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EDITORIAL

Out with the old, out with the new

T

4

he first issue of this publication
came out in 1981. As we’ve
regularly said, that makes us the second
oldest English-language skeptical
publication in the world. The winner
of the oldest-and-still-published is a
Dutch journal, Nederlands Tijdschrift
tegen de Kwakzalverij, which first came
out in the 1880s.
“Kwakzalverij” translates as
“quackery”, and the investigation and
debunking of medical miracles and
quack cures have been perennials of
skeptical group activities from time
immemorial, or longer.
Not that it’s always been the same
miracles and quack cures.
In our first issue, among the stories
on the late unlamented psychic Doris
Stokes, levitating meditators, and a
clairvoyant who predicted that Perth
would be inundated with a 17 metre
wall of water, there were two medical
stories – one on psychic surgeons and
another on biorhythms.
Some readers may not be familiar
with those two modalities as their
once prominent place in the pseudomedical world has been taken by such
areas as homeopathy, chiropractic and
the anti-vaccination movement.
Another story in that initial
issue was on the testing of “alien
honeycomb” – “the first solid evidence
of UFOs”. Like most solid evidence of
UFOs (and most honeycomb, for that
matter), this dissolved pretty rapidly.
This year is the 70th anniversary
of one of the most celebrated UFO
‘sightings’, that of Kenneth Arnold
who spotted a number of bright objects
near Mt Rainier in Washington state.
UFO sightings are still with us,
of course, but there is no more solid
evidence than there was 70 years ago.
The field of UFOlogy has progressed
not one iota in that time, though its
strongest adherents are just as adamant
and, in some cases, fanatical.
Except for one.

In this issue of The Skeptic noted
Spanish UFOlogist Vicente-Juan
Ballester Olmos has called the death of
UFOs – the saucers have crash-landed.
Olmos has spent close to five decades
researching this phenomenon. But he
has finally come to the conclusion that
the evidence simply doesn’t hold water.
Naturally his views have elicited
some mixed reactions. He responds
to many of these on his blog (fotocat.
blogspot.com.au/2017_08_25_archive.
html). One reaction worth quoting
is from long time Australian UFO
researcher Keith Basterfield: “Thank
you for the considerable thought that
you have put into this paper. It covers
many aspects that I have had internal
debates within myself, over the years.
While it is true that many sightings
have mundane causes, I find sufficient
‘unknowns’ remain, to keep up my
interest in the subject.”
And thereby hangs the dilemma
of belief in any pseudoscientific or
pseudomedical claim: I agree there’s no
evidence, but I’ll still believe, or at least
hold out hope that one day … .
So is skepticism a fruitless task made
up of one step forward and two back,
leaving large dents in desktops and walls?
The answer is ‘no’.
You can take comfort from the fact
that psychic surgery, biorhythms and
alien honeycomb have diminished or
disappeared; the Australian company
distributing PowerBalance wrist bands
has gone out of business (although
there are knock-off products still
around in bargain bins); homeopathy
is frankly on its last legs; and the
anti-vaccination movement is facing
unprecedented criticism from skeptics,
politicians and the media.
Everything new is old again, and the
wooish nonsense we see today
will eventually pass. And it won’t be
missed.

.

- Tim Mendham, editor
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Around the traps...
Vaxxed vexed & anti-vaxxers vetted
AUS: The recent bus tour around
the east coast of Australia for the
anti-vaccination film Vaxxed caused a
great deal of interest from the media,
public and politicians, most of it highly
critical.
The tour featured screenings of the
film, directed by deregistered doctor
Andrew Wakefield, which purports to
show conspiracies by major institutions
and promotes the fully-debunked
theory of a link between the MMR
vaccine and autism.
The tour was also used to record
interviews with parents who said that
their children had been damaged by
vaccination, with the interviews to be
used for later productions.
Secret locations

The locations of the screenings of
Vaxxed were only revealed to ticket
holders a couple of hours before the
film was screened. This meant that
authorities were often unaware of the
nature of the booking of their facilities.
At Miami State High School in
Queensland, the booking may have
been made under a different name.
“A Gold Coast principal was
hoodwinked into hiring out his
school hall,” the Queensland
Premier Annastacia Palaszczuk told
the ABC. “My preliminary advice
is that there has been some
misrepresentation to the school
in question. They conveyed to
the principal that it was to be
conveying information about
organic produce.”
Controversially, in Canberra
the Australian National
University’s science department
played host to a screening on
July 31. Details of any diligence
applied to the booking were not
made clear, with the University
only stating that: “The event
was a private booking. It was

not an ANU event. It was not in any
way endorsed by the University. Any
claim made by the hirers that claims
ANU endorsement is false.”
Nonetheless, videos of the event
uploaded by the Australian [anti]
Vaccination Skeptics Network show
that the tour organisers were only
too pleased to point to the scientific
nature of the venue, with links to
CSIRO and the Commonwealth Dept
of Innovation, Industry, Science and
Research.
ANU VC Brian Schmidt suggested
in a Tweet that the University would
find out “how this intersects with our
academic freedom policies”.
Despite repeated requests, to
date ANU has offered no further
information on the booking process.
Speakers at the ANU event were
former AVSN president Meryl Dorey,
anti-vax proponents Brian Hooker,
film producer Polly Tommey and
Suzanne Humphries (pictured below).
The film was also screened at Village
Cinemas in Melbourne’s Crown
Casino, though several venues in
Australia and New Zealand cancelled
the screenings hours before they were
due to take place when it became
known that they were due to host the
event, along with some TV interviews
planned in New Zealand.

September 17

(In 2016 the film was axed from
several events both internationally
and in Australia, including the New
York-based Tribeca Film Festival and
Victoria’s Castlemaine Local and
International Film Festival.)
At a Council of Australian Heads
of Government Health Council
meeting in early August, State and
federal ministers spoke out against the
anti-vaccination activists, with Federal
Health Minister Greg Hunt adding
several items regarding the danger
of the anti-vaccination lobby to the
COAG agenda.
Hunt later said that “I flatly
condemn the movie and the antivaccination message as being based on
unscientific conspiracy theories.”

Get outta here

When leaving Australia for the NZ
leg of the tour, Tommey was stopped
by Border Force officials at the
airport, who reportedly seized her
phone and copied her emails. Tommy
claimed that information filling three
USB sticks was downloaded and
copied, although, considering the
relative memory sizes of smartphones
and USB sticks, that claim seems
exaggerated.
She was then banned from
returning to Australia for three years
due to breaches of her visa.
A statement to Tommey from
Border Force explained that “the
presence of [the visa] holder in
Australia is or may be, or would or
might be, a risk to the health, safety
or good order of the Australian
community or a segment of the
Australian community.”
Later, in a YouTube clip,
Tommey said that “Australia to
me is literally the worst country
I’ve visited. Not the people, the
government.”
There have been reports that
Suzanne Humphries was also
banned from re-entry, but she
has not publically confirmed or
denied that this happened. It
may be the case that she simply
had her one-year visa revoked,
though as yet we do not know. g
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Vaxxed vexed

continued

Another outcome of the tour is
that Victorian doctor John Piesse,
along with two other GPs, is
under investigation and faced with
suspension by the Victorian Health
Department and the Australian
Health Practitoner Regulation Agency
(AHPRA).
This is for assisting anti-vaccination
parents to bypass the “no jab no pay”
legislation by providing letters of
exemption so their children can avoid
otherwise compulsory vaccinations.
Piesse (above), who works from
the Natural Healing Centre in
Mitcham and the Natural Institute of
Integrative Medicine in Hawthorn,
said he had seen about 450 children

since late 2015 but did not provide a
letter of exemption for everyone.
He actually revealed his
activity during a presentation
for the Vaxxed tour, made
public on a video published
by Dorey.
After news of the
investigation broke, the
anti-vaccination community
reportedly launched a
fundraiser to raise $100,000
to help him retain his medical
registration.
Piesse has since entered into a
legally binding undertaking with
AHPRA to stop practising as a doctor,
though AHPRA may still suspend his
registration.
There is no indication of whether
the $100,000 was actually raised, and
what it would now be used for.
Lastly, another anti-vaxxer,
who promised to tour Australia in
December, has been denied entry.
American Kent Heckenlively, the
self-proclaimed “world’s number
one anti-vaxxer”, was planning a
lecture tour to “promote a call for a
five-year moratorium on childhood
vaccinations”.
Immigration Minister Peter Dutton

has now said that Heckenlively would
not be able to tour Australia.
“These people who are telling
parents that their kids shouldn’t be
vaccinated are dangerous,” Dutton
said. “We have been very careful
in having a look right through this
particular case and it’s clear to me that
it’s not in our national interest that he
should come here.”

The upside

And finally, as a wonderful example of
poetic justice, anti-anti-vaxxers, under
the umbrella of the Light for Riley
campaign, donated vaccines to UNICEF
on ‘behalf’ of the Vaxxed activists.
What started off as 200 doses
donated by Catherine and Greg
Hughes quickly grew to 50,000 (and
counting).
The Hughes are the founders of
Light for Riley, which commemorates
their son Riley who died of whooping
cough at just three weeks. They said
that, “With their tour almost over,
these activists can leave knowing their
decision to come to Australia has
meant more than 50,000 children
will now be protected from serious,
preventable diseases like measles and
polio.”

.

TGA list full of pseudoscience

6

AUS: The Therapeutic Goods
Administration (TGA) has published a
draft list of “permitted indications” for
listed complementary medicines that
includes many terms and concepts that
are straight out of the pseudoscience
catalogue.
“Permitted indications” are
statements that will describe the
therapeutic uses for listed medicines.
When the permitted indications
reform is implemented, sponsors will
be required to use them to enter their
product indications in the Australian
Register of Therapeutic Goods.
Permitted indications will be assessed
against a set of eligibility criteria to
ensure that they are appropriate for

low risk listed medicines that are not
assessed pre-market.
Dr Ken Harvey, a regular
campaigner against pseudoscientific
claims in the alt med industry, says that
among the 1345 permitted indications
in the draft list are many
which lack evidence, and
for which complaints have
previously been upheld
by the TGA Complaints
Resolution Panel.
He said the list contains
numerous nonsensical
TCM ‘traditional
indications’ without
any disclaimer, such as
“harmonise middle burner

(spleen and stomach)”; “unblock/
open/relax meridians” and “balance
yin and yang”. Other ‘traditional
indications’ are “Emmenagogue,
Lactifuge, Sialagogue, Vermifuge and
Vulnerary”.
The list is due to come into
effect at the start of next year,
with the draft lists available
on the TGA website until
October 31, 2017. During
this period, interested parties,
including suppliers, can review
and provide comments on the
list and propose additional
indications or evidence
qualifiers prior to the lists
being finalised.

.
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Ban homeopathy in pharmacies

“Predatory” chiropractor
banned for life
AUS: The Chiropractic Board and
AHPRA have succeeded in permanently
cancelling a chiropractor’s registration
after they brought disciplinary
proceedings to the South Australian
tribunal.
After hearing evidence from patients,
multiple experts and submissions from
the Board, the tribunal found that
Robert Marin (above) had “engaged in
professional misconduct”.
It also found that he had
demonstrated “very serious commercially
predatory behaviour, provided highly
questionable services (both chiropractic
and weight loss), deliberately enabled an
ongoing breach of privacy to occur with
the use of CCTV, had been dishonest
with the Board and the tribunal and had
shown no insight at all”.
The misconduct – which is not
spelled out - spanned a period of eight
years and affected 28 patients and clients
- 14 adults and 14 children under the
age of 12.
He was also fined $20,000 and
been prohibited from providing “any
health services, including weight loss,
dietary advice or massage services,
whether remunerated or not, that use
his skills and knowledge gained as a
chiropractor”.

.

AUS: An interim report into the
pharmacy industry has suggested that
homeopathy and homeopathic products
should not be sold in PBS-approved
pharmacies. It also says that other
complementary medicine products
should be shelved in separate areas of
pharmacies so there is no confusion for
patients between evidence-based and
non-evidence-based products.
The interim report of the Review
of Pharmacy Remuneration and
Regulation says that “There are
unacceptable risks where community
pharmacies are allowed to sell
homeopathic products.”
“The general consensus, as
demonstrated by submissions to the
Review and the Panel’s face-to-face
consultations, is that homeopathy and
homeopathic products do not belong in
community pharmacies. The majority
of pharmacists and other stakeholders
argued that these products lack any
evidence base and have sufficient

Skeptics’
convention dinner
AUS: At every Australia Skeptics
National Convention there is
a formal dinner – the social
highlight of an already highlightfull event. And Skepticon 2017
will be no exception.
The dinner will be held on
Saturday, November 18, at the
Sheraton on the Park Grand
Ballroom, Elizabeth Street,
Sydney. The ticketed dinner will
cost $130pp, and includes a three
course meal plus coffee/tea; all
drinks (wine, beer and soft drinks);
music, magic and comedy; and the
annual Skeptics Awards.
Further information and
bookings are available at the
Australian Skeptics’ website
(tinyurl.com/yalpbgtv).

.

evidence of non-efficacy to preclude
their ethical sale in community
pharmacies.
“The only defence put to the Panel
regarding homeopathy was that it
was harmless and able to be used as
a placebo in certain circumstances.
The Panel does not believe that this
argument is sufficient to justify the
continued sale of these products
in pharmacies that supply PBS
medicines.”

.
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European compulsory
vaccination

Goop slammed for
deceptive advertising
USA: The US watchdog group Truth
in Advertising (TINA) has filed a formal
complaint with two California district
attorneys against Gwyneth Paltrow’s
website, GOOP, saying the lifestyle
company is making deceptive health
claims for products featured on the
site. TINA cited 51 products that are
said to “treat, cure, prevent, alleviate
the symptoms of, or reduce the risk of
developing a number of ailments”.
The group argues GOOP “does not
possess the ... reliable scientific evidence
required by law to make such claims”.
Paltrow and Goop routinely draw
criticism for the promotion of crystals,
supplements, vaginal jade eggs, and all
manner of other health products.
Paltrow suggested that her critics are
sexist and “don’t want women to have
autonomy over their bodies”.
(See the article “Celebrated Cures” in
this issue of The Skeptic.)

.

EUROPE: The Italian and French
governments have passed regulations
for compulsory vaccinations.
In Italy, final approval has been given
to mandating a list of childhood
vaccinations for school children up
to the age of 16. Under these new
requirements, parents must present
proof of vaccinations to gain admission
into preschools, while parents of
children of mandatory school age
face fines of up to €500 (A$700) for
noncompliance. The requirements cover
10 vaccinations, including diphtheria,
tetanus, measles, mumps, rubella
and chicken pox. Two vaccines were
dropped from an initial list of 12 –
meningococcal B and meningococcal C.
Only 85.3 per cent of Italian twoyear-olds had been vaccinated in 2015,
and there were 3232 cases of measles in
Italy between January and June of 2017,
a significant increase over the 478 cases
during the same period in 2016.
Once the new law was announced,
MPs and doctors were the victims of
violent protests, with three MPs being
assaulted by anti-vaccine demonstrators
outside the Italian Chamber of Deputies
in Rome. The three were rescued by
police from protesters shouting “killers”.
Parents in France will be legally

obliged to vaccinate their children from
2018. French Prime Minister Edouard
Philippe said it was “unacceptable” that
children are “still dying of measles” in
the country where some of the earliest
vaccines were pioneered.
A recent survey found more than
three out of 10 French people don’t
trust vaccines, with just 52 per cent
of participants saying the benefits of
vaccination outweigh the risks.
Three childhood vaccines, for
diphtheria, tetanus and polio, are
currently mandatory in France. Others,
including those against hepatitis
and whooping cough, are simply
recommended. Announcing the policy,
Philippe said all the vaccines which
are universally recommended by
health bodies – 11 in total – would be
compulsory.

.

Canberra and the haunted House
AUS: Apparently Canberra is the most
haunted place in the nation.
Tim the Yowie Man (previously
known as Timothy Bull) says there is a
higher incidence of paranormal activity
in Canberra per capita than any other
Australian city.
“As well as Old Parliament House,
the National Film and Sound
Archive and Duntroon House, the
capital’s ghostly hot spots include: the
National Museum of Australia, the
War Memorial, the National Library,
8

the National Gallery of Australia,
Government House and Blundell’s
Cottage, a quaint farmer’s cottage
nestled on the shores of Lake Burley
Griffin.”
Which is just about everywhere
except for King O’Malley’s pub in Civic
where the Canberra Skeptics meet.
Perhaps as proof of the claims for
Old Parliament House, Alfred Deakin,
Australia’s second Prime Minister, was
apparently a spiritualist and participated
in séances.

.

REPORT

University Education

Open Daze
Mal Vickers goes back to uni to experience
spruiking alt med courses.

I

n August I took myself off to RMIT
University Open Day. I like to keep
an eye on Australia’s biggest producer
of alt-med practitioners with university
degrees. Open Day at RMIT allows
me to witness first-hand the methods
used to attract new students to a life
in what most skeptical readers might
describe as a waste of time and money
in nonsense and pseudoscience.
Sometimes I wonder why I put
myself through this. I’ve been taking
a skeptical interest in RMIT’s courses
and attending the annual Open Days
since 2011.
RMIT offers degree courses
in chiropractic, osteopathy and
traditional Chinese medicine. Every
year, RMIT must attract a fresh group
of Year 12 students to the fold, and I
got the impression these courses are
not going away any time soon.

10

One of the most interesting aspects
of the day was an informal chat with
a Year 12 student looking to enrol
in either chiropractic or osteopathy.
I wanted to know what attracts new
students to RMIT’s alt-med courses
and possibly a life spent on woo. I
wonder whether they know what
they’re getting themselves into?

Before I go on, we’ll
be dipping our toes into
the world of nonsensical
pseudomedical claims.
Let’s get prepared. My
usual rebuttal is that
“Your claim is not true
based on the evidence
from rigorously
conducted, placebocontrolled, clinical
trials.” From now on,
I’ll just say “There is no evidence”
and you’ll know what I mean.
Firstly, the sessions.

CHIROPRACTIC

There were three introductory sessions
on chiropractic scheduled for the day,
the same for the other alt-meds.
I sat in on the 10:30am chiropractic
introductory talk. Anyone can attend
these sessions as timetables are handed
out to visitors as you enter campus
from the main car park. The reality
is that the audience is almost entirely
made up of Year 12 students and their
parents. There were approximately
60 attendees in the lecture theatre.
I concluded the numbers were
perhaps slightly down on last year’s
observations.
In previous years, the chiropractic
introductory talk has been more like a
promotional event, the kind of thing
you might see at a local car dealership
with the release of a new car. Grand
speeches, music, videos, testimonials
from former students saying what a
great profession it is, welcome to the
family etc, etc. This year, I noticed
the introductory talk was somewhat
toned down and conducted in a more
conservative manner by RMIT’s Dr

Tom Molyneux (chiro). It was simply
Molyneux presenting to the audience
using PowerPoint.
Near the start of the talk, Molyneux
said that, in chiropractic, “We
emphasise the relationship between
the spine and the nervous system”.
Readers with some knowledge of
chiropractic speak will have already
picked up on what’s being hinted
at. This is code for the old fashioned
“chiropractic subluxation”, something
that’s unknown to science. Many
chiropractors believe that they can
improve health by manipulating the
spine. Manipulating or massaging
the spine is said to affect the nervous
system, thereby removing disease.
Unfortunately, “there is no evidence”.
While I could detect the link to
the mythical chiropractic subluxation
dogma in Molyneux’s statement, the
comment is vague enough that it
appeared no one else in the audience
batted an eyelid.
Molyneux generally stayed away
from the more obviously dubious
nature of chiropractic. However,
he did mention that they teach the
“activator technique”. An activator
is an impressive name for something
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that behaves a bit like a high-powered
stapler, except without the staples.
It’s held against the skin, triggered,
thereby giving the skin the benefit of
a loud clicking sound. I kid you not,
these “activators” are all the rage in the
chiropractic world. You can see a video
of an Australian chiropractor treating
a five-and-a-half-month-old baby boy
with an activator at youtube.com/
watch?v=X3TLr190Buc.
Sadly, there is no evidence.
Back to the RMIT presentation.
Molyneux also showed, in one
of his slides, a photo of the founder
of chiropractic, DD Palmer – the
man with the magnificent beard, but
Molyneux didn’t state anything about
him. He mentioned that chiropractors
commonly attach themselves to
sporting teams. I guess this is a
disguised claim that chiropractic
treatment is effective in improving
sporting performance or reducing the
effects of sporting injuries. Once again,
there is no evidence.
Molyneux generally emphasised all
the good points and as much academic
credibility he could muster. There were
no supplementary talks by former
students or other staff as I had observed
in previous years. Rather he highlighted
two “chiropractic researchers” at
RMIT, Dr Amanda Kimpton and Dr
Julie Kendall. Molyneux suggested
very strongly that we should join the
organised guided tour of RMIT’s bright
new multimillion dollar teaching clinic,
across Plenty Rd from the current
campus. RMIT chiropractic students
who make it to fourth and fifth year
spend most of their time at this clinic,
providing low cost “treatments” to the
public with supervision from qualified
chiropractors. Mention was also made
of the X-ray facility at the new clinic.
Can chiropractors improve patient
health by reading radiographs? Again,
there is no evidence.
In this talk, there was no mention
that chiropractors could effectively
treat childhood health conditions, or
that RMIT was teaching paediatric
chiropractic, although RMIT has
advertised these features in the past.
Molyneux said the student intake

was 114 first year students for 2016.
This is down a little from previous
years - I think it was in 2015 when
they said they would take 160 first-year
chiropractic students.
In question time, it was mentioned
that Melbourne’s market for
chiropractors was “very competitive”
and that graduates might need to
initially seek employment interstate or
in regional areas of Australia.
The discussion about subject
prerequisites was interesting, all they
asked of you is that you pass Year
12 English – that’s it. No biology,
chemistry, physics or other sciencebased subjects.
At the end of the session, Molyneux
suggested to the audience that, if they
were keen to find out more, to please
meet himself and other RMIT staff
members in the hall next door. I’ve
noticed this is a new way of quickly
funnelling interested Year 12 students
into direct discussions with RMIT
chiropractic staff. I can see how this
method quickly gets rid of students
who are only vaguely interested and
perhaps it also serves to get rid of
skeptics like me. Yes, I moved on.

OSTEOPATHY

I also attended the osteopathy
introductory seminar. This was
much better attended and in a larger
theatre; I estimated about 100 people
in the audience. The speaker was Dr
Azharuddin Fazalbhoy (osteo). He
introduced himself as “discipline leader
of osteopathy”, which I think means
he’s the new head of the osteopathy
department. This was also a straight
PowerPoint presentation.
Azharuddin did make some claims
which I thought stepped over the
line. On a slide with the title “What
conditions do osteopaths commonly
see?” the list included the items
(among others):
• Assist women through their
pregnancy and post-delivery;
• Children with heel, shin or knee
pain; and
• Older adults with arthritis and
osteoporosis.
There is no evidence. I note,
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however, this is an improvement on
previous years. For example, in 2015
there was an additional claim that
osteopathy is an effective treatment
for asthma, a claim that has thankfully
disappeared from the list of conditions
and from RMIT’s website.
During question time, it was
mentioned that in 2016, RMIT
accepted 140 first-year osteopathy
students. This is the first time I’ve
heard that the osteopathy intake is to
be greater than the chiropractic intake.
Azharuddin was also keen for people
to take a tour of RMIT’s new teaching
clinics, the same clinic they share with
the chiropractors. However, you could
be guided by the osteopathy staff
instead.
Azharuddin also mentioned that
there appeared to be a concentration
of osteopaths around the teaching
centres for osteopathy in Australia – in
Victoria, 1106 registered osteopaths;
in NSW, 569 registered osteopaths;
and in Queensland, 197 registered
osteopaths. There are less than 61 per
state in all other states and territories.
Victoria hosts two of three
Australian universities that teach
osteopathy - Victoria University and
RMIT. The third is Southern Cross
University in Lismore NSW. The
message is clear, if you want lots of
osteopaths in your home state, open a
university that teaches it. The health
of Australians in states other than
Victoria and NSW must be low, with
so few osteopaths about. Once again,
there is no evidence.
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Note there are very significant
differences between the teaching and
practice of osteopathy in the USA versus
countries like the UK, Australia and New
Zealand.

CHINESE MEDICINE

Finally, I attended the Chinese medicine
introductory seminar. This was a very
quiet event with only about 20 people
present. The speaker was Suzi Mansu. I
recognised other long-time TCM staff in
the corridor nearby, including the Dean
of the whole faculty, Professor Charlie
Xue.
There is no hiding the woo associated
with TCM. Mansu didn’t hold back
talking about acupuncture, yin & yang,
etc. The talk is given in the Confucius
Institute lecture room, you’re surrounded
by TCM paraphernalia including a
life-size bust of Confucius staring down
at you as you enter the room, sundry
small ceramic models of the human
body showing acupuncture points,
etc. In the Acupuncture Laboratory,
there are diagrams describing auricular
acupuncture points and many vials on
surrounding shelves containing things

TCM student. Mention was made that
all RMIT TCM fourth year students
spend half a year at Nanjing University’s
teaching hospital in China. It was
emphasised that this is the “genuine
Chinese Medicine experience”, not
offered by any other TCM course in
Australia.
During question time, it was
mentioned that 30-40 students
graduated from RMIT TCM last year.
Overall, my view of these sessions
hasn’t changed much in the last six
years. RMIT has responded to some
official complaints (yes, I know of
some) and removed some of the most
dubious aspects from these public talks.
I don’t think RMIT is being
completely honest with potential
students. I believe they should be honest
and make it clear that chiropractic,
osteopathy and TCM are alternative
health practices. This means they are
not evidence-based medicines and
most likely do not effectively treat
any health conditions. If you train
as a chiropractor, osteopath or TCM
practitioner, you are not able to practise
in Australian hospitals. Once you
graduate, it’s unlikely that you’ll have
the skills to effectively treat any health
conditions.
Complaints to AHPRA about
unethical advertising by chiropractic,
osteopathy and TCM practitioners are
at a much higher rate than about GPs.
Those promoting these courses don’t
disclose this for obvious reasons of
course.

WHY DO YEAR 12 STUDENTS ENROL?

12

I approached Jane (not her real name),
a Year 12 student, and her parents in
the RMIT Bundoora canteen. Jane
was interested in studying chiropractic
or osteopathy at RMIT in 2018. I
like dried silkworms. We were also
introduced myself as a writer for the
encouraged to take a tour of RMIT’s
Australian Skeptics’ magazine. I gave
new clinic building, shared with the
them my card with my contact details
chiropractors and the osteopaths. The
and asked them for an on the spot
new clinic includes the Chinese Medicine interview, which was granted.
Dispensary.
Jane’s responses I thought were
After Mansu’s presentation, there was
very interesting. The following is a
an additional talk, given by a fourth
summarised transcript.
year student named Eve. She spoke
about what life is like as a fourth year
M: In your secondary school years, were

you educated in how the human body
works?
J: Yes, I studied biology, which included
human health.
M: Were you educated in critical
thinking, ie how to assess advertising
and good and bad arguments?
J: I’d say so, yes.
M: What about the placebo effect?
J: Not that I can remember.
M: What is it about chiropractic and
osteopathy that interests you?
J: It’s mainly, like, helping people with a
hands-on effect, I think. Knowing that
I can help someone in some way and
change the way they live.
M: Have you performed background
research on chiropractic and osteopathy
before today?
J: Yes, I’ve done work experience in my
local town. I see a chiropractor quite
regularly.
M: Do you think chiropractic and
osteopathy are different in some way
to other health professions? Different
to, for example, podiatry and speech
therapy? [I was wondering if she might
identify chiropractic and/or osteopathy
as alternative medicines without
prompting.]
J: I think it’s just studying different parts
of the human body. Podiatrists study a
particular part of the body, the feet. A
chiropractor studies your back and how
your nervous system works. I think it’s
just different parts of the human body.
M: What about the opening comments
at the RMIT chiropractic introductory
talk. They said that “chiropractic was
about the relationship of the spine and
the nervous system”. Do you think that
was a fair statement.
J: Yes, I’d say so. Everything links kind
of thing. [Jane’s mum adds:] The clinic
we go to, it’s chiropractic, it’s Chinese
medicine, it’s podiatry. You could go
to one and be referred to another to
accelerate your healing process.
M: Have you ever read advertising
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from a chiropractor suggesting
that chiropractic works by treating
subluxations?
J: think I’ve heard that term but I don’t
really know what it means to be honest.
M: Have you come across an osteopath
advertising that he/she could treat
asthma? And would you be happy going
into a course in osteopathy where you
would learn how to treat asthma?
J: Yes, because asthma is such a common
ailment, it’s something that a lot of people
have, especially where we live. So, if you
could do something to help those people,
improve their quality of life, why not?
There was a further wide-ranging
discussion following that, too long
to summarise here. I know it’s only a
sample of one student, however, I found
her responses interesting.
I’m quite concerned that some Year
12 students may not know about the
placebo effect before taking up a course
in alt-med. I believe students should
know enough to ask the right questions,
such as does this health profession apply
treatments that demonstrably alleviate
health conditions, and how do we know
if it works? Also, it’s a worry to me
that Year 12 students may not know
the difference between evidence-based
medicine and alternative medicine.
Senior students might be instructed in
critical thinking, but is it being applied
in examining options for university
study?
I’m not blaming teachers; I know
the curriculum is very crowded. It’s
possible that over the years, RMIT staff
have, probably without intent, learnt
how to pitch their message at the right
level such that it gets past the critical
thinking abilities of a typical Year 12
student. I suggest it’s at least partly the
responsibility of RMIT to be honest
with potential new students, give them
realistic expectations.
Researching and surveying first
year chiropractic, osteopathy and
Chinese medicine students might be an
interesting area of study. Perhaps, next
year if someone gives me a grant, or
better still, that enormous cheque from
Big Pharma.
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NECSS

The BigApple
Corps
Richard Saunders reports on international
cooperation and putting out fires in New York.

S

ometimes I wonder just what it is
about the Skeptical movement in
general that has kept my interest and
efforts going for the last 16 years. It’s a
very different scene in 2017 than it was
in 2001 when I joined the Australian
Skeptics committee in Sydney. At heart
we are still chasing - and from time to
time slaying - the same dragons, while
so many new age fades have come and
gone, from PowerBalance wrist bands
using ‘nano vibrations’ to discs made out
of lava promising to cure everything,
that I have lost count of all the ‘flash in
the pan’ nonsense.
But some things have stayed the
same, and for me a bedrock of ‘being a
skeptic’ has been the co-operation and
comradeship enjoyed by members of
Australian Skeptics with our colleagues
all over the skeptical world.
I have been fortunate indeed to
attend quite a few international skeptical
conventions, most notably The Amazing
Meetings in Las Vegas, and this past July
I was able to take part in the North East
Conference of Science and Skepticism
(NECSS) in New York, a meeting I had
wanted to attend for many years.

HOT IN THE CITY
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But, horrors, a couple of days out from
the meeting, news came that part of the
conference venue was unavailable it had
been smoke effected due to a small fire.
This included the main hall where all
the stage presentations, the bulk of the
meeting, was to be held. Somehow, the
organisers found a suitable alternative

for the first day of talks in the impressive
Pennsylvania Hotel, opposite Madison
Square Gardens and only minutes away
from the original venue.
The organisers kept me busy over
the three days of the meeting, including
taking part in a workshop on “How to
survive in an Alternative Fact, Fake News
World” alongside Dr Steve Novella,
and as a guest for a live recording of the
Skeptics Guide to the Universe podcast
(with over 250,000 listeners world-wide
each week, it was a golden opportunity
for me to give formal greetings from
Australian Skeptics Inc. as well as
promote this journal). A highlight during
this recording was the playing of a video
from the International Space Station with
a message for the convention.
I was also a member of one of the
strangest panels I have ever known … a
discussion about “The Conceptual Penis
Hoax: Gotcha Journalism or Useful
Exercise?”. I was able to discuss some of
the hoaxes perpetrated in Australia over
the years including the Richard Carlton/
James Randi 60 Minutes “Carlos Hoax”
from 1988. The general consensus of
the panel was that hoaxes are at best
problematic and the penis hoax fell flat.
(Oh dear me.)
I was pleased to see a relatively high
participation of women speakers over the
days of the meeting including Dr Harriet
Hall, Skye Cleary who is a philosopher
from Australia now living in the US, and
our MC Leighann Lord who injected
warmth and humour into her role.
Delegates to Skepticon later this year

can look forward to a presentation by
another speaker at NECSS, that being
Cara Santa Maria, also part of the SGU.
We were all dazzled by the address
given by the keynote speaker, Mike
Massimino, who served as a NASA
Astronaut on two Space Shuttle missions.
His tale of multiple rejections from the
space agency but his never giving up was
inspiring, not to mention the glorious
photos he took of the earth from orbit.
Another outstanding talk was
“The Naturopaths are Coming! The
Naturopaths are Coming!” by Britt
Hermes, a former naturopath who now
speaks out against quackery. Her story
of being drawn into the cult-like world
of ‘natural’ therapies was spellbinding.
She also shed light on how devotees are
conditioned to believe that real medical
doctors, and ‘western medicine’ in
general, keep the population sick in order
to sell them more drugs. Britt will be our
guest in Sydney when she gives her talk
for Skepticon, and trust me, she will be
worth the price of admission alone.
So to revisit my original question:
what is it that has kept my interest
in the skeptical moment? Apart from
feeling it is a worthwhile endeavour, it’s
the remarkable people I have met, from
magicians to world renowned scientists
and thinkers who have not only inspired
me, but in many cases have become
my friends. For me these conventions,
including Skepticon this November in
Sydney, are a chance to continue to meet
new and fascinating people and form
good and beneficial friendships.

.
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Readers’ indigestible
Tim Mendham looks at those ‘other’ websites, where
skeptics will find something of interest.

T

his issue we’ll look at a couple of skeptical blog sites written by sole
campaigners, those diligent individuals pounding away at their keyboards,
fighting the good fight from the forefront of skeptical investigation and activism,
or, more gently, from behind the scenes with cogent comment.

The Bloggers
Unhelpfully, Oxford Dictionaries
defines “blogger” as “a person who
regularly writes material for a blog”.
D’oh!
OK, then, a “blog” is short for
“weblog” and, as Oxford defines
it, is “a regularly updated website
or web page, typically one run
by an individual or small group,
that is written in an informal or
conversational style”.
Still not very helpful.
So maybe we should leap into
Urban Dictionary, that bastion of
opinionated definition that bars no
holds.
On this site, blogger is a “term
used to describe anyone with
enough time or narcissism to
document every tedious bit of
minutiae filling their uneventful
lives. Possibly the most annoying
thing about bloggers is the sense
of self-importance they get after
even the most modest of publicity.
Sometimes it takes as little as a
referral on a more popular blogger’s
website to set the lesser blogger’s
ego into orbit. … Suddenly the
boring, mild-mannered blogger you
once knew will turn into Mother
Theresa, and will single-handedly
take it upon himself to end world
hunger with his stupid links to
band websites and other smug
blogger dipshits.”
That might be a tad cruel,

and the blogs under discussion here
are by no means about minutiae
of the bloggers’ sad and pathetic
lives. Far from it. They are serious
discussions of important issues to
skeptics. And at times the bloggers
have paid the price in terms of
personal abuse, threats of violence,
and even intrusions by authorities
who should know better.
Perhaps one of the most famous
bloggers in Australian skeptical
circles is Reasonable Hank
(reasonablehank.com/). With the
qualification that “I have a brain
too” – a reference to former AVN
president Meryl Dorey’s proud
boast of her only qualification
to comment on highly complex
medical issues – and the motto
“Sine caffinum, nihilus sum” (which
translates as “Without coffee, I
am nothing”), Hank wages one of
the most recognised and lauded
campaigns against pseudomedicine,
which in Hank’s world means
largely anti-vaccination and dodgy
chiropractic practices.
One can only look in awe at the
amount of work Hank does. Hank
stays one step ahead of the latest on
the anti-vax/chiro scene, and in fact
often breaks stories which are then
followed up by the media, even if
the relevant authorities are not so
quick off the mark (or even not on
the starting line at all).

A look at the “About/Comments”
page also displays the amount of
abuse Hank receives. (We won’t
mention Hank’s real name here,
as Hank receives enough abuse as
it is. Nonetheless it’s pretty widely
known, not that that stops the
anti-vaxxers from getting it wrong
and confusing Hank with others
and targeting abuse at the wrong
people.)
Visit Hank and lend your
support.
Another blog written by a sole
campaigner, though much less
confrontational, is A Breath of
Reason (abreathofreason.com). It
primarily looks at Cystic fibrosis
issues, but extends that into
pseudoscience, pseudomedicine,
skepticism, and John Oliver videos.
It hasn’t been added to in some
time, which is hopefully not an
indication of the author’s health.
But in the meantime, one article
that discusses negative ions and
‘Himalayan’ salt lamps is well
worth a look (abreathofreason.
com/2014/06/18/salt-lamps/).

.
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of the UFO?

Where is the evidence? Vicente-Juan Ballester Olmos, one of the
world’s leading UFO investigators, pulls down the curtain on a global myth.

I

t is 70 years since the society of
the United States was thrilled and
shaken by the first report of “flying
saucers”. This was the early sighting by
Kenneth Arnold (pictured below) on
June 24, 1947. It started a phenomenon
ufologists would later call a “wave”, a
huge avalanche of reports throughout
the nation’s newspapers. It was shortlived and profiled as a sharp Gaussian
curve developed over only three weeks:
following the initial sighting’s press
coverage, news interest ignited, peaked,
reached a saturation point and quickly
declined. This aftermath triggered two
important developments: the stories
were disseminated all over the globe,
taking on a life of their own in every
country; and the Army Air Force
(later, USAF) jumped on the matter,
beginning to investigate the visions of
flying saucers (later, unidentified flying
objects or UFOs).
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individualistic (unique and exclusive).
Seven decades of UFO history have
There are not two occurrences equal,
provided countless facts and histories,
in the same way that there are no two
actions and reactions, military and
UFO photographs perfectly equal.
civilian initiatives, Congress and
Except for a general resemblance due to
Parliamentary hearings, symposia,
known symbols from collective imagery,
scientists’ and laypersons’ declarations,
every craft’s shape, dimension and
and countless UFO-related portrayals
kinetics, or every occupant’s biometry
in media, cinema, television, publishing
and behavior, is dissimilar. It is like a
and advertising, daily bombarding and
influencing the citizens. Not to mention theatre of the absurd. It rather looks
like the result of everyone’s own creative
the millions of supposed UFO reports
imagination.
that emerged from the public and
Case after case, when duly
the feedback they yielded, and nor to
documented and analysed, is
neglect the important effect produced
demolished or
by thousands of UFO
downgraded. Every day
proponents all over
The press, cinema,
that goes by, we hear
the globe, people that
of another classic UFO
James Carrion, extelevision, have all
case long considered
CEO of MUFON,
helped create fictional uncanny and insoluble,
the top UFO
now probed and found
organisation in the
expectations.
to have an ordinary,
world, characterised
conventional cause.
as “self-proclaimed
Here is one of the
investigators or
most recent discoveries: for years,
investigation journalists, whose modus
Western ufologists have praised the
operandi is to perpetuate the mystery,
1979 dossier by Gindilis, Men’kov
not to solve it”. Seen from a European
& Petrovskaya (USSR Academy of
perspective, this diagnostic is right on
Sciences) reviewing a collection of
target.
apparently unsolvable UFO sightings
In the past, people regarded strange
phenomena in the sky as signs, portents, in Russia, mainly centred on a 1967
and wonders, understood in religious or wave. UFOs were not an American
construction after all! Yet investigations
folkloric terms. Only on rare occasions
were such sights reported and recorded - by Dr Yulii Platov first and, recently,
work by Jim Oberg, completely trashed
in the Middle Ages by a learned monk,
the reliability of the Soviet research,
later by a naturalist or scientist, today
showing that most of the 1967 cases
by the media.
corresponded to Russian military
Since the 19th century, literature
space activities (the Fractional Orbital
and press, and more modernly, cinema
Bombardment System or FOBS).
and television, have helped to create
Another piece of “scientific” evidence
fictional expectations in the minds of
people. This science-fiction scenario had that failed.
Advanced imaging systems aboard
a disastrous effect on the eyewitnesses,
military aircraft are available today in
reducing their critical judgment and
such numbers that one could expect
matter-of-factly obstructing a rational
that UFO images would be recorded
self-evaluation of the event observed.
This problem infects even elite observers frequently, if UFOs appeared in the
atmosphere with the regularity some
like pilots, military personnel, or
reports suggest. The bare truth is that
scientists, whose reports ‒ as experience
the evidence of anything exceptional or
demonstrates ‒ ultimately are explained
singular recorded with such powerful
in mundane, conventional terms at the
means is extremely poor or nonsame rate as those by laymen.
existent. For example, the recent, most
Close review of UFO sighting
important cases of airborne infrared
reports, especially those of higher
video technology captures (2004,
strangeness or image recording
Campeche in Mexico; 2013, Aguadilla
examples, reveals that every instance is

“

”
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Above: “These stories could be true!” Or
they could be fodder
for comic books,
movies, and the
popular media.

George Adamski
(above) made
an active career
out of the UFO
craze of the
1950s and 60s.

in Puerto Rico; and 2014, Navidad in
Chile) were explained as something as
earthly and trivial as oil well flames,
a likely balloon, and an airplane
aerodynamic contrail, respectively.
In the 1950s, charismatic UFO
organisations were established, only
to close down decades later without
having achieved their main objective,
to prove that flying saucers exist.
Nothing extraordinary or persuasive
was transmitted, only thousands of
“UFO journals” pages filled with stories
and lots of cabinets with innumerable
case files destined to yellow with the
passage of time. Nowadays, private
centres devoted to the “study” of UFOs
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can be counted on one hand’s fingers.
The healthiest-funded one, set up in
Sweden, is mainly dedicated to preserve
UFO archives, well aware of the
increasing number of retiring ufologists,
abandoned files, and shut-down
organisations.
In the United States, a scientificoriented organisation was founded in
the year 2000 under the logical premise
that if UFOs intrude in the atmosphere,
their activity might result in a hazard
to aviation safety. In his January 2017
resignation letter, the scientific director
stated that no such major problem had
been detected. This conclusion is to be
expected if no physical UFOs share the
air space with our aircraft.
No specialist in any scientific
discipline will understand why, if
evidence exists on the reality of actual
visits from outer space, it has not
been formally presented to the world.
Neither articles in UFO journals nor
documentaries in TV channels will
serve. They say that mainstream science
will never accept it. False. Science
is always avid for new findings. In
this case, the argument is even more
fallacious because the relevance to
society ‒ if UFOs were true ‒ is far
greater than the discovery of the Higgs
Boson or the latest tribe in Amazonia,
for example. Objects heavier than the
air will not fly, humans wouldn’t travel
to the Moon, stones cannot fall from
the sky, are some of the many widelyheld beliefs proved wrong by scientific
and technological advancements or by
empirical evidence. The self-correcting
mechanism is something inherent to
science. If there was real evidence of
UFOs pointing to an extraterrestrial
origin, it would be perfectly acceptable.
Contrary to what has been often
repeated, the public is prepared for this
scenario.
But UFO data is consumed only
by ufologists. Analyses that appear

Above: In 1968, Dr Roger Shepherd, psychology professor st Stanford, proposed a set
of saucer shapes for eyewitness interviews.

to confirm discoveries (anomalous
images, biological effects on the ground
or on vegetal tissue, electromagnetic
interferences to equipment, you
name it) are almost always performed
by believers, and often irrespective
of whether they have appropriate
experience or hold advanced degrees.
Apparently amazing findings are not
delivered to peer-review mainstream
science journals, and the rare exceptions
do not generate any positive feedback.
Only a continuing research in the
future will reveal how much wrong and
bad science was signed by established
physicists, engineers, and other proUFO scientists.
On the other hand, what it is
easier to find in academic journals are
articles showing models to explain
classes of extreme UFO experiences,
like the abductions, postulated as
instances of psychological confusion

like sleep paralysis, fantasy proneness,
or disorders. In this particular segment
of reports, clearly induced by published
books and TV programs, we find the
grievous paradox that the maximum
promoter of the physical reality of
extraterrestrial kidnapping was a
Harvard psychiatrist! This is one of the
multiple extravagances one can meet
in the study of UFOs. It is a tested fact
that deeply-rooted, extremist beliefs
take root in all minds. Unfortunately,
we find it also in science, not only in
politics or religion.
Ufology not only fails to advance, it
is a vicious circle. Today we see UFO
news publicised on the internet with the
same old images of lens flares or aircraft
contrails that seemed strange in the
1950s. Because there are no academic
or authoritative criteria universally
accepted, and no hard evidence that
exists as a certainty, past mistakes recur
over and over. Ufology is immersed in a
loop that never ends. Lately, I have read
about IFF (Identification Friend or Foe)
signals picked up from unknown traffic
during the 1950s and 1960s and now
offered as examples of hard evidence.

The Skeptic

September 17

In my view, if a “UFO” responded to
IFF interrogation even in apparent
encrypted mode, it is more logical
to suspect that radar triggered an
aircraft’s transponder than to attribute
the response to an extraterrestrial
spacecraft equipped with earthly IFF
systems.

THE ETT

The theory that flying saucers are space
visitors was adopted immediately,
especially by book writers looking for
sensation. It was not a supposition
that needed half a century to
evolve after large amounts of
reliable, substantiated evidence
was collected. Not indeed.
Marketed books in 1950
definitely linked flying saucers
to outer space.
We should look back and
consider the quality and
magnitude of the “proof ”
that existed between 1947
and 1949 to back up such
assertions, because it formed
the foundation of the case for
extraterrestrial UFOs.
Let us take the bestauthenticated, most detailed,
and strangest reports collected
during the first three years of
the flying saucer phenomenon
and examine them in a neutral
and objective manner. The
result will be no support for
the claim that UFOs come from
another planet. But by then beliefs
and impressions derived from those
reports had launched a vivid and
influential idea of extraterrestrial
visitation. Lack of probative evidence
posed no obstacle to the extraterrestrial
hypothesis (ETH), or should I say
ETT, because for believers the idea did
not serve as a working hypothesis but
as an established theory and taken for
granted by all leading ufologists at that
time. The theory settled in as accepted
fact even prior to the landings and
creature encounters, the photographs
and footage, and many of the military
and pilot incidents that have shaped
the imagery of the UFO phenomenon
as we know it.

Staff of one iteration of Project Blue
Book (1952-70). Seated is Hector
Quintalla, the last chief officer of PBB.

The ETT preceded most of the
events now cited as proof that the
ETT is true (eg, the landings of 1954
in France, the worldwide surge of
1965, the humanoid wave in USA in
1973, and more). These subsequent
occurrences or episodes might really
sustain an alien origin for UFO reports
if they were true. But this all happened
many years after the ETT was in force.
So we are facing here an interesting
situation: an idea based largely on
poorly-investigated incidents and
shaped by the fertile imagination of
writers fond of sensationalism finally
created a “real” phenomenon that both
housed and draws its observational
substance from those previous, weak
tales. How is that possible? This has
been possible by the conjunction of

a continuing flow of new UFO
stories, increasingly weird and
absurd, and the fuel contributed
by magazines and books, motion
pictures, television films and
documentaries. Once the belief is
established, sightings never cease
to pour into the system, and a
newborn mythology grows and
matures.
The myth evolved differently
in various countries according
to their particular cultural
idiosyncrasies. One of the nations
where the impact of the UFO
phenomenon has been greater and
more aberrant is Brazil. The number of
UFO touch down reports is incredibly
high, the accounts of humanoid
beings associated to those landings
(with the richest possible variety of
morphologies, from dwarfs to giants,
including one-eyed monsters) are
innumerable. In 2009, the Brazilian
historian Rodolpho Gauthier published
his bachelor thesis which credited
“a combination of sensationalist
journalism, fear of an atomic conflict
and fascination with space exploration”
for the emergence of the idea that
extraterrestrials were visiting the Earth
aboard flying saucers.
I am convinced that similar work in
other countries will expose the trends,
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influences and motivating factors that
solidified the belief in flying saucers
as vehicles from other worlds. We will
realise that, in many countries, this
media-triggered belief predated the
local UFO waves to come, ones that
afterwards were exhibited as examples of
UFO displays.
Similarly, US historians must delve
deeply into the influence and weight
that personages like Ray Palmer or
Kenneth Arnold himself, the science
fiction tabloids of the epoch and
magazines like FATE, had on the
invention and the willingness to accept
the close association of flying saucers
and UFOs to the ETT.
The bottom line here is that the
idea of interplanetary UFOs precedes
the myth. Though debatable whether
Kenneth Arnold’s foundational sighting
remains an authentic mystery or just a
formation of pelicans, as proposed, it
is certain that the publicity associated
with the observation sparked the craze.
And people started reporting “disks” by
the hundreds, as soon as the popular
name “flying saucer” was coined in this

20

context, though it is not sure that this
imagination is out of focus.”
shape accurately reflects what Arnold
You can wrap yourself in ufological
saw.
academicism and state that you do
The popular, widely acclaimed
not look for extraterrestrials in your
extraterrestrial theory is opposed by
research but a new atmospheric
the realistic “all can be explained in
phenomenon, an optical anomaly,
conventional terms” position of the
etc, but in reality what you are
skeptics. Yet other odd theories have
supporting are those traditional
been proposed such as time travelers,
photographs showing flying discs,
evil forces, or UFOs operating as
the old-fashioned landing reports or
a control system. These are purely
the lunacy of abductions. To some
undemonstrated and indemonstrable
audiences you hide your true beliefs to
speculations that range from the
appear scientific (you may even be a
lunatic to the very well
scientist yourself!)
rhetorically-crafted
and abhor the
Time and again a
and breathtakingly
term UFO and use
imaginative. But in
UAP (unidentified
seemingly watertight
my humble opinion,
UFO incident springs a aerial/aerospace
they are no more than
phenomenon,
leak and sinks.
literature after all.
or any variants),
There is also a
but underlying
flagrant contradiction
these dodges is a
between the alleged non-contactconviction that UFOs are nothing
policy of aliens, postulated by some
less than visitors from outer space. It
UFO theorists, with their marked
explains the harsh attacks you receive
exhibitionist character when they
after solving a prominent UFO case.
flaunt their presence at night with all
Your standing within ufology collapses.
their lights turned on! Unless what is
And it hurts. There is nothing more
seen are simply astronomical bodies,
frustrating than realising that you have
fireballs, aircraft, high-altitude balloons,
wasted your life in the pursuit of a
reentries, missile launches, and the like,
mirage or a delusion.
objects better observable during evening
Time and again a seemingly waterand night, as statistics show.
tight UFO incident springs a leak
and sinks. Even case histories that
acquired fame and that required books
ATTITUDES
to be told meet inglorious finales. It is
Between skeptical researchers and
realised how even the most impressive
radical believers there is an ample
accounts end up beyond belief, simply
gradation of investigators who hold
implausible. But the believer soon
positions ranging from mild skepticism
exchanges the previous disappointment
to a firm nuts-and-bolts conviction.
for a shiny-new, surely insoluble
The first usually endure derogatory
“unknown”. And so the merry-gonames like pelikanists, debunkers,
round continues. The believer never
deceivers, and worse; the last have an
quits.
educated tendency to gullibility and
credulity. But all of them agree in
public that most sighting reports are
THE GOVERNMENT
misperceptions and phenomenological
In the USA, the USAF has declassified
garbage. Typically, however, the latter
some 15,000 UFO cases, amounting
strive to maintain that the cases they
to some 130,000 pages, and the US
have investigated or cataloged qualify
Government through the departments
as UFOs: if over 90 percent of events
of Defense, State and Army, plus CIA,
are IFOs, this percent drastically drops
DIA, NSA, and FBI agencies has
when it comes to their own favourite
disclosed around 12,000 additional
cases. Somehow a phrase from Mark
pages of documents related to UFOs.
Twain is applicable here: “You can’t
Nevertheless, neither the Air Force,
depend on your eyes when your
the Government, the intelligences
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services, nor universities have been able
to sort out, learn, or draw lessons from
thousands of UFO reports. Nothing
close to “reverse engineering” to help
improve space research or the weapon
industry. Incompetence? No-one
guessed that they were handling a
gold mine with remarkable potential
to advance science and technology?
They all knowingly dismissed this
opportunity?
In view of such huge release, the
speculative proposition that there
is hidden information in secret
vaults of the US Administration
seems quite questionable. After all
“evidential resources” proved nothing
but unimpressive stuff, some resort
to believe that the Holy Grail of
UFO evidence is treasured in the
still unreleased reports, when such
documents ‒ if in existence ‒ are
probably on hold due to issues affecting
national security, not to withheld alien
secrets.
Many other countries had their own
shares of UFO reports and their Air
Forces were involved in the evaluation
of cases reported to the military. Most
Governments have declassified or
released their UFO archives: England,
Australia, Canada, Sweden, Brazil,
Italy, New Zealand, Spain, Norway,
Denmark, Finland (and the list does

not end here) have placed in the public
domain about 100,000 pages of UFO
documents, concerning over 25,000
UFO reports. Governments with an
in-house, official unit to study this
problem, like the UK, closed down the
shop in recent years. All coincided to
make public their archives, asserting
at the time that the reports did not
represent a risk to homeland safety
or air security and that no scientific
information was gained in their
scrutiny.
The situation in the old USSR and
present Russia and Ukraine is less
official, but it is equally important:
in the last years, a team of researchers
formed chiefly by M. Gershtein, I.
Kalytyuk, S. Petrov and A. Bilyk has
had access to 3000+ UFO reports from
the Academy of Sciences and other
Government institutions. Another
2500 cases are scheduled to be released
in the coming two years.
In Europe, only France maintains
a UFO program started in 1977 and
conducted under the French space
agency CNES. Since 2007, GEIPAN
has disclosed online over 2500 sighting
reports (c50,000 pages). The reason
why France remains in the UFO
business (sorry, unidentified aerospace
phenomena, PAN in the French
acronym) has much to do with the
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traditional interest in the matter by
high-ranking officials and established
scientists, probably influenced by
thinkers of the stature of Aimé Michel.
However, GEIPAN affirms that only
two per cent of the collected cases in
the last 10 years is unidentified, but
there are no signs of any current or
foreseeable theoretical or technological
exploitation of UFO reports data.
A few Latin-American countries
(Argentina, Chile, Peru, Ecuador
and Uruguay) maintain low-budget,
modest UFO studies, basically to
monitor observations reported by
official channels. In most cases, this is
a political response to people’s demand
for higher transparency, and I have
plainly noted that in some instances
the will-to-believe or a too credulous
approach is evident within the military
environment, when the UFO question
is tackled.
The notion held by some ufologists
and writers that the US Government
conceals revolutionary secrets (either
information or hardware) on the origin
of UFOs is practically contemporary
to the commencement of Project
Blue Book or its predecessors.
However, decades and various political
administrations have passed, each
with distinctive agendas, yet none
have admitted or even hinted at
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holding such secrets. On the reverse,
repeated official declarations have
stated (for example, The White
House, November 6, 2011) that “The
US Government has no evidence
that an extraterrestrial presence has
contacted any member of the human
race. In addition, there is no credible
information to suggest that any
evidence is being hidden from the
public’s eye.” No doubt the United
States is a big power in the concert
of nations, but thinking that it is the
only repository of the knowledge of a
technology arriving on our planet is
nationalistic delusion.
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EPISTEMOLOGICAL ISSUES
From the viewpoint of philosophy
of science, ufology is a freak subject,
beginning with the object of study
which is a negative, ie it gathers what
we cannot identify. It means that
there are infinite objects of study. For
the lack of a positive definition and
other reasons there is no possibility
of replicating experiments. Statistics,
which is a key medium to replicate
experiments, is useless here as the
content of the samples is different
according to the collectors. Anomalies
in science are important, for example
the anomalous precession of Mercury’s
perihelion, which helped to establish
the theory of relativity. But this requires
finding constants in the data and UFO
phenomena are devoid of constants.
Scientific theories are predictive, but
what does the UFO theory predict?
What experiments can we do to refute
or validate the theory? A hypothesis
must be falsifiable.
The ETT cannot be
falsifiable … unless a
flying saucer lands on
the White House lawn.
We all know
“experiences” not
satisfactorily explained.
Like the extremes of
a Normal curve, there
will always be a residue
of seeming anomalies:
they show the limits
of visual perception,
the ceiling of our
skills, some room for
evaluation errors, the
shortcoming of data,
even our own biases.
But in no way do these
tailing events give
shape to a congruent
phenomenon that
constitutes a new class
of physical entities in
defiance of presentday science. Much
less do they suggest a
manifestation of an
intelligence aboard
machines that have
crossed the universe.

My best guess for the small remnant
of bona fide unsolvable cases is that
their solution lies with disciplines like
eyewitness psychology or atmospherics
physics. And I feel that when the
solutions come, these will not produce
even a tremor in the international
scientific world.
Without accurate data no real
assessment can be done. It is essential
that visual input has not been
corrupted, but this is often difficult
to achieve. I am convinced that many
unknowns result from this sort of
corruption. It probably produces
most of the residuum typically
invoked as the unexplainable core of
the “authentic” UFO phenomenon.
But verily the statistical “properties”
of supposedly genuine UFOs are
inseparable from the properties
described in IFO reports, and this same
dilemma haunts supposed similarities
in the narrative structure of close
encounters, landings and humanoid
tales. Even alleged psychological or
physiological effects, and mechanical
or electrical effects, are similar when
we compare “true” UFOs and solved
IFOs. This indistinguishability between
anomalous and conventional events (the
indiscernibility concept) suggests that
both have the same origin: UFOs come
from inner space.
Over decades of inquiring into
UFO testimonies and solving them,
I came to the realisation that even
the best, apparently irreducible cases,
on which the ETT for the UFO
enigma is founded, are like mirages
lending appearance but no substance
to sustain this claim. Yes, there are
apparent idiopathic reports but they
are not unassailable ones. Practically
every major UFO case defended as
unaccountable by believers has a
plausible counter-explanation among
skeptics.
It is an unattainable goal to solve 100
per cent of all circulating reports. There
will always be unexplained events but it
does not mean they are unexplainable.
We will always have bad input data.
There will always exist people willing to
deceive us. There will always be wrong
analysis or biased interpretation on such
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I more than anyone wishes to be
observations. What do unexplained
proved wrong, but all indications
cases account for? You cannot erect a
are that in the future flying saucers
hypothesis proposing a defined nature
and unidentified flying objects will
of something on the basis of unknowns
be categorised as a mass sociological
and events you cannot explain (ie
phenomenon. Today ufologists still
which have an undefined nature).
have the opportunity to do science,
Only the detection of a coherent, wellbut only by studying UFO raw data
assessed, multi-witnessed set of physical
and demonstrating how a vision that
observations can be the foundation of a
puzzled the observer has a rational
hypothesis. A signal, even weak, within
explanation. We have the chance to
the random noise. Never a myriad of
be didactic in the process by teaching
ephemeral, heterogeneous, visual or
others how to use the scientific
instrumental observations, which is all
method on claims that appear weird
the residual true UFO reports in hand
at first glance and even after a certain
amount to. And even less than nothing
inquiry.
if you wish to uphold the ETT, which
For a long time we have been
is the bottom line for UFO promoters
searching for constants, patterns,
since the phenomenon was born.
invariants or clusters in the body
Can you calculate the millions of
of UFO data that would suggest
work hours devoted to UFO research
intelligence or any recurrent law that
in the world in the last seven decades?
would prove consistency. No model
Never has so much work accomplished
has been formulated from this data
so little in any field of investigation
pool. Nothing. In place of salient
(parapsychology and ghost-hunting
features we find only gibberish.
apart). The corollary is: what if there is
On the other hand, sociological
not a real UFO phenomenon? At least,
mechanisms have been found in the
not as a unique, common phenomenon
topography and timing of sightings.
but a host of different phenomena that
These facts pose more than just a
have been mistakenly tied up together.
minor inconvenience to any theory
The irony is that this is precisely what
that postulates
the critics have argued
significant
ever since the early days
metadata within
of the UFO mystery.
In the future, UFOs
the mass of
So where is the
will be categorised as
reports. What
substantial evidence?
these facts point
Does it look
a mass sociological
to is a chaotic
homogenous? There
phenomenon .
collection of
circulate various lists of
oddities having
the 10 best, irresolvableas many origins
looking cases. Welland natures as the people who report
documented incidents witnessed by
them; a jumble of individualistic
several observers, displaying features
observations sharing little in common
far from current knowledge on science
and calling for separate explanations
and technology? Scientists will be eager
on a case-by-case basis.
to analyse them. The scientific journals
In order to recognise the existence
in atmospheric physics, aeronautics or
of a new phenomenon, you would
space research are certainly willing to
require events totally original,
publish revolutionary discoveries.
unambiguous, highly-strange,
However, the remaining set of
necessitating a novel physical
queer-looking unknowns are old
framework to be understood,
and no matter how much you sort
objective in recording, observed by
those out you cannot build a credible
scientists, and reported in mainstream
breakthrough. Many tried to find
scientific journals. UFO phenomena
scientia in the UFO phenomenon
do not adhere to these standards.
only to come upon unmanageable
Every researcher whose position
gobbledygook, much to our regret.
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has evolved from proponent to agnostic
acquires spontaneously a sort of “crossborder perspective”. This viewpoint
liberates the mind from narrow habits
of belief that turn every puzzling aerial
object into a UFO unknown. Once
free to think outside of the UFO “box,”
you investigate natural and man-made
sources for alternative solutions in a
more efficient manner. For example,
if a reliable source reports seeing an
oval object flying slower than a plane
or helicopter but faster than a weather
balloon through the afternoon sky,
you can trust that an object of that
description really flew in the area at
that time. And you look for it and you
research any mundane possibilities, to
finally find out that a blimp fits the
reported characteristics. If one was in
the area, schedules and flight paths will
confirm or refute your hypothesis, but
if you cling to the position of the UFO
proponent, your assumptions fence
you in. Your desire to confirm that the
object was a UFO closes your eyes to
other and likelier possibilities.

EPILOGUE

24

Let me be perfectly clear: the UFO
phenomenon holds transcendent
significance only insofar as it results
from extraterrestrial life visiting the
Earth. It is this possibility that made
the ETT popular and compelling from
the start. But I fear that 70 years of
air incidents, close encounters, radar
returns, photos and videos and other
seemingly astonishing experiences do
not sum up to proof that such visits have
taken place. This evidence is inadequate
as proof. To be realistic, however,
people will not give up the flying saucer
myth. Its impact on popular belief and
society at large has been profound and
universal, having permeated all levels of
education and social class. In some form
this mythology will last forever. After all,
the down-to-earth solutions are dull by

and dissertations dealing with UFOs
comparison and interest no one aside
worldwide. After 70 years of recurrent
from a handful of academics.
reporting, the evidence at hand should
In a reasonable prognosis for the
be sufficient to demonstrate the material
future, the present social situation
existence of extraordinary machines
around UFO phenomena is not
that cruise our skies, interact with our
expected to change at the popular level.
Active UFO propagandists will continue environment and communicate with our
fellow earthlings. Not at all.
defending the ETT hell or high water
Lo and behold what was baptised by
through books, radio, TV and websites
imaginative writers as visits from space
because this business has a market. They
has not been substantiated by cogent,
are discouragement-proof and turn a
deaf ear to information from all quarters palpable proof. We have collected records
of ambiguous phenomena, diverse in
about the increasing number of reports
appearance and behaviour. Most cases
written-off after analysis exposes their
that seem intriguing happened years
conventional nature. They will respond
ago, while none of
to skeptical challenges
the thousands of sowith name-calling,
The impact of the
called landing events
recycling old stories, and
have yielded any
adulterating the scene
flying saucer myth
remarkable evidence.
with unsubstantiated
on popular belief has
As they recede
claims and conspiracy
further into the past,
theories. Meanwhile,
been profound.
the cases that once
the ranks of serious and
seemed convincing
objective researchers
will look more and more like anecdotes
still supporting the reality of a distinct
and tales, less and less like credible
UFO phenomenon will decline, as time
evidence that we have been visited by
and lack of proof play against keeping
aliens.
the mere faith, the hope of a contact, or
Let me finish this synthesis of
the regularly-predicted (and miserably
thoughts that condense five decades of
failed) expectation of recognition by
a personal, investigative journey over
the powers that be. On the other hand,
the UFO subject, with a 1988 quote
it is not difficult to foretell that UFO
by a distinguished British writer and
phenomena’s cultural outlook will
acknowledged UFO researcher, Hilary
be increasingly treated by university
Evans: “If we are to benefit from this
scholars as a topic worthy of study, but
for reasons other than those proposed by splendid myth we have created, we must
never lose sight of the fact that it is – only a
believers.
myth “.
Not the last word has been uttered
on this subject. There is pending
research on a number of puzzling UFO
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a database with 283 university theses
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DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. When was the first call using the code “SOS” transmitted?
2. The New York Times was just one of many newspapers local

to New York, but is now world class – what great scoop began
its move to this pre-eminent position?

3. Why did the London Hippodrome offer Senator William

Alden Smith (Republican – Michigan) $50,000 to give a onehour lecture on any subject he liked?

4. British Standard BS3704 states the quality requirements for

rubber condoms. On condom dispensing machines, what
was commonly graffiti’d under the statement “Compliant to
BS3704”?

5. What is the term for a resident of Halifax, Nova Scotia??

Answers on page 62
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ACROSS
1. Declaration of credulity. (1,7)
5. A lust for wealth implied complicity. (6)
10. Ted’s ice, it’s all lies. (7)
11. Was Little Miss Horse consumed by a paternity

determination? (7)
12. A dispatch consumed by a decision to give up religion.
(8)
13. Little Richard and Kiwi Tim make a pronouncement.
(6)
15. Liar arranged a place to lie. (4)
16. Short saint on a short street. (2)
17. Sounds like less logical hairs. (7)
20. Bad pickup line used by 14 down? Or a banned
scientist. (7)
21. In reference. (2)
22. Aide upset by a thought. (4)
24. In the best possible conditions, choose a mother. (6)
26. See all rice boiled in the style of a religious authority. (8)
29. Getting used to ruining itself. (7)
30. Jennifer, I hear you complain just like the real thing. (7)
31. In this place is why you find something that goes
against the creed. (6)
32. Believe it to be true that you need to revive clearwater?
(8))
DOWN
1. Inner diameter of a sub-continent. (5)
2. A chlorine-ated native. (9)
3. Fools! Just two eyes and dots! (6)
4. When she arrives, Violet replaces the bloke in

momentary delay. (10)
6. Bird throws up bile! You’ll believe anything. (8)
7. Formerly Canberra, to be precise. (5)
8. Rearmed the fantasist. (7)
9. Put a foot back. (3)
14. Roger lost a mad student of astral influence. (10)
18. Sort of reasoning used to join the group. (9)
19. Mac’s bile found in distillation vessels. (8)
20. Is this the language of little people and their sayings?
(7)
23. Cutback caused Little Prudence to join with Kelly. (6)
25. More accurate, less false. (5)
27. Lord that is in silly leg. (5)
28. Turn to the east say I. (3)
03
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The Nature of
UFO Evidence
Thomas E. Bullard, folklore and UFO researcher, looks at
the myth of alien visitation and the hope for its reality.

S

eventy years have passed since
Kenneth Arnold reported the first
“flying saucer,” the biblical “three-scoreand-ten” that comprises the years of a
natural lifespan. Perhaps this anniversary
more than any other marks a symbolic
moment in the history of the subject, a
time to evaluate what we have learned,
to look ahead, and to ask hard questions.
Vicente-Juan Ballester Olmos is a
legendary name in ufology. He has a
sterling reputation for research and
thought, a long and deep familiarity
with the field in all its aspects. When
he speaks, the wise pause to listen,
and his reflections in “The Nature of
UFO Evidence – Part 1” carry a special
weight.
His thoughts in this article express
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not the usual pep talk to the faithful,
or a statement of progress made, or of
plans for future research. His topic is
heavier, his tone sombre and mournful.
He wonders, has the subject of UFOs
run its course? Has the time come to
admit that its life has reached an end?
He recalls that he took up UFO
study with the same youthful
enthusiasm that so many of us
remember, drawn by the hope that
beings from other planets were visiting
the earth and a desire to be on the
cutting edge in solving the greatest
mystery of all time. He has shared the
disappointment that many of us have
felt when the years passed and the
desired solution continued to elude us.
Unlike some proponents, Ballester
Olmos has not closed his eyes to the
shortcomings of ufology, or committed
himself to defend the phenomenon in
spite of all reason. On the contrary,
he has confronted the evidence with
clear-eyed scientific judgment, and
concludes that despite enormous time
and effort invested in UFO research,
no convincing evidence has resulted to
indicate that extraterrestrial spacecraft
have visited the earth.
The thoughts our colleague has
written for this occasion do not call
us to redouble our efforts and soldier
onward; rather they serve as an obituary
for a failed quest. I do not want to hear
that we have tilted at windmills for
decades, but sadly, I have to agree with
most of what he says.
Ballester Olmos argues that UFOs
constitute a mythic belief rather than
a phenomenon accessible to science.
The basis of the belief rests on genuine
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Left: A UFO sighting in New Jersey, July 1952 ...
or is it a pie plate thrown into the sky?
Below: Adamski’s UFO, December 1952 ... or is
it a surgical lamp with some ping-pong balls?

largely anecdotal and subject to the
shortcomings of human observation,
the illusions, misperceptions, and
preconceptions that can turn Venus
into a shining spaceship about to land.
With UFO evidence, no replication is
possible, no controlled experiments,
no predictions, no falsification.
Photographs are abundant but almost
invariably questionable either as
conventional phenomena or as hoaxes.
No convincing physical trace, no alien
technology, has ever fallen into human
hands except as rumors. Consistencies
in UFO data are few and mostly of the
broad stereotypical type that could be
borrowed from popular expectations,
and the properties reported for UFOs
sightings but the sightings themselves
are indistinguishable from properties
reduce to conventional phenomena,
reported for IFOs.
reshaped into something strange by
The subject has undergone scientific
ideas of what UFOs are, how they
investigation and been debated in more
should look, and what they do. The
than one official forum but no reason to
operational term here is ideas rather
than an objective truth that corresponds credit a genuine unknown phenomenon
has emerged. A complaint that science
to them.
ignores the UFO evidence is really
The extraterrestrial theory
a complaint that UFOs have not
quickly took control of the popular
produced any evidence worthy to attract
understanding of UFOs. Ufologists
scientific attention.
accepted this
There are certainly
proposition, the news
I do not want to
anomalous UFO cases.
and entertainment
They lend a sense of
media promoted
hear that we have
mystery, but any great
it, and witnesses
tilted at mindmills for
mass of evidence based
conformed their
on human observation
reports to the
decades., but sadly ...
will have a residue of
expectations it sowed.
unexplained cases.
Reports multiplied
Their unknown status
and grew stranger
is more likely due to human factors,
as both witnesses and ufologists made
emotional commitments to their beliefs. like a tendency to combine unrelated
observations and ascribe a desired
The story expanded, its supporters
meaning to them, than to a distinctive
rationalised and defended it, and in the
unknown phenomenon. No standout
end they enclosed themselves in their
recurrences distinguish the body of
bubble of belief, a mythic narrative selfconfirming and impervious to challenge unknowns as coherent and unique.
Even the best cases diminish in number
that had taken on the semblance of
under close skeptical investigation,
truth.
suggesting with ever-growing likelihood
Although ufologists seek to portray
that UFOs are not objective phenomena
their efforts as science, the evidence
but products of human imagination,
they gather does not meet scientific
error, expectation, and desire. UFOs
standards. It is voluminous but
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come from inner space, from the
human imagination and myth-making
capability. They provide subject matter
for sociologists, psychologists, folklorists,
and the like, but in the end Condon was
right: The study of UFOs contributes
nothing to physical scientific knowledge,
much less proof of alien visitation.
This reckoning is hard but fair. It
exposes ufology as so barren in its results
that anyone who doubts that this is the
last word pretty much convicts him- or
herself as a committed true believer. For
my part I agree with the reasoning of
the argument, yet I still cannot accept
the absoluteness of the conclusion. I
still find some substance among UFO
reports and see a path, albeit narrow,
that may lead to a true anomalous
phenomenon, and without detours
into the “alternative facts” of UFO
mythology.

MYTHIC NATURE
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Both Ballester Olmos and I agree that
UFOs are mythic in character. I think
we also agree that the appropriate
sense of “myth” here is not the mere
false belief of popular usage, or the
slightly more sophisticated sense of a
way of understanding experiences that
is not acknowledged by authoritative
consensus. UFOs are mythic because
a complex system of facts, alleged
facts, understandings, arguments, and
speculations have grown up around
them. Many people accept all or part
of this system and view some aspects
of the world as if UFOs were factual
truths, even though both the evidence
and the interpretations attributed to
UFOs remain in question. UFO ideas
shape entertainment and imagination.
They become part of informal education
and inform expectations of things to
see in the sky. The myth influences - or
contaminates - perception, conception,
memory, verbal formulation,
communication, argumentation, in other

words every aspect of the UFO narrative
and discussions about it. We do not
hear of, speak of, or even observe a pure
phenomenon. Our relationships with
UFOs are always mediated by the myth.
UFOs as we know them are
indisputably human products serving
human purposes, but the myth is not
necessarily everything. People still
see something. Often the object of
observation is conventional but rendered
strange by the distorting influences
of the myth. Sometimes, perhaps,
the object observed is strange in itself
and rendered into suitable “UFO”
form by the force of expectation and
the need to assign an unknown to an
understandable category. The myth
distorts both ways.
A toxic entanglement between
observation and comprehension is
the common lot of humankind. The
situation grows worse in the case of
UFOs since official
understandings
seem inadequate
or unsatisfying and
unofficial versions
Right: The spirit of
business lives on in
Roswell, New Mexico.
(Photo: Peter Menzel.)
Below: Gort says hello in
“The Day the Earth Stood
Still (1951) - “klaatu
barada nikto”.

take over. Ufology presents vivid
examples of extreme distortion, like
the case of a satellite re-entry in 1968
where several people reported windows
and hull plating on an object at treetop
level, when the actual stimulus was
half a dozen flaming fragments a
hundred miles overhead in the upper
atmosphere. Yet the appearance of
anomalous sights does not automatically
spell the end of objectivity. Many more
observers of this re-entry described
it accurately whether or not they
identified it for what it was.
Considerable evidence confirms that
people deserve more credit than they
receive as observers of strange sights in
the sky. For example a 12th-century
monk, John of Worcester, entered a
detailed account in his chronicle that
we now recognise as a fine example of
a large and brilliant meteor. He limited
himself to a clear description of a
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phenomenon unknown to him without
any effort to force the sighting into a
medieval interpretive scheme.
Are UFOs mythic? Of course they
are, and our human bias will always
threaten to muddle observations, our
human efforts to give meaning to
experiences will intrude on the facticity
of the objects we wish to understand.
These complications are inescapable
but not necessarily fatal. A disease can
be explained as the result of germs,
humours, or witchcraft, but while the
interpretations differ, the disease remains
the same and all too real. UFOs can be
both mythic and phenomenal at the
same time. This duality complicates the
job of understanding, but we can live
with it and work around it by learning
to separate the human contributions
from the objective basis.

WITNESS REPORTS

The fundamental unit in any argument
for UFOs is the individual sighting. At
least one UFO report must describe
a genuine unknown phenomenon or
the case in favour of UFOs collapses
as empty. We know what we want - a
landing on the White House lawn,
a piece of unmistakably unearthly
technology, indisputable instrumental
records. We do not have these Holy
Grails. What we have are vast numbers
of witness reports describing lights
in the night or fleeting objects in the
distance, claims of close encounters and
occupants without firm evidence to back
them up, indefinite landing traces and
ambiguous radar contacts and photos
that may be fakes. The great majority
of these reports have conventional
answers or lie in a broad “grey area”
where nothing can be proved either way.
No wonder Ballester Olmos has grown
cynical. Anyone who has confronted
these mountains of disappointment feels
the pangs of despair.
At the same time, ufology does have
a collection of unsolved cases that is
significant in size and meaningful in
evidential value. These cases describe
unknowns not just in the trivial sense
of insufficient information or nobody
has really tried to solve them, but in a
robust sense of cases rich in description,

provocative in strangeness, and
impervious to conventional solution
even though skeptics have attempted
time and again to explain them.
Astronomer Lincoln La Paz and
others saw a white rounded object
manoeuvre during daylight in 1947. He
was able to triangulate it and calculate
its speed. Its actions distinguished it
from either a balloon or an aircraft. In
1968 the crew of a B-52 approached
Minot AFB when a very large object
appeared on radar, heading toward
the plane and turning away just before
a collision. At the behest of ground
control the plane circled the area and
observed a large glowing object on
the earth below. These highly trained
personnel confirmed the presence of an
unknown object also detected from the
ground by radar and visual witnesses.
Multiple persons at O’Hare Airport
in 2006 saw a disk-shaped object just
below the cloud deck. The object rose
and punched a “cookie-cutter” hole in
the clouds, a process that would require
a great deal of heat energy. Cases such
as these offer multiple quality witnesses
and instrumental support or the chance
to “do some science” with results that
suggest an unusual phenomenon. Here
is the foundation for a genuine and
puzzling UFO phenomenon.
Ballester Olmos readily admits that
ufology has its unknowns. His concern
is that they do not remain unknowns
forever and yield sooner or later to
conventional solution. This course has
certainly become familiar. The Yukon
“giant mother ship” UFO of 1996 and
the Phoenix Lights of 1997 attracted a
great deal of attention among ufologists.
These cases seemed strong until skeptics
provided convincing explanations of a
satellite re-entry for one and a flight of
military aircraft for the other. Yet the
skeptics are not always the safe bet.
The Exeter case of 1965 has had
numerous solutions, some that actually
addressed the sighting and some that
were laughable, but the skeptics took
their best shot when they attributed the
UFO to a refuelling aircraft. This was
an intelligent proposal but it fell apart
under close analysis; so have all the
others. About one-fourth of the cases
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Above: At the Interplantary Spacecraft
Convention, Giant Rock, California. They ran
from 1953-78 thanks to a local entrepreneur.

investigated by the Condon Committee
emerged as unknowns. Some cases,
among them the best in the files, do
seem to be “ironclads” defensible against
conventional solutions. Conversely,
some explanations such as Blue Book
personnel used to clear their docket of
difficult reports, amount to no more
than slipshod excuses that explain
nothing. A number of explanations
succeed only as reminders that the
rationalising of skeptics can distort the
truth as grievously as the credulousness
of UFO enthusiasts.
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In this light a readiness to give up on
UFOs seems premature. New cases
continue to enter the “unknowns”
pool—for recent examples consider
the Southern Illinois police chase case
of 2000, the O’Hare sighting, and
MUFON’s “phone receiver” object
of 2013. Since a high standard ought
to apply to explanations as well as to
unknowns, older cases explained in
dubious terms deserve to be thrown
back into the pool. We may not have
the full story from the Government files,
either. I have never favoured conspiracy
theories, but I have noticed the
abundance of quality unknowns
from military and civilian pilots in
1947. After 1952 military reports
became scarce in Blue Book files and
unknowns of any sort diminished to
a trickle.
This change follows JANAP 146
and AFR 200-2, regulations that
barred both military and civilian
pilots from revealing UFO sightings
to the press, and the Robertson
Panel, which created a policy of
defusing public interest in UFOs. A
sudden end to pilots seeing UFOs
seems unlikely. Perhaps rumours
of a dual system—Blue Book that was
a public relations front, and a hidden
system that secluded reports of the
highest quality—have substance after
all. And if so, significant files comprising
a “ufologica irredenta” may yet await
the light of day deep in the bowels of
Government secrecy.
A healthy body of unknowns even
now underlies the UFO mystery. These
cases hint that the apparent downward
spiral of unknowns toward zero, or to
a minimal residue of intractable rather
than truly anomalous events, may be
an historical illusion rather than an
inevitability after all. Perhaps some
consistent level of unknowns persists

throughout UFO history. The level of
occurrence may be a low one, but a
stream of “ironclads” duly recognised
might emerge as a clear signal in the
noise. Shouldn’t we at least consider
this hypothesis before we surrender the
phenomenon altogether?
Nothing stings ufologists so
painfully as the rejection of their
subject by official science. They regard
their enterprise as scientific and crave
approval, only to find themselves
like small children closed out of the
game by the big kids at the gate.
Complaints that scientists do not listen
or ignore the facts overlook the nature

Is the truth still out
“
there? Do I still want to
believe? ”

of UFO evidence. It is sloppy in the
extreme, overwhelmingly anecdotal
and intangible. UFOs offer little or
nothing to carry into the laboratory
for analysis or experiment. The rare
exceptions have proved inconclusive
or at least not compelling. This emptyhandedness along with a reputation
as pseudoscience assure that ufology
will continue to get the brush-off from
laboratory scientists.
Field science offers an alternative
approach that is more congenial to the
nature of UFO events. When scientists
cannot control their object of study,
they must approach it on its own terms,
in its native environment, and gather

observational data for indirect analysis.
This model sounds like a good match
for UFO reports, though with the
added complications that the observers
are numerous and widely-scattered
individuals with differing temperaments,
abilities, and expectations, who witness
rare and ephemeral sights in the sky,
most of which turn out to be false
alarms. The witnesses most likely to
report probably have preconceived
notions and biases. No standardisation
in the observational process and little
in the descriptions of sightings is
possible. Face-to-face meetings between
investigator and witness are rare. The
resulting data is raw in the worst
sense—heterogeneous, inconsistent, and
suitable only for crude analysis. UFOs
make unruly subjects even for field
techniques.
If individual reports of unknowns
comprise the foundation of a case for
UFOs, patterns of consistency in
these reports add the next essential
layer. Each separate unknown may be
impressive in itself but only multiple
cases with significant similarities build
evidence for a recurrent phenomenon.
Without this support the unknowns
remain random oddities and may
have no further significance. With a
consistent pattern to unify them, these
oddities begin to acquire an identity.
Unknowns and their patterns provide
mutual support and the case in favor
of UFOs grows at once in strength—
if, of course, we find such patterns.
The typical studies applied to mass
UFO data are statistical comparisons,
either content analysis for consistent
descriptions of appearances and activities
or frequency searches for patterns in
the time and place of UFO events.
These efforts have led to limited results.
A finding like more UFOs are seen in
early evening than at any other time
may be consistent but not surprising,
while discovering that UFO reports are
more frequent on one weekday than on
any other comes as a surprise but carries
no apparent meaning. Searches for a
recurrence pattern in UFO waves have
led to predictive successes but they did
not hold true for very long and might
have been artefactual after all. Content
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This Island Earth is regarded
as one of the five best SF films of the 50s.
“Behind the Flying Saucers” is not, but is the
author’s name linked to the X-Files’ skeptic?

analyses that show most UFOs are
round and most occupants are short
humanoids enjoy an unmistakable
robustness, but as Ballester Olmos
warns, such findings hold equally
true for IFO cases and reflect popular
images.
This sort of analysis offers ufology its
best option to make a case for UFOs
with the data in hand. Rather than
waiting for a piece of spaceship to fall
into our laps, or for the Government to
show us the bodies, all those intriguing
cases we have accumulated transform
from dusty files into tools for actual
scientific work. But have we tried and
failed at this enterprise already?
I don’t think so. From my own
experience, a comparison between
abduction reports with high reliability
and those of low reliability revealed that
consistency in sequence of events and
descriptive content was much higher
in the high-reliability cases. In the
low-reliability cases where presumably
more of the stories were hoaxes or
fantasies, plots and content varied far
more. A comparison of two samples of
UFO occupant cases found stronger
preferences for certain descriptive
options among the high reliability
reports than in the general run.
The reason behind these consistencies

might be cultural influence or
investigator bias, but actual observation
in contrast to imagination might also
be the cause. At least the possibility is
worth exploring. So many IFO reports
in the sample, so many human errors
and shortcomings in descriptions plague
the record that they threaten to smother
the signal from the very much smaller
body of UFOs.
In the past, good minds have had
to work with bad data limited in
both quantity and quality, and the
disappointing results come as no
surprise. Today we have much larger
samples and data of better quality
to escape the garbage in-garbage out
problem that dogged earlier efforts. I see
reason to believe that some distinctive
consistencies in the phenomenon may
yet be forthcoming, and that reliance on
quality cases as the database will reveal
those consistencies in sharper relief. At
least the effort should be made before we
give up the spaceship.
Vicente-Juan invited me to
collaborate in a dialogue of views on
UFOs for this 70th anniversary event.
He may not have expected quite so
much difference in conclusions, but
in fact we disagree on very little. His
criticisms of ufology are on target
and his exposure of its failures as a

scientific enterprise are as necessary
as they are painful. We differ only in
the conclusions we draw. He is ready
to drive nails in the coffin and lower
ufology into the grave; I still see sparks
of life and wish to avoid a premature
burial.
A very much alive Mark Twain once
quipped that reports of his demise
were greatly exaggerated. A similar
pronouncement for UFOs may not
stretch the truth quite so much, but
even this 70th anniversary need not be
the end of the line. Maybe I grasp at
straws like a true believer still holding
out, but I still perceive a mystery amid
the clutter and avenues, or at least
alleyways of research not yet explored, or
not adequately followed up. Until that
happens I will continue to see a future
for ufology.

.
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Tim Harding looks at
skepticism, science
and scientism.

Despite the recent growth of
various anti-science movements,
science is still widely regarded as the
‘gold standard’ for the discovery
of empirical knowledge,
that is, knowledge
derived from observations
and experiments. Even
theoretical physics is supposed
to be empirically verifiable in
n these challenging times of
principle when the necessary
‘alternative facts’ and anti-science
technology becomes available, as
attitudes, it may sound strange to be
in the case of the Higgs boson and
warning against excessive scientific
Einstein’s gravitational waves. But
exuberance. Yet to help defend science
empirical observations are not our
from these attacks, I think we need
only source of knowledge – we
to encourage science to maintain its
also use reasoning to make sense of
credibility amongst non-scientists.
our observations and to draw valid
In my last article for The Skeptic
conclusions from them. We can even
(‘I Think I Am’, March 2017), I
generate new knowledge through the
traced the long history of skepticism
application of reasoning to what we
over the millennia. I talked about
already know, as I
the philosophical
shall discuss later.
skepticism of
We can attempt
Most skeptics
Classical Greece,
(with a ‘k’) see
the skepticism of
to extend the scope
science as a kind of
Modern Philosophy
of science beyond its
rational antidote
dating from
capabilities.
to the irrationality
Descartes, through
of pseudoscience,
to the contemporary
quackery and other
form of scientific
varieties of woo. So we naturally
skepticism that our international
tend to support and promote science
skeptical movement now largely
endorses. I quoted Dr Steven Novella’s for this purpose. But sometimes we
can go too far in our enthusiasm for
definition of scientific skepticism
science. We can mistakenly attempt
as “the application of skeptical
philosophy, critical thinking skills, and to extend the scope of science
beyond its empirical capabilities,
knowledge of science and its methods
into other fields of inquiry such as
to empirical claims, while remaining
philosophy, politics and even ethics.
agnostic or neutral to non-empirical
If even only a small number of
claims (except those that directly
celebrity scientists lessen their own
impact the practice of science)”.
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credibility by making pronouncements
beyond their individual fields of
expertise, they render themselves
vulnerable to attack by our opponents
who are looking for any weaknesses
in their arguments. In doing so,
they can unintentionally undermine
public confidence in science, and by
extension, scientific skepticism.

THE PITFALLS OF CRUDE POSITIVISM

Logical positivism (sometimes called
‘logical empiricism’) was a Western
philosophical movement in the first
half of the 20th century with a central
thesis of verificationism; which was a
theory of knowledge which asserted
that only propositions verifiable
through empirical observation are
meaningful.
One of the most prominent
proponents of logical positivism was
Sir Alfred Ayer (1910-1989, pictured
right). Ayer is best known for
popularising the verification
principle, in particular
through his presentation
of it in his bestselling 1936
book Language, Truth, and
Logic. Ayer’s thesis was that
a proposition can only be
meaningful if it has verifiable
empirical content, otherwise
it is either a priori (known by
deduction) or nonsensical.
Ayer’s philosophical ideas
were deeply influenced by
those of the Vienna Circle
and the 18th century
empiricist philosopher David
Hume.
James Fodor, who is a young
Melbourne science student, secularist
and skeptic, has critiqued a relatively
unsophisticated form of logical
positivism, which he calls ‘crude
positivism’. He describes this as a
family of related and overlapping
viewpoints, rather than a single
well-defined doctrine, the three most
commonly-encountered components
of which are the following:
1 Strict evidentialism: the ultimate
arbiter of knowledge is evidence,
which should determine our beliefs
in a fundamental and straightforward

way; namely, that we believe things if
and only if there is sufficient evidence
for them.
2 Narrow scientism: the highest, or
perhaps only, legitimate form of
objective knowledge is that produced
by the natural sciences. The social
sciences, along with non-scientific
pursuits, either do not produce real
knowledge, or only knowledge of a
distinctly inferior sort.
3 Pragmatism: science owes its special
status to its unique ability to deliver
concrete, practical results - it ‘works’.
Philosophy, theology, and other
such fields of inquiry do not produce
‘results’ in this same way, and thus
have no special status.
Somewhat controversially, Fodor
classifies Richard Dawkins, Sam
Harris, Peter Boghossian, Neil de
Grasse Tyson, Lawrence Krauss,
and Stephen Hawking as exponents

of crude positivism when they
stray outside their respective fields
of scientific expertise into other
fields such as philosophy and social
commentary. (Although, to be fair,
Lawrence Krauss wrote an apology in a
2012 issue of Scientific American, for
seemingly dismissing the importance
of philosophy in a previous interview
he gave to The Atlantic.)
Fodor’s component (1) is a
relatively uncontroversial viewpoint
shared by most scientists and skeptics.
Nevertheless, Fodor cautions that
crude positivists often speak as if
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evidence is self-interpreting, such that
a given piece of evidence automatically
picks out one singular state of affairs
over all other possibilities. In practice,
however, this is almost never the
case because the interpretation of
evidence nearly always requires an
elaborate network of background
knowledge and pre-existing theory.
For instance, the raw data of most
scientific observation or experiments
are unintelligible without use of
background scientific theories and
methodologies.
It is Fodor’s components (2)
and (3) that are likely to be more
controversial, and so I will now discuss
them in more detail.

THE FOLLY OF SCIENTISM

What is ‘scientism’ - and how is it
different from the natural enthusiasm
for science that most skeptics share?
Unlike logical positivism,
scientism is not a serious
intellectual movement. It
is almost never used by
its exponents to describe
themselves. Instead, the term
scientism is mainly used
pejoratively when criticising
scientists for attempting to
extend the boundaries of
science beyond empiricism.
Warwick University
philosopher Prof Tom Sorell
has defined scientism as “a
matter of putting too high
a value on natural science
in comparison with other
branches of learning or
culture”.
In summary, a commitment to one
or more of the following statements
lays one open to the charge of
scientism:
• The natural sciences are more
important than the humanities for
an understanding of the world in
which we live, or even all we need to
understand it;
• Only a scientific methodology is
intellectually acceptable, therefore if
the humanities are to be a genuine
part of human knowledge they must
adopt it; and
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Left: James Fodor, student, epistemologist,
skeptic, and godless atheist.
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• Philosophical problems are
scientific problems and should
only be dealt with as such.
At the 2016 Australian Skeptics
National Convention, former
President of Australian Skeptics
Inc, Peter Bowditch, criticised a
recent video made by TV science
communicator Bill Nye in which
he responded to a student asking
him “Is philosophy meaningless?”.
In his rambling answer, Nye
confused questions of consciousness
and reality, opined that philosophy
was irrelevant to answering such
questions, and suggested that our
own senses are more reliable than
philosophy. Bowditch observed
that “the problem with his [Nye’s]
comments was not that they were just
wrong about philosophy; they were
fractally wrong. Nye didn’t know what
he was talking about. His concept of
philosophy was extremely naïve.” Bill
Nye’s embarrassing blunder is perhaps
‘low hanging fruit’, and after trenchant
criticism, Nye realised his error and
began reading about philosophy for
the first time.
Some distinguished scientists (not
just philosophers) are becoming
concerned about the pernicious
influence of scientism. Biological
sciences professor Austin Hughes
(1949-2015) wrote “The temptation
to overreach … seems increasingly
indulged today in discussions
about science. Both in the work of
professional philosophers and in
popular writings by natural scientists,
it is frequently claimed that natural
science does or soon will constitute
the entire domain of truth. And this
attitude is becoming more widespread
among scientists themselves. All too
many of my contemporaries in science
have accepted without question the
hype that suggests that an advanced
degree in some area of natural science

confers the ability to pontificate wisely
on any and all subjects.”
Hughes notes that advocates of
scientism today claim the sole mantle
of rationality, frequently equating
science with reason itself. Yet it seems
the very antithesis of reason to insist
that science can do what it cannot,
or even that it has done what it
demonstrably has not. He writes
“As a scientist, I would
never deny that scientific
discoveries can have
important implications
for metaphysics,
epistemology, and
ethics, and that
everyone interested in
these topics needs to
be scientifically literate.
But the claim that science
and science alone can answer
longstanding questions in these fields
gives rise to countless problems.”

BEYOND SCIENCE

The editor of the philosophical journal
Think and author of The Philosophy
Gym, Prof Stephen Law has identified
two kinds of questions to which it
is very widely supposed that science
cannot supply answers.
Firstly, philosophical questions
are for the most part conceptual,
rather than scientific or empirical.
They are usually answered by the use
of reasoning rather than empirical

observations. For example, Galileo
conducted a famous thought
experiment by reason alone.
Imagine two objects, one light
and one heavier than the other
one, connected to each other
by a string. Drop these linked
objects from the top of a tower.
If we assume heavier objects do
indeed fall faster than lighter
ones (and conversely, lighter
objects fall slower), the string will
soon pull taut as the lighter object
retards the fall of the heavier object.
But the linked objects together are
heavier than the heavy object alone,
and therefore should fall faster.
This logical contradiction leads one
to conclude the assumption about
heavier objects falling faster is false.
Galileo figured out this conclusion in
his head, without the assistance
of any empirical experiment
or observation. In doing
so, he was employing
philosophical rather
than scientific
methods.
Secondly, moral
questions are about
what we ought or ought
not to do. In contrast, the
empirical sciences, on their
own, appear capable of establishing
only what is the case. This is known
as the is/ought gap. Science can
provide us with factual evidence
that might influence our ethical
judgements but it cannot provide us
with the necessary ethical values or
principles. For example, science can
tell us how to build nuclear weapons,
but it cannot tell us whether or not
they should ever be used and under
what circumstances. Clinical trials are
conducted in medical science, often
using treatment groups versus control
groups of patients. It is bioethics
rather than science that provides
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us with the moral principles for
obtaining informed patient consent
for participation in such clinical trials,
especially when we consider that
control groups of patients are being
denied treatments that could be to
their benefit.
I have given the above examples
not to criticise science in any way, but
simply to point out that science has
limitations, and that there is a place
for other fields of inquiry in addition
to science.

IS PRAGMATISM ENOUGH?

mind and metaphysics could also be
relevant. Fodor adds that many of the
examples of science ‘delivering results’
are really applications of engineering
and technology, rather than the
discovery process of science itself.
Fodor makes the good point that
if the key to the success of the natural
sciences is adherence to rational
methodologies and inferences, then
it is those successful methods that
we should focus on championing,
whatever discipline they may be
applied in, rather than the data sets
collected in particular sciences.

Coming back to Fodor’s component
#3 of crude positivism, he makes
IMPLICATIONS FOR SCIENCE
a good point that a scientific
AND SKEPTICISM
explanation that ‘works’ is not
Physicist Ian Hutchison writes “The
necessarily true. For instance,
health of science is in fact jeopardised
Claudius Ptolemy of Alexandria (c.
by scientism, not promoted by it. At
90CE – c. 168CE) explained how to
the very least, scientism provokes a
predict the behaviour of the planets
defensive, immunological, aggressive
by introducing ad
response to
hoc notions of the
other intellectual
Insistence on the
deferent, equant
communities, in
and epicycles to the
exclusive competence return for its own
geocentric model of
arrogance and
of science only under- intellectual bullyism.
what is now known
as our solar system.
It taints science itself
mines its crediblity.
This model was
by association.”
completely wrong,
Hutchinson
yet it produced
suggests that perhaps
accurate predictions of the motions
what the public is rejecting is not
of the planets – it ‘worked’. Another
actually science itself, but a worldview
example was Gregor Mendel’s
that closely aligns itself with science
19th century genetic experiments
— scientism. By disentangling these
on wrinkled peas. These empirical
two concepts, we have a much better
experiments adequately explained
chance for enlisting public support
the observed phenomena of genetic
for scientific research.
variation without even knowing what
Hughes left us with a prescient
genes were or where they were located
warning that continued insistence
in living organisms.
on the universal and exclusive
Fodor argues that just because
competence of science will serve
scientific theories can be used to make
only to undermine the credibility
accurate predictions, this does not
of science as a whole. The ultimate
necessarily mean that science alone
outcome will be an increase in science
always provides us with accurate
denialism that questions the ability of
descriptions of reality. There is even
science to address even the questions
a philosophical theory known as
legitimately within its sphere of
scientific instrumentalism which
competence.
holds that as long as a scientific theory
makes accurate predictions, it does
not really matter whether the theory
corresponds to reality. The psychology
of perception and the philosophies of
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cientific consensus occurs when the
vast majority of the available evidence
independently converges towards the same
general conclusion within the margin of
error and this typically convinces the vast
majority of active research experts within the
area. Contrary to popular belief, scientific
consensus is not a popularity contest, but an
assessment of published scientific evidence.
This does not mean that all scientists
regardless of expertise agree on all possible
details and aspects of an area, but that a
particular model is so well-supported by the
evidence that it would be very unreasonable
to reject it. Scientific consensus forms over
time as evidence is uncovered, analysed and
published in the scientific literature and
general agreement about the facts emerge,
often in association with high-quality
systematic reviews, meta-analyses and
reports by large scientific organisations.
No one can be an expert on all issues,
so one has to start somewhere. A scientific
consensus is not always right, but it would
be the best-supported position right now
and would be backed up by the largest
amount of evidence. It is vastly more likely
to be true than some ranting YouTube video
or blog post filled with conspiracy theories.
Sometimes, the scientific community is
forced to change their consensus position
based on new and emerging evidence.
However, in such cases, the former consensus
position is disproved by smarter scientists
who work with better and more accurate
methods, not by ideological bloggers or
shrieking radio hosts with an axe to grind.
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When the scientific consensus
changes, it does not change arbitrarily,
but typically incorporates new
discoveries into already existing
models, slightly modifying them.
This is because of the correspondence
principle, which says that a new model
has to agree with older models in
areas where they are both applicable.
That is why Newtonian mechanics
is still around even though models
such as general relativity or quantum
mechanics are more accurate outside
everyday experience than Newtonian
mechanics. These two more advanced
models still make the same predictions
as Newtonian mechanics in the areas
where they both can be applied.
New discoveries have been made
in evolutionary biology in the late
1900s, but this did not completely
replace basic evolutionary biology
concepts such as common descent
or natural selection, only providing a
larger framework and more detailed
explanations.
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Studies into scientific agreement on human-caused global warming

already thought about these issues.
In the end, we have to acknowledge
that scientists can be mistaken,
but which is more likely, that the
community of scientists are wrong or
that uninformed critics that lack even
a basic understanding of the issues are
mistaken?
Another common trick by
proponents of pseudoscience is that
they cite various protest lists signed
DISAGREEMENT AND DEBATE
by scientists that reject the consensus
Scientists almost always disagree with
position in, for example, evolution,
each other on some issue or another.
climate, HIV as the cause of AIDS
This is because there is always a debate
or the collapse of the twin towers.
about the fine details of a model, but
However, these
this does not mean
researchers are
that the validity of
typically either not
the model itself is in
They sttempt to
scientists or not
doubt. The question
scientists who work in
should not be about denigrate science to
a relevant field. The
whether or not there irrational ideology .
number of scientists
is disagreement,
they have gathered
but whether or not
also has to be weighed
the accumulated
against the number of scientists who
knowledge is enough to overturn the
residual uncertainties and disagreement support the consensus position, which
is many orders of magnitude larger.
about details that always exists.
This is, however, conveniently ignored
Proponents of pseudoscience
by anti-science activists. In fact, this
typically appeal to certain “gotcha”
technique is so common that it has
claims where they trot out some
been given the name of “magnified
supposedly unexplained phenomenon
minority”.
and ask proponents of science to
When proponents of pseudoscience
explain it and if they cannot, the
cannot lift their own ideology to the
pseudoscience proponents declare
position of science, they attempt
victory. Examples of this includes the
to denigrate science to the level of
evolution of the human eye, how jet
irrational ideology. This is done
fuel melts metal, or abusing short-term
by falsely calling science a religion
weather trends against climate science.
or falsely claiming that scientific
They fail to realise that scientists have
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consensus is just an appeal to authority
or popularity. This is wrong, since
the consensus is just a proxy for the
position that is most well-supported
by the evidence. It is this evidence
that is being appealed to when science
defenders appeal to consensus, not
authority or popularity. Another tactic
is to accuse all scientists in a particular
field of being paid or bought by some
corporation. This line of argument does
not and cannot work, since such vast
conspiracies would never be able to
sustain themselves without leaks.

SEEKING THE TRUTH

So how do you learn what the
consensus position is or find out
more information about it? As stated
previously, no one can be an expert on
all subjects, but we can identify reliable
experts that provide summaries of the
current state of some scientific field
or issue. This can be done by reading
summaries provided by, for example,
the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), National Institute
for Standards and Technology (NIST),
National Aeronautics and Space
Administration (NASA) and similar
sources. These are not always right, but
they are decidedly more often right
than random bloggers or social media
posts. It might be tempting to just do
a few searches in article databases such
as PubMed, but it is way too easy to
search millions and millions of papers
and find something that superficially
appears to support one’s position.
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A

Consent
to Risk Fallacy

common argument against
counter-terrorism measures is that
more people are killed each year by road
accidents than by terrorists. While this
statistic may be true, it is a false analogy
and a red herring argument against
counter-terrorism. It also ignores the
fact that counter-terrorism deters and
prevents more terrorist attacks than
those that are eventually carried out.
This fallacious argument can be
generalised as follows: “More people
are killed by (fill-in-the-blank) than by
terrorists, so why do we worry so much
about terrorism?” In recent debates,
the ‘blank’ has included not only
road accidents, but also deaths from
falling fridges and bathtub drownings.
However, let us assume that more
people do die from road accidents than
would have died from either prevented
or successful terrorist attacks.
Whenever we travel in a car, most
people are aware that there is a small
but finite risk of being injured or killed.
Yet this risk does not keep us away from
cars. We intuitively make an informal
risk assessment that the level of this risk
is acceptable in the circumstances. In
other words, we consent to take the risk,
because we decide that the low level of
risk of an accident does not outweigh
the benefits of car transport.
On the other hand, we do not
consent to take the risk of being
murdered by terrorists, unless we
deliberately decide to visit a terroristprone area like Syria, northern Iraq or the
southern Philippines. A terrorist attack
could occur anywhere in the West, so
unlike the road accident analogy, there
is no real choice a citizen can make to
consent or not consent to the risk of a
terrorist attack.
The Consent to Risk Fallacy omits
this critical factor of choice from the
equation, so the analogy between
terrorism and road accidents is false.

- by Tim Harding
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Instead, one has to look deeper
and more broader to get reliable
knowledge, and scientific and medical
organisations can provide that level of
knowledge.
More seasoned defenders of
science might read several systematic
reviews in high-impact journals
and then write down their own
summaries of scientific questions,
experimental and statistical methods,
basic results as well as strengths
and limitations of specific research
designs. This is a wonderful way to
gain reliable knowledge from the
scientific literature on issues from
vaccine safety to climate change, but
it requires a deeper understanding of
the scientific area as well as stronger
ability for critical thinking, since
nonsense occasionally gets published
in the scientific literature.
The general idea is that when
something gets published in the
scientific literature, it is the time that
the discussion begins, not ends. Once

a scientific consensus develops, it is
time to accept the general picture
that science provides and continue
researching the details to expand our
realm of knowledge.
Scientific consensus positions
are often seen as looming threats to
different pseudoscientific movements.
That is why climate deniers and antiGMO activists spend so much time
and money attacking mainstream
climate science and vaccine research.
If they can spread fear, uncertainty
and doubt, they think they will
be able to undermine the science.
They could not be more wrong. By
pointing out the difference between
debates about some particular detail
of a scientific explanation and debates
about the entire model, one can more
easily counter deceptive strategies by
the merchants of doubt.

.

Note:Reprinted with permission from
Debunking Denialism,
debunkingdenialism.com.
About the author:
Emil Karlsson is a scientific skeptic, debunker of
pseudoscience and writer at Debunking Denialism.
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Why do people trust celebrities simply
because they’re celebrities, and what does that
say about trust in science? Diana Lucia looks at
cures that are written in the stars.

T

here’s a phenomenon
that’s really been
bothering me lately,
the new ‘celebrity
scientists’ spreading
the misinformation of
pseudoscience, pseudospiritualism, and new age
philosophy. The celebrity
culprits are easy to spot, they
usually leave a trail of outlandish
endorsements, fad diets, colon
cleanses, supplements, and over hyped
nutritional sources. Their claims
are sprinkled with a light dose of
‘science’, coupled with the illusion of
scientific accuracy, repackaged, and
fed to the public using Instagram,
twitter, or other social media outlets
as their promotional weapon of
choice.
A quick Google search of “celebrity
health advice” accurately reflects the
misinformation promoted: tomatoes
are toxic, lectins cause obesity,
colonics are good, detoxing from
heavy metals is needed, energising
your chakras by illuminated crystals
restores balance, and paleo diets can
prevent autism.

Besides being bogus claims with
no scientific evidence, it does show
that we’ve hit a trend in our society
where celebrities and popular culture
have become the new gate keepers
of information on science and
health. Gone are the days where the
mainstream public trust the reasoned
scientific consensus and where
scientists and trained doctors are the
only source of knowledge. The public
now eagerly await their favourite
celebrity to endorse a new health
product, diet, or lifestyle, and we’ve
seen this displayed with the likes of
Oprah, Dr Oz, and Gwyneth Paltrow.
The reality is that celebrities and
popular culture can catalyse herdlike behaviour, and when it comes to
our consumer behaviour, we tend to
have a symbiotic relationship with
celebrities and the products they
endorse. With our society quickly
going down a rabbit hole where
pseudoscience and pseudo-medicine
is fast replacing the scientific method,
we need to ask ourselves if celebrities
and their influence on our healthrelated behaviours has become a new
public health issue.
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GWYNETH’S GOOP
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There has been a fair amount of
attention in the media the last few
months over Gwyneth Paltrow’s
lifestyle brand ‘goop’. In case you
haven’t heard of the brand, it launched
in 2008 originally as a weekly e-mail
newsletter with new age advice like
“police your thoughts” and “eliminate
white foods”, and the slogan ‘nourish
the inner aspect’. Since its inception it
has morphed into a new age buffet of
wellness products and advice promoted
by Paltrow and facilitated by physicians
working for goop.
Here is a snap shot of some of the
wellness products on offer on the
website: an energy clearing kit for $195;
a product called ‘brain dust’ for $38
to “align you with the mighty cosmic
flow needed for great achievement”;
a 10-day detox supplement kit for
$169, the ‘goop medicine bag’ for $89
which has a (goop-exclusive) pouch
that holds magically charged stones;
a fragrance candle for $72 that claims
to possess the “power to entrance, heal
and transform”; and the $120 product
called ‘body vibes’ which are wearable
stickers claiming to “rebalance the
energy frequency in our bodies”. These
magical stickers have also been touted
to be made from the same material that
lines NASA’s spacesuits.
Using the word NASA in the same
sentence as goop seems like a risky play,
and it was – NASA quickly refuted
goop’s claims and the whole fiasco was
simply put down to a “communication
error” by goop, although they appear to
still stand behind their magical stickers.
While it’s easy to simply roll your
eyes at these products and the “goop
warriors” that empty their wallets for
a chance to “heal and transform” their
bodies and lives, the biggest issue here
are the physicians promoting this
goop business model on its website.

It’s these physicians who are selling
culture and health related behaviour
the motherlode of bad medicine and
as strongly as Oprah Winfrey. Her
science: homeopathy, detox cleanses,
extravagant giveaways, emotionally
naturopathy, colon cleanses, functional
driven programs, celebrity worship,
medicine, fad diets, and dubious
messages of self-empowerment and
medical advice at a premium price.
endorsements have all been labelled the
For example, women are being told
‘Oprah effect’, and it’s not hard to see
that bras can predispose them to breast
why.
cancer (a claim that has long being
Her audience would easily break
debunked), the Epstein-Barr Virus is
into evangelical seizures of worship
the root of all chronic illness, and to
to snake-oil salesmen disguised as
sleep with an expensive jade egg (that
self-improvement gurus, and when
can be conveniently bought on the
it comes to highly contentious issues
goop website for $66) in their vagina to
such as childhood vaccinations, she
cleanse their reproductive organs.
wrongly put featured celebrities on
While Paltrow wants us to follow her
a pedestal, and infamously gave an
journey of perfect health and wellbeing,
international platform to celebrity
she openly admitted on a talk show
activist Jenny McCarthy and her
earlier this year about
opinion of childhood
her goop brand that
vaccines causing autism.
Her audience
“I don’t know what
While some may argue
the (bleep) we talk
that public discussion of
would break into
about!” in an open fit
topics should
evangelical seizures polarising
of giggles.
be encouraged, putting
of worship for snake celebrity endorses of the
So, what does
it mean when a
anti-vaccine movement
oil salesmen.
company’s CEO is
on a pedestal as they
admitting that the
promote anecdotal
proof is not in the pudding? Nothing
evidence as fact, while ridiculing the
– the reality is that her loyal followers
scientific method on talk shows with
know they are buying a Gwyneth
such sentiments as “Google is my
Paltrow approved product, and it
science” or “I should have a doctorate
doesn’t matter if it’s an unrealistic idea
in Google” is antagonising to the
of health based on pseudoscience, it’s
scientific method. While the Oprah
a chance to be a member of her clique
Show has ended, the Oprah effect
and it shows that our society is at the
hasn’t, and she still promotes a wide
intersection of a new reality: the love of
variety of dubious medical practices,
celebrity and the distrust of academic
pseudoscience, and mysticism in her
authority.
magazine O, the Oprah Magazine.
Adding to this, we can’t forget that
she planted the seed that sprouted the
WINFREY’S WOO
now infamous Dr Mehmet Oz (Dr
Tracing back the evolutionary timeline
of celebrities peddling witchcraft and
Oz), who for five years contributed as
wizardry under the umbrella of science,
a health expert on her show discussing
no other celebrity has influenced our
viewers’ health and wellness concerns.
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Top from left to right: Oprah Winfrey dreams,
Gwyneth Paltrow goops, and Dr Oz is not being
heard in Congress.
Below: Not all endorsements are for bad
products - everyone likes Bradman’s ice cream
or being rolled by Doris Day - but stars and even
doctors were up for a bit of unhealthy promotion.

While it may be assumed that giving
a platform to a cardiothoracic surgeon
would be the catalyst to break the cycle
of celebrity laden health advice – it
wasn’t.

THE WIZARD OF OZ

Dr Oz is a prime example of celebrity
power and its influence on global
consumer behaviour in modern
culture. It was only two years ago
that he appeared before Congress in
a consumer protection hearing for
making deceptive medical claims and
promoting an unproven weight loss
supplement on his television series, The
Dr Oz Show.
The supplement in question was
Garcinia Cambogia, a tropical fruit
that has been claimed to aid weight
loss by burning fat quicker and
curbing appetite. Dr Oz first promoted
supplements containing Garcinia
Cambogia in a 2013 show in which it
was called a “revolutionary fat buster”
and the “most exciting breakthrough in
natural weight loss today”. He marketed
it as a weight-loss pill and it had an
exponential rise in sales.
However, during the senate
committee hearing he agreed that his
language about the supplements had
been “flowery” and he recognised that
his claim didn’t have the “scientific
muster to present as fact”, but
nevertheless he claimed that he would
give his audience the same advice he
gives his family.
Am I the only one that is shocked
by his own admission of snake oil
peddling? He misled and endangered
the public by promoting quack
treatments and cures in the interest
of personal financial gain, yet his
show is still on the air with an avid

international following. I
hoped that maybe since
the senate hearing Dr Oz
may have changed his ways,
as I had read an interview
where he expressed
remorse, saying he wished
he could “take back” some
of his television segments,
and promising not to use
exaggerated language like
“miracle” anymore.
To give him the benefit
of the doubt, I went onto
his website to see if he had
learned the error of his
ways, but instead I found
segments with headlines
such as: The 30 second
cracker test to tell if you
are carb intolerant! Can
you will a medical miracle
to happen?! What is your
health horoscope!? (this
is where Dr Oz takes
the audience through
the horoscope to reveal
what your birth sign says
about your health). Why
grapefruit is back: the
7-Day grapefruit detox for
weight loss!
Each segment is sold on
screen with an exclamation
mark at the end of the title
and strobe lights, just in
case the audience’s attention
is dwindling.
While he may not be
selling products directly
to the public, à la goop,
he is still promoting
lifestyle and medical advice
not subject to the strict
scientific method that
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behaviour and memory formation,
thereby improving attitudes toward
and recognition of the endorsed item.
The psychological mechanisms at play
Continued...
are seen with ‘classical conditioning’,
where the positive responses that
people have toward celebrities come
to be independently generated by
endorsed items, ‘self-conception’, where
traditional medicine encompasses. Yet,
people follow advice from celebrities
it seems that it doesn’t matter that he is
who match how they perceive (or
promoting bogus claims, the audience
want to perceive) themselves, and
already trust his word as he is wearing
‘cognitive dissonance’, where people
scrubs or a white coat, which gives
unconsciously rationalise following
the illusion of academic authority.
celebrity medical advice to reduce
He is also on TV, giving the audience
the psychological discomfort that
the impression that he must have
may otherwise result from holding
something substantial to teach us.
incompatible views.
Sociology literature has also shown
UNCRITICAL THINKING
that the spread of celebrity advice
It’s this type of thinking that illustrates
through social networks increases its
how the mechanics of celebrity
influence, with people following this
and popular culture are so easy to
advice to acquire celebrities’ social
manipulate to an audience and the
capital.
public. Research is showing that there
It seems that when it comes to
are biological, psychological, and social
celebrity influence on our health and
mechanisms through which celebrities
influence our health-related behaviours. lifestyle choices, we have a range of
biological, psychological, and social
Simply put, our brains don’t have
barriers that prevent
the innate ability to
our innate ability to
think critically, so
Celebrity ads
think critically. So,
when we see a detox
plan promising to
have the potential to should we give up
allow society to
restore glow or vitality,
activate brain regions and
disappear down a
or a product being
involved in positive
rabbit hole of magic
promoted as a weight
stones and jade eggs?
loss miracle, we don’t
associations.
The answer is no.
automatically start a
We need to continue
reflective and analytical
to expose the ‘celebrity scientists’
style of thinking. We don’t ask
that peddle alternative therapies,
questions like: Why is that so? Where
misinformation, and pseudoscience.
is the evidence? How good is that
On a deeper level, we also need to
evidence? Is this a good argument? Is
hone our own critical thinking skills, as
it biased? Is it verifiable? What are the
it can only be learned through practice.
alternative explanations?
Critical thinking is not just for
Adding to this, our brains easily
scientists; to be a critical consumer is
adopt a neural mechanism known as
invaluable and allows for informed
‘meaning transfer’, where celebrity
judgement. It’s also paramount to teach
advertisements have the potential to
our kids how to think critically from
activate certain brain regions involved
an early age, and student engagement
in forming positive associations, which
with the critical thinking process itself
indicates that the transfer of positive
is what will make all the difference in
memories is associated with the
the future.
celebrity to the endorsed item.
However, for now, if you find
Other studies have shown that
yourself trapped at the water cooler
endorsements from celebrities activate
with someone spewing details of a new
brain regions associated with trustful
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detox, or a herb with a fancy name
boasting miracle powers, remember they don’t realise that what was peddled
to them is utter pseudoscience and
nonsense. They really do believe that
what they have bought or are taking is
amazing, and they want to share this
incredible information with you. If
they do seem on the fence, try to win
them over with knowledge, science,
and facts (but remember, no one likes a
know it all).
I doubt they will have a sudden
epiphany at the water cooler, but you
can be part of the process that breaks
down the barriers to begin to change
people’s minds. Even if it’s a very uphill
battle, it’s worth a try.

.
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Furses, coiled again!
Anthony Gunn busts
some snake myths.

S

nakes are your friend!
What the …? Australia has the
top 10 deadliest snakes in the world,
and one drop of venom from an
Eastern Brown snake could kill you.
This hardly seems friendly. In this
article we are going to see why snakes
are so feared and use skepticism
to bust common myths that make
snakes seem evil.
Snakes are potentially man’s most
feared animal, displayed throughout
human history as a mythological
symbol. For example, the bible
describes the devil disguised as a
snake, tempting Adam and Eve in the
garden of Eden; Greek mythology
depicts the female monster, Medusa,
with a hairstyle of living snakes, or
Laocoon, who fought giant snakes
sent down by the gods. Similarly,
movies show heroes fighting snakes
such as Conan the Barbarian, Indiana
Jones, and Harry Potter. This bad
press on snakes only fuels myths
about them.

Left: William Blake’s “Tempation and Fall of
Eve” (1809) - not so scared of snakes.

WHY WE FEAR SNAKES

The fear of snakes is universal and
impacts people from all cultures around
the world. This fear is hard-wired

in humans for our own protection.
Children learn to fear snakes around
two years of age, the time when a
child is able to venture away from
their primary caregiver. Prior to this
age, studies show that when younger
children are placed in contact with a
tame and non-venomous living snake,
these children will treat the snake as if
it’s a big moving toy.
Research demonstrates that cultures
who have never been exposed to
snakes, when shown video footage of
these animals, have a visceral physical
reaction akin to a strong fear response.
Why? Because snakes killed many
of our early ancestors and it’s only
modern medicine that has turned this
around.
In Australia, approximately three
people die each year from snake bites
(most often the person was bitten
trying to kill or handle the snake). Yet
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in places such as India, where antivenom and modern medicine aren’t
readily available, the yearly death rate is
an estimated 50,000 people.
Of all the nearly 3000 species of
snakes in the world, only 375 species
are venomous, and only a small portion
of these are potentially harmful to
humans. Despite Australia having
the top 10 most venomous snakes in
the world, these same snakes are now
protected.
After years of treating people for
snake phobia and giving public talks
about snakes, I’m still amazed at the
number of people who claim, “A dead
snake is a good snake”. Still, due to the
lethality of some snakes, combined with
a long history of snakes being perceived
as evil, it’s no wonder that many people
develop a strong fear or even a phobia
of snakes.

WHAT IS A PHOBIA?

44

Phobias are irrational, as the fear is
totally out of proportion to the actual
risk of the situation. For example,
someone with a phobia of snakes likely
can’t look at a picture of a snake, watch
one on television, or handle a rubber
snake. Likewise, people with snake
phobia will often avoid walking in the
bush or long grass, which often rules
out bushwalking, camping or visiting/
living in the country.
Phobias can come in all shapes
and sizes. People can develop phobias
towards heights, deep water, birds
(often this includes avoiding feathers),
light bulbs, buttons, overhead ceiling
fans, and trampolines, to name but a
few. Despite the vast array of phobias,
all phobias can be classified into three
categories:
• Specific phobias – fear of a specific
object or situation, such as animals
(this includes snakes), needles, water,
flying or heights.
• Agoraphobia – symptoms of anxiety
in situations where the person

perceives the
environment to be
unsafe with no easy
way to get away.
• Social phobia (now
known as social
anxiety disorder)
– fear of negative
evaluation from
others, such as
eating, writing, or
speaking in public.
Snake phobia is
classed as a specific
phobia. For the rest of
the article, when the
term phobia is used, it
will represent specific
phobia.

Left: A 4-year-old from
the Vadi Tribe in Gujarat,
India, where kids are
brought up with snakes.

learning a phobia,
through the
transmission of
information from
others, was shown to
me by a lady I once
treated for snake
phobia who had
never seen a snake
in real life. Her fear
was passed on by her
mother. As a little
girl growing up on
a small hobby farm
Snake phobia is the
her mother would
HOW COMMON IS
most common phobia
constantly insist
SNAKE PHOBIA?
Our evolutionary
people experience. The that my client wear
gumboots whenever
ancestors have set us
next most common are outside as protection
up to fear snakes for
against possible snake
our own protection,
spiders and heights.
attacks, she would
which is why snake
have to check her
phobia is the most
bed for snakes before climbing in at
common phobia people experience.
night, and was not allowed to walk in
The second most common phobia is
long grass or go camping with friends,
spiders, followed by heights. All three
all due to the risk of snake bites.
of these fears could have killed our
As can be seen with this lady’s story,
early ancestors, so it makes sense that
spreading misinformation or myths
we’ve been hard-wired to fear them.
about snakes is not only a risk factor
Some researchers believe that as
for creating phobias, but can also
many as 1 in 4 people suffer from
threaten a person’s quality of life. As
some type of phobia. Yet, there are no
skeptics, it’s so important we challenge
accurate estimates of how common
commonly held mistruths about
snake phobia is because very few
snakes. The first step is knowing what
people will seek treatment for their
some of the common snake myths are
phobia of snakes. It is safe to say
that circulate within our society.
that you will likely know at least one
person close to you who has a phobia
of snakes.
SNAKE MYTHS
Even if a person does not have a
phobia of snakes, the innate fear of
HOW ARE PHOBIAS LEARNED?
snakes will set them up to believe a
Phobias are learned in one of three
lot of myths about these fascinating
ways: direct experience (being bitten
creatures. Here are some common
by a snake); seeing someone else have
snake myths that need busting.
a traumatic experience with a snake
Snakes are slimy – snakes have scales,
(movies work well here); or reading/
but unlike fish, they have no slime.
hearing about the phobic stimuli
Instead a snake feels like soft leather.
(people gossiping about the dangers of
snakes or how big a snake was that they A snake’s skin, due to the constant
sliding in and out of tight spots,
saw).
ensures very little sticks to their scales,
An example of this last way of
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thereby making their skin very clean
and smooth to touch.
Snakes will chase you – snakes attack
due to feeling threatened. Give them
an escape and they will quickly take
off. Just as humans have evolved to
fear snakes, snakes have evolved to
avoid predators that are bigger than
them. Stand still and you’re no longer
a threat to a snake.
Snakes hunt in packs–
snakes are solitary
animals that generally
only come together for
mating. They eat their
prey whole, so sharing
isn’t an option. It’s every
snake for themselves!
Snakes hunt humans–
snakes are masters at
conserving energy.
Hunting prey that is
too big to digest, such
as a human, is not only
a waste of time but also
a waste of energy. “Pick
on someone your own
size” is a mantra snakes
live by.
Baby snakes mean the
parents are close by –
once snakes have their
young, either if hatched
from eggs or born alive,
these babies have to fend
for themselves. There
is no maternal bond between parent
snakes and their babies. Survival of
the fittest is alive and well in the snake
kingdom.
Snakes are attracted to cats’ milk
bowls – this is a commonly held belief
that some dairy farmers professed after
seeing a snake drinking from a cat’s
milk bowl. However, snakes are after
the mice that a dairy farm attracts,
and mice are attracted to milk. Snakes
are only following the scent trail of a
mouse to the milk bowl.
Red belly black snakes keep brown
snakes away – Herpetologists have
regularly found both types of snakes
living in close proximity to each other.
This also applies to blue tongue lizards,
which have been suggested to keep
certain snake species away.

Snake repellents keep snakes away –
a booming industry is flogging snake
repellents such as electronic devices
that emit a sound frequency or
substances that can be placed on the
ground. Unfortunately, the scientific
evidence is lacking that prove snake
repellents work.

Laocoön and His Sons
(1506) - what you get
for warning about
Trojan Horses.
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Let’s apply a little bit of science
to this story. If snakes were so
incompetent that they first needed to
stretch themselves out to see if they
could swallow potential prey, then
snakes would have died out a long
time ago. Most snake prey are very fast
moving, so if a snake had to measure
itself against its prey before eating, the
prey would be long gone
before the snake decided it
was the right size. Snakes
operate on instinct and know
what size prey they can fit
inside them, and if they get it
wrong, then they will likely
die. In the colder months of
the year, snakes can naturally
go off their food. Any vet
who treats reptiles will
know this, making the vet’s
comments in the story totally
unbelievable.

SUMMING UP

BUSTING THE MYTH
OF AN URBAN LEGEND

One story that has been doing the
rounds on social media states that there
once was a woman who had a 7 foot
long pet snake that she loved dearly.
The snake stopped eating so she took
it to the vet. The woman explained the
situation to the vet and he asked her,
“Has your snake been sleeping with
you at night or snuggling really close
and stretching himself out?”
The woman replied, “Yes he’s been
doing it every day.”
The vet says “Ma’am your snake is
not sick, he has been preparing to eat
you. He’s been sizing you up every day
so he knows how big he has to be, and
not eating so he has enough room to
digest you.”

We fear snakes because we’re
evolutionarily hard-wired by
our early ancestors to do so
for our safety. This hardwired
fear sets our brains up for
believing all kinds of myths
about snakes. Next time you
hear someone professing to
know a dark secret about
snakes, suppress the desire to
unquestioningly believe their
claim. Instead, know that the primitive
fear centre of your brain is setting you
up to be gullible towards snake myths.
Put on your skeptic hat and question
the claim. Snakes are a vital part of our
environment and it’s skepticism that’s
showing snakes aren’t the enemy we
once thought they were.

.

About the author:
Dr Anthony Gunn
is a psychologist
and internationally
published author,
pictured with his
pet, Gus the black
headed python.
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hen I first thought of this
topic it sounded like a great
idea, because the way TV and movies
abuse our understanding of medicine
and the human body has always
bugged the hell out of me. But now
that I’ve put in the research and
checked out all the facts, I realise that
I’m merely being a huge party pooper.
If you’ve enjoyed believing in some of
these fancies, you’re probably going
to be mad at me. Or better yet, just
proclaim that I’m on the payroll of
corporate interests, ignore everything
I have to say, and go on believing that
eating chocolate causes acne.
And that’s as good a starting place
as any. Folk wisdom tells us that
eating chocolate causes acne, or that
the oil from cheap greasy food like
cheeseburgers or French fries will ooze

different regions, and each region is
right out through your skin and cause
sensitive to a particular taste. Bitterness
pimples. Fortunately, numerous trials
have been done, and we’ve learned that is sensed on the tip of the tongue,
sweetness on the edges, and so forth.
groups eating the suspect foods don’t
Turns out this is another myth too.
get any worse acne than the control
groups eating healthy food. So you can Every taste bud senses all flavours. This
keep right on chowing down. The true explains why it never works when you
try to test that old story by squeezing
causes of acne are heredity, hormonal
lemon onto just little
changes associated
dots of your tongue,
with adolescence,
stress, and bacteria,
Now that I’ve put in and find that it’s
pretty horrible no
though some recent
the research, I realise
matter where you
studies have found
minor correlations
that I’m merely being a put it.
So long as we’re
with consumption of
huge party pooper .
talking about food
foods high in iodine.
and the senses, let’s
So don’t drink iodine
mention the old tip of improving your
if you’re pimply.
vision by eating carrots. As it turns out,
If you enjoy the taste of chocolate,
the only connection between carrots
you’ve probably also heard that taste
and eyesight is the vitamin A that your
buds are arranged on the tongue in

“

”
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body derives from the beta-carotene
in carrots. You can eat all the vitamin
A you want and it won’t improve or
otherwise affect your vision at all. If
you have a severe vitamin A deficiency,
it can lead to one cause of blindness.
It’s not quite clear how this story got
started, but one source says it was
a misinformation campaign by the
Royal Air Force in World War II to
explain the effectiveness of their night
fighter pilots — the actual classified
explanation being their new radar
system.
Another food that’s said to help is
orange juice and cookies to replenish
your blood sugar after you give blood.
The problem with this is that there’s no
reason your blood sugar would be any
lower or require replenishment after
donating. Giving blood just sucks a
safe amount of your blood reserve out
of your body; it does not change or
weaken the blood that remains. Nor is
the rest of your body dehydrated after
giving blood, so there’s no more reason
that you would need to rehydrate
than there might otherwise be. Some
people might get nervous or faint
from the process, and the refreshment
might help to relax them; but there
is no medical need for juice, cookies,
flowers, kind thoughts, or anything
else.

STABBING PAINS

While we’re on the subject of blood,
let’s talk about one of my pet peeves
from Hollywood. In Pulp Fiction, John
Travolta stabbed Uma Thurman with
a syringe full of epinephrine directly
into her heart to cure a drug overdose.
In The Rock, Nicolas Cage does the
same thing to himself to counter the
effects of poison gas. Wow, makes for
a dramatic movie scene, doesn’t it?
And now, since it was such an exciting
scene, practically every TV and
movie writer thinks it’s real and puts
it into about every other show. Well
I’m sorry to burst your epicardium,
but according to emergency room
doctors, there is no actual medical
treatment that involves the dramatic
stabbing of a huge needle directly into
the heart - certainly not through the
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breastbone or in any kind of violent
or forceful manner. The way to get
any medication into the heart is to
simply inject it into a vein. No driving
musical soundtrack required.
Of course, if you did accidentally
kill your friend by stabbing them in
the heart with a syringe, you might get
to test the old story that their hair and
fingernails will continue growing after
death. There’s no truth to this either.
Metabolism stops at death, so there is
no possible mechanism by which new
hair or fingernails could be created.
This rumour probably got started
because a dead body’s soft tissues dry
out and shrink and pull away, exposing
more of the hair and nails. Egyptians
didn’t really look that creeped out in
real life.
Neither does hair grow any thicker
or darker after it’s been cut. Everyone’s
been told this, but nobody seems to
believe it. Hair is made of dead cells.
There is no metabolism or living
nerves in hair, thus no mechanism
by which the tip of a hair follicle
could communicate that it had been
cut back to the root to stimulate
additional growth or the development
of new hair follicles. Some people
have longer hair and some people
have shorter hair, both on their head
and on their bodies, and the speed of
growth and the lifecycle of the follicles
is determined by your genes. It can’t be
changed, certainly not by anything as
simple as cutting. A cut-off tip of hair
is more visible than the finely tapered
natural end, which probably explains
why so many people still believe this;
but that cut hair will never be as long
as the natural hair.

TAKING THE PISS

Here’s a good one, and it’s a personal
favourite because it happened to a
friend of mine. He staggered up out
of the water in Cancúnon, Mexico,
with a Portuguese Man-o’-War stuck
to his shoulder, tentacles glued all
over his torso, and collapsed on
the beach writhing in agony. While
someone called for help, some gringo
SCUBA divers on hand offered to
help the way they knew best: All six
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of them unzipped and hosed him
down liberally. Sadly for my friend,
the old home remedy of urinating on a
jellyfish sting only makes things worse.
While vinegar will in fact block any
remaining stinger cells from firing,
urine contains ammonia, which causes
the stinger cells to fire. Let’s just say it
was a bad day for my friend.
On a less painful subject, who

among us does not have a mom
who has whacked us with a ruler for
cracking our knuckles? Folk wisdom
says knuckle cracking leads to arthritis
or joint enlargement. As a lifelong
knuckle cracker, I can confidently
attest to no ill effects. Nor should
I expect any. The crack you hear is
simply the popping of bubbles within
the synovial fluid as the ligament is
stretched, as hard to believe as that
sounds. It causes no problems and
has no cumulative effects. While the
popping itself is harmless, the repeated
stretching of the ligaments can lead
to, well, stretched ligaments, but this
too is unrelated to either arthritis or
enlargement. Never pay attention to

your mother. I’m pretty sure my own
mom’s not listening, so I can say that.
Have we had enough of these yet?
How about one more?
Remember in Beverly Hills Cop,
when Judge Reinhold said to Sgt
Taggart that the average person has
five pounds of undigested red meat
in their bowels? Urban myths like
this one are largely responsible for
the popularity of colon cleansing in
holistic medicine. The hose enters
through the exit and some solution
is pumped in to rinse out the daily
output of your digestive system.
This is based on a wholly erroneous
assumption, that you have old junk or
“toxins” built up in there. You don’t.
The digestive system is an active,
working, one-way conveyor belt.
Nothing stops and stays in there. If it
does, that’s called a blockage, which is
a serious medical emergency. Unless
you are in the emergency room right
now with an intestinal blockage, there
is nothing in your intestines older than
about 24 hours, other than bacteria
which live safely tucked away in the
walls. If you’ve ever had a colonoscopy,
you know that all you have to do is
stop eating and drink water for a day
or two and your bowels will be as clear
as a Smurf ’s conscience.
Whenever you hear a story or a
rumour about the human body that
seems unusual or doesn’t make any
obvious sense, be skeptical. It may be
true after all - the body is a fascinating
machine that’s full of surprises but it’s always best for your health
to follow a skeptical process and
determine the facts for certain.

.

Reprinted with permission from Skeptoid
#78, December 11, 2007.

About the author:
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Confessions about
Confessions of GhostHunters
Sharon Hill casts a critical eye over the adventures of poltergeist pursuers.

T

here are three books that are
explicitly titled “Confessions of
a Ghost Hunter” – from 1928, 1936
and 2002. There is also one called
“Confessions of a Reluctant Ghost
Hunter” by Von Braschler (2014)
that I confess I didn’t read. A defunct
Facebook page and website also of
the same name appears to be related.
Several other media also nab this title
in some form or another to the point
where it’s getting stale, like just another
ghost reality TV show. But I’m here to
compare the three books.
I read them in order of popularity
today: Harry Price’s first, which is
also the most substantial and the
best of the lot. Then Troy Taylor’s,
who was (maybe still is) popular
with the modern amateur ghost
hunting community. Finally, I read
Elliott O’Donnell’s, which is nearly
forgotten or even unknown by today’s
paranormal researchers.
I’ll introduce them in chronological
order because I think they say
something about ghost hunting over
time.

ELLIOTT O’DONNELL (1872 – 1965)

O’Donnell’s Confessions of a Ghost
Hunter came out in 1928, but is now
out of print. I have a reprint with very
large text, making it strange to read.
Born in Bristol, UK, he was proud
of his Irish heritage. His relatives
were also interested in ghosts and the
book contains many stories of them
including the fact that the family has
their own banshee. O’Donnell claimed
to be psychic and to have also seen
fairies. References to his ancestors are
prevalent in the book which is written
with fascinating descriptions and
elegant language. The many stories are
unconfirmed and certainly seem
embellished for dramatic effect.
He quotes dialogue word for word,
a level of detail I find difficult
to accept as entirely accurate.
Curiously, he also suggests other
stories may not be all that reliable
as if to bolster the credibility of
those he does not disclaim.
The book is a good bit
travelogue from an early part
of his life, including coming to

the US. He provides engaging tales
and impressions of the American
West, specifically Sacramento and San
Francisco. He relates the harrowing tale
of being lost in the Cascades of Oregon.
There are many sections of the book that
relate not at all to ghost hunting. But I
still enjoyed reading it very much.
Many did think that O’Donnell
exaggerated his tales with some fictional
flair. In fact, he did write fiction, as well
as dozens of non-fiction books on
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strange claims, and many articles about
ghost legends and other mysteries.
Chris Romer, a current paranormal
researcher who has described O’Donnell
as “perhaps the first of the great
media star ghost-hunters”,
recognises him as being a
key writer and investigator of
spontaneous cases. But even he
admits “with O’Donnell it is hard
to know exactly what to believe,
and it may well be that some of his
American exploits are as fictitious as
his later ghost stories!”.
Romer also notes that information
on O’Donnell is scarce, so his stories
must speak for themselves.
It’s logical that this book was
followed by its namesake written by
Harry Price.

HARRY PRICE (1881 – 1948)
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A contemporary of O’Donnell, Price
lays claim to the title of the first modern
“ghost hunter”, and he is justified in
that. His popularity and influence, if
not-so-stellar reputation, is still with
us today. Maybe a reader will know if
Price lifted the title of his book from
O’Donnell.
Price’s Confessions was published
in 1936; the copy that I have is from
1974, a time when supernatural topics
were experiencing a resurgence in
popularity and thus this book was
re-popularised. In the introduction to
this edition, Michael Lord writes that
“Harry Price was the greatest scientific
investigator of psychical phenomena
of all time”. However, the intro goes
to (almost comical) lengths by crowing
about the wonderfulness of Uri Geller
and that Price was key to making the
paranormal respectable.
Price, also from England, was a
member of the prestigious Magic Circle
of magicians, so he knew how tricks
were done. Even though he exposed fake
mediums and thought much of their

Right: Harry Price’s ghosthunting
paraphernalia, presumably including
a hank of flex.

acts were ridiculous, he still expressed
the belief that he had witnessed genuine
psychic abilities. He founded the first
laboratory in Britain for the scientific
study of such phenomena and was a great
promoter in the media of psychic reality.
In testing mediums, Price was often
impressed by the evidence and sought
a consistent explanation. This was not
forthcoming.
Price was the first, I think, to
establish the concept of the ghost
hunting ‘kit’. Long before high-tech
ghost gadgetry, his collection was
utilitarian and practical: soft felt
overshoes; measuring tape; seals and a
sealing tool; tape, tools and nails; small
electric bells; batteries and switches;
camera with film and flashbulbs and
infrared filters; notebooks; colour
pencils; first aid supplies; string; chalk;
matches; and flashlight and candle.
Charming, isn’t it? Weird to us today
is the inclusion of brandy (for settling
nerves, perhaps), a bowl of mercury
to detect tremors (unavailable and
considered toxic today) and something
called a “hank of flex”, the nature of

which I can’t even guess. (This list is
contained in a footnote on p31.)
Price understood that there were
many natural causes attributed to
ghosts and that faked phenomena
were also prevalent. He warned others
to be critical and to not say that
measurements from instruments were
evidence of ghosts. Imagination and the
environment could lead to mistaken
interpretations. He repeatedly warned to
be wary of outright frauds.
His night stake-outs at places got
public attention, which he obviously
relished. This book explains his take
on many of his most famous cases
including Gef the Talking Mongoose,
the Borley Rectory (which is not named
outright in the chapter and does not
mention his major investigation there
that became another book), and the
exposure of several mediums including
the controversial Rudy Schneider. On
page 169, he expresses his exasperation
with the latter process by saying, “I was
sick to death of exposing mediums”.
Price has been characterised as
arrogant and self-serving. I struggled to

The Skeptic

make sense of why he asserts some of
these events were genuine while others
were clearly faked. Price’s later career
continued to be controversial as he was
accused of exaggeration and fakery. He
had a stormy relationship with psychical
researchers in the field at the time. But
that aspect of his life is not in this book
as it occurs mostly after the publication
date. Now, those would have been some
interesting confessions!
As with O’Donnell’s book, Price’s
autobiographical ramblings stray from
the realm of ghost hunting. The last
chapter is entitled “How I brought fire
walking to England”. Ok, then…
Price wrote at least 12 other books by
my count and truly was a giant in the
field, like him or not.

TROY TAYLOR (1966-PRESENT)

After having two big names in the
history of the field choose the same
title, I found it presumptuous for
Taylor to do so as well. Troy Taylor
capitalised on the paranormal craze of
the late 90s by establishing himself early
as an (amateur) expert, founding the
American Ghost Society. Using his own
publishing house as well as other small
presses, he has been a prolific author
focusing heavily on the Illinois and
Chicago areas and the topic of “haunted
history”. Most of these books appear
to be collections of anecdotes aimed to
serve the paranormal tourism audience.
With over 120 books to his credit, he
appears to aim for quantity.
He states that this book, published
in 2002 and subtitled “Adventures and
misadventures in ghost research”, was
not meant to be a retrospective but
to show how events shaped his ideas
about the field. Many fledgling ghost
hunters in the early 2000s considered
Troy a teacher and his ghost hunting
guide book was cited by many as their
handbook.
Taylor is certainly well-read in this
subject and has consulted historical
sources, but I don’t find his writing to
be compelling. The book is missing a
coherent goal (although you could say
that for all three of the choices) and
screams for a decent editor. The language
is weak, unpolished, and slightly

amateurish with extra
padding and long tangents.
He spends nine pages
telling of the history of the
Gettysburg battle. If I wanted
this, I’d consult a history book;
it has nothing to do with ghost
hunting and is out of place here.
The book includes play-by-play
relating of the case stories peppered
with rhetorical questions (“Or was
it?”) or exclamations (“I was followed
up the stairs by one of the theatre’s
resident ghosts!”) I find this tiresome
and corny. Interspersed are sections of
“ghost hunting information” for readers
to follow if they are making efforts to
do-it-themselves. These “best practices”
sections seem as out of place as the bat
motifs that sloppily festoon each chapter
heading like ink blots. It’s just not a
quality volume.
Taylor admits Harry Price was
an inspiration: “My entire idea of
conducting ghost investigations has been
gleaned from Harry Price.” He even
mentions Price’s version of Confessions
– the comparison makes me cringe.
Having worked with TV crews, Taylor
makes a game attempt to provide good
advice for those who wish to be like TV’s
Ghost Hunters. I was dumbfounded
that the book lacked a conclusion it so
sorely needed to wrap it together. This
omission reinforced the fact that the
intent of the book was misguided.
I can’t believe I’m saying this but
I wish that the modern revisiting of
Price’s book would have been done by
Jason Hawes (in about five years) when
he reveals the truth of what all went on
for 11 seasons of TV Ghost Hunters. I
would read that and it would do justice
to the title. Besides that wishful thought,
I hope no one else attempts to join this
Confessions club. That’s more than
enough. I am “sick to death” of reading
ghost hunter autobiographical volumes.
In conclusion, none of the books
live up to their inflated title. But I
would recommend reading Price,
then continuing with Price’s other
books for a better sense of the origins
of ghost hunting in the media age.
Read O’Donnell for the sheer joy
of charming stories. Skip Taylor’s
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forgettable version altogether.
In these three examples, I saw
an exhibition of ego ubiquitous in
paranormal celebrities. Ghost hunting,
these men suggest to us in their distinct
voices, is such a special calling that it
requires secrets to be kept by those who
do it. It’s not some occult practice.
What needs to be confessed? Do they
think they are giving their audience a
gift with their “confessions”? Ironically,
none of these books confess to anything
except the writers’ various degrees of
hubris and vanity. Ghost hunting, now
more than ever, is about getting into
the public sphere and being noticed.
Price succeeded worldwide, Taylor did
in a small circle, O’Donnell did it first.
So many ghost hunting crews keep
trying to reach a state of popularity
as if that is the ultimate measure of
success. What happened to a progress
of useful knowledge? Ghost hunters
should confess that, after all this time,
they have given us little of actual value
in explaining what ghosts are and why
they remain an integral part of human
society. These guys just tell stories.

.

Note: Republished with permission from
http://sharonahill.com/confessions-aboutconfessions-of-ghost-hunters/.
About the author:
Sharon Hill is editor and
owner of the skeptical
news site, Doubtful News
(doubtfulnews.com) and host
of the 15 Credibility Street
podcast (doubtfulnews.com/
podcast/).
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veryone knows Daniel Defoe as the author of Robinson Crusoe, and as
such he is among the first novelists in the English language. But fewer
people know that he also counts as one of the first real journalists in English.
His account of the bubonic plague that raged in London in 1665, the Journal
of the Plague Year, is widely regarded as a journalistic classic in that, in best
newspaperman’s style, it interweaves fact and speculation, and introduces
‘human interest’ stories along the way.
It is important to note, however, that Defoe was born in 1660, so his
‘journal’ should be seen as creative writing – not ‘fake news’, as he did much
research for his book, but it is not, as it is written, a first-hand account.
As novelist Anthony Burgess says in his introduction to the 1966 Penguin
edition, “The Journal is unique in that, accepting it as fiction, every generation
has also taken it as history. Despite the intrusion of hearsay, the occasional
inconsistencies excusable in the amateur chronicle of a dissenting saddler, the
work stands as the most reliable and comprehensive account of the Great Plague
that we possess. Its truth is twofold: it has the truth of the conscientious and
scrupulous historian, but its deeper truth belongs to the creative imagination.”
The Journal begins in 1664, when the first few plague deaths occurred,
carries on to the height in August 1665 (when over 8000 persons died in a
week) and through to the aftermath in 1666, culminating in the Great Fire of
London in September of that year. It was written in 1722, but the standard
edition is that of 1754.
Defoe was always a religious man, and his beliefs helped sustain him
through the tribulations of the plague. As the following extracts show, he was
particularly scathing about the astrologers and quacks who played on people’s
fears and superstitions. He notes, however, that few such charlatans survived the
plague themselves.

[1664: WHEN THE PLAGUE
IS JUST BEGINNING]

I must go back again to the beginning
of this surprising time: while the fears
of the people were young, they were
increased strangely by several odd
accidents, which, put altogether, it was
really a wonder the whole body of the
people did not rise as one man, and
abandon their dwellings, leaving the
place as a space of ground designed by
Daniel
Defoe
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Heaven for an Akeldama, doomed to
be destroyed from the face of the earth;
and that all that would be found in it
would perish with it. I shall name but a
few of these things; but sure they were
so many, and so many wizards and
cunning people propagating them, that
I have often wondered there were any
(women especially) left behind.
In the first place, a blazing Star, or
Comet, appeared for several months
before the Plague, as there did the
year after another, a little before the
[Great] Fire. The old women, and the
phlegmatic hypochondriac part of the
other sex, whom I could almost call
old women too, remarked (especially
afterward, though not till both those
Judgements were over,) that those
two Comets passed directly over the
City, and that so very near the houses,
that it was plain the Comet before
the Pestilence was of a faint, dull,
languid colour, and its motion was very
heavy, solemn, and slow; but that the
Comet before the Fire was bright and
sparkling, or, as others said, flaming,
and its motion swift and furious; and
that, accordingly, one foretold a heavy
Judgement, slow, but severe, terrible,
and frightful, as was the Plague; but the
other foretold a stroke, sudden, swift,
and fiery, as the Conflagration was; nay,
so particular some people were, that as
they looked upon that Comet preceding
the Fire, they fancied that they not
only saw it pass swiftly and fiercely, and
could perceive the motion with their
eye, but even [that] they heard it; that
it made a rushing mighty noise, fierce,
and terrible, though at a distance, and
but just perceivable.
I saw both these Stars, and I must
confess, had so much of the common
notion of such things in my head, that
I was apt to look upon them as the
forerunners and warnings of God’s
judgments; and especially when after
the Plague had followed the first, I yet
saw another of the like kind, I could
not but say, God has not yet sufficiently
scourged the City.
But I could not at the same time
carry these things to the height that
others did, knowing too, that natural
causes are assigned by the astronomers
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Far Left: Contemporary engraving of the Great
Plague, with death directing traffic.
Below: Defoe himself suffered in 1703, pilloried for
writing a satirical pamphlet on religious dissenters.

for such things; and that their
motions, and even their revolutions
are calculated, or pretended to be
calculated; so that they cannot be so
perfectly called the fore-runners, or
fore-tellers, much less the procurers of
such events as pestilence, war, fire, and
the like.
But let my thoughts, and the
thoughts of the philosophers be, or have
been, what they will, these things had
a more than ordinary influence upon
the minds of the common people, and
they had almost universal melancholy
apprehensions of some dreadful
calamity and judgment coming upon
the City; and this principally from the
sight of this Comet, and of the alarm
that was given in December by two
people dying at St Giles’s, as above.
The apprehensions of the people
were likewise strangely increased by
the error of the times; in which, I
think, the people, from what principle
I cannot imagine, were more addicted

to prophecies, and astrological
conjurations, dreams, and old wives’
tales, than ever they were before or
since. Whether this unhappy temper
was originally raised by the follies of
some people who got money by it,
that is to say, by printing predictions
and prognostications, I know not;
but certain it is, books frighted them
terribly; such as Lilly’s Almanack,
Gadbury’s Astrological Predictions,
Poor Robin’s Almanack, and the like;
also several pretended religious books;
one entitled “Come out of her, my
People, lest you be partaker of her
Plagues;” another called “Fair Warning”;
another, “Britain’s Remembrancer”; and
many such; all, or most part of which,
foretold, directly or covertly, the ruin of
the City.
Nay, some were so enthusiastically
bold as to run about the streets, with
their oral predictions, pretending they
were sent to preach to the city; and
one, in particular, who, like Jonah to
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Left: Parish register of deaths, with eventually
about 100,000 victims
Below: “The Enthusiast Denouncing London”,
Cassell’s Illustrated History of England, 1865
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Ninevah, cried in the streets “Yet forty
days and London shall be destroyed”:
I will not be positive whether he said,
“Yet, forty days” or “Yet, a few days”.
Another ran about naked, except
a pair of drawers about his waist,
crying day and night, like a man
that Josephus mentions, who cried
“Woe to Jerusalem!” a little before the
destruction of that city; so this poor
naked Creature cried “O the Great, and
the Dreadful God!” and said no more,
but repeated those words continually,
with a voice and countenance full of
horror, a swift pace, and nobody could
ever find him to stop, or rest, or take
any sustenance, at least, that ever I
could hear of. I met this poor Creature
several times in the streets, and would
have spoken to him, but he would not
enter into speech with me, or anyone
else, but held on his dismal cries
continually.
These things terrified the people to
the last degree; and especially when
two or three times, as I have mentioned
already, they found one or two in the
Bills, dead of the Plague at St Giles’s.
Next to these public things were the
dreams of old Women, or, I should
say, the interpretation of old Women
upon other people’s dreams; and these
put abundance of people even out of
their wits. Some heard voices warning
them to be gone, for that there would
be such a Plague in London so that
the living would not be able to bury
the dead; others saw apparitions in
the air; and I must be allowed to say
of both, I hope without breach of
charity, that they heard voices that
never spake, and saw sights that never
appeared: but the imagination of the
people was really turned wayward and
possessed; and no wonder if they who
were poring continually at the Clouds
saw shapes and figures, representations
and appearances, which had nothing

in them but air and vapour. Here, they
told us they saw a flaming sword held
in a hand, coming out of a cloud, with
a point hanging directly over the city.
There, they saw hearses and coffins
in the air, carrying to be buried. And
there again, heaps of dead bodies lying
unburied, and the like, just as the
imagination of the poor terrified people
furnished them with matter to work
upon ... .

PERSUASIVE VISIONS

I could fill this account with the strange
Relations such people gave every day, of
what they had seen; and every one was
so positive of their having seen what
they pretended to see, that there was
no contradicting them without breach
of friendship, or being accounted rude
and unmannerly on the one hand, and
profane and impenetrable on the other.
One time, before the Plague was
begun, (otherwise than, as I have said,
in St Giles’s) I think it was in March,
seeing a crowd of people in the street, I
joined them to satisfy my curiosity, and
found them all staring up into the air, to
see what a Woman told them appeared
plain to her, which was “an Angel
clothed in white, with a fiery sword in
his hand, waving it, or brandishing it
over his head”. She described every part
of the figure to the life; shewed them

the motion, and the form and the poor
people came into it so eagerly, and with
so much readiness; “Yes, I see it all
plainly,” says one; “there is the sword
as plain as can be.” Another saw the
Angel. One saw his very face, and cried
out, “What a glorious creature he was!”
One saw one thing, and one another.
I looked as earnestly as the rest, but
perhaps, not with so much willingness
to be imposed upon, and I said, indeed,
“That I could see nothing but a white
cloud, bright on one side, by the
shining of the sun upon the other part.”
The Woman endeavoured to shew
it me, but could not make me confess
that I saw it, which, indeed, if I had,
I must have lied. But the Woman
turning upon me, looked in my face,
and fancied I laughed; in which her
imagination deceived her too; for I
really did not laugh, but was very
seriously reflecting how the poor people
were terrified by the force of their own
imagination. However, she turned from
me, called me “profane fellow”, and “a
scoffer”; told me, “that it was a time of
God’s anger, and dreadful judgments
were approaching; and that despisers,
such as I, should wonder and perish”.
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The people about her seemed
disgusted as well as she; and I found
there was no persuading them that I did
not laugh at them, and that I should be
rather mobbed by them, than be able
to undeceive them: so I left them; and
this appearance passed for as real as the
Blazing Star itself.
Another encounter I had, in the open
day also; and this was in going through
a narrow passage from Petty-France into
Bishopsgate church-yard, by a row of
alms-houses …
In this narrow passage stands [stood]
a Man looking through between the
palisadoes into the burying place; and
as many people as the narrowness of the
passage would admit to stop, without
hindering the passing of others; and
he was talking mighty eagerly to them,
and pointing now to one place, and
then to another, and affirming that
he saw a Ghost walking upon such
a grave stone there: he described the
shape, the posture, and the movement
of it so exactly, that it was the greatest
matter of amazement to him in the
world that everybody did not see it as
well as he. On a sudden he would cry,
“There it is – Now it comes this way”;
then “Tis turned back” till at length
he persuaded the people into so firm a
belief of it, that one fancied he saw it,
and another fancied he saw it; and thus
he came every day making a strange
hubbub, considering it was in so narrow
a passage, till Bishopsgate clock struck
eleven; and then the Ghost would seem
to start, and, as if he were called away,
disappear on a sudden.
I looked earnestly every way, and
at the very moment that this Man
directed, but could not see the least
appearance of anything; but so positive
was this poor Man, that he gave the
people the vapours in abundance, and
sent them away trembling and frighted;
till at length, few people that knew of
it, cared to go through that passage,
and hardly anybody by night, on any
account whatever.
This Ghost, as the poor Man
affirmed, made signs to the houses,
and to the ground, and to the people;
plainly intimating, or else they do so
understanding it, that abundance of the
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people should come to be buried in that weak, foolish, and wicked things, which
churchyard; as, indeed, happened.
there wanted not a sort of people,
But that he saw such aspects, I
really wicked, to encourage them to;
must acknowledge, I never believed;
and this was running about to fortunenor could I see anything of it myself,
tellers, cunning men and astrologers, to
though I looked most earnestly to see it, know their fortune, or, as it is vulgarily
if possible.
expressed, to have their fortunes told
These things serve to shew, how far
them, their nativities calculated, and the
the people were really overcome with
like, and this folly presently made the
delusions; and as they had a notion of
town swarm with a wicked generation
the approach of a Visitation, all their
of Pretenders to Magic, to the Black
predictions ran upon a most dreadful
Art, as they called it, and I know not
Plague, which should lay the whole
what; nay, to a thousand worse dealings
City, and even the Kingdom waste; and
with the Devil than they were really
should destroy almost all the nation,
guilty of; and this trade grew so open,
both man and beast.
and was so generally practised, that
To this, as I said before, the
it became common to have signs and
Astrologers added stories of the
inscriptions set up at doors: “Here
conjunctions of planets in a malignant
lives a Fortune-teller”, “Here lives an
manner, and with a mischievous
Astrologer”, “Here you may have your
influence; one of which conjunctions
Nativity calculated”, and the like.
was to happen, and did happen, in
And Friar Bacon’s Brazen Head,
October, and the other in November;
which was the usual sign of these
and they filled the people’s heads
people’s dwellings, was to be seen in
with predictions on these signs of
almost every street, or else the sign of
the heavens, intimating, that those
Mother Shipton, or of Merlin’s head,
conjunctions
and the like.
foretold drought,
With what blind,
The town swarmed
famine, and
absurd, and ridiculous
with a wicked generation stuff, these Oracles
pestilence. In the
two first of them,
of the Devil pleased
of Pretenders to Magic,
however, they were
and sartisfied the
to the Black Art, and I
entirely mistaken,
people I really know
for we had no
not; but certain it
know not what.
droughty season,
is, that innumerable
but in the beginning of the year a hard
attendants crowded about their doors
frost, which lasted from December
every day: and if but a grave fellow,
almost to March: and after that,
in a velvet jacket, a band, and a black
moderate weather, rather warm than
coat, which was the habit those Quackhot, with refreshing winds, and in short, conjurors generally went in, was but
very seasonable weather; and also several seen in the streets, the people would
very great rains.
follow them in crowds, and ask them
Some endeavours were used to
questions as they went along.
suppress the printing of such books
I need not mention what a horrid
as terrified the people, and to frighten
delusion this was, or what it tended to;
the dispersers of them, some of whom
but there was no remedy for it, till the
were taken up, but nothing [farther]
Plague itself put an end to it all, and
was done in it as I am inforrned;
I supposed cleared the town of most
the Government being unwilling to
of those calculators themselves. One
exasperate the people, who were, as I
mischief was, that if the poor people
may say, all out of their wits already. ...
asked these mock astrologers whether
there would be a Plague, or no, they
all agreed in the general to answer
PRETENDERS TO MAGIC
One mischief always introduces another. “Yes”; for that kept up their trade.
And had the people not been kept in
These terrors and apprehensions of
a fright about that, the wizards would
the people led them into a thousand
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ARTICLE

Classic Catch - Historical Mountebanks

A Plague
on your Houses

Left: “Carried away in the Dead Carts
and thrown into Commnon Graves”
Below: Plague doctor with ‘beak’ full
of herbs and flowers (1827 illustration)

Continued...

presently have been rendered useless,
and their craft had been at an end. But
they always talked to them “of such
and such influences of the stars, of the
conjunctions of such and such planets,
which must necessarily bring sickness
and distempers, and consequently the
Plague”; and some had the assurance to
plague”, “Neverfailing preservatives
tell them, the Plague was begun already,
against the infection”, “Sovereign
which was true, though they that said so cordials against the corruption of the
knew nothing of the matter. ...
air”, “Exact regulations for the conduct
The common people, ignorant and
of the body in case of an infection”,
stupid in their reflections, as they
“Antipestilential pills”, “Incomparable
were brutishly wicked and thoughtless
drink against the plague, never found
before, were now led by their fright
out before”, “An universal remedy for
to extremes of folly; and as I have said
the plague”, “The only true plague
before, they ran to Conjurors and
water”, “The royal antidote against all
Witches and all sorts of deceivers, to
kinds of Infection”, and such a number
know what should
more that I cannot
become of them;
reckon up; and if I
The common people, could, it would fill a
who fed their fears,
and kept them
book of themselves to
ignorant and stupid,
always alarmed
set them down.
were led by their fright
and awake, on
Others set up bills
purpose to delude to extremes of folly.
to summon people
them, and pick
to their Lodgings for
their pockets. So,
directions and advice
they were as mad upon running after
in the case of Infection: these had
quacks and mountebanks, and every
specious Titles also, such as these:
practising old woman, for medicines
An eminent High-Dutch Physician,
and remedies; storing themselves with
newly come over from Holland, where
such multitudes of pills, potions, and
he resided during all the time of the
preservatives, as they were called, that
great Plague, last year, in Amsterdam,
they not only spent their money, but
and cured multitudes of people that
even poisoned themselves beforehand,
actually had the Plague upon them.
for fear of the poison of the Infection,
An Italian Gentlewoman, just arrived
and prepared their bodies for the
from Naples, having a choice Secret
Plague, instead of preserving them
to prevent Infection, which she found
against it.
out by her great experience, and did
On the other hand, it is incredible,
wonderful cures with it in the late
and scarce to be imagined, how the
Plague there, wherein there died 20,000
posts of houses and corners of streets
in one day.
were plastered over with Doctor’s bills,
An ancient Gentlewoman having
and papers of ignorant Fellows quacking practised with great success in the late
and tampering in physic, inviting the
Plague in this city, Anno 1636, gives
people to come to them for remedies;
her advice only to the Female sex. To be
which [invitation] was generally set
spoken with, &c.
off with such flourishes as these, (viz.)
An experienced Physician, who has
“Infallible preventive pills against the
long studied the Doctrine of Antidotes
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against all sorts of poison and infection
has, after forty years practice, arrived to
such skill as may, with God’s blessing,
direct Persons how to prevent their
being touched by any contagious
distemper whatsoever. He directs the
Poor gratis.
I take notice of these by way of
specimen. I could give you two or
three dozen of the like, and yet have
abundance left behind. ‘Tis sufficient
from these to apprise any one of the
humour of those times; and how a set
of thieves and pick-pockets not only
robbed and cheated the poor people of
their money, but poisoned their bodies
with odious and fatal preparations;
some with mercury, and some with
other things as bad, perfectly remote
from the thing pretended to; and rather
hurtful than serviceable to the body, in
case an infection followed.

MONEY FOR NOTHING

I cannot omit a Subtlety of one of
those quack operators, with which he
gulled the poor people to crowd about
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him, but did nothing for them without
Money. He had it seems, added to his
bills, which he have about the streets,
this advertisement in capital letters,
viz. – “HE GIVES ADVICE TO THE
POOR FOR NOTHING”.
Abundance of poor people came to
him accordingly, to whom he made a
great many fine speeches, examined
them of the state of their health, and
of the constitution of their bodies, and
told them many good things for them
to do, which were of no great moment:
but the issue and conclusion of all was,
that he had a Preparation, which if they
took such a quantity of, every morning,
he would pawn his life they should
never have the Plague - no, though
they lived in the house with people that
were infected.
This made the people all resolve to
have it; but then the price of that was
so much, I think ‘twas half a crown.
“But sir,” says one poor woman, “I am
a poor almswoman, and am kept by the
parish, and your bills say, you give the
poor your help for nothing.” “Ay, good
woman,” says the doctor, “so I do, as I
published there: I give my advice to the
poor for nothing, but not my physic!”
“Alas, sir,” says she, “that is a snare laid
for the poor then; for you give them
your advice for nothing, that is to say,
you advise them gratis, to buy your
physic for their money; so does every
shopkeeper with his wares.”
Here the woman began to give him
ill words, and stood at his door all that
day, telling her tale to all the people
that came, till the doctor, finding she
turned away his customers, was obliged
to call her upstairs again, and give her
his box of physic for nothing - which,
perhaps too, was good for nothing
when she had it.
But to return to the people, whose
confusions fitted them to be imposed
upon by all sorts of pretenders, and by
every mountebank. There is no doubt
but these quacking sorts of fellows
raised great gains out of the miserable
people, for we daily found the crowds
that ran after them were infinitely
greater, and their doors were more
thronged than those of Dr Brooks, Dr
Upton, Dr Hodges, Dr Berwick or any,

though the most famous men of the
time; and I was told that some of them
got five pounds a day by their physic.
But there was still another madness
beyond all this, which may serve to give
an idea of the distracted humour of the
poor people at that time; and this was
their following a worse sort of deceivers
than any of the above; for these petty
thieves only deluded them to pick their
pockets, and get their money, in which
their wickedness, whatever it was, lay
chiefly on the side of the deceiver’s
deceiving, not upon the deceived.
But in this part I am going to
mention, it lay chiefly in the people
deceived, or equally in both; and
this was in wearing charms, philters,
exorcisms, amulets, and I know not
what Preparations, to fortify the body
with them against the Plague; as if the
Plague was not the Hand of God, but a
kind of possession of an Evil spirit; and
that it was to be kept off with crossings,
signs of the zodiac, papers tied up with
so many knots, and certain words or
figures written on them, as particularly
the word ABRACADABRA, formed in
a triangle, or pyramid, thus:
ABRACADABRA
ABRACADABR
ABRACADAB
ABRACADA
ABRACAD
ABRACA
ABRAC
ABRA
ABR
AB
A
Others had the Jesuits’Mark in a Cross:
IH
S
Others nothing but this Mark, thus:
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this, of a National Infection. But my
memorandums of these things relate
rather to take notice only of the fact,
and mention only that it was so. How
the poor people found the insufficiency
of those things, and how many of
them were afterwards carried away in
the Dead-carts, and thrown into the
common Graves of every parish, with
these hellish charms and trumpery
hanging about their necks, remains to
be spoken of as we go along.

[1665: WHEN THE PLAGUE WAS AT
ITS HEIGHT, AND AFTERMATH]

One thing I cannot omit here, and
indeed I thought it was extraordinary;
at least, it seemed a remarkable hand
of Divine Justice, viz. that all the
predictors, astrologers, fortune-tellers,
and what they called cunning men,
conjurors, and the like; calculators of
nativities, and dreamers of dreams, and
such people, were gone and vanished,
not one of them was to be found. I am
verily persuaded that a great number
of them fell in the heat of the calamity,
having ventured to stay upon the
prospect of getting great estates; and
indeed their gain was but too great for
a time, through the madness and folly
of the people; but now they were silent,
many of them went to their long home,
not able to foretell their own fate, nor
to calculate their own nativities.
Some have been critical enough to
say, that every one of them died: I dare
not affirm that; but this I must own,
that I never heard of one of them that
ever appeared after the calamity was
over.

.

This Classic Catch article was first
published in The Skeptic, Vol 8 No 2
(Winter 1988).
About the editor of this article:

I might spend a great deal of time
in my exclamations against the follies,
and, indeed, wickedness of these
things, in a time of such danger, in
a matter of such consequences as

The late Don Laycock was a lecturer in linguistics
at the Research School of
Pacific Studies, ANU, Canberra.
He also researched many
historical aspects of belief
and scepticism, particularly
glossolalia and tarot. He died
soon after this article was first
published, aged 52.
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REGULARS

The cycle of life
Staring, storing and summoning up.
And so it goes, the almost inevitable
realisation that all knowledge is
connected and connectable.

KEEPING AN OPEN MIND
Alfred Rupert Sheldrake
(1942-current), English author,
researcher and parapsychologist, known
for the debunked concept of “morphic
resonance”. In a column in The Guardian he
wrote that the idea that “memories were stored
in our brains” was “only a theory” and “despite
decades of research, the phenomenon of memory
remains mysterious”. Sheldrake attacked his critic
Rose for following “materialism”, arguing that
quantum physics had overturned materialism, and
suggested that memories may turn out to depend
on morphic resonance rather than memory
traces. Sheldrake ventured into paranormal
areas, one of his books, The Sense of Being
Stared At, exploring telepathy precognition, the psychic staring effect.
Source: altamarkings.blogspot.

Photo: Etienne Gilfillan

com.au
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Rupert Sheldrake,
known for his
theory of morphic
resonance, antimaterialism and
the 100th monkey.

HERE’S LOOKING AT YOU
The psychic staring effect (sometimes called
“scopaesthesia”) is a supposed phenomenon in
which humans detect being stared at by extrasensory
means. The idea was first explored by psychologist
Edward B. Titchener in 1898 after students in his junior
classes reported being able to ‘feel’ when somebody was
looking at them, even though they could not see this person.
Titchener performed a series of laboratory experiments that
found only negative results. The effect has been the subject
of contemporary attention from parapsychologists and fringe
researchers from the 1980s onwards, not to mention a school
classroom test by Victorian Skeptic Adam vanLangenberg
(The Skeptic, Vol 32, No 3 - photo below).

What goes a
BRIGHT SPARKS

Neurons are cells that send and receive electrochemical signals to and from the brain and nervous system.
There are about 100 billion neurons in the brain. In 2012,
MIT researchers showed, for the first time, that memories are
stored in specific brain cells. By triggering a small cluster of neurons,
the researchers were able to force the subject to recall a specific
memory. By removing these neurons, the subject would lose that
memory. The location of memory in the brain was the subject
of a debate in the late 1980s between Professor Steven
Rose, a neuroscientist from the Open University, and
Rupert Sheldrake, former biochemist and
cell biologist at Cambridge.
Source: Wikipedia, except where noted
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IT’S ALL IN THE MIND
Edward Bradford Titchener (1867–1927) was a
British psychologist best known for creating his version
of psychology that described the structure of the mind:
structuralism. He created the largest doctoral program in the United
States (at the time) after becoming a professor at Cornell University,
and his first graduate student, Margaret Floy Washburn, became the
first woman to be granted a PhD in psychology (1894). He was a
charter member of the American Psychological Association, became the
American editor of Mind in 1894 and associate editor of the American
Journal of Psychology in 1895, and wrote several books. In 1904,
he founded the group The Experimentalists, which continues
today as the Society of Experimental Psychologists.
Titchener’s brain was donated to the Wilder
Brain Collection at Cornell.

Edward Titchener, psychologist,
editor, a man with a structure,
but ultimately brainless.

NO BRAINERS

s around ...
BRAIN STORMS
Burt Green Wilder (1841–1925, pictured
above left) was an American comparative
anatomist. He graduated at Harvard (Lawrence
Scientific School, 1862; medical department, 1866).
During part of the Civil War he served as surgeon of the
Fifty-fifth (Negro) Massachusetts Infantry. From 1867 to
his retirement in 1910 he was professor of neurology and
vertebrate zoology at Cornell. In 1885 he was president of
the American Neurological Association and in 1898 of the
Association of American Anatomists. Wilder is credited
with the earliest known instance of the term “neuron”
in 1884, when Wilder used the word to describe
the cerebrospinal axis (also known as the
central nervous system).

The Wilder Brain Collection in
the Cornell University Department of
Psychology houses approximately 120 human
brains (from an original collection of 600). It was
created by Burt Wilder in 1889 to collect the brains
of “educated and orderly persons”. Brains on display
include that of Edward H. Rulloff (also known as Ruloff,
Rulofson, or Rulloffson), a 19th century American
doctor, lawyer, schoolmaster, photographer, inventor,
carpet designer, phrenologist, philologist, and serial
killer. Rulloff’s brain is said to be one of the largest
on record. The collection also includes a piece of
a pumpkin that was placed on the spire of the
University’s McGraw Tower in 1997,
and Wilder’s own brain.

The Wilder
collection houses
a murderer, a
suffragette, a
naturalist, and
Mr Wilder.
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LETTERS

To the Editor

The Skeptic

What you think ...
Unlearned journals

I

would like to endorse and expand
on Diana Lucia’s comments on
predatory publishing in medical science
in ‘Unlearned Journals’ (The Skeptic, Vol
37 No 1).
As a ‘retired’ researcher in neuropharmacology I publish review articles,
and I referee articles for journals. The
problems that predatory publishing, fake
refereeing etc are causing in the literature
are only the tip of the iceberg. The quality
of the scientific literature is deteriorating,
and even ‘first-rank’ journals publish
much poor research, eg see a favourite
paper of mine “Why most published
research findings are false”1. As skeptics,
we must remind ourselves that many
of the criticisms of ‘alt-med’ are also
applicable to ‘mainstream’ research.
This deterioration is money-driven,
and magnified by what one might
characterise as the ‘post-Reagan-Thatcher
neo-liberal laissez-faire self-regulation
philosophy’ (accelerated by posttruth Trumpism?) that has influenced
academia to focus on instant results,
salami publishing, and profit (industry
partnerships etc), at the expense of depth,
quality and longer-term general research.
These policies have led to a proliferation of journals with a dilution of quality,
and an extreme focus on the ‘publish or
perish’ model to gain status, promotion,
grants etc. Such pressures on academics
mean there are fewer inclined to act as
referees (minimal kudos or payback), yet
there are more journals needing referees:
the consequences are inevitable. My
experience attests that a proportion of
editors, even in supposedly reputable
journals, are scrambling to find anyone
with even a semblance of expertise to
referee papers for them, and frequently
failing. You would be dismayed by the
refereeing requests I get; most have
nothing to do with my area of expertise.
The comments of other referees
frequently dismay me. It is clear that
most of them are not experts. Were that
not so serious it would be comical. For a

detailed critique of an egregious example
see my article in Psychotropical Research2.
These factors conspire to produce an
insidious degradation of the scientific
enterprise. Not only is the general
standard of publications poor, but key
and original references are frequently
not cited, and ones with no merit are
scattered around the manuscript, as if
somebody had gone berserk with a
salt-shaker. Many of them bear scant
relationship to the text, or worse, are
completely misinterpreted. That is
scientific fraud, it is passing counterfeit
academic currency. I reported one example to the Dean of the University concerned, needless to say they did nothing
about it. Probity is a forgotten quality.
To compound the problem, few
medical researchers employ the services
of expert librarians. Many establishments
have reduced library services over the
last decades. Most doctors who publish
have done the searches themselves3, and
missed much relevant literature. Add
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to that the difficulty of distinguishing
between good and poor sources, and it is
clear that this is an unending disaster.
Journal impact factors, and author
citation metrics, like the H-index, are
important for aspiring researchers. Inappropriate citation of references results in a
‘regression to the mean’. These factors have
an insidious and serious impact on the
whole of science that further compounds
the serious problems of predatory
publishing highlighted by Lucia.
Ken Gillman
Rural View QLD
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Seaweed woo?

• The product contains a secret or
unknown ingredient;
• Its remarkable results are due to a
newly-discovered “secret principle,” or
hen Tim Mendham promoted
is a new approach to soil chemistry or
the June 2017 issue of The
soil fertility;
Skeptic in his e-newsletter and described
• The discovery is so new that most
the “Weed is Good” article as ‘helpful’ I
scientists haven’t heard of it yet; or
overcame my initial reluctance to create a
debate with Tim Entwisle, its author. But • There is a conspiracy among
sorry, Tims, I do need to say something in government and university scientists to
ignore results; or
response that reinforces the earlier articles
(The Skeptic 2003, 2006 and referenced in • They refuse to undertake trials;
the Entwistle article) that questioned the • Tests under controlled conditions
(experiments) don’t show the benefits
existence of any benefits from seaweed
obtained in practical situations;
fertilisers except to their purveyors.
• Testimonials support the claims, and
In my 2003 article (“Agricultural
converts supply the testimonials (check
Alternatives”, Vol 23 No 2, pp20out the “before” and “after” photos).
23) I pointed out that the recognised
There is often some good science
promotion pattern for such products
generally consists of one or more of the and sound management advice in “the
package”.
following:
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LETTERS

To the Editor

Seaweed woo? Continued...
In his article, Tim Entwistle concludes
there is no known understanding of what
might cause a benefit which nicely fits
into the first two points above. He also
mentions the Maxicrop trial in NZ where
the company selling Maxicrop sued the
government unsuccessfully over critical
comments made by scientists on the
product’s efficacy. The comments were
made on a television program similar
to the current ABC show The Checkout.
It was unsuccessful because the judge
concluded that the product did not work,
as Entwistle points out. Macronutrients,
micronutrients and growth hormones
- nothing was proved to work. The
products are, of course, still available in
both Australia and NZ.
But all that was just so last millennium!
What have more recent studies and
advertising shown?
Entwistle has suggested demonstrated
evidence of producing healthier plants,
but in looking at some of the articles
(referenced by him and kindly supplied
to me) I remain sceptical of the practical
implications to a farmer. In some of

the research, there are, indeed, some
statistically significant findings relating
to the use of seaweed extract products.
However, I found a short supply of
sound, agronomically significant results
that would pass a cost-benefit test for
field-based application. I also note a
more recent review focused on Australian
research failed to include more critical
papers from the past. It’s good to see
commercially-connected people putting in
the work of writing papers, but sad to see a
possible selective bias in the chosen source
material. Answering the critics should have
been a starting point for such a review.
The mode of purported action of
seaweed products can change, too. In
2015, Dr Doug Edmeades, a central
player in defending science in the
Maxicrop case of 1987, wrote in his
company newsletter, The Fertiliser Review,
issue 34 (www.agknowledge.co.nz) that
Maxicrop had now claimed betaines as
an active ingredient. So, seaweed extract
fertilisers have been an important source
of nutrients, then a complement to
conventional fertilisers, then a source of
growth hormones and Entwistle suggests
it could also be a bit of water-holding
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capacity, promotion of soil microbes, or
chelating agents … what next?
It is not appropriate to go into
extensive detail here on recent
publications in the field, however, it is
appropriate for readers of The Skeptic to
consider just how powerful an example
the seaweed fertiliser controversy is in
this era of misinformation, post truth
and commercial success notwithstanding
a simple fact: “it doesn’t work
commercially.” It is even more apposite
given the key theme of the June edition of
the magazine on False Facts vs The Truth.
There are lessons here for science
communicators, inasmuch that an issue
arises, research is done, responses are made
and then science often wishes to move on.
However, the commercial world merely
revises the marketing plans, increases
celebrity endorsements and continues in
the marketplace.
Thirty years on from a legal decision
that seaweed extract fertilisers did not
work, the marketplace is offering plenty of
options.
David Conley
Bendigo VIC

DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. 10 June 1909, when the Cunard liner SS Slavonia sank
(not the Titanic!). The previous emergency signal was
CQD, understood by wireless operators to mean, “All
stations: distress.” (Contrary to popular belief, CQD
does not stand for “Come Quick, Danger”, “Come
Quickly: Distress”, or “Come Quick - Drowning!”)
2. The NYT reported that the Titanic had sunk. This was
only a guess at a time as the only fact available was that
the Titanic simply hadn’t turned up. The NYT thus
scooped every other paper in the country.
3. Due to his perceived naivety, bordering on farce, in
chairing the investigation of the loss of the Titanic.
4. “And so was the Titanic”.
5. Haligonian.
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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.

