightly podcast called 15 Credibility
Street (soundcloud.com/15credstreet), “a
sharp-eyed view of questionable claims.
Evidence-based critique of news of
the paranormal, pseudoscience, health
claims, and anomalies”. This is a digest
of many stories that previously would
have filled many pages and required
hours of work of DN. Each podcast lasts
for an hour, give or take a few minutes.
The DN site also publishes a list of
sites categorised as “satire”, “don’t just
trust – verify”, and totally unreliable –
avoid like the plague (doubtfulnews.
com/beyond-doubtful-sources/).
Natural News heads the totally
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unreliable list, with the Daily Mail
topping the “don’t trust” ones.
Like Snopes, the name “15
Credibility Street” has an interesting
source - it is the address of the rundown house where the students Rik,
Vivien, Neil and Mike live, according
to one episode of The Young Ones TV
show. (William Faulkner? The Young
Ones? These skeptical fact-checkers are
a very cultured bunch.)
There are many other sites that do
similar jobs. Some concentrate on
particular topics, some on specific
media (such as emails or websites),
and readers may want to nominate
their favourites for future articles.
But as a final thought, a statement
in an article on Skeptical Science on
the “5 best fact-checking websites”
(skeptical-science.com/criticalthinking/top-5-fact-checkingwebsites) - some of which are featured
in this column - looks at the need
for fact checking, and whose role it
is: “When you are faced with a claim
that has no associated evidence,
then you are under no obligation to
debunk it. The burden of proof rests,
not with you, but with whoever is
making the claim. Claims asserted
without evidence can simply be
dismissed without evidence.”
Nonetheless, skeptical fact
checkers serve a vital purpose, if only
in highlighting dodgy claims and
putting them in context, all in one
easily accessible place. More power
to them.

.
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Facts vs Truth

Navigating
THE post-truth
Debate
Nick Enfield looks for
markers in the mist of
falsehoods.

L
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ies, bullshit, propaganda and
conspiracy theories show no
signs of going away soon, yet posttruth discourse may be one of the
most pressing problems of our time.
Humans have the capacity to wield
unprecedented forms of power, not
just over other people, as in acts of law
and war, but over other forms of life,
and ultimately over the environment
that affords our own stability and
survival.
If we want to make good decisions,
those decisions had better be based on
reality, and not on delusion, fantasy, or
falsehood. Weakening the link between
evidence and decisions not only
threatens the quality of policymaking,
it threatens the entire enterprise of
scientific research, whose business is
to find out the facts such that we may
make well-informed decisions.
What exactly is post-truth discourse?
How and why is it happening? And
what can or should we do about it?
Beneath simple labels like posttruth, alternative facts and fake news,
there is a complex set of issues. Any
debate about the post-truth problem
needs some common co-ordinates.
Following are seven key reference
points.

WHEN WE TALK ABOUT FACTS,
WE ARE TALKING ABOUT STATEMENTS
A fact is something that can be
communicated in the form of a
statement, where that statement
happens to be true. Before you raise
deep philosophical questions of what is
truth, just think of everyday cases that
present little challenge to our intuitions.
Suppose you reach for a bottle of
water to quench your thirst, and I warn
you: “That’s vodka!” It should not be
hard to find out if my statement is
true: just sip it and see. Many other
statements are straightforward in this

way, for example, My house is number
9 on my street; I have two thumbs; ice
melts in the summer sun.
Not all claims to fact are easy to
verify (like whether a certain foreign
leader possesses weapons of mass
destruction), and some are probably
impossible (like whether ours is the
only planet with intelligent life). And
facts must be distinguished from
opinions, the truth of which cannot
be settled independently (like whether
chocolate tastes better than vanilla).
But when we talk about facts, we
are talking about the statements that
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describe or assert those facts, and not
always the facts themselves. This means
that a lot of the time, when people talk
about truth, they are focusing on the
statements people have made, and not
on the facts those statements might
describe.

STATEMENTS ARE
SOCIALLY CONSTRUCTED

that there is a brute reality beyond our
statements. No matter how I construct
or frame the statement, no matter the
language used, or the context of use, ice
will melt in the summer sun.

OUR BELIEFS ARE STRONG
BUT UNRELIABLE

For a statement to be a fact it has to
be true. Believing that it is true does
not make it so. Yet we tend to show
Because we access facts through
great confidence in our beliefs – both
statements, which are acts of
when these are based in our first-hand
communication, facts are effectively
experience, and when these are based
always social in nature. Many scholars
on what others say, as long as we trust
say facts are socially constructed. This is
or identify with those others. But even
true in three ways.
our most confident beliefs may not
First, facts are always presented in
correspond with reality.
a particular frame. A statement of fact
The fallibility of human memory is
will always come from a person who
especially disturbing, as psychologist
has chosen to make just this statement
Prof Elizabeth Loftus (https://tinyurl.
and not other statements, and who has
com/z9679f7) and many others have
chosen to use certain words, and not
long shown.
others, to do it.
The ways in which we talk about
Intentionally or not, a person will
experiences after the fact – for example,
always emphasise certain things and
during police
leave other things in
interviews following
the background. In
Scientists are realis- a crime – can result
addition, the language
in inaccurate or
used – whether it is
ing that a statement
false memories.
English, Arabic or Zulu
is nothing without a
Whether by accident
– is itself a socially and
or intention, the
historically constructed
story to drive it.
mere suggestion that
system, with its own ina particular event
built patterns of framing
might have happened can result in a
and emphasis.
person firmly believing that it is true.
Second, facts are never discovered
Another common source of false
or described in a cultural or political
beliefs comes from our flawed human
vacuum. Statements of fact are always
patterns of reasoning. Human cognition
a product of their context and time,
is not a paragon of cool reason. For
and of the interests and perspectives of
example, a confirmation bias in human
particular people.
reasoning leads us to readily accept
Third, there is a specific class of facts
evidence that supports our beliefs,
that are only true because of human
and yet reject or ignore equally good
beliefs. An example is “That car belongs
evidence that goes against them. Many
to me”. This statement of ownership
other biases can lead us to embrace
is true only in terms of certain social
beliefs that are false, and thus in turn to
rights and duties that are created by
make false statements.
social institutions.
If I own the car, then, for example, I
have the right to decide who can drive
NOT ALL UNTRUTHS ARE LIES
it and when, and the duty to pay the
Telling the truth is usually a simple
fine if caught by a traffic camera.
matter. We have a belief, then we use
Many people agree that facts can
words to convey that belief to someone
be socially constructed in at least these
else: for example, it’s vodka in the
ways. But it is important to note that
bottle, not water.
none of these senses threatens the idea
If our belief is true (it really is
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vodka), then our statement is true. If
our belief is mistaken (it’s actually just
water), then we are saying something
that is false, but this is not the same as
lying or bullshitting.
The liar intentionally misleads others
by saying something they know is false.
The bullshitter says things without
knowing or caring whether they are true
or false. The method of psychological
bullying known as gaslighting uses lying
and bullshitting to disturb others’ grip
on reality.
These distinctions show people
can make false statements for a range
of reasons. The status of any such
statement depends on the intentions of
the speaker. Do they make the statement
in good faith? Do they intend to
deceive? Or do they simply not care?

JUST STATING A FACT
WON’T MAKE PEOPLE BELIEVE IT

Whatever your motivation, if you want
people to accept a statement, then it is
not enough that your statements be true.
Politicians and PR merchants have long
known that what we need is narrative.
The human mind is predisposed to
be drawn into stories, and so a message
that is clothed in a narrative arc, with a
sympathetic protagonist and the tension
of action, is more likely to persuade.
While scientists are trained to state
the facts, many people observe with
dismay the seeming hopelessness of bare
statements in the face of compelling
stories.
As a result, scientists are cottoning on
to the fact that a statement is nothing
without a story to drive it. The truth is,
facts do not speak for themselves.

STATEMENTS ARE REASONS

Regardless of whether the speaker is a
liar or a bullshitter, a yarn-spinner or
simply mistaken, a false statement is a
dangerous one. This is because it can
then stand as a reason for further actions
and statements.
One of the main reasons we make
statements at all is to motivate or justify
our decisions and actions.
When I say “It’s nearly midnight”,
I am not just stating a fact, I am
supplying a reason for action. When I
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warn you “That’s vodka!”, I’m not just
saying it, I’m giving you a reason not to
take a big swig.
Or when the Bush administration
stated in 2003 that Saddam Hussein had
weapons of mass destruction, they were
not just asserting a state of affairs, they
were giving a reason why they should
invade Iraq. It did stand as a reason,
even though later the statement turned
out to be false, as many people expected
it would be.
By accepting or endorsing a statement, we effectively accept or endorse its
consequences. So it is not surprising that
the primary goal of making a statement
is to get people to accept it, and not
necessarily to establish that it is true.
In some settings – for example,
in an idealised form of scientific
discourse — the way to get people to
accept a statement is precisely that: to
establish that it is true. But truth is just
one possible criterion for accepting
statements and their consequences.
Other criteria follow people’s
cognitive biases and cultural or personal
preferences, play on their emotions,
or appeal to their identity politics.
These are some of the ways in which
“alternative facts” are given currency in
public discourse today.
When facts are at issue, the stakes are
really about what would follow from

people accepting a certain statement.
This is why we have to take claims to
fact seriously; not because truth should
be protected in principle, but because
we must live with what would follow
from treating a statement as valid.
The battle over whether climate
change is real is not ultimately about
the truth of any given statement. It is
a battle over what, if anything, is to be
done.

POLITICAL POWER
CAN ALWAYS INTERFERE

Giving reasons for action can become
mere ritual if you happen to have the
political power that allows you to do
what you want anyway. The most
extreme, brazen forms of political power
do not bother with giving reasons at all.
But these extreme forms work by
means of violence, and violence is based
in hard facts. Bullets, shackles and
prison walls do their work without any
interest in your ideology or beliefs, guilt
or innocence.
Political power can be used to
suppress or outlaw statements of fact,
to remove them from public discourse,
and thus to remove their possible
consequences from society. Political
power can even render certain kinds of
facts untrue. Social facts like ownership
and membership are based in rights and
duties, and can be revoked by those who
control social institutions.
But there are limits to what political
power can do. As much as we might
wish it were possible, suppressing
statements of brute fact – that ice melts
in the summer sun, for instance – will
never stop them from being true.

The Skeptics’ Guide to the Universe
is a weekly Science podcast talkshow discussing the latest news
and topics from the world of the paranormal, fringe science,
and controversial claims from
a scientific point of view.
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The debate about rational discourse
continues.
Is the problem new or old? Can we
solve it, or are we doomed to grapple
with falsity at every turn? Is the problem
transformed by the scale of today’s
communications? Is the solution a
political one or a cultural one?
There is much to learn, and much to
talk about, but meanwhile my hunch
remains: facts will kill us before we kill
them.

.

Note: Reprinted from The Conversation,

May 2017.
This article is the first in a series from the
Post-Truth Initiative, a Strategic Research
Excellence Initiative at the University of
Sydney. The series will examine the “posttruth” problem in public discourse: “the
thriving economy of lies, bullshit and
propaganda that threatens rational discourse
and policy”.
The project brings together scholars of
media and communications, government
and international relations, physics,
philosophy, linguistics, and medicine, and
is affiliated with the Sydney Social Sciences
and Humanities Advanced Research Centre
(SSSHARC), the Sydney Environment
Institute and the Sydney Democracy Network.
A version of this article with links to other
sources can be found at https://tinyurl.com/
lddxlo3

About the author:
Nick Enfield is Professor
and Chair of Linguistics,
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No, you’re Not
entitled to
Your opinion
E

very year, I try to say something to
my students like: “I’m sure you’ve
heard the expression ‘Everyone is entitled
to their opinion’. Perhaps you’ve even
said it yourself, maybe to head off an
argument or bring one to a close. Well,
as soon as you walk into this room, it’s
no longer true. You are not entitled to
your opinion. You are only entitled to
what you can argue for.”
A bit harsh? Perhaps, but philosophy
teachers owe it to our students to teach
them how to construct and defend an
argument – and to recognise when a
belief has become indefensible.
The problem with “I’m entitled to my
opinion” is that, all too often, it’s used
to shelter beliefs that should have been
abandoned. It becomes shorthand for “I
can say or think whatever I like” – and
by extension, continuing to argue is
somehow disrespectful. And this attitude
feeds, I suggest, into the false equivalence
between experts and non-experts that is
an increasingly pernicious feature of our
public discourse.
Firstly, what’s an opinion?
Plato distinguished between opinion
or common belief (doxa) and certain
knowledge, and that’s still a workable
distinction today: unlike “1+1=2”
or “there are no square circles”, an
opinion has a degree of subjectivity and
uncertainty to it. But “opinion” ranges
from tastes or preferences, through
views about questions that concern most
people such as prudence or politics, to
views grounded in technical expertise,
such as legal or scientific opinions.
You can’t really argue about the first

kind of opinion. I’d be silly to insist
that you’re wrong to think strawberry
ice cream is better than chocolate. The
problem is that sometimes we implicitly
seem to take opinions of the second and
even the third sort to be unarguable in
the way questions of taste are. Perhaps
that’s one reason (no doubt there are
others) why enthusiastic amateurs think
they’re entitled to disagree with climate
scientists and immunologists and have
their views “respected.”
But what does it mean to be “entitled”
to an opinion? If “Everyone’s entitled to
their opinion” just means no-one has the
right to stop people thinking and saying
whatever they want, then the statement
is true, but fairly trivial. No one can stop
you saying that vaccines cause autism, no
matter how many times that claim has
been disproven.
But if “entitled to an opinion” means
“entitled to have your views treated as
serious candidates for the truth”, then
it’s pretty clearly false. And this too is a
distinction that tends to get blurred.
In 2012, the ABC’s Mediawatch
program took WIN-TV Wollongong
to task for running a story on a measles
outbreak which included comment
from the then president of the AVN
Meryl Dorey, who has no scientific
qualifications. In a response to a viewer
complaint, WIN said that the story
was “accurate, fair and balanced and
presented the views of the medical
practitioners and of the choice groups”.
But this implies an equal right to be
heard on a matter in which only one of
the two parties has the relevant expertise.
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Patrick Stokes
looks at a place
where opinion wants
to override truth

Again, if this was about policy responses
to science, this would be reasonable. But
the so-called “debate” here is about the
science itself, and the “choice groups”
simply don’t have a claim on air time if
that’s where the disagreement is supposed
to lie.
Mediawatch host Jonathan Holmes
was considerably blunter: “There’s
evidence, and there’s bulldust,” and
it’s not part of a reporter’s job to give
bulldust equal time with serious expertise.
The response from anti-vaccination
voices was predictable. On the
Mediawatch site, Dorey accused the ABC
of “openly calling for censorship of a
scientific debate”. This response confuses
not having your views taken seriously
with not being allowed to hold or express
those views at all – or to borrow a phrase
from Andrew Brown, it “confuses losing
an argument with losing the right to
argue”. Again, two senses of “entitlement”
to an opinion are being conflated here.
So next time you hear someone declare
they’re entitled to their opinion, ask them
why they think that. Chances are, if
nothing else, you’ll end up having a more
enjoyable conversation that way.

.

Note:This is an edited version of an article that
apeared in The Conversation, October 2012

About the author:
Patrick Stokes is a senior
lecturer in philosophy at
Deakin University.
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The Pro Truth Pledge is meant
to apply to politicians, but does
it apply just as well in the battle
against pseudoscience?

T

he Pro Truth Pledge was written by a US
group with a heavy representation ofsocial
scientists and its implementation is organised by
a “non-partisan group of volunteers”.
While it is part of a broader Rational Politics
(RAP) project, which gathers “thoughtful citizens
of all political stripes devoted to fighting post-truth
politics, meaning politics focused on emotions and
personal beliefs and rejecting objective facts”, its
basic premise could equally apply to those promoting
and dismissing scientific process and results. Could
you see anti-vaxxers taking the pledge? And, for that
matter, could you see Skeptics doing the same?
The following is an edited version of the PTP
manifesto.

W
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hile plenty of people have lied
to get ahead in the past, this
problem has become particularly bad
lately. Recent political events in the
United States, United Kingdom, and
many other democratic countries have
caused Oxford Dictionaries to choose
post-truth politics, “circumstances in
which objective facts are less influential
in shaping public opinion than appeals
to emotion and personal belief” as
its 2016 word of the year. Fewer and
fewer people trust the media, in part
due to the rise of alternative media,
in part due to the growth of opiniondriven reporting, and in part due to
criticism of the media by prominent
politicians. The replication crisis in a
number of scientific fields is eroding

the credibility of scientists. The most
popular sport in the world is mired in
scandals based on deception. Leaders
of organisations are lying more and
more frequently, and usually do not
get punished. It’s not only a problem
with public figures: fake news, more
recently termed “viral deception,”
is sweeping social media, shared by
ordinary citizens.
Sharing such misinformation is
not necessarily intended to harm
others or even deliberately deceive, as
our minds are not intuitively set on
seeking the truth. Research suggests
our emotions and intuitions instead
focus on protecting our worldview
and personal identity rather than
updating our beliefs based on the

most accurate information.
Regardless of our intentions, our
society as a whole loses out by these
lies, while individual liars gain by
their deception, a situation known
as a “tragedy of the commons.” A
well-known example of tragedy of
the commons is pollution: we all gain
from clean air and water, but some
individual polluters gain more, at least
in the short term, by polluting the
environment, harming all of us.
Similarly, we all benefit from a
society where we can trust each other
to tell the truth, but some individuals
gain more, in the short term, by
abusing this trust and polluting the
truth. Fortunately, the environmental
movement of the 1970s has now
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resulted in a situation where many
people started recycling and our
society passed environmental
legislation. In the same way, we
can change individual behaviour
and public policy alike to be more
oriented toward the truth through the
Pro-Truth Movement, and the PTP is
one aspect of this movement to help
fight deception.

HOW IT WORKS

Behavioural science research suggests
that an important key to addressing
such tragedies of the commons
involves a combination of strategies.
One is changing incentives, namely
increasing rewards for behaviour that
is cooperative and helps society – in
this case, telling the truth – and
also increasing punishments for
behaviour that defects from the
common good and harms society
– lying. Another strategy involves
reputation management, clearly
showing who is being cooperative,
and who is defecting. A third strategy
centres around managing the choices
available to participants, what is
known as “nudging”. The PTP takes
advantage of a fourth behavioural
science strategy of pre-commitment
– if you publicly commit to a certain
course, you will be much more likely
to follow it.
Besides providing the motivation,
the PTP spells out what it means to
orient toward the truth. After all, it is
very easy to say you share the truth,
regardless of whether you do so. It
is even easy to say you “verified” a
source before sharing the information.
However, if you verified it through
checking a source known to be
systematically unreliable, you have
violated the standard of avoiding
unreliable websites, and thus violated
the pledge. As you will see below, if
you retract your statement, you will
not suffer any penalties from PTP
advocates. The clear standard about
truth-oriented behaviour not only
offers guidance to those who take the
pledge, but also a basis for evaluating
whether pledge-takers abide by their
commitment.
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WHAT IS MISINFORMATION?
Misinformation is anything that goes
against the truth of reality. It can mean
directly lying about the situation at
hand, for instance when an athlete
denies taking steroids that they were
actually taking. It can mean lying by
omission, as when a scholar publishes
a study with a successful experiment,
while hiding that they conducted 50 of
the same experiments that failed, until
by random chance one finally worked,
a phenomenon known as publication
bias.
In some cases, misinformation is

I swear to …

T

he following are the elements of
the Pro Truth Pledge

Richard Nixon - “I am not a crook”

retract it if I cannot verify it.
• Defend: I will endeavour to defend others
when they come under attack for sharing
the truth, even if we have different values.
• Align: I will do my best to align my
opinions and my actions with facts,
regardless of whether the facts support
my intuitions and values.

SHARE THE TRUTH
• Sacrifice: I will strive to avoid sharing
misinformation – including clear lies,
statements that go against reliable factchecking organisations, or the scientific ENCOURAGE THE TRUTH
• Request Retractions: I will strive to
consensus on a given topic – even in
ask people who share information that
service to a cause I believe is good.
reliable sources, such as credible fact• Balance: I will do my best to share true
checking organisations, have shown to be
information, even if it does not support
false to retract their statements, even if
my opinion.
they are friends or allies.
• Verify: Before I share information, I will
• Challenge: I will, to the best of my
make a reasonable effort to ensure it is
ability, compassionately challenge
true, for instance by using reliable factthose around me to stop using sources
checking websites or evaluating the
that reliable sources have shown to be
scientific consensus on the topic.
systematically unreliable, even if these
• Source: I will endeavour to share my
systematically unreliable sources support
sources, providing a way for others to
my perspective.
verify my information.
• Respect Expertise: I will aim to
• Clarify: I will aim to express myself
recognise the opinions of those who
in ways that clearly distinguishes
have substantially more expertise on a
between what is my opinion and what
topic than myself as more likely to be
are the facts.
accurate in their assessments in cases
where the facts cannot be determined
HONOUR THE TRUTH
accurately, while reserving the right to
• Acknowledge: When others share facts,
choose whether to update my opinions
I will strive to acknowledge that the facts
toward their perspective.
are true, even when I disagree with the
• Celebrate Updating: I will gladly
person’s conclusions or position.
celebrate those who retract incorrect
• Retract: If my information is challenged,
statements and update their beliefs
I will make a reasonable effort to verify
toward the truth.
that it is true before repeating it and

.
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obvious, so that anyone can see
it. In other cases, it is less so.
For those cases, the PTP calls on
pledge signers to rely on credible
fact-checking websites and/or on
the scientific consensus.
Rather than going through the
process of vetting fact-checking
websites, we have decided to
outsource that work to Facebook,
which is partnering with websites
it has vetted and evaluated
as credible. As of the initial
unveiling, the websites include
Snopes, Politifact, ABC News,
and FactCheck.org, and more will
be added over time.
All these are members of a
common coalition, the Poynter
International Fact Checking
Network, and have committed
to a common set of principles.
Any other websites that Facebook
uses will be considered credible for
PTP purposes. Someone who takes
the pledge will be considered in
violation of the pledge if they make
a claim that is similar to those rated
as “mostly false” or “completely
false” by one of these websites (they
use different language, but you get
the idea). In a case where credible
websites disagree, for instance one
calls a claim “mostly false” and
another calls it “mostly true,” we will
not consider the claim a violation of
the PTP.
In some cases, fact-checking
websites have not evaluated certain
claims, but the claim will be opposed
by scientific research. Since science is
the best of all methods we as human
beings have found to determine the
reality about the world and predict
the outcomes of our actions, someone
will be evaluated as in violation of the
pledge if they make a claim that goes
against the scientific consensus.

We are comfortable with the
Wikipedia definition of scientific
consensus: “the collective judgment,
position, and opinion of the
community of scientists in a particular
field of study. Consensus implies
general agreement, though not
necessarily unanimity. Consensus
is normally achieved through
communication at conferences,
the publication process, replication
(reproducible results by others), and
peer review. These lead to a situation
in which those within the discipline
can often recognise such a consensus
where it exists, but communicating
to outsiders that consensus has been
reached can be difficult, because the
‘normal’ debates through which science
progresses may seem to outsiders as
contestation. On occasion, scientific
institutes issue position statements
intended to communicate a summary
of the science from the ‘inside’ to the
‘outside’ of the scientific community.”
Thus, we can recognise scientific

The pledge is violated when you
share misinformation. Violating
the pledge does not mean you
are going to be immediately
punished for doing so, since
the PTP is not intended to be
primarily punitive.
In putting facts first, we are
not trying to play ‘gotcha’ when
someone makes an innocent
mistake that causes a violation
the pledge. After all, we aim to
push ourselves and others who
signed the pledge to be better
than our natural inclinations
– just like it is against the
natural inclination of many of
us to avoid a second piece of
chocolate cake. Yet taking the
second piece and thus violating
our aspirations to eat well
doesn’t mean we drop our goal
of having healthy eating habits,
but simply try to figure out
what went wrong and aim to
do better in the future.
Similarly, each of us may well
eventually fail to be oriented toward
the truth, and make a statement that
goes against a fact-checking website
or the scientific consensus or the
clearly visible truth of reality. We rely
on a community of truth-oriented
individuals to support each other and
provide compassionate correction when
we fail, helping advance open-minded
thinking among all of us and thus
improving our society.
A key piece of the pledge is that
all pledge-takers will hold all others
who took the pledge accountable for
upholding the truth. If someone is
unwilling to correct themselves when
provided clear information about their
mistake, it is the responsibility of each
of us who took the pledge to hold that
person accountable by publicising that
person’s actions in appropriate channels,
to penalise that person through
harming that person’s reputation. This
applies especially to holding public
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figures who took the pledge accountable, well as others whom the advocate
considers salient to the deception at
as they have a bigger impact on public
hand. If the individual is a private
opinion and the common good of trust
citizen, the matter ends there, as this
and truth in our society.
How does this accountability work in sort of reputational blow provides
a significant enough disincentive to
practice? While a public figure sharing
cause the large majority
misinformation
of private citizens who
by mistake suffers
Pledge-takers
take the pledge to avoid
no penalty, one
lying.
deliberately
will hold all others
If the alleged violator
violating the pledge
accountable for
is a public figure,
– as shown by a
the advocate would
refusal to retract
upholidng the truth.
escalate the matter to
misinformation
a PTP local, regional,
one shared – suffers
or national mediating committee,
substantial negative consequences. All
depending on the status of the public
of those who take the pledge have the
opportunity to sign up for action alerts, figure. This committee would include a
group of vetted volunteers who would
and can also sign up to be a Pro-Truth
evaluate the evidence provided by the
advocate.
advocate, contact the public figure
Pro-Truth advocates can focus
for a chance for the person to offer
on a number of activities, including
an explanation,
monitoring others who have taken the
and make a
pledge, particularly public figures. If a
ruling – either
Pro-Truth advocate finds that someone
determining that
has violated the pledge, especially
there is a violation,
a public figure, the advocate would
that there is no
contact the person privately. As part of
violation, or that
this process, the advocate would adopt
the evidence is
“charity mode”, meaning being more
insufficient to
charitable toward the alleged violator
make a judgment.
than is one’s intuition, and assuming
If there is
an “innocent until reasonably shown
guilty” perspective – perhaps the person a ruling of a
violation, then this
misspoke, or you misheard something.
ruling is evaluated
Use curiosity and questioning to
by another
determine whether there is clear
PTP mediating
evidence that the pledge has been
committee, to
violated. If there is clear evidence,
ensure fairness
provide this to the alleged violator, and
and accuracy, and
if the person retracts their words, the
provide an external
matter is resolved.
perspective. In
If the alleged violator does not
the case that the
retract their statement, the advocate
other committee
may publicise the matter via the
also determines
advocate’s own channels, social
that a violation
media and otherwise. In doing so,
has occurred,
the advocate must provide both clear
the committee
evidence of the violation, and clear
then contacts the
evidence of a good-faith, reasonable
alleged violator,
effort to get the alleged violator of
offering the person
the pledge to address the violation.
another chance to
The advocate may also spread word
retract their words.
to other PTP advocates with whom
By this time, the
the advocate has contacts for them
public figure has
to publicise the information, as

“

”
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had a number of opportunities to
clarify the situation and correct it if
a mistake has been made, rather than
if the public figure aimed to make a
deliberate deception to pollute the
truth and hurt all of us.
If the public figure still refuses
to take their words back, the PTP
mediating committee would issue a
press advisory that the public figure
is in contempt of the pledge to put
reputational pressure on the thought
leader, with clear evidence of the
violation as well as the efforts it made
to get the public figure to revise
the violation. The PTP mediating
committee would also contact relevant
organisations with which the person
who violated the pledge is affiliated,
such as the radio station if it is a radio
show host, or a university if it is a
scientist.
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It would also issue a PTP Action
Alert to those who indicated they
want to receive such alerts – either
at the local, regional, or national
level, depending on the stature of the
public figure – for them to email/
Tweet and otherwise message the
public figure encouraging her/him
to revise the relevant statements, and
writing letters-to-the-editor about the
situation.
Finally, the public figure will
be listed on the PTP website as in
contempt of the pledge. This provides
considerable reputation pressure
for a public figure to avoid being in
contempt of the pledge – if the public
figure envisions violating the pledge
deliberately, s/he would be better off
not signing it at all. To summarise,
innocent violations of the pledge
will not be penalised, only deliberate
attempts to misrepresent the truth and
thus undermine the public good of
truth and trust.
Who will monitor the PTP
mediating committees? Other pledgetakers, of course. The PTP mediating
committees have strong incentives
to ensure that their rulings are as fair
and objective as is possible, because
their whole reputation rests on such
objectivity. The outcomes of their
proceedings – if there is a ruling
of a violation – will be provided as
evidence for scrutiny by other pledgetakers, and the public at large. These
outcomes will not be provided if
the public figure retracts their words
at any stage, to prevent reputation
damage for the public figure, since the
PTP is not meant to be punitive but
corrective.
A final note: violations of the
pledge only apply to statements
made in and about the public
sphere. In other words, it does not
apply to private interactions, such

as when a wife tells her husband
his new shirt makes him look really
muscular, regardless of what she
really thinks. It does not apply to
semi-private contexts, such as when
a fisherman tells tall tales about the
size of the fish he caught. It also
does not apply to religious or other
values-based contexts, except in cases
where the statement is a clear piece of
misinformation about public policy.
The pledge matters only in verifiable
statements in the public sphere, such as
when a private citizen shares a piece of
viral deception online, or a journalist

E

misquotes a source, or a pastor makes
a demonstrably false claim about
miracle healing, or a scientist hides
unfavourable experimental results
relevant to public policy, or a politician
slanders their opponent.

.

Note: Further information on the
Pro-Truth Pledge can be found at
protruthpledge.org/

T ips to S pot F alse N ews

see these signs.
arlier this year, Facebook issued
a list of 10 ways to spot false
• Consider the photos. False news
news. It might be considered ironic
stories often contain manipulated
that this message was sent to print
images or videos. Sometimes the photo
publications. A further irony is that
may be authentic, but taken out of
Facebook is one of - if not the –
context. You can search for the photo or
biggest media for false news stories
image to verify where it came from.
globally. But the message from the
• Inspect the dates. False news stories
social media giant is “We want to stop
may contain timelines that make no
the spread of false news on Facebook.
sense, or event dates that have been
As we work to limit the spread, here
altered.
are some tips on what to look out for.” • Check the evidence. Check the

• Be skeptical of headlines. False news
stories often have catchy headlines
in all caps with exclamation points. If
shocking claims in the headline sound
unbelievable, they probably are.
• Look closely at the URL. A phony
or look-alike URL may be a warning
sign of false news. Many false news
sites mimic authentic news sources by
making small changes to the URL. You
can go to the site to compare the URL
to established sources.
• Investigate the source. Ensure
that the story is written by a source
that you trust with a reputation for
accuracy. If the story comes from an
unfamiliar organisation, check their
“About” section to learn more.
• Watch for unusual formatting. Many
false news sites have misspellings or
awkward layouts. Read carefully if you

author’s sources to confirm that they are
accurate. Lack of evidence or reliance on
unnamed experts may indicate a false
news story.
• Look at other reports. If no other news
source is reporting the same story, it
may indicate that the story is false. If the
story is reported by multiple sources you
trust, it’s more likely to be true.
• Is the story a joke? Sometimes false
news stories can be hard to distinguish
from humour or satire. Check whether
the source is known for parody, and
whether the story’s details and tone
suggest it may be just for fun.
• Some stories are intentionally false.
Think critically about the stories you
read, and only share news that you
know to be credible.

.

https://www.facebook.com/
help/188118808357379#
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the Misinformation

wars
Fake news is being used as
a weapon. Steve Novella
asks if we have the might
to fight back.

A

s we collectively try to climb out
of the smouldering rubble that
was “the truth” in 2016 (by which I
mean basic intellectual integrity), many
people are speculating and trying to
wrap their brain around what exactly
is happening. Of course, the arbitrary
transition to a new calendar year
changes nothing. We are still living in
the same world that produced the 2016
election.
Many writers have characterised
what happened as the “weaponisation”
of bullshit or misinformation. This
is not entirely new, but it did seem
to reach new heights, or to cross over
some fuzzy threshold to a new level or
prominence. The “weaponised” meme is
also mainstream.
The two other similar memes that
emerged this past year were “post truth”
and “fake news”. These were added to

in neat rows with their visible red
uniforms, while the rebels fire at them
concealed behind trees and stone walls.
I also reject the false equivalency
that argues that all of this is nothing
new, that all news is “fake”, that all
politicians lie. The false equivalency
argument was just one more bit of
misinformation weaponised against
the truth. It was used as a shield
against proof of lying or spreading
misinformation.

older notions of “echo-chambers” or
the fact that many people are living
in information bubbles (whether they
FIGHTING BACK
know it or not).
The mainstream media tried to counter
I think all of these concepts are
the offensive with what they thought
essentially correct. We are in the
was their secret weapon – fact checkers.
midst of a misinformation war
Like generals fighting the last war rather
(actually many wars on many fronts).
than the war they are in, they naively
Unfortunately, it seems that the side
thought that facts still mattered. Don’t
which includes
get me wrong, fact
the mainstream
checking is critically
I reject the false
media, the experts
important. It simply
that provide them equivalency that all of
had no real effect in the
with information
misinformation wars.
this is nothing new and analysis,
The armies of alternative
professional
reality just eliminated
that all news is ‘fake’.
journalists and
the fact checkers,
academics, is
arguing that they were
losing. They are losing primarily
just another manifestation of bias and
because they have not yet adapted to
information control.
the new battleground – social media.
In the same way, they just turned
They are like the British fighting
around the “fake news” moniker, and
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labelled any news outlet they disagreed
with as “fake”. They instantly watered
down the meaning of “fake news” until
it was worthless.
This process is all-too-clear to
experienced skeptics. This is the mindset
of the conspiracy theorist. The central
problem with conspiracy thinking is
that it is self-contained, immune from
external reality. Any information can
be made to seem as if it supports the
conspiracy. Any missing information is
being suppressed by the conspiracy, and
any evidence against the conspiracy was
manufactured and is therefore proof of
the conspiracy. If you disagree, you are a
dupe, or you are part of the conspiracy.
This mental trap has always existed
in the human mind, but now there is an
actual infrastructure of information that
caters to it, reinforces it, and solidifies
it. It is not only the pathologically
delusional that can fall into this trap.
Now anyone who wanders even a little
into the badlands can be consumed by
it.
Heeding the call to “know thine
enemy”, Simon van Zuylen-Wood
decided to live a few weeks within
the alt-right echo-chamber on Twitter
(https://tinyurl.com/yb4eje3u). It’s an
interesting read, which demonstrates
how far the echo-chambers of fake
news have gone. They are truly living
in a fully constructed alternative reality.
In that world the Clintons are part of
a paedophile sex ring working out of
a pizza shop in DC.
Aleppo is now under
the control of the
rebels, and Vladimir
Putin is a great guy,
while there is a ring of
ISIS training camps
surrounding DC.
I have people in my
personal life who are
living in this world. It
is truly frightening and
depressing. They are

operating from an entirely different set
of facts, and there is no bridge between
us. I always try to find common ground
as a basis for discussion, but I struggle
to find it here. We cannot even agree on
basic facts, or how to determine what
they are. Now any resource I offer to
set the record straight is “fake news.”
They have stolen the weapons of the
enemy and turned them
around.

THE PATH FORWARD?

Several times recently I
have been asked what
the solution is. What
is the path forward? I
honestly don’t know. Of
course I will continue
to plug away at the
long term solution,
education in critical
thinking. We definitely
need to prioritise the teaching of critical
thinking, how to assess sources, how
to avoid logical traps like conspiracy
thinking, and how to survive in the
wild west of social media.
Meanwhile there is no quick fix for
the situation we are in. The mainstream
media, frankly, seem feckless. Look
how easily they were manipulated (and
continue to be so) by a reality TV star.
The mainstream media can clean
up their act, and that can help. They
fuelled the “false equivalency” narrative
with their usual level of bias and lazy
habit of following the pre-digested
narrative of the day. The deficiencies of
the media do not justify the onslaught
of fake news, but they facilitated
it. Higher standards of everyday
journalism would help.
One problem,
however, is that there
is an inherent tactical
advantage to not
caring about the truth
at all. The truth is
constraining, and if
you are free to make
up whatever bullshit
serves your narrative,
this will make you
more nimble in the
misinformation wars.

It is as if one side is using biological
and chemical weapons while the other
side is limiting itself to conventional
weapons and the Geneva Convention.
This is the problem for which I
cannot find a solution. The inherent
problem is that it is critically important
for society to be free and for the
media and speech to be free. How do
we simultaneously
defend free speech
while opposing the
abuse of that speech
to spread targeted
misinformation?
The usual answer
is, to use your
own free speech
to spread accurate
information. But
that just gets us back
to the fundamental
asymmetry.
To quote Winston Churchill: “A lie
gets halfway around the world before
the truth has a chance to get its pants
on.”
There is also the principle that it
takes an order of magnitude more time
to correct a misconception than to
create it.
I see no way around the fact that it
will simply take a herculean effort on
the part of those who care about things
like intellectual integrity to counter the
weaponised bullshit. I guess we need to
dig in for a long war.

.

Note:This article and the following
one are reprinted with permission from
Steve Novella’s blogsite, Neurologica
(http://theness.com/neurologicablog/) “Misinformation Wars” on January 5,
2017, and “Anti-social media” published as
“Post-Truth” on November 17, 2016.
About the author:
Dr Steve Novella
is an academic clinical
neurologist at Yale University
School of Medicine; president
of the New England Skeptical
Society; host and producer
of The Skeptics’ Guide to the
Universe podcast.
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Anti-social

media

Steve Novella looks at the ‘post-truth’ world – is it different to what has gone before?

T

he Oxford Dictionaries’ word
of the year for 2016 was “posttruth” which they define as “an adjective
defined as ‘relating to or denoting
circumstances in which objective facts
are less influential in shaping public
opinion than appeals to emotion and
personal belief”.
This has always been true to some
extent. Emotional appeals have always
been more influential than dry facts,
that is just the human condition. The
question is – is there a difference in
magnitude and net effect in recent years?
For those who think there is
something different about the current
period that makes it more “post-truth”
than previous times, many point to
social media as being the primary culprit.
Again, any complex social phenomenon
is likely to have a complex set of causes
and influences, but how much of a role
is social media having?
At the very least we need to consider
two related phenomena – the decrease
in traditional journalism, and its
replacement by social media. More
people are now getting their news from
social media than traditional media.
I am a big fan of social media, but
it has been a double-edged sword.
It has changed the relative value of
certain incentives. With social media
you can profit with little infrastructure
investment by attracting and monetising
clicks. We are all now familiar with clickbait, headlines that are meant to tease
and titillate, leading to vacuous articles
or even completely fake news.
Again, this is not entirely new, just on
a new level. We grew up with the ‘clickbait’ local news teasers. The difference
is, in the past, journalists would give

actual news, even if it was biased or
poor quality. Now, any pretence to
real journalism can be abandoned. You
can make up entirely fake news that is
optimised to cater to a political point of
view, or just shock value.
Some websites never give up the
pretence of being real news, and are
actually propaganda sites for a particular
viewpoint. Other sites don’t even have
the integrity to be propaganda, they
are just fake. They may, somewhere far
down on the page in small type, declare
themselves to be “satire” but in many
cases that is not accurate. The Onion is
satire. Many fake news sites are just fake.

FACEBOOK VS GOOGLE

We are still in the middle of this
disruptive technology and trying to
sort out how to deal with it. Google
and Facebook have taken two different
paths. Google News provides news from
whitelisted sites that are curated by
human editors. The Google algorithm is
mainly about assessing quality.
Facebook’s algorithm rewards
popularity, not quality. Posts are tested
with a limited set of users and the ones
that garner the most likes, shares, and
comments have increased circulation.
Fake news is shared as easily as real news,
and has the advantage of being optimised
for popularity, rather than quality.
We have been actively curating the
SGU’s Facebook page for a couple
of years. Overall we have been very
successful, and have 1.1 million likes.
This was not by accident, we had to learn
and utilize Facebook’s algorithm (with
the help of a knowledgeable volunteer).
We therefore have many data points,
and it is clear that there is almost an

inverse relationship between the quality
of the content we post and the number
of likes and shares we get on Facebook.
Facebook, it seems, is optimised for
memes and celebrity. Articles of substance
barely register.
This has always been the reality of
mass media; again the question is one
of magnitude. Social media, and in
particular Facebook, have taken this
phenomenon to its logical conclusion.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

I don’t think anyone yet knows how this
will all play out.
When I am feeling optimistic I think
of positive trends. The more experience
we have with social media, the more
savvy we will become in sorting through
the noise and finding quality. There will
hopefully be a backlash against “posttruth” and journalistic organisations will
find a way to survive and provide genuine
quality news.
The pessimist in me dwells on the
recent Presidential election results.
This was, among other things, a
populist rejection of intellectuals and
intellectualism. For some of us, we were
horrified by the abject rejection of any
respect for intellectual integrity.
Perhaps the most disappointing aspect
was that so few people noticed or were
sufficiently bothered by that fact. The
American voters essentially said – you can
lie to us. In fact, we will help you spread
those lies. They will become our truth.
We can no longer even agree upon a
shared set of facts. You can’t roll up your
sleeves and start negotiating about how
to solve our problems when you cannot
even agree on basic facts.
That is post-truth.

.
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Radiation

in your
Is wifi and radiation sickness sweeping the world?
Simon Chapman doesn’t think so.

I
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n 2006, two researchers, Hallberg
and Oberfeld, published a terrifying
forecast in the journal Electromagnetic
Biology and Medicine asking “Will we
all become electrosensitive?”
The researchers extrapolated
figures from 17 reports published in
1985-2004 from nine countries to
estimate how many people by 2017
would be sensitive to electromagnetic
radiation from common household
appliances, including mobile phones,
and environmental exposures like
power lines, and TV, phone and radio
transmission masts.
According to their calculations, by
now, half the world’s population would
be suffering from electrosensitivity.
That’s around 3.75 billion people,
surely the biggest plague ever to affect
the world.

And if we continue their
extrapolation for a few more years, the
researchers will have answered their
own original question.

WHAT IS ELECTROSENSITIVITY?

Among the 17 ‘studies’ on
electrosensitivity Hallberg and
Oberfeld listed were an estimate of 5%
of the Irish population, published in
something called “This is London”, and
a Swedish estimate of 50,000 sufferers
in 1994 attributed to “anonymous”,
with no reference supplied.
More serious studies involving
sample surveys of populations find
around 4% of people at any one time
say they are electrosensitive.
Electrosensitivity is not a disease
recognised by any authoritative disease
classification system. It is a self-

diagnosed label adopted and promoted
by people who believe they are sensitive
to exposure to electromagnetic
radiation from sources like power
lines, electrical appliances, computers,
cordless and mobile phones, wifi, smart
electricity meters, dimmer switches,
radio, television and mobile phone
transmission towers.
Unless you live in the wilderness,
you are surrounded by electromagnetic
radiation. My suburban wifi network
icon shows 10 networks near my
house. And that’s just one source.
For all this electromagnetic radiation,
hypothesised increases in brain cancer
have not occurred across Australia
more than 29 years after the first
mobile phone was switched on.
Some of the stranger events of recent
times include the case of a woman who
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wears a cloth head cover that she thinks
will protect her from radio frequency
radiation emitted from mobile phone
transmission towers. And the ironic
sight of a fearmonger frightening an
audience for over an hour about many
sources of electromagnetic radiation
while holding a wireless microphone
next to his head.
In South Africa in 2010, a group
of people who believed they were
electrosensitive planned to sue a radio
tower operator over symptoms over a
six week period. But they didn’t know
the tower had been switched off at the
time.

A LEGITIMATE LINE OF RESEARCH

Those who study the phenomenon call
it idiopathic environmental intolerance
attributed to electromagnetic fields or
IEI-EMF.
The acid test for those who claim
these sensitivities is a provocation
study (tinyurl.com/mvfktqg): People
who say they are harmed by exposure
to electromagnetic or radio frequency
radiation volunteer to be randomly
exposed to actual, sham or zero doses
of the agents, like wifi, they say are
making them sick.
Two systematic reviews of all the
published evidence from such studies
have both found no evidence people
saying they are “electrosensitive” really
are.
A 2009 review (tinyurl.com/
kze6er3) looked at 46 provocation
studies involving 1,175 people. Some
of the studies were blind, when the
people in the studies were not told
if the exposures they were about to
receive were active or sham; some
studies were double-blind, where
the experimental staff also did not
know which was which until after the
exposures occurred and the reactions
recorded.
However, the study participants
could not correctly identify when
they were being exposed to active
electromagnetic fields. The authors
concluded: “Despite the conviction
of … sufferers that their symptoms
are triggered by exposure to
electromagnetic fields, repeated
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experiments have been unable to
Street, claiming discomfort from the
replicate this phenomenon under
toxic atmosphere generated by the
controlled conditions.”
concentration of cell phones and
The second review from 2011
electromagnetic frequencies just a short
(tinyurl.com/ljrux9l - paywall) looked
distance from the capital’s premier
at whether exposure to electromagnetic
shopping street and St Stephen’s
fields triggers physiological or cognitive
Green.” (tinyurl.com/klv93et)
changes in people who say they are
Opportunists regularly cash in on
electrosensitive. It looked at 29 single
such anxiety and promote sometimes
or double-blind experiments where
expensive, quasi-scientific sounding
participants were
protection devices said
exposed to different
to shield or minimise
A fearmonger
electromagnetic
exposure from nasty
frequency levels,
frightening an audience radiation.
and their outcomes
One of these
about sources of radia- operating in Australia
objectively assessed.
Most differences
is Geovital Academy
tion while holding a
in symptoms between
which stands ready
wireless microphone
the groups could not
to extract cash for
next to his head.
be replicated or did
paint, mats, mesh and
not differ significantly
mattresses supposed
between control
to shield. Tin foil hats
and test groups. The researchers
are not in their catalogue.
concluded: “At present, there is no
From at least May 8, 2012 until
reliable evidence to suggest that people
May 31, 2013 the Wayback Machine
… experience unusual physiological
shows Geovital had a supportive
reactions as a result of exposure to
statement from Noble (sic) Prize
electromagnetic fields.”
winner Ivan Engler talking about the
dangers of “geopathic stress”: “With
almost all of my (roughly 300 patients)
‘COMMUNICATED’ DISEASES
with a cancerous disease, their bed was
Evidence therefore points strongly
placed for years on an energetically
to electrosensitivity and idiopathic
unfavorable place in a Geopathic
environmental intolerance generally
Zone.”
being “communicated diseases”, which
No one called Ivan Engler has won
spread by people hearing about the
a Nobel Prize in any category. But he
alleged dangers, and sometimes then
may have won a Noble prize, whatever
worrying themselves sick.
that might be.
This is the nocebo effect, where
worrying about something causes the
problems that may have been described
or found on the internet.
Note: Reprinted from The Conversation,
Many people do indeed present
March 2017.
with objectively measurable and
observable symptoms in what medicine
has long understood as somatisation,
where anxiety and distress manifest as
symptoms that drive those experiencing
About the author:
them to seek help and reassurance that
Simon Chapman is
they suffer from the effects of some
Emeritus Professor in Public
noxious external agent.
Health, University of Sydney.
When Oberfeld spoke about his
forecasts to a meeting of the Irish
Doctors Environmental Association,
even before he could begin, reportedly
“Several people had to leave the
Carmelite Centre in Dublin’s Aungier
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Steve Roberts takes the digital approach to chance.

T

here are lies, damned lies, and
statistics - this is one of those
fields where you can usually bend the
actual data to fit any preconception you
may have. It’s very easy to think you’re
onto something when it is just the
randomness of reality.
People are easily scared, especially
when they cannot get things into their
proper context. No activity is risk free!
At my age, every 15 minutes I risk a
million to one chance of randomly
dropping dead just by being alive, and
it’s dangerous (but not very) to walk
down the street, drive a car, fly in an
aeroplane, or breathe. I could stay at
home in bed, but that is where most
people die. At least I don’t go fishing
or play lawn bowls - by far the most
dangerous sports, with a terrifying
mortality rate of participants.
Consider the simple coin toss. Let’s
neglect the possibility that the coin is
double-headed or that it’s tossed so as
to fall reliably - both of which are quite
possible, if money is involved - and say
it is a 50-50 chance. Suppose you get 7
heads in 10 tosses - is that significant?
Not very, actually; you’ll get this
result (among other equally startling
phenomena) about 10 per cent of the
times that you try it. But to get 70/100
would be remarkable - so unlikely
that you can say that it is certain that
skulduggery is afoot (the chance is “100
choose 70” - if everyone in the world

made these 100 tosses, every second, for
1 million years, there would be about
a 1 per cent chance of it happening
once.)
Much more important than the
maths, though, are the “bleeding
obvious” tests. One is to check whether
events have been given after-the-fact
significance; that the idea being tested
was chosen after the event(s) happened.
For example, the story of two golfers
who got the same score and turned out
to have the same shoe size, the same
colour and make of car, and a brother
called John. The occurrence of life on
Earth is another example; since life
arises from chemical reactions that
persist because they assemble molecules,
the occurrence of life is quite likely, and
it has recently been noted that life may
have formed independently at several
times and places in Earth’s history.
Another thing to check is whether
the test results might have been cherrypicked. And to allow for the reporting
of events being biased towards the
newsworthy - spectacular or successful
events are reported, dull events and
failures are not. And does whoever is
reporting something, stand to gain from
reporting it? Everyone sees who wins
the lottery, but nobody cares about the
people who don’t. Science itself, even
properly done science, is vulnerable
to this. For example, everyone knows
about climate change, and that it is a

very significant matter - so, if someone
writing a scientific paper can draw or
confirm such a conclusion from their
work, especially in a sexy way, then
more funding is more likely to be
granted.
So, never mind the maths, at least
until you have applied the “bleeding
obvious” tests. There are many
anecdotes about four perfect bridge
hands (all 13 cards are in the same suit)
being dealt*. But there are hardly any
tales about two perfect hands and two
mixed hands, which is about 60 million
times more likely, or of one perfect
hand - which at ‘only’ 635 billion to
one should happen one day, if a lot of
people played a lot of bridge.

.

* Ironically, four perfect hands would make
for a rather crappy game of bridge. The
bidding would immediately go to four bids
of 7 No Trumps (now, there’s a thought),
doubled and redoubled, with a simple laydown of the bidder’s hand. In the rest of the
time thus saved, the players could go and do
something more useful.

About the author:
Steve Roberts probably
exists and lives in fear of
being struck by a meteorite.
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Horticulture

Weed
isGood
Tim Entwistle has been converted –
it’s not a myth, you can put seaweed
on your plants. Phew!

T
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hose who know me well would
think I’d be in favour of spreading
a bit of seaweed around the garden,
combining as it does two of my
professional passions: algae and plants.
On the other hand, I might resist the
killing and harvesting of marine algae –
or seaweed as we call it disparagingly –
preferring to see it live a natural life on
our rocky shores.
Whatever my biases, I’ve always
been a little sceptical of the benefits of
adding seaweed to the home garden.
That has now changed. A little desktop
research, and a review of my prejudices,
has made me, if not an evangelist, at
least an advocate for seaweed-assisted
horticulture.
Seaweed manure has been used
in horticulture since early Roman
times, including a rather specific
recommendation that when cabbages
are transplanted – at the sixth leaf stage
– their roots should be mulched and
manured with seaweed. A few centuries
later Romans recommended seaweed be
added to the roots of pomegranate and
citrus.
Since the seventeenth century
seaweeds have been a source of soda
ash and potash, although production

wound down after the First World War.
Potash provides plants with one of three
essential macronutrients, potassium.
And liquid seaweed extracts have been
in use since the middle of the twentieth
century to ‘stimulate’ plant growth.
Seaweed would seem to be a good
thing for the garden then. Well,
perhaps.
My early scepticism came from an
article I read in this very magazine, in
2006 [The Skeptic, Spring 2006: 4751]. The article was headed “Can Kelp
Work?”, and the answer was a pretty
emphatic no.
Author Geoff Sherrington pointed
out that kelp, a brown seaweed,
contained very little nitrogen,
phosphorus or even potassium,
concluding that “a farmer wanting to
add nitrogen to a patch of land can
add a tonne of urea or somewhere
between 50 and 100 tonnes of kelp”.
It mentions a famous trial in New
Zealand in the 1980s where a company
making and selling a seaweed product
was successfully sued for defamation,
negligence and misfeasance. In that
particular case it was argued that
contrary to the company’s advertising,
the recommended dose of seaweed

extract did not boost plant growth.
Apparently growth stimulants
(hormones) present in kelp are too low
in concentration to have any beneficial
effect, and seaweeds in general are not a
particularly good source of minerals and
other micronutrients. An earlier article
(in 2003) in the same magazine scoffed
that one seaweed extract manufacturer
boasted over 70 micronutrients in its
seaweed product but failed to mention
that only 16 were needed for plant
growth. So through a mix of excess
hyperbole and no demonstrated
mechanism of action, it seemed
seaweeds were doomed to become a
fallacious fad.

A CRY FOR KELP

But let’s dive a little deeper. First up,
could seaweed do any harm to your
plants? Like anything that lives in
the sea it contains a lot of sodium
chloride, and anyone trying to garden
by the coast will know that not all
plants appreciate high levels of salt. So
dumping large rotting heaps directly
on the garden is unlikely to be a good
thing. That said, adding a little dried
seaweed (or seagrass) might provide
useful mulch and help to reduce water
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loss and improve soil texture.
But it’s liquid extract from kelp that
has led the seaweed revival in recent
years. Kelp is just one kind of marine
alga. There is a vast variety of biology,
chemistry and ancestry in the algae, far
greater than we find in, say, flowering
plants or mammals. (Seagrasses by the
way are not algae: they are flowering
plants that just happen to grow under
the sea.)
Algae are very much part of our nongardening lives. You might recognise
them wrapped around sushi or floating
in miso soup, but their extracts are also
used to thicken toothpaste and icecream. While it doesn’t seem logical to
add algae or seaweed to our garden soil
to make it ‘set’, adding something that
absorbs and holds water might a good
thing.
A research paper published in
2009 stated clearly that “seaweeds

… benefits derived from the use of
seaweed products can be indisputable in
agriculture”.
Since that time there have been
numerous positive responses in trials
for germination, root development,
quality of the leaves, general vigour of
the plant, resistance to pathogens and
even resistance to drought and frost.
While seaweed itself may not be a great
source of the major nutrients, adding
an extract to the soil can increase
the nutrient content in leaves. It is
assumed that something in the mix
helps a plant gain better access to what
is already available – maybe some of
those thickening agents break down to
form what are called “chelating agents”.
Growth hormones are not, it seems, the
key ingredient.
Research and interest continues,
particularly in the area of how seaweeds
help plants with nutrient deficiencies

sushi and toothpaste – is from farmed
algae, which is good if mangroves and
other natural marine vegetation are
not cleared to create the farm. Wild
collecting makes a small contribution
but has to be managed carefully.
So where does that leave me, the
sceptical botanist? Well, if seaweed can
be harvested in a reasonably sustainable
way and there is demonstrated evidence
of it producing healthier plants – even
if we don’t quite know why – then why
not? The real proof of course is whether
I have some in my garden shed, and the
answer to that question is yes.

and seaweed extracts enhance soil
health by improving moisture-holding
capacity and by promoting the growth
of beneficial soil microbes’. Improved
plant growth was demonstrated in
experimental trials but the cause of
action was “largely unknown”.
By 2011 researchers were
comfortable stating that while “the
earlier concept that benefits of seaweeds
and their extracts were due mainly
to their manurial value or to their
micronutrient suites is no longer tenable

and to deal with stress and disease.
There are plenty of demonstrated
benefits but still poor understanding of
what the seaweed brings to the problem,
which accounts for the statement
printed on at least one popular brand
of seaweed extract product, that it is a
“plant conditioner”.
Meanwhile global production of
seaweeds for soil and plant applications
runs at more than 500,000 tonnes per
annum. About 95 per cent of seaweed
harvesting – for all purposes, including

Left: Collecting seaweed the old way - a crofter
carrying a creel on the Isle of Skye, Scotland.

.

About the author:

Tim Entwisle is Director and
Chief Executive of the Royal
Botanic Gardens Victoria.

Right: Collecting seaweed the new way - using
plastic buckets near Galway, West Ireland.
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Where2Meet ET
From one side of the planet to another,
travel website Wanderlust reveals
the best places to find someone from
a different planet.

T

he website produced by Wanderlust travel magazine
(wanderlust.co.uk) has a plethora of interesting lists
guaranteed to raise an argument or two.
These include the world’s 8 most underrated cities (ahem,
includes Canberra), the 10 sexiest cities in the world (ahem,
Sydney), 12 adorable animal babies around the world
(what! no koalas?) and Brian Cox’s 6 fantastic places that
expand your mind and your belly (apparently Svalbard in
Norway has a great restaurant called Huset – which means
“the house” – try the reindeer stew, or the reindeer topside,
or the reindeer sausage).
The following is Wanderlust’s list of the top eight places
where you are most likely to meet an extraterrestrial, or at
least their craft … and two of them are in Australia. In their
own words …

1
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AREA 51, NEVADA, USA

Area 51 is a highly classified
Air Force base, tucked away
in the southern corner
of Nevada, where reports of UFO
sightings are a common occurrence.
Sceptics say they are simply the top
secret aircraft being developed and
tested there. Others believe the base
houses the remains of a UFO that
crashed in Roswell, New Mexico, and
that engineers are reverse-engineering
alien technology.
Security around the base is ultratight, so after taking a taking a
selfie next to the intimidating ‘No
Trespassing’ signs, most visitors retire
to the small town of Rachel nearby,
where the Little A’Le’Inn sits beside the
Extraterrestrial Highway (Route 375)
serving alien burgers to true believers.

2

THE NULLARBOR,
OUTBACK AUSTRALIA

The Nullarbor is a remote
area in Outback Australia
that stretches over 1200km between
South Australia and Western
Australia. It has been a UFO hotspot
since the 1950s when the British
military tested atomic bombs here.
Human settlements are few and
far between in this part of the world,
and many travellers driving this
dry, barren plain have reported
being chased by UFOs. The
government erected
a “Beware of UFOs”
highway sign after the
Knowles family had
their family sedan
sucked up by a UFO in
January 1988.

3

THE M TRIANGLE, RUSSIA

Situated in the heart of the Ural
mountains, 600 miles east of
Moscow, the Molyobka Triangle,
or M Triangle, is regarded as the best
place in Russia to spot UFOs. Locals have
reported strange lights, weird symbols in
the sky and encounters with translucent
beings for over a century, and have come to
accept it as part of their everyday lives.
There are also reports of
inhabitants of the M Triangle
developing superhuman powers. If
you want to improve your mindreading abilities or
increase the weight you
can ‘bench’, a visit to this
part of the Urals could
help. Just be careful
approaching glowing
lights in the forest.
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4

ROSWELL, NEW MEXICO,
USA

Roswell in New Mexico
is ground zero for alien
enthusiasts. It marks the spot where
an alien craft allegedly crash-landed
in 1947 and was spirited away to Area
51 by mysterious government officials
who claimed it was simply a weather
balloon.
Enthusiasts believe it was a cover
up and commemorate the crash each
year with the Roswell UFO Festival,
which features a 10-kilometre alien
chase, a pet parade where animals
are dressed up as aliens, and a UFOthemed art show.
On a more serious note, the city’s
UFO Museum & Research Center
hosts Galaxy Fest, where researchers
and abductees speak about their
experiences. There are also tours of the
air field where the aliens’ bodies were
supposedly taken after the crash, plus
a McDonald’s built in the shape of a
spaceship.

5

WARMINSTER, ENGLAND, UK

The vast Salisbury Plain in
Wiltshire is an area steeped in
mystery. It is here you’ll find
the mysterious stone circles of Avebury
and the inscrutable Neolithic remains
of Stonehenge. In the 1960s and
1970s, the small town of Warminster
shot to worldwide fame when it was

bombarded with alien sounds.
The nearby hills – Cradle Hill, Starr
Hill and Cley Hill – became a centre
for sky-watching activities, with UFO
believers convinced they were at the
heart of an ancient ley line with a
direct connection to alien civilisations.
More recently, geometric crop
circles have been discovered in the
fields surrounding the town, signalling,
perhaps, that the aliens are ready to
start up a conversation again [or a
couple of old lads who decided to have
some fun after a few pints at the local].

6

EL ENLADRILLADO, CHILE

After a spate of UFO sightings
in Chile’s central district in
2008, the national tourism
board created the country’s first UFO
trail.
Based around the small town of San
Clemente, the 30-kilometre trail passes
through the Andes, past the sites of
major ‘close encounters’ and finishing
at El Enladrillado, an elevated site at
2200 metres that’s rumoured to be a
landing pad for interstellar visitors.
It’s easy to see El Enladrillado’s
appeal. It’s made of smooth volcanic
stone blocks, perfect for a gentle
landing after a long, intergalactic flight.
Earthbound visitors, however, face a
four hour horseback ride through the
Reserva Nacional Altos de Lircay to
reach it.

Clockwise from far left: Alien monument in
Russia, a Nullarbor road sign (with variation),
Nevada’s Extraterrestrial Hwy, Warminster alien
landing site, Chile’s landing site
Over: Wycliffe Well and Bonnybridge lights.
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Continued...

“I’m entitled
to my opinion”

T

he claim “I’m entitled to my
opinion” or “I have a right to my
opinion” is a logical fallacy in which
a person rejects objections to their
argument by claiming that they are
entitled to their alternative viewpoint.
This claim is usually uttered by people
in debate when they have hit the wall
in defending their point on its merits.
It is a last ditch rhetorical device that
attempts to rescue their position
by defending their right to hold an
opinion, no matter how silly, ignorant
or ill-founded that opinion might be.
The claim exemplifies a red herring,
which is an error in logic where a
proposition is either intentionally or
unintentionally misleading, in order
to make irrelevant or false inferences.
The right to hold an opinion is not
what is in dispute. Whether you have
such a particular entitlement or right
is irrelevant to whether your opinion
is true or false. To assert the existence
of the right is a failure to provide any
justification for the content of the
opinion. The claim also implies that all
opinions are equal, which exemplifies
the relativist fallacy (claiming that a
given proposition is true for one person
but false for someone else).
The entitlement to hold an opinion
would be relevant only if it guaranteed
the truth of one’s opinion. But it cannot
do that, because it is an entitlement
supposedly enjoyed by everybody.
And people disagree. Two debaters
are both entitled to their contradictory
opinions about a given issue, but they
cannot both be right. So insisting that
you are entitled to your opinion cannot
possibly give you any logical advantage
in a debate.
Fellow skeptic and philosopher Dr
Patrick Stokes has written a good article
about this fallacy, reprinted in this issue
of The Skeptic.

- by Tim Harding
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7

WYCLIFFE WELL, NT,
AUSTRALIA

Little more than a roadhouse
on the highway between
Tennant Creek and Alice
Springs in Australia’s remote Northern
Territory, Wycliffe Well is the selfproclaimed UFO capital of Australia.
Indeed, locals will tell you that if you
hang around long enough, you’re more
likely to see something strange in the
night sky than not.
The first sightings were reported
during the Second World War and were
so regular that servicemen stationed at
the remote outpost started keeping a
record in a bound book, attached to the
bar at the local pub. Sadly, it was stolen
in 1990, perhaps by an alien.

8

BONNYBRIDGE, SCOTLAND, UK

Bonnybridge in Scotland lies
in what UFO experts call “The
Falkirk Triangle”, an area of
intense extra-terrestrial activity
between Stirling, Fife and the outskirts
of Edinburgh. According to the Scottish
government, over 300 sightings are
reported each year.
The first sighting in Bonnybridge
was reported in 1992, when a local man
named James Walker reported seeing a
star-shaped object hovering above a road.
Other sightings followed, prompting a
local government investigation. Their
findings were inconclusive, but there are
suspicions that consumption of the local
single malt may have been a contributing
factor.

.
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Tim Mendham + Steve Roberts

DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. How far does a NASA rocket have to travel before they say
“We have lift-off”?

2. ladimir Putin was born in what was then Leningrad (7 October

1952). When was the last time that Russia had a leader who was
born in Moscow?

3. When the explorer Fred Ommanney became stranded in

Antarctica, how did he make a sign to be spotted by aircraft
looking for him?

4. A thief in Fareham, UK would climb over a wall with razor

wire, and steal diesel fuel from the local builders’ merchants. By
forensic science, how was he eventually caught?

5. Who said, in self-disparagement “I am no Einstein”?
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ACROSS
1. Stealing foreigners, or stolen by foreigners?
9. Heard that I will be in the space beside the chair. (5)
10. Not any serious smell. (5)
11. Payback for a Pacific isle. (3)
12. Males mixed up in witchcraft site. (5)
14. Paint the princess’s anger. (9)
15. Little Lulu cleared the vulgar.
16. & 6 down - Well-grounded but not from round

here. (5,10)
17. Raced about and discharged. (5)
18. Amin has the Old Testament, but he was a fool. (5)
20. Sort of financial interest most of a pig would have in
university. (9)
21. Dance when legless. (5)
22. Eastern number back for a unit. (3)
23. A month is possible. (5)
25. Badly gores man-eating giants. (5)
26. Potter’s friends are not crafty. (6,9))

DOWN
1. Urinals for those who want to be alone. (7)
3. In the end it’s not the end. (1-1-1)
4. Fat Head has the ability to listen to all sides of the

argument. (5,4)
5. What 16 ac/6 dn uses to do 1 ac. (1-1-1)
6. see 16 across.
7. Pay limo organisation to get you to Washington’s
capital. (7)
8. Turn pertussis into irrational fears. (13)
9. Strongest booze is uncontestable. (8,5)
13. Dr Shaman MD. (8,3)
16. Go annually but strangely never near where no
means yes. (5,4)
17. Albert the revolutionary has my old chemistry set.
(7)
19. Submerge into meerism. (7)
24. Agree with youse? (3)
25. Leave yourself to get a gong. (1-1-1)

Answers on page 62
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Classic Catch - Scams

The dela WarrsC’est laGuerre!
In this article from 1988, Clive Coogan relates a cautionary tale of psychic
research, little black boxes, energy fields, and gullible academics.

W
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hen Perth barrister Paul
Nicholls, inanaside at the
Second Skeptics Convention held in
Melbourne some time ago, intoned the
name “de la Warr” in the course of his
paper on the legal aspects of alternative
medicine fraud, he electrified me - a
flood of memories washed over me.
I had returned from the UK in
1951, having worked for a PhD there
in Bristol, and in 1953 became a
tutor in physics,
and later
vice master,
at Queen’s
College in
Melbourne
University.
Nightly, at
the High
Table, I sat
next to the
master of
that time,
Dr Raynor C.
(Sam) Johnson. He had earned
his nickname when he, a physicist, had
arrived at Queen’s and found that the
physics tutor of the time was named
Boswell.

Johnson chattered on every night
about psychical research, in which
field he was regarded as something
of an expert, having written several
books which eventually funded an
early retirement. Like many with an
attachment to that field, he always
talked about experiments which
should be done, but in the four or so
years I was in Queen’s nothing ever
eventuated.
I had heard of one experiment,
centred around “ectoplasm” in earlier
years which had gone wrong so
hilariously that I don’t blame him for
never again screwing his courage to the
sticking post!
I am informed that in retirement in
Ferny Creek, he was the centrepiece
of the cult called The Family, of
which Mrs Hamilton-Byrne was
the Mother Superior, and that he
was then convinced that he was the
reincarnation of John the Baptist.
[Editor’s note: In 2014, Johnson’s
“secret diary” was published by the
Melbourne Herald Sun, revealing
details of the cult “based on a mix of
warped Christianity, Eastern mysticism
and threats of alien invasions”. See a

relevant news
item at https://
tinyurl.com/
jvw382x note that the
diary itself
is behind a
paywall.]
In my first year, the dinner table
conversation was about psychical
research, ‘automatic’ writing, via which
Sam had frequent messages and such
like. Johnson had hardly another topic.
Then he went to England on
sabbatical leave. On return, he was full
of George and Marjorie de la Warr,
whom he had been to see in Oxford at
their request. He was engorged with it!
I had 24 hourly doses of the “businesslike” laboratory at Oxford, of the
vibrations of an oak leaf looking for its
parent tree, of the interesting “research”
the de la Warrs had under way; and
diagnosing and telediagnosing all kinds
of medical conditions via a little black
box which had been thrown together
(a not altogether inapt phrase in light
of subsequent events) by a physics PhD
they employed.
When Johnson viewed their setup,
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they claimed to have diagnosed the
I left Queen’s in 1957 and in 1959,
illness (terminal cancer) of King
having forgotten the forgettable de
George VI and claimed to be capable
la Warrs, I went off to the University
of curing him. When Johnson queried
of Illinois at Champaign-Urbana to
why not, they tut-tutted and said it
spend a year (it became two) as a
would be quite unethical to do so
visiting professor. Like MacArthur [or
without invitation!
The Terminator - Ed], the de la Warrs
Then they turned to serious matters. would return.
They could “materialise” any
We of the Commonwealth
element you wished.
contingent at Champaign-Urbana
They gave Sam a glass microscope
used to avidly read the airmail version
slide and a diamond marker and then
of the London Times to get news
exhorted him to mark it with a secret
of the outside world. We became
sign, and to tell them of the element of students of the legal reports columns
his choice.
in particular. They specialised in full
Lead must have weighed heavily on
reports of the best legal bon mots*.
Sam at the time, and
Suddenly the de la
thus he decreed, and
Warrs rematerialised.
The Warrs twigged There they were
the slip was consigned
to the entrance of an
in the Times legal
that the sine qua non
impressive machine.
column, day after
Twenty minutes later, of conmanship was an day (Philips v de la
the glass slip emerged illustrious name.
Warr).
covered with a dull
It appears (or
grey film - it had
more properly, it was
the authentic marker on it. Sealed
alleged) that they had sold one of their
in a security envelope, it went off to
black boxes to two dear and sincere
a public analyst and several hours
old ladies who wished to cure all their
later the report came back, in nonneighbours, and most of the peoples
automatic writing, “20 milligrams of
of the Southern Mediterranean to
lead”.
boot, of their ills. After twisting
In the days when he did research
knobs, pushing buttons, poring over
Johnson was a spectroscopist and
manuals, and setting pointers, in dead
had produced a pot-boiler Methuen
earnest and with great persistence, the
mini-monograph Atomic Spectra. He
results were null.
was unacquainted with the standard
technique of vacuum evaporation of
metals, which was almost certainly the
technique used to “materialise” the dull
grey film of lead. He was completely
taken in - in so far as he had to be
convinced of anything.
Then the hard-sell started. This
sensational research must be continued,
but finances are low. Where will we get
funds, etc? With risible ingenuousness
Johnson suggested setting the dials to
platinum, but again this was decreed to
be unethical as it would glut the world
markets for platinum!
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Clockwise from far left: Dr Raynor C. ‘Sam’
Johnson, George Warr/de la Warr, Marjorie Warr/
de la Warr, and fiddlin with the knobs of a Delawarr Laboratories multioscillator.

THE TRIAL OF THE DE LA WARRS

Old ladies can be persistent and almost
monomanic, the de la Warrs were to
find. The old ladies sued, via Miss
Olivia Philips. In the ensuing court
case, various interesting facts emerged.
For example, the de la Warrs had
stumbled on for years with the name
Warr until they had twigged that the
sine qua non of conmanship was an
illustrious name. And what better than
a deed-poll change during the war to
“de la Warr”?
The “PhD” physicist had his
moment of glory too.
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de la Warrs...
Continued...
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The wretched man’s name was
Leonardo Pierre Corte, of Kings Road,
Thame, Oxfordshire. He agreed in
evidence that he had taken unto himself
degrees he did not have, such as PhD,
MSc and BSc. In extenuation, he
claimed never to have claimed a medical
degree! In this he was unlike Mrs (de la)
Warr, who had used the degree “DO”,
commonly identified with Diploma
of Ophthalmology, but she admitted
that it actually stood for a certificate of
Diploma of Osteopathy, which she had
obtained after a short course given in
his own home in Southwark by a man
whose name she had forgotten. There
was no exam.
In short, like Sam Goldwyn’s oral
contract, it was not
worth the paper it
was written on. Using
this “degree”, she had
an income of £6000
- not insignificant in
England of the ’50s.
It appeared that
Mr (for want of a
better title) Corte
threw together the
“black box” and
“radionic cameras”.
Later evidence from
witnesses with electrical
expertise claimed the
components were wired
together haphazardly,
that they could see no rational function
for the boxes, and that although they
could be comfortably made for £110
(singly - less in quantity) they were sold
for £800 or more.
Warr’s witnesses enlightened the
court as to how these strange devices
worked. Corte himself said they worked
by “telekinetic thought”. Other learned
witnesses knew better. A certain Mr
Vernon Wethered BSc said they must
split the atom and release cosmic

energy. Mr Griffith Ivor
Evans, MD FRCS LRCP,
knew even better. They
worked on Einstein’s unified
field theory and Eddington’s
fundamental theory (for
good luck). Why did this
conflict with the evidence
of the previous witness? The
man did not know enough
about wave-mechanics
to know you could not
advocate healing through
force fields. Never was there
a medico more learned in
physics!
Other witnesses said that everything
gave out lines of force (a wee bit dated
by ’60 - the infamous Dr Mesmer
had put out his discredited theory of
animal magnetism a century before).
Warr himself said that everything had
its own vibration, and for that reason
it was necessary to have a drop of
blood or a lock of hair of the patient
to submit to the black box or to the
camera. Some very
entertaining evidence
was given by a witness
from Dudley Zoo on
difficulties inherent in
obtaining a pinch of
hair from a sick, and
very cross, tiger. The
keepers succeeded in first
catching their hair. The
box was used. The tiger
died.
When told that in
one case the box had
diagnosed an allergy, and
then in following tests,
exhaustive conventional
tests, it was found the
patient was allergic to something (as
99 per cent of us are), Davies J said
“I thought the box would have done
that”. When told that an ex-toymaker
practitioner of “radionics”, using the
box, made £4000pa (I got £220pa
as a research student in the UK in
1951), Davies J said “That’s better than
making toys”.
Warr admitted, after first denying
it, that he had claimed to be able to
cure cancer. He had rejected all offers

The de la Warrs’ “black box”.

to submit his techniques to thoroughgoing tests.
Maybe this was because minor tests
by a Dr Epstein, a medical physicist of
the National Medical Council, were
dismal failures due, Warr asserted, to
“Epstein’s negative thoughts”.
Another Warr witness, Mr Lionel
Ogden MA, was startled to be asked
in cross-examination why he was listed
as a medical doctor in the membership
list of the Medical Society for the Study
of Radionics. He went dumb. The
parade of witnesses was marvellous.
It included Dr Leslie Wetherhead, a
well-known Methodist cleric-mystic
and author from London, a close friend
of ‘Sam’ Johnson, a name embroidered
across many a rat-bag cause of that
time.
Mr Justice Davies enjoyed himself
immensely. He asked a witness with
a Cambridge degree, why he went to
Oxford to be cured of cystitis?
“It was a last resort, My Lord”.
When told sometimes many visits
to the black box were necessary - “You
can’t get the whole answer in one go,
My Lord” - Davies J replied “I find that
sometimes in the courts, too”.
One witness posed the question,
when asked if the box and camera
were fraudulent, “Why take thousands
of photographs if it is fraudulent?”
to which the answer was “to collect
thousands of fraudulent guineas”.
In his final address, Miss Philips’
counsel said that, like all successful
frauds, this one had been planned and
had particular appeal to neurotics,
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facts. Again the de la Warrs went
hypochondriacs and religious people.
into oblivion, no doubt transported
Warr was a high-pressure salesman.
on banks of ectoplasm, if not on
He had persuaded a well-known oil
burgeoning bank deposits.
company to give him £13,000 and
In 1970, I went to work for a
Lord Rank to give him £800.
year in the Cavendish Laboratory
He did no experiments in his
in Cambridge under my old British
“laboratory”.
professor, Sir Nevil Mott, Nobel Prize
Mr Justice Davies had wise-cracked
winner and the doyen of solid state
his way through the trial (shades of
physicists. I took with me a black sheep
the Scientology case) and now was the
skin to give to Mott, as a symbol of
time to demonstrate his lack of bias by
the land of the Black Sheep. When
leaning over backwards regarding the
I presented it with suitable words,
decision. Thus the de la Warrs escaped
Mott flipped into a
the full wrath of the
soliloquy about his
law, but they had been
The de la Warrs
black sheep.
adequately exposed.
The blackest was
Expenses were awarded
were con-folk, true
Klaus Fuchs, the atom
against the de la Warrs,
antecedents of the
spy, whom Bristol
with Miss Philips paying
University had rescued
nothing. Those with eyes Age of Aquarius
from Germany in
to see, saw.
entrepreneurs.
the ’30s. But the
I religiously cut out
second favourite had
the de la Warr reports
been the “de la Warr” physics PhD.
day by day and sent them back to
PhDs were then less prevalent than
Sam. I had no acknowledgement. He
rabbits - vice versa now seems to be
must have been very busy. On return
the case - and the de la Warrs brought
I went to dinner at Queen’s and raised
him to decorate their mumbo jumbo
the subject with him. He had lost
to give it a veneer of respectability.
all interest in them. They were now
This meretricious syndrome is still alive
irrelevant.
and well; if you can grab a renegade
This type of utter intellectual
scientist to decorate your case, do so;
dishonesty is endemic among the
hang the expense. From the prevalent
psychic folk. A colleague in CSIRO
usage of false degrees, titles, etc, one
of the same ilk used to pin his all
surmises that such still carry weight.
on the “verifiable facts” of Borley
Graduates, cheer up!
Rectory. When the perpetrator of
Corte had been a physics student
the hoax confessed on his death-bed,
under Mott at Bristol - here endeth the
Borley Rectory had suddenly become
story! No PhD, no MSc, no BSc.
irrelevant. One must learn that the
The de la Warrs were con-folk, the
intention is to believe, despite the

“

”
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true antecedents of the Age of Aquarius
entrepreneurs. Are the present crop
reincarnations of the de la Warrs?
Unfortunately it is too late to ask
Sam, as he recently went to that great
psychical research laboratory in the
sky.

.

* Footnote: One of the best of this genre
occurred during the 1963-65 Board of
Inquiry into Scientology in Melbourne.
The Commissioner wanted a clear vision
of the Thetan (pronounced Thayton),
a kind of alter ego. “Is the Thetan
independent of the body?” “Yes” “Can you
direct your Thetan?” “Yes” “So you can
say, ‘Get thee behind me Thetan’!
Note:This Classic Catch article is
reprinted from The Skeptic, Vol 8 No 1
Autumn 1988.
About the author:
At time of writing,
Dr Coogan was an executive
scientist with the CSIRO
Bureau of Scientific Services.
He was also an inventor,
entrepreneur, supporter
of the Australian scientific
instrument industry,
co-founder of CSIRO’s Society for Ingestion and
Pontification, and a fan of royal tennis. In this editor’s
opinion, he was one of only a few true ‘Renaissance
men’ he has ever met. He died in 2005.

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

Brian Dunning looks into some of the classic Hollywood
legends that you’ve always believed were true.

I

n this article, we’re going to point
the skeptical eye at legends of
the cinema. We’re not talking about
ridiculous movie science, such as the
idea that any computer in the world
can control the air conditioning in any
office suite anywhere else in the world
using dramatic full-motion animation
of flying through electrical panels and
HVAC ducts.
No, we’re talking about the folklore
of classic Hollywood, the enduring
fables that gild the stars with mystique.
So let us now dim the lights, raise the
curtain, strike a dramatic note on the
Wurlitzer, and fade in on:

BEN-HUR MYTHS

42

There are at least two lingering legends
about Ben-Hur, the 1959 epic starring
Charlton Heston. It was Hollywood’s
third iteration of the film, with black
and white silent versions - a 1907 short

film and a 1925 feature. The 1925
version rivalled the scope of the 1959
movie, with a chariot race in particular
that was larger and more violent.
The charioteers are said to have been
offered a prize of $5000 to win, for real,
resulting in much onscreen mayhem.
This probably gave rise to the most
common myth, that a stuntman was
killed during the 1959 chariot race

and that its footage was left in the final
cut. Although a few sources have made
this claim, the studio’s records, and the
statements of most of those involved
including Charlton Heston, say that no
stuntmen or horses were seriously hurt.
The sequence was very carefully shot
over several weeks. The worst injury
came from a stuntman whose chin was
smashed and cut when he unexpectedly
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flipped out over the front of his chariot.
Articulated dummies were put to very
effective use throughout this scene, and
the guys you see getting trampled or run
over are all dummies.
The source of the myth is probably
the 1925 film. Records were poorly kept
and incidents often went unreported
in those days, so we don’t know for
sure, but most film historians agree
that at least one stuntman was killed,
and at least a few horses were injured
badly enough that they had to be put
down. A lot of this happened in one
particular crash where several chariots
came around a blind corner and struck
another that had overturned.
The other myth from Ben-Hur is that
a red sports car, sometimes described as
a Ferrari, can be seen in the background
of the 1959 chariot race. There’s a
good reason you won’t find any screen
captures of this on the Internet; it seems
to be a completely untrue rumour. I
watched the entire scene carefully on the
DVD, and others on the Internet have
gone through it frame-by-frame. No red
car has been found yet; though there are
numerous tire tracks visible onscreen
from the camera trucks, which may be
the source of the myth.

GOLDFINGER’S GOLDEN GIRL

We all remember the classic scene where
Sean Connery comes across the goldpainted corpse of Goldfinger’s assistant
who he had seduced to betray her boss.
Later he observes that she had died of
skin suffocation, and that painting the
entire body would be lethal unless you
leave a small bare patch at the base of
the spine, “to allow the skin to breathe”.
This danger subsequently became
something of an urban legend.
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Perhaps the writers forgot that
we breathe through our lungs, not
through our skin. Today, performers
are routinely bodypainted, even with
latex. People take mud baths. There
are certainly other things that can go
wrong when you coat your entire body
- overheating and hypothermia are two
real possibilities - but “skin suffocation”
is not one of them.

THE POLTERGEIST CURSE

The story goes that all three children
who starred in Poltergeist were dead
soon after its release, as were a number
of other actors from the series. It’s
partially true, but a few hits and many
misses does not really make a good
legend.

Dominique Dunne, who played the
older daughter, was murdered at age 22
only five months after the movie was
released. Heather O’Rourke, the little
girl, died from a medical condition at
age 12, but only after completing both
sequels. In a blow to the curse, Oliver
Robins, who played the son, is still alive
and well, and is writing and directing.
Other actors from the original
Poltergeist and the sequels have since
passed away as well, but of expected
age-related conditions. It’s a little like
saying there’s a Gettysburg Address
curse, since everyone who attended is
now dead.

THE WIZARD OF OZ HANGING

There’s a famous legend that an actor
playing one of the munchkins in The
Wizard of Oz was distraught over a lost
love and decided to hang himself in
the background of a live scene shot in
the movie. Some versions of the story
have it as a stagehand who may have

fallen accidentally. Somehow nobody
noticed it at the time and the shot
was left in the final cut. Right after
Dorothy and the Scarecrow pick up
the Tin Woodsman, they link arms and
go happily singing down the yellow
brick road. In the centre of the screen,
between two trees against the blue
backdrop, something can be seen falling
to the ground. A few seconds later there
is another large movement in the same
spot. It’s too far away and indistinct to
make a clear judgement, but with a little
imagination, I suppose it could be taken
as someone being hanged.
Fortunately, there are no records of
any hanged corpses being discovered
when the set was struck. What did
happen, though, was that various large
birds were borrowed from the Los
Angeles Zoo to roam freely around and
make the sets look more wild. Although
the movement is indistinct, it takes very
little imagination to see one of those
birds jumping down from the tree then
spreading its wings. Or doing some
other bird thing. No record survives of
bird poop being cleaned up in that spot,
so this is just one of those mysteries that
we’ll never solve. You judge which you
think is more likely: A suicide where
no body was found and nobody was
missing; or some large birds strutting
about that are known to have been
there.
[Note: The image of the ‘body’ does
not appear in the remastered version
of the film on DVD, possibly digitally
removed.]
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Never let the truth get in the way of
Hollywood Myths! a good
story, especially if the truth is
Continued...

BRANDON LEE’S DEATH

The mysterious death of Bruce Lee’s son
was sure to achieve a cult status all its
own. The story goes that actor Brandon
Lee was shot on the set of his final film,
The Crow, in the middle of filming a
scene; and that his death was left in
the final cut of the movie. Many of the
same conspiracy claims surrounding his
father’s death surfaced again: He was
assassinated for revealing martial arts
secrets, killed by organised crime, or
some other such thing.
Brandon Lee was indeed shot
while filming. It was a tragic accident
involving a gun firing blanks. A
fragment of a dummy bullet, from a
previous scene, was lodged in the gun
and fired into Lee, fatally wounding
him. Some mystery remains surrounding
the film of the incident, with some
saying it was destroyed, and others
saying it was confiscated by police. It
was not used in the movie. The scene
was rewritten and reshot using a double,
and the manner of his cinematic death
is different than what happened in the
fatal accident.
No credible evidence links the tragedy
in any way to organised crime or martial
arts overlords. Everything that happened
was fully explained by the events of
the day, no external mysterious forces
required.

STEVEN SPIELBERG’S
COVERT BEGINNINGS

44

One of director Steven Spielberg’s
most enduring pieces of fictional
entertainment is the story he used to
tell about how he got started in show
business. He snuck off a Universal
Studios tram during a tour of the
studios, slunk around the lot, and moved
into a vacant office, adding his own
name to the building directory. From
there he met people, introducing himself
as a new director, and finally weaseled
his way into his first directing jobs.

really mundane.
Spielberg was once shown around
the lot by a friend of a friend of his
father’s, and returned the next summer
for an unpaid internship working on
purchase orders. He did make the most
of this opportunity, though, finally
landing a directing job [a segment of
the anthology TV show Night Gallery
– Ed] after several summers running
errands and stacking paper. The rest is
movie history. But among those who
worked there with him at the time,
none remembers any but legitimate
work-related reasons for him to be
wherever he was.

JAMES DEAN’S KILLER CAR

James Dean, one of Hollywood’s
prototypical outcast bad boys, enjoyed
his motor racing at least as much as he
enjoyed acting. To this end he bought a
1955 Porsche 550 Spyder, in which he
was infamously killed in a road accident
on his way to a race. The legend says
that anyone who owns the wrecked
Spyder has bad luck; they die or get
injured by it or something like that.
The car was pretty comprehensively
destroyed in the crash, and its few
useful (and valuable) mechanical
components were parted out by the
insurance company. When the wreck
was initially purchased, a man’s legs
are said to have been broken when it
was delivered on a trailer. It’s not too
surprising, since the car was a nonrolling lump and probably had to be
awkwardly lifted onto dollies to roll it

down the ramp. Two amateur racers
installed the car’s engine and transaxle
in their own cars. One was later killed
and the other was injured in separate
racing accidents in cars using the
Spyder’s components, however none
of the James Dean parts caused the
accident. A whole great long string of
horrible injuries are said to be associated
with the car’s body, which went on tour
with the California Highway Patrol as
an exhibit in the late 1950s, but there is
no reliable documentation that any of
these injuries actually happened.
Bits of the car disappeared (some
are currently displayed in various
museums), and it’s said that the
remaining body was mysteriously lost
during transport.
However no police
report was ever filed
regarding a theft, so
the safe money says
that there’s probably
no appreciably sized
remnants of the
car unaccounted
for; the families of
the two amateur
racers still have the
parts they bought.
Certainly there’s no
good evidence that
unusual accidents
were associated with the car or its parts,
and enough details of the legend are
demonstrably fabricated to cast doubt
on the whole idea.
But if it were not for these romantic
tales, Hollywood would not be
Hollywood. Whenever you hear a
story that seems too incredible to be
true, don’t be skeptical if it’s from
Hollywood. Instead suspend your
disbelief, and enjoy the show.

THE WIZARD OF OZ AND PINK FLOYD

Another story about the film The
Wizard of Oz is that, if you watch the
film while listening to Pink Floyd’s
album Dark Side of the Moon, there
are moments where they appear to
synchronise, where certain lyrics
seem relevant to the action onscreen.
This combination has been popularly
dubbed Dark Side of the Rainbow.
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The band members and engineer
Alan Parsons all deny it. It’s one of
those cases where for every moment
that does seem to match up, there are
100 other moments that don’t; and no
clear agreement among believers on
what matches and what doesn’t. People
have claimed many such matches
between various movies and albums.
I’m not going to try and talk you out
of this one. They’re both works of art,
and art is in the eye of the beholder;
but if you want someone (who knows)
to admit it was done deliberately, you’re
going to have to keep waiting.

THREE MEN AND A GHOST

There’s one myth that I almost didn’t
include because I was trying to stick
to classic Hollywood and this was
such a stupid movie and an even
stupider myth, but it seems to have
grown long enough legs to warrant a
mention. In Three Men and a Baby,
the story goes that the ghost of a boy
is visible standing in some curtains in
the background. Screen caps are all
over the Internet if you want to take
a look. But one of the deleted scenes
shows a better view of the object, and
it’s a near life-size cardboard cutout
of Ted Danson wearing a tux and top
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hat. Viewed out of focus and from
across the room, the top hat looks like
a young boy’s mussed-up hair. If you
try to look this up on the Internet, it’s
almost impossible to find a page that
does not also give the explanation; so I
doubt you can find anyone who’s heard
of this myth but doesn’t know about
the cardboard cutout. Nevertheless, Ted
Danson’s indomitable star power seems
to keep this one near the top of every
list of Hollywood legends.

BURIED AT THE MAGIC KINGDOM

This one isn’t about a movie, but since
Disney is a movie studio, I’ll include
a myth about their Magic Kingdom
theme parks. The story goes that there
are people buried at the parks, possibly
including Walt Disney himself, said to
be cryogenically preserved under Disney
World.
The stories are completely untrue, in
fact I couldn’t find any credible evidence
worthy of examination. If there is
any, let me know. Walt himself was
cremated, and his ashes reside at Forest
Lawn in Los Angeles. But this leads us
to a creepy fact that almost confirms
the rumour: on many occasions, Disney
security has caught guests scattering
the ashes of deceased Disney fans at

theme parks. Most of the evidence of
this is anecdotal, as you’re not likely to
see Disney sending a press release to the
newspapers. But once, when police were
called when a woman was seen doing
this at the Pirates of the Caribbean
ride, Disney employees began emailing
bloggers and columnists who follow
Disney that it happens quite frequently.
So although you won’t find anyone
officially buried at the Magic Kingdom,
the remains of its most enduring fans are
everywhere.

THE SUPERMAN CURSE

There are various versions of the
so-called Superman curse, centring
around the idea that anyone who plays
Superman meets an untimely end. It’s
also said that George Reeves, the original
television Superman, went crazy and
thought he could actually fly, and tossed
himself from a building. That one’s
easily disproven: George Reeves died of a
gunshot wound ruled a suicide, but like
so many suicides, enough of his loved
ones said that “he’d never do such a
thing” that dark rumours of murder and
hit men persisted, as promoted by the
2006 movie Hollywoodland.
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Although bigscreen Superman
Christopher Reeve was paralysed
and died nine years later, his career
flourished in the seven years since
he’d last played Superman; and when
he died, he died a much beloved
philanthropist and spokesman. Even
George Reeves’ career was doing well;
the TV show had been renewed for
another season when he died and was
very successful.
The other Supermen also serve as
evidence that playing Superman is less
of a curse than a blessing. The original
movie serial Superman, Kirk Alyn, was
successful enough that he was typecast
and chose to leave the industry, happily
retiring to Arizona. Dean Cain of
Lois & Clark is alive, well, and happy,
as is Tom Welling of Smallville. Bud
Collyer played Superman on the radio
for 11 years, and in cartoons for two
years, and went on to have a full and
successful career.
We should all be so super lucky to
be stricken with such a super curse.

JOHN WAYNE AND THE NEVADA TEST SITE
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So now we come to the big one, the
myth that dozens of people have asked
me about.
Supposedly, John Wayne’s death
from cancer was caused by his work in
the Utah desert in 1954 on the 1956
Howard Hughes film The Conqueror,
a movie widely regarded as Wayne’s
worst. The location near St George,
Utah, is notorious for being downwind
from the Nevada Test Site, where
a large number of atomic weapons
had been detonated in prior years,
and thus was the recipient of much
radioactive fallout. Wayne’s co-stars
Susan Hayward and Agnes Moorehead
also died of cancer; in fact, by the time
People magazine checked up on all 220
cast and crew for a 1980 article, 91
of them had contracted some form of
cancer, and 46 had died of cancer.
People’s inspiration was apparently

a 1979 article in the
tabloid The Star by Peter
Brennan who merely
speculated about the
coincidence without
doing any real research.
It was repeated by such
newspapers as the New
York Post and the Los
Angeles Times (both,
August 6, 1979). People
went a step further,
talking to a few experts
and managing to track
down the history of
the cast and crew. This
article was what really
started the story; in fact,
virtually anything you
might find about this
story takes its quotes
directly from People.
One of the most
often borrowed was
from an enthusiastic
fallout activist, Dr
Robert Pendleton at
the University of Utah,
who said: “With these
numbers, this case could
qualify as an epidemic. The connection
between fallout radiation and cancer
in individual cases has been practically
impossible to prove conclusively. But
in a group this size you’d expect only
30-some cancers to develop. With 91,
I think the tie-in to their exposure on
the set of The Conqueror would hold up
even in a court of law.”
But it didn’t, at least not for
residents of St George, Utah, often
referred to as the “downwinders”,
when attorneys went door-to-door
in the 1970s. The Times of London
reported that some 700 such lawsuits
were unsuccessful. However, ten years
after the People magazine article, the
Radiation Exposure Compensation Act
was passed and has since paid out over
$1.5 billion, including many payments
to people who had only to prove that
they lived in certain counties during a
certain time period, and had one of a
list of “approved” diseases. Although
this makes it sound like the link must
have been proven, science doesn’t

depend on what politicians were able
to convince bureaucrats to do.
And what science has found,
contrary to what’s reported in virtually
every article published on the subject,
is that any link between the film crew’s
cancers and the atomic tests is far from
confirmed. First of all, the numbers
reported by People are right in the
range of what we might expect to find
in a random sample. According to the
National Cancer Institute, in 1980
the chances of being diagnosed with
a cancer sometime in your lifetime
was about 41%, with mortality at
21.7%. And, right on the button,
People’s survey of The Conqueror’s crew
found a 41.4% incidence with 20.7%
mortality. (These numbers make an
assumption of an age group of 20-55
at the time of filming.)
A 1979 study in the New England
Journal of Medicine [ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pubmed/759916] found no consistent
pattern of correlation between
childhood cancers and fallout exposure
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in the Utah counties, with the
exception of leukaemia. For reasons
unknown, leukaemia rates were
about half that of the United States
at large, but after the fallout period,
this increased to just slightly above the
normal rate. The authors were unable
to correlate either leukaemia or other
cancers to fallout. Considering that
the film crew spent only a few weeks
there, instead of their whole lives like
the people who were studied, it seems
highly unlikely that they were affected.
But we can’t make that declaration
for certain. The data we have for
the film crew is totally inadequate.
Most crucial factors are unknown,
like age, age of incidence, types of
cancer, heredity, dose-response, and
other risk factors each may have
had - like John Wayne’s smoking of
five packs of cigarettes a day. And, of
course, “cancer” is not one disease;
it is hundreds of different diseases.
Plus there’s an obvious alternative
explanation: The cast and crew simply
got old in those intervening decades.
What about Dr Pendleton’s gloomy
remarks? In an email to researcher
Dylan Jim Esson, a colleague of
Pendleton’s, Lynn Anspaugh, said
that Pendleton’s reported comments
were uncharacteristic and she thought
they were more likely the result of
media sensationalism. According to
her analysis of the fallout readings
from the time and place of The
Conqueror’s filming, she calculated
that the crew received no more than 1
to 4 millirems of radiation, which was
less than normal background levels.
Pendleton himself had recorded high
levels of radiation only when a fallout
cloud was directly overhead the day
following a test, and normal at other
times. The most recent tests had been
more than a year prior to the filming,
so Anspaugh’s calculations are not
surprising.
From all the data we have, it was
perfectly safe for the film crew, and
their reported cancer histories show no
unusual ill effects.
So there we have it, another line of
evidence that Hollywood myths are
all just a part of the show. Please let it
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continue, for as the early writer Wilson
Mizner once said, “In Hollywood they
almost made a great picture, but they
caught it in time.”

.

Reprinted with permission from Skeptoid
#237 and #238, December 2010.
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Brian Dunning is a computer
scientist, and host & producer
of the award-winning podcast,
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(www.skeptoid.com).
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The cycle of life
Doubles, back doors, lions and fun.
And so it goes, the almost inevitable
realisation that all knowledge is
connected and connectable.
HOUSE OF FUN
Built in the Moorish style, the
Alhambra burned down in 1882,
reopened in 1883, was demolished in 1936
and replaced by the Odeon Theatre. Alfred
Moul (? – 1924), a music critic for the Melbourne
Age and Melbourne Argus and sometime composer,
moved to London as a theatrical agent and managed
the Alhambra on and off during the 1890s and early
1900s. Among the acts he brought to the theatre was
a man described as the greatest, most versatile quickchange artist of his day. Famous for his extraordinary
ability in impersonations and his quickness in
exchanging roles – so much so that while he was
performing in London in the 1890s rumours
spread that there was more than one of him
– Leopoldo Fregoli’s name was used to
describe a delusion where one person
appears in different guises, the
Fregoli delusion.

“The greatest, most versatile quick change
artist of his day”, but the rumours had it
he was really more than one person.
48

DOUBLE DELUSION
The Fregoli delusion, or the delusion
of doubles, is a rare disorder in which a person
holds a delusional belief that different people are in
fact a single person who changes appearance or is in
disguise. The syndrome may be related to a brain lesion
and is often of a paranoid nature, with the delusional
person believing themselves persecuted by the person they
believe is in disguise. The Fregoli delusion is classed both
as a monothematic delusion, since it only encompasses
one delusional topic, and as a delusional misidentification
syndrome (DMS), a class of delusional beliefs that involves
misidentifying people, places, or objects. The 2015
animated film Anomalisa has several direct and indirect
references to Fregoli delusion.

What goes a
HOUSE OF SCIENCE

Hunter’s Leicester Square house was demolished
and replaced by the Royal Panopticon of Science and Art
which opened in 1854. It featured a fountain with a 100 foot
central jet of water, the largest organ in England, and a lift (referred
to as an “ascending room”). Among the displays were an aurora
borealis apparatus, which enabled the creation of artificial Northern
Lights. The Morning Post enthused that it was “the most magnificent
temple erected for the purposes of science”. Unfortunately, it
didn’t attract enough visitors, and the owner went bankrupt
only two years after its opening. It was then converted
into a theatre, the Alhambra. Source: http://londonist.
com/2012/11/leicester-squares-hiddenscientific-history
Source: Wikipedia, except where noted
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LITERARY LINK
Delusional misidentification syndromes are
psycho-pathologic phenomena. It has been suggested
that all misidentification problems exist on a continuum of
anomalies of familiarity, from déjà vu at one end to the formation
of delusional beliefs at the other. The central feature is a patient’s belief
in the existence of the “double”. This concept appears frequently in the
traditions, myths, literature, religious beliefs, and metaphysical notions
of all cultural and ethnic groups, which explains the universality of
these syndromes. In a paper published in the American Journal
of Alzheimer’s Disease & Other Dementia (https://tinyurl.com/
ydfxu83q), researchers suggest that Robert Louis Stevenson
described the experience of “double” in his novella The
Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde.

John Hunter, surgeon, museum
curator, and bull wrestler.
(Painting 1813 “after Reynolds”)

HOUSE OF HORRORS

s around ...

oted
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HOUSE OF HUNTER

In Stevenson’s novella, published in
1886, the laboratory of Dr Jekyll is at the rear
of a house which, according to the British Library,
may have been based on a house in Leicester Square,
London, rented by the famous surgeon John Hunter
(1728-1793). The house had a back door onto a different
street by which the Hyde character would have been able to
exit the building. (The John Hunter Hospital in Newcastle,
NSW, is reportedly named after three John Hunters – the
18th century surgeon; the second governor of NSW; and
an Australian anatomist who died in 1924 at the age
of 26, having already been appointed the youngest
anatomy professor at the University of Sydney.)

Hunter turned his Leicester Square house into
Sources: British Library, https://www.bl.uk/collectiona teaching and public museum, with nearly 14,000
items/john-hunter-residence; Wikipedia re
preparations of over 500 species of plants and animals.
Hospital name.
In his Earl’s Court ‘country’ residence (above), he kept
live animals, including “fowls, duchs, geese, pigeons, rabbits,
pigs, oppossums, hedgehogs, a jackal, a zebra, an ostritch, buffaloes,
leopards, dormice, bats, snakes and birds of prey, deer, fish, frogs,
leeches, eels and mussels”. He also had lions, some bees, a young
The Alhambra
bull which he used to wrestle, and the skeleton of the Irish
in Leicester
Giant (above right). The UK government purchased the
Square, once the
collection in 1799 and it is now part of the Hunterian
site of a a lab,
Museum of the Royal College of Surgeons.
Source: https://rbkclocalstudies.wordpress.com/2016/
06/23/forgotten-buildings-earls-court-houseand-dr-hunters-menagerie/

later a science
museum, and
then a theatre.
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Religion + Satire

Natural religion

twice (or was Adam married twice?); documents
from Ugarit, earlier than the Bible, mention an evil
talking snake; early Mesopotamian tablets describe
a gigantic Flood; the tale of the infancy of Moses
The Good Book of Human Nature: An Evolutionary Reading of
plagiarises that of Sargon; and so on.
I’m not sure about one of the themes in
the Bible
the book’s section on Genesis. Many (most?)
By Carel van Schaik and Kai Michel
urban cultures look back to a Golden Age, the
Basic Books, A$50.99
Bible’s being the myth of the Garden of Eden.
It is possible, the authors seem to suggest, that
these cultures, socially stratified, patriarchal,
and depending on back-breaking agricultural
arel van Schaik is Professor
labour, might have had contacts with hunterof Biological Anthropology
gatherer groups, whose lifestyle would have
in the University of Zurich, noted
seemed very like a golden age. Well, I know of no
in particular as a theoretician of
hunter-gatherers still living in the Middle East
primate behaviour, and for his work
3000-5000 years ago. Let’s just assume that the
on orangutans, their behaviour and
authors, as good scientists, are putting forward a
ecology, their cultural competence,
testable hypothesis.
and their conservation. His coAnd why is Yahweh such a horrible bastard
author, Kai Michel, is a science
in the Bible? “Today”, they write on p.74,
journalist and historian. Both live in
Zurich, but gnomes they are decidely “people speak a great deal about God’s love and
compassion, but we see next to nothing of it in
not; nor, in this book, is Swiss
the Bible’s early pages. Why did people back then
neutrality very much in evidence.
assume that their behaviour must have been so
The theme of the book is that the
egregious that God found he had to chastise and
Bible is not a historical record, nor a
textbook of morality; rather, in trying torment them and even wipe them off the face of
the earth altogether? ... Wrath was arguably the
to be these things, it is in essence
Old Testament God’s most conspicuous feature a document of human nature. Or,
and theologians are embarassed by this fact”.
better, of human natures, because the authors
OK, why was God like that? Because, as they
argue that we have three natures, and each one
explain on pp.83-4 (and here I am convinced)
“believes in” a particular sort of religion.
our natural natures possess a hyperactive agency
Our first nature consists of our innate feelings,
detection device (HADD): “It is better to run
reactions and preferences - “our natural nature”,
away from a supposed predator one time too
the authors call it. And there is a kind of personal
religiosity which is family-oriented. Israelite houses, many than one time too few”. Any explanation
for events, especially misfortunes, is better
for example, had ancestor figurines or teraphim
than none, so we look for supposed agents
(over 3000 have been discovered), and many of
everywhere, and our cultural natures supply
them are female, not Yahweh-related at all.
angry gods to fill this role. All that remains is
Our second nature is our habits, conventions,
ways of thinking - “our cultural nature”. Religious to discover why they are angry, and the Bible is
expression in this nature takes the form of things full of explanations as to why Yahweh has taken
umbrage, all boiling down to one thing, namely
like local cults.
that the people have offended him by somehow
And thirdly, our rational nature is less
overreaching themselves. Essentially, it is hubris,
internalised than our cultural nature. Religion
not immorality, that the gods detest, and Yahweh
here is institutional, intellectualised, theological,
was no exception. Yahweh used whatever means
Popes, archbishops, ayatollahs, and chief rabbis.
were to hand (floods, famines, Assyrians, plagues)
The book is organised into five parts: Genesis;
to chastise his chosen people and tell them that
the rest of the Torah (or the Pentateuch, as
they had better keep his commandments next
Christian Bibles call it); the prophets (Nevi’im);
time (but they never did).
the writings (Ketuvim); and the New Testament.
The three-natures theme runs through each of
them, and the inconsistencies that riddle each of
ACTING LIKE ANIMALS
the parts of the Bible reflect to a great extent the
As one might expect from a senior author
tensions between our natures. Not, of course,
who is a renowned primatologist, tidbits from
forgetting that the Torah, in particular, was cobbled animal behaviour theory crop up plentifully. Kin
together from multiple sources - Eve is created
selection: conflict between Abraham’s co-wives on
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behalf of their sons; the sons of David by different
wives murder each other. Bachelor bands of
lawless subordinate males: look at the behaviour
of the men of Sodom towards Lot’s angelic guests.
Costly signalling to demonstrate one’s fitness:
Abraham prepares to sacrifice his son Isaac; God
actually does sacrifice his son Jesus. There are the
anthropological tidbits: credibility enhancing
displays (CREDs), such as the miracles in Exodus
and the miracles of Jesus; and immunisation
against refutation (IAR): God cannot be seen, and
the risen Jesus was not merely a ghost because he
ate and invited Thomas to touch him.
Those long, tedious lists of rules in Leviticus
become interesting in the authors’ hands. The
Law, they point out, has a total of 613 rules called
mitzvoth, of which 365 are prohibitions (“thou
shalt have no other gods before me”, “thou shalt
not seethe a kid in his mother’s milk”) and 248
are commandments. There are rules about slavery,
homosexuality, extramarital sex, rituals, priestly
garb, etc.
The Lawgiver had obviously read Mary
Douglas’s famous 1966 book, Purity and Danger,
because there is a clean/unclean dichotomy which
is an attempt to maintain order. The animals
belong to either the earth, the waters, or the
firmament, and those of each realm have their
own indications of cleanliness: on earth, they

Horrible hoaxes
The Great Science Hoax: The Chaser Quarterly

A$12.95 At newsagents or at chasershop.com

T

he Chaser Quarterly comes out
six times a year, which makes
it “50% better than every other
Quarterly in the market”.
Each issue fouses on a particular
topic such as politics, national image,
or even bad parenting, always with
tongue firmly planted in cheek. Like
the TV program, with which it shares
a name but only a few contributors,
it can cut pretty close to the bone upsetting people is a key part of its
being.
In this instance, those who will
be upset are anti-vaxxers, conspiracy
theorists, alt med zealots, cultists,
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must be cloven-footed and chew the cud; in the
firmament, they must have two wings and fly;
in the waters, they must have scales and swim
with fins. Anything out-of-place in this scheme
is unclean - pigs divide the hoof but do not chew
the cud; hares chew the cud (or at least, the
Lawgiver was under the impression that they do)
but do not divide the hoof; and so on.
There are also ethnic-marking rules: to
distinguish themselves from neighbouring tribes,
the (male) followers of Yahweh must wear fringes,
cut their hair and beards in a certain way, and
must be circumcised. And here’s something
I didn’t know: the Jewish miltary colony on
Elephantine Island in southern Egypt did not
circumcise. Why? Because they needed to
mark themselves off from their neighbours the
Egyptians, who did circumcise!
There is much more to read here: the history of
belief in life after death; the general assumption of
patriarchy, but the continual intrusion of female
deities (Asherah, Mary); why it was important
for the success of Christianity that it grew up in
a Greek world. And you will find plenty else to
learn and to ponder in this unusual book. A good
read for anyone interested in the history, text and
meaning of the Bible.
- Reviewed by Colin Groves

baby boomers, even lawyers and journalists.
Everyone, in fact, who either promotes nuttery or
is a victim of it.
While this particular issue may no longer be
available on newsagents’ shelves by the time you
read this, it is worth seeking out, if only for the
free pull-out homeopathy degree. After filling in
a course textbook with any old stuff, whatever
“feels natural and empowering to you”, you can
then get your homeopathy qualifications so that
you can “now charge up to $250 per hour, with a
straight face, to provide advice on any ailment as
he/she sees fit”.
The thrust is “anti-expert” and “anti-expertise”
- relying on “unjustifed unqualified instinct ... in
this wonderful expert-free society”.
And thereby hangs the tale. The contents are
written so tongue in cheek that they perfectly
mimic the self-justifications and daft theorising of
its targets, so much so that you almost feel you are
reading a new age text.
This is chilling stuff for Skeptics, when satire
almost becomes the real thing.
- Reviewed by Tim Mendham
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Biblical myths Vs Biblical facts
A History of Christianity

By Diarmaid MacCulloch
Penguin, A$35.00

W

hat happens when someone
who is both an historian and
a theologian writes on the history of
religion? Diarmaid MacCulloch is
one such person. But MacCulloch is
no ordinary historian or theologian.
He is a fellow of St Cross College,
Oxford, a Fellow of the British
Academy, and Professor of History
of the Church at Oxford University.
He has been awarded the James Tait
Black Prize, the Duff Cooper Prize
and the Whitbread Biography Prize
for his book Thomas Cranmer. He
won the Wolfson Prize for History,
the British Academy Prize and the
US national Book Critic’s Circle
Award. A six part BBC television
series accompanied his book A History of
Christianity.
As expected from such an academic,
MacCulloch’s book provides a comprehensive
and eloquent history of Christianity. There is,
however, a problem - theology and history are
disciplines that do not sit well with each other.
The one is a study of historical truths based on
good evidence, the other is a study of belief, in
this case Christianity, requiring no good evidence.
I have detailed some examples that illustrate
how MacCulloch’s beliefs colour his work as a
historian.
MacCulloch says that some readers may find
his book sceptical but as his doctoral supervisor
Sir Geoffrey Elton once remarked, if historians
are not sceptical, they are nothing. While
scepticism is essential to academic pursuits, the
study of theology is devoid of scepticism. So
while MacCulloch recognises the importance of
scepticism for an historian he is also at ease with
the lack of scepticism of a theologian.

HISTORICITY OF JESUS
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Jesus, is of course, a central figure in MacCulloch’s
book, but MacCulloch expresses no scepticism
with respect to whether Jesus actually existed.
A few examples: MacCulloch says “By the time
Jesus was born in Palestine, the Hellenistic world

was being ruled by another wave of imperial
conquerors” (p141). Not only does MacCulloch
assume with certainty that there was a man
called Jesus born in Palestine but he also claims
to know the whereabouts of his final resting
place. MacCulloch states that in the 4th century
CE the bishop Macarius engaged in a program
of church-building which revealed a sensational
find beneath the stately imperial Capitoline
temple built by Hadrian: “What emerged was
the exact site of Christ’s crucifixion and the tomb
in which the Saviour had been laid” (p193). This
is wishful thinking; if MacCulloch’s assertion
was accepted as historical fact there would be no
debate about the historicity of Jesus.
He must, however, be aware that there is no
good historical evidence for the existence of Jesus.
As an historian, MacCulloch should address the
debate about the historicity of Jesus. He needs to
inform his readers that historians who assert that
Jesus existed are almost always devout Christians
and their only evidence for Jesus’s existence is the
writings contained in the Bible.
Non-Christian historians find the Bible an
unreliable source of historical evidence for good
reason. The Gospels, for example, describe
the life of Jesus, but were written by people
unknown to Jesus, in a country and language
foreign to Jesus, decades after Jesus (if he ever
existed) died. Furthermore, these writers were
ardent Christians eager to start a new breakaway faith. MacCulloch needs to emphasise
that although Jesus may have existed, there is no
good historical (or archaeological) evidence that
he did.

TRANSLATION ISSUES

MacCulloch describes how Jesus said that the
end of time would be soon (p90). He fails to tell
us that Jesus gave us a precise timeframe for the
end of the world. Jesus said that some of those
to whom he spoke would still be alive when he
returned in his kingdom (Matt.16:28). Two
thousand years have passed and those to whom
he spoke are certainly no longer alive.
MacCulloch makes a claim that would not
be expected of a sceptical historian but typifies a
theologian (p596). He states that by retranslating
the work of Jerome, who gave us the Latin
Vulgate, Erasmus provided the Greek original.
No-one can, however, recreate the original
Greek texts because these writings are no longer
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in existence. The scripts/Bibles that do exist are
all copies of copies, all purporting to be accurate
copies of the original Greek writings but all
differing from each other.
This is best appreciated by examining Jerome’s
work. By the middle of the 4th century there
were several variants of an “Old Latin” translation
of the Bible in circulation. Church authorities
considered the corruption of the text to have
become intolerable (although they had no original
writings on which to base this decision), and in
about 382 CE Pope Damasus asked Eusebius
Hieronymus, later known as St Jerome, to
revise the “Old Latin” version. In 405 Jerome
finally produced a new Latin translation. This
was initially met with resistance, his enemies
claiming that it was “tainted with Judaism”, while
conservatives were reluctant to give up their
adherence to older Greek and Latin versions.
The calumnies which Jerome endured caused
him to exclaim that for the good of souls he had
“wished to clear the path of truth of the weeds
which ignorance had sown in it”. He said: “If I
correct errors in the Sacred Text I am denounced
as a falsifier; if I do not correct them I am pilloried
as a disseminator of error”. (The Making of The
English Bible, Benson Bobrick, p6).
Jerome had ‘retranslated’ and ‘corrected’
the texts according to his own judgement, to
give us the Latin Vulgate. MacCulloch would
have us believe that Erasmus
retranslated Jerome’s Latin
Vulgate back into Greek to
give us the original Greek
writings - an impossibility.
Furthermore, MacCulloch
claims that Erasmus’s work was
“a thoroughgoing onslaught
on what Jerome had achieved
a millennium before”. Yet
Jerome’s work, by his own
admission, was an onslaught
on the Old Latin translation
that preceded it. Not only is
it wishful thinking to suppose
that one can recreate the
original scriptural writings but
the more the scriptures are
revised the further removed
from the non-existent originals
they must become.

PAUL’S CONVERSION

MacCulloch states that the apostle Paul
rejected his good Jewish heritage for something
incomparably better - Christ (p98). MacCulloch
also describes the Bible as “the multiform restless
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story of good news which is Christianity”.
It is understandable for a Christian theologian
to consider Christianity superior to other faiths
but if one is to compare faiths, one needs an
objective measure by which such a comparison
can be made. Comparison of crimes against
humanity is a good yardstick. No sooner had
Paul’s Christianity gained a foothold than it
turned into an unforgiving, persecutory machine
that 2000 years on still causes untold misery. The
history of Christianity reveals a long list of crimes
against humanity: driving the world back into
the dark ages; forced conversions; persecution of
Jews; innumerable genocides; four centuries of
rape, pillage and murder of Muslims and Jews
during the Crusades; the slave trade - 250 years
of profiteering from the trade in human misery;
the barbaric Inquisition; witch hunts; the Thirty
Year War between Catholics and Protestants;
the widespread cruelty and rape of children
by ministers of the Church, and the cover up
of these crimes; the stealing of children; and
opposition to scientific truths and advances. Paul
exchanged his relatively benign Jewish heritage
for something incomparably worse.
Moreover, MacCulloch’s assertion that Paul
rejected his Jewish heritage for Christ is itself
questionable. MacCulloch correctly depicts
Paul as characteristically taking a contrary line
to the Lord (p113). MacCulloch describes Jesus
as saying that those who proclaim the gospel
should get their living from the gospel. In other
words they deserve support from others whereas
Paul emphasised that he was self-supporting.
MacCulloch also describes how Paul contradicted
Jesus’s prohibition of divorce.
There were, however, several other matters on
which Paul opposed Jesus. Here are but a few:
Jesus instructed his followers not to preach to
gentiles (Matt. 10:5, Matt. 15:24, John 4:22) Paul claimed that he should be the minister of
Jesus Christ to the gentiles (Rom. 15:16). Jesus
discouraged self-promotion saying, “Everyone
who exalts himself will be humbled” (Luke
18:14) - Paul shamelessly boasts that he is
superior to the apostles (2 Cor. 12:11). Jesus said
we should not judge - Paul makes judgements
and says that a spiritual person can judge the
worth of everything (Matt. 7:1 and 1 Cor. 2:15,
1 Cor. 5:12).
Paul did give up his Jewish heritage but it
can be argued that he did not do so for Christ.
MacCulloch also claimed that Paul saw Jesus
as the Lord to whom Christians owe obedience
(p100). But how can this be when Paul openly
defied Jesus and encouraged others to do
likewise?
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MacCulloch describes how the Emperor
Constantine attributed his military successes to
Jesus, and that for Constantine Jesus was not
“gentle Jesus meek and mild, commanding that
enemies should be loved and forgiven seventy
times seven; he was a God of battles” (p191).
Clearly MacCulloch does think of Jesus as
gentle, meek, mild
and forgiving. Many
passages in the New
Testament, however,
attest to Jesus being
anything but. Consider
the following: Jesus
whipped traders in
the temple courtyard
and overturned their
tables; killed a fig tree
because it had no fruit;
drove evil spirits from
a possessed person
into a herd of pigs
causing them to jump
over a cliff and perish;
condemned every man,
woman, and child of
two towns to eternal
damnation because
they did not accept
him; and demanded
that those “enemies” who do not want him as
their king be killed in front of him.
Jesus was predisposed to violence. He said that
he did not come to bring peace to the earth but a
sword (Matt. 10:34). He instructed his followers
who had no swords to sell their cloaks and buy
swords (Luke 22:36) and said that we should not
suppose he has come to bring peace to the earth
but division (Luke 12:51).
And Constantine was not alone in seeing Jesus
as a symbol of war and violence. MacCulloch
describes how the bishop of Auxerre, who was
active in the First Crusade, commissioned a
picture of the end of time with Christ portrayed
as a warrior on horseback. Theologians are
apparently at ease with this image. Strong’s
Concordance is a book that defines every word in
the Bible and is used by theologians and ministers
of Christianity as a standard reference. The digital
version is advertised using a knight on horseback
brandishing a sword with these words below “The
sword of the lord with an electronic edge”. Or
think of the hymn “Onward Christian soldiers
marching on to war with the cross of Jesus going
on before”. It can be argued that Constantine’s

view of Jesus as a symbol of war and conquest is
valid.
MacCulloch states that the Council at
Chalcedon constructed a carefully balanced
definition of how to view the mystery of Christ:
“the same perfect in dignity and perfect in
humanity, the same truly God and truly man,
of a rational soul and a body consubstantial
with the Father as regards his divinity, and
the same consubstantial with us as regards his
humanity…’ (p 226). MacCulloch maintains
that this definition remains the standard measure
for discussion of the person of Christ. He does
not, however, mention that this definition
mostly differs from Christ as depicted in the
scriptures.
We have already seen that Jesus was not
meek, mild and forgiving. He was also far from
perfect in humanity and dignity. Consider these
examples. Jesus initially refused to heal the
daughter of a desperate mother on the grounds
that the ill person was not Jewish. Only after the
woman debased herself did Jesus heal her child.
Jesus stated that he only came to preach to the
Jews. Jesus advised that if you have faith you
can handle venomous snakes and ingest poison
and you will not be harmed. Several people have
died because they have taken Jesus at his word.
Jesus callously instructed a would-be follower
not to attend his father’s funeral. The Council
of Chalcedon’s definition of Christ is neither
balanced nor correct - Jesus was far from perfect
in dignity and humanity.

BIBLICAL FICTION AND JESUS’ JOKES

MacCulloch describes the story of Jonah as
being ‘one of the Bible’s most explicit fictions’.
One would be foolish to argue that this story is
anything more than fiction, but why is it any
more fictitious than feeding the masses on a
fish and a loaf of bread, exorcising demons, or
walking on water?
MacCulloch tells us that following the
crucifixion, Jesus spent three days in the tomb
after which he came back to life (p93). As a
theologian, however, he must know that Jesus
said that he would be three days and three nights
in the tomb (Matt. 12:40). Jesus was crucified
some time on a Friday and arose some time on
Sunday. He therefore spent no longer than two
nights in the ground. The reason MacCulloch
has not mentioned that Jesus said he would be
in the tomb for three nights is, I assume, because
Jesus got it wrong.
We all warm to those with a good sense of
humour and MacCulloch would have us believe
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that Jesus was one such person. MacCulloch says
that it is difficult to “catch irony and humour
across a gap of centuries” but feels that there
are evanescent tints of irony and humour in the
phrase “Son of Man” (p86). I can discern no irony
or humour in this phrase.
MacCulloch postulates that Jesus displays
humour more clearly when teaching in parables
(p87). He provides no examples and on reading
the parables I can find no evidence of humour. I
can, however, find much anger, misinformation,
and confused logic.
MacCulloch tells us that the humour of Jesus is
difficult to catch but he also claims that Jesus told
jokes (p223) and made crowds laugh (p90). I can
find no evidence to support this claim.
MacCulloch thinks that the verse in Matthew
wherein Jesus berates the Pharisees for hypocrisy,
claiming that the Pharisees strain off a midge
but gulp down a camel, is amusing (p.90).
MacCulloch omits to mention the two words that
precede, “You strain off a midge, yet gulp down
a camel”. These words are “[You] blind guides”
(Matt. 23:24) and make clear that Jesus is not
joking but insulting the Pharisees. Theologians
tell us that the meaning of the words “You strain
off a midge, yet gulp down a camel” is that the
Pharisees observe the minor points of law while
committing major sins. While Jesus’s castigation
of the Pharisees is a display of anger rather than
humour, MacCulloch is correct in saying that
Jesus engaged in irony.

BIBLICAL INCONSISTENCIES

There is undoubted irony in the verses in which
Jesus berates the Pharisees for hypocrisy (Matt.
23:2 to 23:33). This is because Jesus berated
others for hypocrisy but ironically was a hypocrite
himself. Here are but some examples.
Jesus endorses the Mosaic law (Matt. 5:17)
which stipulates that we are not to kill, yet
demands that his enemies be slaughtered in front
of him (Luke 19:27).
Jesus warned against cursing and considered
the death penalty fitting for those who cursed
their parents: “whoever curses his father or mother
shall be put to death” (Matt 15:4). Jesus, however,
cursed on numerous occasions calling others
“vipers”, “hypocrites”, “blind” and “thieves”.
Jesus tells us to honour our parents: “For God
said, ‘Honour your father and your mother’”
(Matt:15:4), but Jesus disrespects his own mother
(John 2:4 KJV) and also says that his job is to
sow discord between children and their parents.
“I have come to set a man against his father, a
daughter against her mother”. (Matt 10:35).
MacCulloch admits that the resurrection is
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not something that historians can authenticate
(p93). He claims it is a different sort of truth,
or statement about truth. MacCulloch’s point
that the resurrection cannot be authenticated
by historians is true. It is, however, not only
the resurrection that cannot be authenticated.
MacCulloch should be saying that the
resurrection, along with every scriptural event
pertaining to Jesus, including his very existence
cannot be authenticated by historians.
He says that “Historians might take comfort
from the fact that nowhere in the New Testament
is there a description of the resurrection: it was
beyond the capacity or the intention of the writers
to describe it, and all they described were its
effects. The New Testament is thus a literature
with a blank at its centre; yet this blank is also
its intense focus.” (p94) There are issues with
this claim. Why might historians take comfort
that the resurrection is not described in the New
Testament? Why would objective historians, as
opposed to theologians, have any interest in the
New Testament other than to dismiss it as being
of no historical importance? Why should we
suppose that the writers of the New Testament
were incapable of describing the resurrection,
unless perhaps because no-one saw it, but much
more likely because it never occurred. To add
to the confusion, MacCulloch says that no-one
witnessed the resurrection but subsequently
contradicts himself by saying, “all three evangelists
make women the first witnesses to the empty
tomb and resurrection of Jesus” (p116).
MacCulloch states that the most prominent of
these women is Mary Magdalene. He describes
her as being elevated to the status of Jesus’s wife
by some overexcited modern commentators
and mediocre novelists who, according to
MacCulloch, make this claim without good
evidence (p116). Why should MacCulloch regard
this supposition with such disdain? Surely it is
easier to believe that Mary Magdalene was the
wife of Jesus than to believe in the resurrection?
MacCulloch says that the obscure death of
Arius from dysentery in a latrine would have
given his enemies “unchristian pleasure” (p215).
This phrase is an unlikely choice for an objective
historian. The word “unchristian” conveys
the message that everything Christian is good
whereas things that are not good, kind or caring
are “unchristian”. “Unchristian” is a divisive
word used almost exclusively by Christians.
MacCulloch’s own book details Christianity’s
“unchristian” crimes against humanity.
MacCulloch tells us that Zwingli’s
understanding of the sacraments gave us a “nobly
coherent vision of a better Israel, faithful to
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God’s covenant” (p62). As already discussed, the
historical evidence demonstrates that Christianity
is not an improvement on its mother religion
and the crimes committed by the Church are
anything but faithful to a covenant with God, not
if we assume God is good.
According to MacCulloch, the Eucharist
can indeed be a sacrifice - one of faith and
thankfulness by a Christian to God, a way of
remembering what Jesus
had done for humanity
on the Cross, and all
the Gospel promises
which followed on from
it in scripture (p620).
MacCulloch speaks as
if Jesus went willingly
to his death. Yet, prior
to his crucifixion Jesus
called out to God,
saying: “My God, my
God, why have you
forsaken me?” (Matt.
27:46). These are not
the words expected
from someone going
willingly to his death.
MacCulloch makes no
mention of the Gospel
promises that followed
on Jesus’s “sacrifice”. We
are left to guess what they can be, but one of the
many unfulfilled promises that Jesus made was
his assurance that he would return before many
of those he was then speaking to had died. Two
thousand years have passed and Jesus is yet to
return. Another non-negotiable prophecy that
the messiah must fulfil is to bring peace to earth.
This, Jesus, did not do.
MacCulloch mentions that Jesus caused “a
disturbance” in the temple because he thought
the temple was being misused for commerce and
profit. MacCulloch is speaking euphemistically.
The “disturbance” MacCulloch refers to was Jesus
whipping and overturning the tables of those
trading in the temple courtyard (John 2:15).
Turning over people’s tables is bad enough but
whipping people because you perceive their
behaviour to be against your beliefs, is criminal.
MacCulloch writes that the Bible unmistakably
takes slavery for granted. There is, however, a
scriptural passage which is unequivocally opposed
to slavery. “He that stealeth a man and selleth
him, or if he be found in his hand, he shall surely
be put to death” Exodus 21:16. MacCulloch
says that Samuel Sewall was one of the first to

make use of this verse in order to oppose the
slave trade. MacCulloch claims that this verse
“had not been much considered before”. It is,
however, inconceivable that during the 250
years that the Church traded in human misery
theologians and ministers of Christianity, whose
job it is to know the Bible, had not considered
this verse. It is much more likely that this verse
had been well considered but ignored, in favour
of scriptural passages promoting slavery. Slavery
was, after all, a huge source of income for the
Church - the Anglican Church owned its own
slave trading station in the Bahamas and the
Church opposed the abolition of slavery.

REVISIONIST THINKING

MacCulloch is irked by people, such as
humanists, who he says regard the Bible as a text
to be read as any other book: “Not surprisingly,
some humanists, excited about the novelty of
what they were doing, sounded what might seem
a call to revolution when they trumpeted their
achievement at the expense of older scholarship.
This was adolescent self-assertion from a
new type of intellectual discipline previously
subordinate to theology in the universities,
and (as usual with adolescent self-assertion)
it annoyed older professionals who had good
reason to be proud of their traditional learning
and resented non-professionals giving themselves
airs.” Yet in every field of respectable academic
study, such as medicine, philosophy, science, and
history, older scholarship is constantly trumped
by newer scholarship. This is something to be
welcomed and explains why, if today you embark
on a long voyage, you can travel in a jet rather
than by donkey.
While humanists may read the Bible as a
text like any other book, theologians revise or
reinterpret the Bible to make it more acceptable
to themselves. Their revisions frequently differ
from those of other theologians who also claim
to be revealing scriptural truths. MacCulloch
provides examples of reinterpretation. He says,
at the simplest level, the boy Isaac, who was
to be sacrificed, was God the Son [Jesus], and
his father Abraham who was to carry out the
sacrifice, was God the Father [God]. Yet at the
simplest level Isaac was indisputably Isaac and
Abraham was Abraham.
MacCulloch then quotes the psalmist who
sang, “Pray for the peace of Jerusalem”. He
claims, however, that Jerusalem had been
replaced by Rome, so the psalmist was actually
asking for peace for the Pope. These allegorical
translations of scriptural passages are simply
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conjecture and the originators of such conjecture
are often trapped by complexities they fail to
anticipate.
Take MacCulloch’s examples. If we accept that
Isaac was Jesus, and Abraham was God, and we
read the following verses in Genesis, we then have
the absurdity of God sending his own angel to
stop himself from killing Jesus - “And the angel
of the Lord called unto him [God] and said,
Abraham [God], Abraham [God] lay not thine
hand upon the lad [Jesus]” (Gen.22:11,12). In
the second example, MacCulloch claims that the
psalmist who specifically prayed for the peace of
Jerusalem was actually praying for peace for the
Pope. This is a long shot. The psalmist would not
have heard of Rome. He lived long before Jesus,
Popes or Christianity came into existence. One
may, of course, study theology for years in order
to heap conjecture upon writings that are already
conjecture but this does not invalidate those who
understand the scriptures as they are written.
MacCulloch says that a less cynical way to view
the stand-off between humanists and theologians
is as a dispute about the best road to discovering
truths: was this best done through the persuasive
skills of rhetoric, which the humanists valued, or
through formal analysis and enquiry in argument,
the refinement of dialectic which scholastic
theologians had perfected?
Theology is, however, not a discipline that
discovers truths. The study of theology is a study
of supernatural events that cannot be validated.
Theologians agree with the scriptures when it suits
them; alternatively, they revise or reinterpret the
scriptures to their liking. Theology is not based
on good evidence and has much in common
with pseudoscience and “studies”
based on pseudo-knowledge such
as astrology and homeopathy.
MacCulloch’s notion that
theological teachings cannot be
challenged by non-theologians is
akin to homeopaths insisting that
homeopathy cannot be challenged
by non-homeopaths. Theologians
have not presented the world with
any truths.
If I were a schoolteacher, I
would use MacCulloch’s discussion
of theology and humanism to
teach comprehension and critical
thinking. What truths can be
discovered by reading the Bible.
one may ask? How can one perfect
the study of truths or opinion in a
book riddled with contradictions,
absurdities, errors and false
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prophecies? Is there a specific method of study
of biblical or theological writings that produces
verifiable truths?
MacCulloch discusses the development of
atheism saying that some atheists were driven
to reject God in an almost religious fashion.
They founded atheist or humanist associations
with the sort of activism one might expect from
contemporary Protestant free churches: Sunday
schools; lectures; social activities; even hymn
books. MacCulloch claimed that perhaps their
beliefs were the ultimate form of Protestant
dissent (p861). He fails to recognise that atheism
is not a belief system. It has no dogmas or rituals.
Atheism is a lack of belief in supernatural entities
such as God, gods, goddesses or ghosts in the
absence of acceptable evidence. MacCulloch, we
can assume, does not believe in any of the Hindu
gods (more than a million). MacCulloch is
therefore also an atheist in the view of Hindus.
MacCulloch is disenchanted by Christianity
because, as an openly gay man, he has had to
endure the homophobia of the Church. He has
accordingly distanced himself from mainstream
Christianity. But if homophobia is enough
for MacCulloch to distance himself from the
Church, then surely the Church’s crimes against
humanity should be enough for MacCulloch to
cut all ties with his faith?
While MacCulloch, the historian, has
written an informative text on the history
of Christianity, his book is marred by the
interweaving of mythology and superstitious
belief into the text by MacCulloch, the
theologian.
The work is comparable to a textbook of
medicine written by someone who is both a
doctor and a homeopath.
- Reviewed by Michael Meyerson

Editor’s note: The book
under review, and the
author’s approach, exemplify
a conflict between scientific
and academic disciplines in
the one work. Although it
is a few years old, the book
does represent a case study
that is very much worthwhile
studying to exemplify that
conflict, and especially so in
the current environment of
conflict and confusion over
real truth and supposed fake
facts.
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n 7 March 2016 the Royal Australian and
New Zealand College of Obstetricians and
Gynaecologists (RANZCOG) issued a statement1
titled “Delivery of Chiropractic Therapies to
the Unborn Child”. In that, the College said:
“RANZCOG is aware that some chiropractors
are advertising and attempting to turn breech
babies in utero using the ‘Webster Technique’.
On 7 March 2016, the Chiropractic Board of
Australia released the following statement in
relation to chiropractic care of pregnant women
and their unborn children:
“Care of pregnant patients - Chiropractors are
not trained to apply any direct treatment to
an unborn child and should not deliver any
treatment to the unborn child. Chiropractic care
must not be represented or provided as treatment
to the unborn child as an obstetric breech
correction technique.
“RANZCOG supports the Chiropractic Board
of Australia in its clear position
that chiropractic care must not
be represented or provided as a
treatment to the unborn child as an
obstetric breech correction technique.
Chiropractors should not be using
the ‘Webster Technique’ or any other
inappropriate breech correction
technique to facilitate breech version
as there is insufficient scientific
evidence to support this practice.”
This statement was sent to every
chiropractor in Australia. They were
warned to stop advertising and
performing the Webster Technique.
The statement was very clear; there
is no evidence supporting such
treatment. The implication is also
clear; such treatment increases the
risks in an already risky process, ie
childbirth.
Considering that there can be
no higher authority in matters of
childbirth than the RANZCOG and
no higher authority in matters of
chiropractic than the Chiropractic

Board, this was a very serious warning indeed.
You would expect all chiropractors, on receipt
of the warning, to leap into action, tidy up their
advertising, and smarten up their practice.
If you did expect that, you were wrong.
Nothing happened - no chiropractors leaping
into action, tidying up their websites, smartening
up their practices.
A survey of chiropractors’ websites conducted
eight (8!) months later found 101 chiropractors
who were still advertising their provision of the
Webster Technique. This was not an exhaustive
study, it was a random sample of some websites,
not of every chiropractor’s website in Australia. It
would be fair then to say that the real number is
higher.
One “Grumpy Skeptic” sent an email to Dr
Wayne Minter, chair of the Chiropractic Board,
and to Mr Martin Fletcher, CEO of AHPRA,
on 11 November 2016, with the list of the 101
recalcitrant chiropractors, with the addresses of
their practices and the URLs of their websites.
The Grumpy Skeptic said: “Attached is a list
of 101 chiropractors who are still advertising
their provision of the Webster Technique. Such
recalcitrance and disregard for the safety of
pregnant women and unborn children deserves
nothing less than deregistration, and I urge you
to commence an inquiry without delay.”
You would expect the Chiropractic Board,
on receipt of the warning, to leap into action,
instruct the recalcitrant chiropractors to tidy up
their advertising and smarten up their practice.
If you did expect that, you were wrong.
Nothing happened - no acknowledgement, no
response, no action, nothing. Zip. Nada.
A check of the list conducted on 30 March
2017 showed that only one (1!) chiropractor had
fixed his website.
On 19 April 2017, five months after the first
letter, the Grumpy Skeptic sent an email to the
State CEO of AHPRA saying: “I refer to my
email to the CEO of AHPRA and the Chairman
of the Chiropractic Board of Australia, dated 11
November 2016, attached.
“In that email I included a list of 101
chiropractors who were continuing to advertise
and conduct the Webster Technique on pregnant
women, in defiance of instructions from
the Chiropractic Board of Australia and the
Royal Australian and New Zealand College of
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RANZCOG)
issued, over eight months earlier. I said that ‘Like
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all warnings from regulators to chiropractors, the
warnings have been ignored.’
“Over 13 months have passed since the CBA
and the RANZCOG issued those warnings. Over
five months have passed since I sent that email
to the CEO of AHPRA and the Chairman of the
Chiropractic Board.
“I checked the chiropractors on that list, and
of the 101 recalcitrants, only one has removed
reference to the Webster Technique from his
website.
“I have not have had the courtesy of a reply.
My letter has been ignored.”
You would expect the CEO of AHPRA,
on receipt of the grumpy letter, to leap into
action, instruct staff to prevent chiropractors
endangering pregnant women and their babies,
instruct the recalcitrant chiropractors to tidy up
their advertising and smarten up their practice.
If you did expect that, you were wrong.
Nothing happened. As of writing, there was
no acknowledgement, no response, no action,
nothing. Zip. Nada.
So what is the Chiropractic Board supposed
to do?
The functions2 of the Chiropractic Board of
Australia include, inter alia:
• developing standards, codes and guidelines for
the chiropractic profession;
• handling notifications, complaints,
investigations and disciplinary hearings.
Clearly, none of that is happening. To be sure,
there is lots of paperwork whizzing around, but
when it comes to protecting the most vulnerable
in our community, the Board is missing in action.
As I said in the previous issue of The Skeptic,
there is a case for a Senate Inquiry into the Board’s
handling of complaints against chiropractors and
for a study by the NHMRC into the treatments
provided by the chiropractic industry.
But it’s not as if the Board have failed only in
this one area, the treatment of pregnant women.
Chiropractors have continued to flaunt every
warning the Board has issued about scope of
practice, such as one in New South Wales that
I saw recently. It was suggesting treatments
for headaches; migraine; neck and arm pain;
back pain and sciatica; indigestion; asthma;
pregnancy; women’s health; poor posture; sports
performance; injury recovery; growing pains;
bedwetting; ear infections; colic; AD/HD;
feeding difficulties; allergies; poor coordination;
“and much more”. Every condition and ailment
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in this list, bar back pain, has been the subject
of warnings from the Board that chiropractors
should stop treating them. And yes, “pregnancy”
was on the sign.
Kevin McDonald
East Seaham NSW

REFERENCES
1. http://www.ranzcog.edu.au/news/Example-News
2. https://www.chiropracticboard.gov.au/About-the-Board/
Functions-of-Board.asp
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LETTERS

To the Editor

The Skeptic

What you think ...
A conventional view

I

was most interested to read in the
last Skeptic magazine about the
very low-key convention held recently
in Queenstown by the New Zealand
Skeptics. (I think that I know the
venue, as I attended a Toastmaster
conference there many years ago –
beautiful view!)
For far too long now almost all
conventions held by community
organisations are held in a top
venue, have meals provided by the
hotel or a caterer, and often have
international speakers – and costs a
bomb to attend! They tend to mimic
the private sector’s conference efforts
and compete with this sector for a
glamour event. Often conferences
are accompanied by a dinner, which
further adds to the cost. In my
opinion, these events are not inclusive
and tend to exclude members and
people who cannot afford the cost.
They are elitist.
This holding of glamour
conference events for community
organisations seems only to have
been in vogue for about the last 20
to 30 years. I can recall organising
many a conference in the 60s, 70s
(yes, I am that old!) and even 80s on
an absolute shoe-string, to ensure
that anyone who wanted to attend

was not excluded by the cost. As
organisers we found a cheap venue –
maybe a scout or church hall; unions
were often willing to assist with a
free venue if the organisation’s focus
was community-based. Catering
was kept to a minimum and often
the committee members brought
along a ‘plate’ and cajoled family
members and friends to help with
food provision. It was nothing fancy –
sandwiches, salads, fruit salad, tea and
coffee. Speakers were sourced locally
or from within the membership, or
were politicians with an interest/
authority in the particular issue, who
could claim travel expenses.
If there was a conference dinner
it was always at a cheap restaurant
somewhere which provided an a la
carte menu, so attendees could choose
a meal to suit their pocket.
Even though attendance costs were
kept to an absolute minimum, any
group I was associated with always
had two attendance fees – one for the
waged and one for the unwaged. These
groups wanted everyone to be able
to attend and to not feel excluded,
which is surely the aim of community
organisations.
These days I rarely attend
conferences on principle, as I refuse

Creationist battles

I

thank Peter Hogan for his article
“The Evolution of Creationism” on
page 52 of The Skeptic, March 2017.
His mention of the “Gish Gallop”
was most interesting, in particular the
potted history of Duane Gish and his
influence on Australian creationists in
the 1970s.

Peter also touches on the history
of CMI.
On my website, No Answers in
Genesis, there is a page devoted to
the history of Creation Ministries
International (CMI) and its battles
with Answers in Genesis (AiG) noanswersingenesis.org.au/AiG_cow.
htm. Perhaps your readers would be
interested in reading more about that
battle.
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to pay what I consider to be an
exorbitant price to attend. However,
one group that I belong to holds an
annual conference and if attendees
are coming from interstate their
conference fees (low as they are), are
waived in recognition of the expense
involved in travelling interstate. I
might consider attending this for,
as a Sandgroper and as national
conferences are never held in Perth,
this is a real concession to members
who come from WA and other areas
outside the main conference venues of
Sydney and Melbourne.
I have only attended one Skeptics
conference (in Brisbane) and I
consider that the Skeptics do a
creditable job in keeping conference
costs low. However there is room for
improvement in this regard.
More power to the New Zealand
Skeptics’ arm, I say.
Alison White
Falcon WA

Editor’s Note: As a co-organiser of
several Skeptical conventions, I can assure
Alison that cost to attendees is always an
issue. Unfortunately, as low-priced as they
are, scout halls are probably no longer
viable venues considering the numbers
who attend conventions, and venues
in convenient locations for events with
large numbers of attendees do not come
cheap. Nonetheless, we applaud the NZ
Invercargill Skeptics for their “folksy little
conference” run on a shoestring budget.

No Answers in Genesis, although
no longer operative, can still be found
on line at noanswersingenesis.org.au.
John Stear
Grenfell NSW
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To the Editor

Getting
to the point

T

here has been lots of dodgy
‘research’ published over the
years to promote acupuncture. It is a
powerful placebo that has been proven
to be such by Edzard Ernst in the
UK. The problem with clinical trials
published thus far is that they fail to
include subjects who do not believe
that acupuncture will work. The
placebo effect is much more marked in
believers, so any reliable trial will have
a mix of believers and non-believers in
the treatment and sham groups. The
success of any placebo also depends on
how it is promoted to the subjects.
Also the sham acupuncture must
be believable - merely using “standard
treatment” as the control group is
meaningless.
It is most embarrassing that both
of our GP colleges actively promote
acupuncture as a valid treatment and
accept acupuncture training as being a
genuine health education activity. Like

most placebos, it is a good moneymaking exercise that relies on creating
dependency. Training people in the
techniques of managing their own
pain, with or without psychotherapy,
would probably be more useful but
needs to be tested.
David Brookman
Salamander Bay NSW

Overturns &
wrong turns

T

he Logical Place column
by Tim Harding about
recommendations and decisions
struck a raw nerve. [The Skeptic,Vol
37, No 2, p29]
I can agree that he is correct in a
pedantic, letter of the law sense, but I
think this just explains why so many
bureaucrats, public and private, make
so many terrible decisions.
I’m happy to confess to having
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been a rather junior manager who
climbed very few rungs of the greasy
pole, and who often became irate
when my decsions were overturned.
Although Harding’s distinction
between the recommendation
and the decision makes sense to
professional burecrats, in practice
it means that people who know
what will and won’t work can make
only recommendations, and that
decisions are made by people so far
from the coal face that anything
and everything other than a dollar is
gobbledygook to them. Remember
Senator Brandis and metadata.
And it isn’t only junior underlings
who use the expression, “the decision
was overturned for political reasons”.
This was the most common excuse
used by people who outranked me
when they overturned my decisions.
Meanwhile, few are willing to
admit that in the world of politics, it
is more important for the wheel to be
the right colour than round.
KR Anderson
Kingston TAS

DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. Two inches.
2. Peter the Great (9 June 1672 – old style 30 May).
3. By beheading penguins and holding them upside down
so that the blood dripped out, and thus spelling out
words on the snow.
4. His finger was sliced off by the razor wire; police found
it, took it to the hospital and looked for a match.
5. Albert Einstein.
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Loc a l S kep t i ca l G ro u p s
QLD

Queensland Skeptics Association Inc – Bob Bruce

www.qskeptics.org.au
Mob: 0419 778 308 qskeptic@bigpond.com
Meetings with a guest speaker on the last Monday of the month
from February to November at the Morrison Hotel, 640 Stanley
Street,Wooloongabba. Dinner from 6pm, speaker at 7.30pm.
Qskeptics eGroup - www.egroups.com/list/qskeptics

Brisbane Skeptics in the Pub

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

Gold Coast Skeptics – Dr Paulina Stehlik

7 Salamander Crt, Mermaid Waters QLD 4218
www.goldcoastskepticsblog.wordpress.com
Email: gcskeptics@gmail.com
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/gcskeptics
TAS

Hobart Skeptics – Leyon Parker

PO Box 84, Battery Point TAS 7004
Tel: 03 6225 3988 BH, 0418 128713 parkerley@yahoo.com.au
Skeptics in the Pub - 2nd Monday each month,
6.30pm, Ball & Chain restaurant, Salamanca Place

SA

Skeptics SA – Laurie Eddie

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

Thinking and Drinking - Skeptics in the Pub

Contact: nigeldk@adam.com.au
www.meetup.com/Thinking-and-Drinking-Skeptics-in-thePub/ calendar/10205558
or http://tinyurl.com/loqdrt
Meets on the third Friday of every month at The Benjamin on
Franklin pub, 233 Franklin St, Adelaide.
WA

WA Skeptics – Dr Geoffrey Dean

PO Box 466, Subiaco, WA 6904
Tel: 08 9341 4538; info@undeceivingourselves.org
Details of all our meetings and speakers are on our website at
www.undeceivingourselves.org
NT

Darwin Skeptics – Michelle Franklin

PO Box2027 Humpty Doo NT 0836
Tel: 0408 783 145; www.facebook.com/group/darwinskeptics/
DarwinSkeptics@gmail.com
Meetings to be announced - see Facebook page for details

Launceston Skeptics – Jin-oh Choi

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

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.

