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S kep t i c a l Gro u p s i n A u s tra l ia
NSW

Australian Skeptics Inc – Eran Segev

www.skeptics.com.au
PO Box 20, Beecroft, NSW 2119
Tel: 02 8094 1894; Mob: 0432 713 195; Fax: (02) 8088 4735
nsw@skeptics.com.au
Sydney Skeptics in the Pub – 6pm first Thursday of each
month at the Occidental Hotel, York Street in the city, near
Wynyard Park (meeting second floor)
Dinner meetings are held on a regular basis.

Hunter Skeptics – John Turner

Tel: (02) 4959 6286 johnafturner@westnet.com.au

VIC

Australian Skeptics (Vic) Inc – Chris Guest
GPO Box 5166, Melbourne VIC 3001
Tel: 1 800 666 996 vic@skeptics.com.au

Skeptics’ Café – Third Monday of every month, with guest
speaker. Clyde Hotel, cnr Elgin and Cardigan Sts, Carlton. Meal
from 6pm, speaker at 8pm sharp.($4 contribution). More details
on our web site www.skeptics.com.au/vic

Ballarat Skeptics in the Pub

http://facebook.com/groups/3978112230309544

Geelong Skeptics Society

Occasional social meetings at the Cricketers Arms Hotel, Cooks
Contact: James Rolton james_rolton@hotmail.com
Hill. Those on the contact list will be sent details in advance.
Online group: See Facebook for details.
Currently meeting at 12.30 on third Sunday of each odd-numbered Hosting the Annual Surf Coast Summer Skepticamp (February)
month.

Gippsland Skeptics in the Pub

ACT

Canberra Skeptics – Lauren Kelly

PO Box 555, Civic Square ACT 2608
www.canberraskeptics.org.au Tel: 0410 382 306
mail@canberraskeptics.org.au (general inquiries),
arthwollipot@gmail.com (Canberra Skeptics in the Pub).
A free monthly talk, open to the public - check website for details
Skeptics in the Pub gather at 1pm on the third Sunday of each
month at King O’Malleys Pub in Civic. For up-to-date details:
www.meetup.com/ SocialSkepticsCanberra/

Interested parties contact Mark Guerin or Martin Christian Power
via the Gippsland Skeptics page: https://www.facebook.com/gr
oups/291929110900396/?ref=bookmarks

Melbourne Eastern Hills Skeptics in the Pub

Contact: Andrew Rawlings andrew.rawlings@bigpond.com
Tel: 0438 043 050
hyyp://groupspaces.com/meh-sitp
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Melbourne-Eastern-Hills
Skeptics-in-the-Pub/19241290737690
Meets second Monday of each month at The Knox Club,
Wantirna South.

Melbourne Skeptics in the Pub

See Facebook for details.
Meets on the fourth Monday of every month from 6 pm at the
Mt View Hotel in Richmond.

Mordi Skeptics in the Pub

http://www.meetup.com/Mordi-Skeptics-in-the-Pub/
Meets at 7.30pm on the first Tuesday of each month at the
Mordialloc Sporting Club. ($4 to cover website costs)

For details on Skeptical groups in other states and territories, see inside back cover
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EDITORIAL

Hand-in-hand

T

4

here’s a news item in this issue
about collective action by Skeptics
who managed to have a listing for an
anti-vaccination lecture removed.
Now, anti-vaccination lectures are
given all the time, though frankly they
don’t get the attendance they once did.
In mid-September there was a rally in
Sydney’s Martin Place, across the road
from the NSW Parliament building.
At the time, the state government
was debating the “no jab no play”
legislation that removes conscientious
objection as a good enough reason to
send unvaccinated kids to childcare.
“Debating” might be the wrong word
– everyone inside the Chamber agreed,
and it was just a chance for some
politicians to express how horrified they
were at the thought of unvaccinated
kids, possibly with contagious diseases,
mixing with those whose parents had
done the right thing.
The protestors had gathered to hear a
day-full of speechifying and haranguing.
They then planned to march into
Parliament and listen to (if not disrupt)
the debate and the final vote.
There were two problems with this
plan. One, they only had about 30-40
people turn up for the protest, and
few of those were actually focused
on the presentations. A lot spent the
protest looking at their phones, or
went home early. Your editor watched
from a distance, and was amused by
comments from some of the working
people passing by – “Is that a bunch of
anti-vaccination loonies?” asked one,
before moving off to the office with
their lunch.
The second problem was that, when
the 10 or so protesters who bothered
to stick around made the move to the
public gallery of the Parliament, they
found that there was no debate. That
was put off until the next day. They
hung around for a bit, and then quietly
left.
I tell this story because of one

important link: the main speaker at the
Martin Place protest was Judy Wilyman,
who won the Bent Spoon last year for
her anti-vaccination PhD. Wilyman
was also the speaker whose listing was
removed recently.
The main issue of concern was that
the listing appeared on the City of
Sydney’s “what’s on” directory. The
listing did not give a place or time of
day when it would be given, just that
it would take place on a particular day.
The City of Sydney is, of course, a local
government body, and its website clearly
says that listings should not appear if
they do not include a specific time and
place when they will occur. A listing
for a dangerous pseudomedicine talk
appearing on a government website was
a serious breach of protocols.
Skeptics across the interweb were
alerted, including hundreds at the
Skepticon convention which was just
down the road from the Sydney Town
Hall. Many protests were posted on
social media and, despite being a
weekend, the Lord Mayor was informed
and ordered the listing removed.
It was a small action – the lecture
itself probably still went ahead – but it
was a united action, a rapid action, and
an effective action.
This awareness of the power of
concerted effort is the basis of all formal
skeptical gatherings. The varied skeptical
organisations around the world were
created to achieve something as a group
that was unlikely to be achieved by a
lone individual.
Whether it’s a purely-online
group such as Stop the AVN, or an
organised committee-based group
such as Australian Skeptics, the impact
of a unified voice should never be
underestimated. In fact, it should be
used more often than it currently is, and
the community – both skeptical and
broader – is all the better for when that
does occur.
- Tim Mendham, editor
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Around the traps ...

Thornett Award

The award
season
The Australian Skeptics’
annual awards go to
scientists, campaigners,
and alt med promoters
AUS: Every year, Australian Skeptics
hand out a range of awards – some
positive, and the not-so-desirable Bent
Spoon. This year’s winners include
a couple of key campaigners against
pseudomedicine, and one universitybased proponent of pseudomedicine.
The awards were made at the formal
dinner on November 18 for the
Australian Skeptics’ National Convention,
which this year was held in Sydney.
The Bent Spoon

The Bent Spoon is awarded to the
proponent of the most preposterous
piece of pseudoscientific or paranormal
piffle of the year, and is one of the least
desirable prizes in the country. Past
winners have included Pete ’Paleo’ Evans,
the CSIRO’s head Larry Marshall, the
ABC, the Pharmacy Guild of Australia,
the University of Wollongong, and a
psychic dentist.
But, sadly, not everyone can win.
Dishonourable mentions this year
included:
• The Newcastle City Council for giving
‘the keys to the city’ in July 2017 to
Jackie Gillies, “a successful psychic and
businesswoman and reality television
star”.
• ABC’s Landline program for a segment
on biodynamic farming – how to plant
crops by the moon.
• Dr (now suspended) John Piesse for
his anti-vaccination activities, assisting
parents to bypass the “no jab no pay”
legislation by providing letters of
exemption so their children can avoid
otherwise compulsory vaccinations.
• And Aquapol, a company that markets

expensive devices which are claimed
to exorcise rising damp from your
home, using energies unknown to
science.
In fact, this year’s winner was itself a
past unsuccessful nominee.
“They tried hard last year”, said
Eran Segev, president of Australian
Skeptics Inc. “On their website, they
promoted debunked and disproven
alternative medicine cures by giving
them credibility via a university
setting. These include homeopathy,
spiritual healing, aromatherapy, crystal
therapy, therapeutic touch, and ‘energy
medicine’. The site even indirectly
suggested that rhino horn could be
used to treat ‘hot blood’, though
thankfully that was taken down after we
highlighted it in last year’s awards.”
The winner of the 2017 Bent
Spoon was the National Institute
of Complementary Medicine at the
University of Western Sydney. If
nothing else, they showed persistence
for trying to win.
When they were nominated last year
they said they’d have a closer look at
their site. But they’re still promoting
unproven treatments and are now also
involved in a project to establish a clinic
for Traditional Chinese Medicine on the
campus of the University of Western
Sydney. The 2017 winner’s involvement
is described as ‘clinical trials’, but the
University acknowledges that the TCM
clinic may be opened to the public – a
highly dubious pseudomedicine given
the imprimatur of university ‘research’.”

The Skeptics’ Thornett Award for the
Promotion of Reason acknowledges a
member of the public or a public figure
who has made a significant contribution
to educating or informing the public
regarding issues of science and reason.
The award includes a cash prize of $1000.
This year’s Thornett Award went to
someone who has consistently provided
intelligent and informed response to a
wide range of high profile pseudomedical
claims - Dr John Cunningham.
Cunningham is a noted orthopaedic
surgeon, specialising in the treatment of
spinal disorders. In 2016, he was awarded
the Order of Australia (OAM) for
services to medicine and the promotion
of immunisation. He is also a supporter,
fundraiser and spokesperson for Stop the
Australian Vaccination Network (SAVN)
since 2009, and praised for his constant
campaigning for science-based medicine,
particularly in regards to the less-thanscientific claims made for chiropractic.

Skeptic Of The Year

A highlight of the Awards is the Skeptic
of the Year, given to an individual or
organisation in the Skeptical community
whose efforts go above and beyond what
can reasonably be expected of committed
campaigners.
There are many people working away
behind the scenes, doing great but often
unacknowledged work on behalf of the
skeptical movement, particularly in the
high profile area of confronting the antivaccination movement.
This year’s Skeptic of the Year went to
Christine Bayne for her continued work
in developing an unparalleled catalogue
of activities by the anti-vaccination
movement (particularly the tour of
Vaxxed, the anti-vaccination film noted
for its secret screenings behind closed
doors) and for her ongoing role
in fighting pseudomedicine generally.
She works tirelessly out of her country
home, far from the day-to-day hustle of
the anti-vax movement, and yet she is a
key player in the battle with the forces
of ignorance.

.
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Anti-vaxxer wants money, while govt investigates

6

AUS: Meryl Dorey, the on-againoff-again head of the Australian [anti]
Vaccination-skeptics Network (AVSN),
is trying to raise
$5000 per month
via the Patreon
site to “help
make my dream
of widespread
vaccination
education become a
reality and – nearly
as important –
make nocompulsoryvaccination the
anti-choice government’s and pharma’s
biggest nightmare!”
She says that when she reaches
$2000 per month from patrons, she will
start “bi-weekly free webinars to keep
everyone up-to-date on the most recent
news and information from around the
world regarding vaccination and health
rights”.
If she reaches $5000 per month, she
will launch “my first in-depth class free
to the public”. This class will, she says,
provide parents and health professionals
“with a broad range of historical and upto-date references and outlining some
of the questions they need to be asking
before saying yes (or no) to vaccines”.
Donors get nothing in return for
their support apart from advance notice
of the webinars and an invitation to join
her private Facebook group.
Dorey has raised money in the past
which has not gone to the project
described. In 2016, the AVSN raised
money for a high court challenge to
the No Jab No Pay legislation. The
AVSN was told some time after raising
the money that the action was unlikely
to succeed, but the $150,000+ raised
has, as of last notice, not been returned
to donors. The AVSN reported that
the total cost of the legal advice was
$72,526.37, leaving the organisation
with more than $70,000.
This lead the NSW government
to institute an investigation into the
AVSN’s fund-raising activities.
In April of this year, NSW Innovation
and Better Regulation Minister Matt

Kean ordered another inquiry into the
AVSN following complaints it may
have been seeking donations from
the public illegally.
Under the Charitable
Fundraising Act
1991, individuals
or groups seeking
donations from the
public for charitable
purposes may require
an authority to raise
funds. The NSW
Government Licensing Service had
already removed the AVSN’s charity
licence in 2014.
As of late November this year, that
inquiry is on-going.

SPECIAL OFFER
for Subscribers

Australian Skeptics is offering
subscribers to the hard copy
edition of The Skeptic an
additional digital copy for free.
If you are not already getting
your free digital copy but would
like to receive it, then email
the editor on editor@skeptics.
com.au and we’ll adjust your
subscription accordingly.
Note, this offer is only open to
subscribers to the hard copy
(paper) edition and is limited
to one free digital copy per
subscriber.

Indian scientists against pseudoscience
INDIA: According to Nature
magazine, a leading Indian scienceadvocacy group is urging the country’s
researchers to speak out against
pseudoscience, which it fears has
gained a foothold in the past few years,
partly through support from some
agencies of the Indian government.
The non-profit Breakthrough
Science Society made the call
after some members of an alumni
association of the Indian Institute of
Science (IISc), Bangalore, planned a
late-November workshop on astrology
at the Institute.
The society’s general secretary,
Soumitro Banerjee, said that it would
be “detrimental to Indian science”
for researchers to remain neutral on
such issues. A physicist at the Indian
Institute of Science Education and
Research Kolkata, Banerjee said that
“India’s scientific community must be
proactive in propagating a scientific
bent of mind.”
Dozens of scientists signed letters
to the IISc director, Anurag Kumar,
objecting to the workshop. And
although the director and the faculty

were not involved in organising the
workshop, it was cancelled in October.
Nature reports that Muthya
Ravindra, a computer scientist
and president of the IISc alumni
association, said that the event was
organised by one of its members, and
was still under discussion when “due
to some miscommunications”, e-mails
promoting the event were sent out.
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“Top clairvoyant” refuses Skeptics’ challenge

Vale–Colin Groves

AUS: Ruthie Phillips, who
bills herself as “Australia’s
Top Clairvoyant-Medium”,
has turned down an offer to
be tested for the Australian
Skeptics’ $100,000 prize.
The offer was made to her
by Australian Skeptics Inc
committee member Richard
Saunders on Channel 7’s
Weekend Sunrise program
on September 9. Saunders is chief
investigator with Australian Skeptics Inc,
and a judge on Channel 7’s The One
psychic challenge series.
Phillips looked decidedly
uncomfortable when Saunders offered
her a promotional cheque for $100,000,
refusing to touch it.
“I personally wouldn’t set myself up
for a fall like that because I think there

AUS: We were very saddened to
hear of the death of Prof Colin
Groves, a stalwart of the Canberra
Skeptics and life member of
Australian Skeptics.
Colin (14 June 1942 – 30
November 2017) was Professor
of Biological Anthropology at the
Australian National University.
He was one of the world’s leading
anthropologists and taxonomists,
who identified more than 50 species
of animals during his career.
He was an active member of
Australian Skeptics and was made
a life member in 2013. He also
conducted regular debates with
creationists and anti-evolutionists,
much to their chagrin.
Julie McCarron-Benson worked
with Colin Groves extensively in the
development of Canberra Skeptics.
“Under Colin’s guidance,
Canberra Skeptics organised three
conventions. The second was the
first public event at the very new
Questacon. Most memorable was
that we had to keep searching for
and pulling the speakers out from
the half-scaled, audio-enhanced,
animated dinosaur display.
“Colin had a wonderful gentleness
about him. He attracted intellectual,
thinking, caring people to him. He
was kind to those who knew they
had little knowledge but were seeking
knowledge. He was very generous
and prepared to share his knowledge
and experience.
“Vale my friend.”
You can find her full reminiscence
at skeptics.com.au/2017/12/01/valecolin-groves

are so many parameters attached to
this,” she said. “It’s an inexact science.”
“You don’t have control over all of the
things like time and space. On the day,
lots of things can cloud your ability.”
The Skeptics’ offer is “still open to
Phillips or anyone else in Australia
who claims they can talk with the dead
or read people’s auras and such like,”
Saunders said.

Govt removes alt med health insurance subsidies
AUS: As part of its
overhaul of private health
insurance, the Federal
government has decided
to remove the insurance
subsidy from a range of
‘natural’ therapies.
A statement from
the Department of Health says that
consumers can still choose to access
these services, but they will not be able
to claim benefits from their insurer.
In fact, it will be illegal for health
funds to include the therapies in their
coverage, which is generally found
in the ‘extras’ package. However, a
spokesperson for the Department told
Australian Skeptics that funds might
end up offering vouchers for such
therapies, but they cannot include
them in health insurance packages.
The therapies involved are Alexander
technique, aromatherapy, Bowen
therapy, Buteyko, Feldenkrais, Reiki,
herbalism, homeopathy, iridology,
kinesiology, naturopathy, Pilates,
reflexology, Rolfing, shiatsu, tai chi,

and yoga. Chiropractic
and acupuncture are
not listed among the
binned therapies.
The change will take
effect from 1 April
2019, and while the
government says “[It]
will contribute to reducing private
health insurance premium price
increases,” the amount actually paid
out in health benefits for these alt med
therapies is only a small component of
the billions the funds issue as benefits.
According to a review undertaken
some years ago by Australia Skeptics,
the amount paid out by health
insurance funds in benefits in 2010/11
amounted to $12.4 billion, with the
subsidy – the PHI rebate package –
valued at around $4.7 billion. Most
of the health fund benefits, and thus
indirectly the subsidy, went to hospital
and general medical treatments.
The “contribution” that this change
will make to “reducing premium price
increases” may not be that exciting.

.
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United action gets results

Skeptics act as one to fight anti-vax presentation – Sydney council under fire
AUS: The cancellation of the listing for
an anti-vaccination lecture, posted on
the City of Sydney Council’s “what’s on”
site, is indicative of the sort of rapid and
definitive results that can be achieved by
concerted and united action by Skeptics.
During November 18-19, the same
weekend as the Australian Skeptics
convention in Sydney, a post on Reddit
alerted the Skeptical community to the
promotion of a coming lecture by antivaccination campaigner Judy Wilyman.
Wilyman was the winner of the
Skeptics’ Bent Spoon award in 2016
for her PhD thesis on vaccination that
is riddled with errors, misstatements,
poor and unsupported ‘evidence’, and
conspiratorial thinking. At that time she
was joined on the Bent Spoon “podium”
by her academic advisor Brian Martin
and the University of Wollongong for
awarding her a doctorate.
The promotion on the Sydney
Council’s site described Wilyman as
Australia’s “top vaccine expert” and
said the event would address “urgent
worldwide vaccine safety concerns”.
“Government, media and the medical
community are pushing more and more
vaccines on us,” the promotion read.
“Why? Their use of phrases like pro or
anti vaccine are not helpful! It is time
to have an open, honest and respectful
discussion about vaccines.”
The promotion said the event would
be held on Monday, November 20, but

8

did not say where – those registering
would be told only a few hours
prior, in the same way as the anti-vax
film Vaxxed was announced during its
recent tour of Australia.
Australian Skeptics Inc committee
member Alethea Dean then passed this
information on to other committee
members on Sunday, November 19.

Action time

Following Dean’s notification, the
Skeptical community leapt into action
at the prospect of a government website supporting the anti-vaccination
movement. Following the alert – only a
day before the meeting was due to take
place – other Skeptics such as Skeptical
poet and anti-vax watcher Shelley Stocken,
and ASI committee members Jo Benhamu
and Dr Brad McKay approached the
Council to have the listing removed, and
to alert the movement generally that this
was taking place.
Benhamu said she was told that,
being a weekend, there was no Council
representative of sufficient authority to
have the listing removed.
But the Skeptical movement wasn’t
closed for the weekend – in fact, there
was a large gathering of Skeptics just
down the road from the Sydney Town
Hall at the Convention. A firestorm
of tweets and calls from convention
attendees and the broader community
caught the attention of the media and

Sydney Lord Mayor Clover Moore.
Moore said that “This is entirely
contrary to our values. We support
evidence-based policies in the interests
of our city’s communities.”
Other noted politicians joined in the
criticism, including Sydney Councillor
Christine Forster, and local Sydney MP
and Federal Labor Deputy Leader Tanya
Plibersek, who tweeted: “Who approved
of this idiocy?”
Moore asked staff to remove the
advertisement immediately.

Questions to answer

However, questions have been raised as
to how the listing was approved in the
first place, as it might not only have been
“against the Council’s values”, it also
contravened the site’s rules in that there
were no details given for where and when
the lecture would take place.
Some of the requirements for listing
are that the event must occur at a venue
or location within a 7.5 km radius of the
Sydney Town Hall, and that “Events with
dates or locations yet to be announced
cannot be listed”.
The promotion of the Wilyman lecture
clearly breached those requirements.
Many media outlets gave themselves
credit for bringing the issue to a head,
but Moore tweeted that, among the
many messages she received, the first were
from Skeptics. It was certainly a united
Skeptical community which set the ball
rolling and kept the momentum moving
until action was taken.
But the removal of the promotion on
the Council’s site was just a small start;
there was still the lecture itself to contend
with. Investigations are required to see if
it was being held on Council property –
something the notice did not say.
The action by the Skeptical
community raised one issue among many
in the fight against anti-vaccination, but
it indicates what can be done quickly and
effectively by a united front, and should
be a rally for future action.

.
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Stop The Rot
Ken McLeod looks at the development of
activist organisations, and asks how far can patience
be stretched?

Some Skeptics will not be aware
that for several years Stop the AVN and
Friends of Science in Medicine have
conducted a campaign of reporting
registered and unregistered quacks to
the relevant authorities if evidence
exists that they are practising outside
evidence-based medicine, guidelines
and legislation.
The relevant regulatory authorities
are the Australian Health Practitioner
Regulation Agency, the Health
Care Complaints Commission in
NSW, Victoria’s Health Complaints
Commissioner, and the Office of the
Health Ombudsman in Queensland.
Our early years were not well
coordinated and recorded but the best
estimate of the number of complaints
is about 1800. A few complaints were
also made to the Australian Tax Office
and Centrelink.
These are in addition to the
complaints made to the Therapeutic
Goods Administration by Dr Ken
Harvey’s “Whack-a-Mole” project
concerning therapeutic ‘medicines’ and
devices.
Regretfully, the authorities charged
with protecting the public usually take
little action, such as issuing a caution
not recorded on the public register.
Hit with a flower

AHPRA’s action taken in regard to
complaints concerning Samantha Hall,
a Registered Nurse in Queensland, is
typical.
Hall’s well-documented conduct
included ongoing anti-vaccination,
anti-fluoride, anti-doctor activities,
using her nursing registration to

bolster her anti-vaccination claims.
She claims to have conducted
years of ‘research’ without being a
researcher or publishing in peerreviewed journals; she circulated an
anti-vaccination petition directed at
the then-Prime Minister and added
anti-vaccination commentary which
included conspiracies surrounding
the World Health Organisation,
doctors, researchers, and politicians.
She claimed that many doctors
become disillusioned with vaccination.
She’s cited her nursing registration
to denigrate doctors, anaesthetists
and medical professionals generally.
She has agreed with the proposition
that anaesthetists administer drugs
without a full understanding of
how the drugs work on the brain.
She’s used her nursing registration
and employment to denigrate
annual influenza immunisation,
workplace immunisation, childhood
immunisation, and parents of
immunised children. She has claimed
that, as an RN triage nurse, she receives
calls every day from the public who
have had adverse reactions to influenza
vaccination. She has claimed that she
works for a “large medical company”
which does not pass on adverse
reaction statistics. She has argued that
a “healthy child” is a child who is not
immunised. She has denigrated the
benefits of public immunisation and
referred to vaccines as “poison”.
All of the above defied multiple
warnings from AHPRA and the
Nursing and Midwifery Boards, the
Nursing Code of Conduct and the
Code for Social Media, and public
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statements from several State and
Commonwealth Ministers for
Health. Hall’s conduct raises deep
concerns not only about her own
activities, but the consequent
danger to the public.
The response from AHPRA to the
complaint (tinyurl.com/ya8wxqle) is
indicative of the responses of the
authorities generally. In spite of
clear overwhelming documentary
evidence, all she received was a caution
not recorded on the public register.
We are quite disgusted with the
consistently feeble responses, and
contrast AHPRA’s response to that of
the Civil Aviation Safety Authority. In
aviation, no one works until they can
prove to CASA that they are safe; in
medicine, anyone works until AHPRA
can prove that they are unsafe - a reversal
of priorities from two authorities charged
with protecting the public.
Of course, unregistered practitioners
such as homeopaths can get away with
anything until they kill somebody.
Not all is doom and gloom, however.
There are indications, however dim,
that AHPRA’s patience is wearing thin.
While the overwhelming number of
responses to complaints are nothing
more than a slap on the wrist with a
damp lettuce leaf, there has been more
substantial action recently. An Enrolled
Nurse, Loretta Blake (aka Baxter,
aka Salakas) has had her registration
suspended, GP Andrew Kinsella has
given an undertaking not to practice
medicine until his registration expires,
chiropractor Simon Floreani and GPs
Kevin Coleman and John Piesse have
had their registrations suspended. Some
recalcitrants have been issued warnings.
Still, that is not enough, and won’t
be enough until the safety of the public
comes first.

.

(It should be noted that, as with many of
our complaints, much of the hard work
has been done by Reasonable Hank.)
Ken McLeod is one of the founders
of Stop the AVN.
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of SKEPTICS
The 33rd Skeptics convention was a festival of ideas …
and fun, friends, and food for thought

T
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he 2017 Australian Skeptics National Convention - Skepticon - was the 33rd
in a continuing series, the longest set of consecutive events among the many
skeptical groups in the world.
And this tradition of continuity and excellence was continued by the convention
this year, which was held in the City Recital Hall in the centre of Sydney. Attendees
were treated to as seamless a set of presentations as you could expect from 40 different
presenters across simultaneous sessions in two different rooms, all ably directed by MC
comedian Lawrence Leung and event managers Think Inc.
None of the speakers, excepting Dr Karl, had spoken at an Australian Skeptics
convention before, and some of their presentations similarly pushed the boundary of
traditional subjects. Among the discussions of the tactics of naturopaths, quacks, and
anti-vaxxers, presenters also looked at the future of journalism, environmental protection,
energy options, and religion.
There were highlights from both overseas and local speakers, there was fun, there was
music and poetry, and there were emotional personal stories of strength in the face of
anti-science and irrational adversity. And there was a dramatic example of rapid and
united activism by Skeptics that saw the removal within hours of a promotion for an antivaccination talk in the vicinity (see the News story this issue).
But most of all there was much to stimulate the Skeptical mind, and much
discussion of what and how and where to implement Skeptical action and
attitude in the wider world.
Eran Segev, president of Australian Skeptics Inc, kicked off the proceedings
with an opening address that described the long heritage and current position of
skepticism and the Australian Skeptics in Australia. Diversity and inclusion were
stressed, and everyone made to feel welcome, whether established skeptics or those
dipping their toes into the waters.
This report looks at those presentations with some brief and some longer
summaries of key points and highlights. Our thanks go to our reporters and Australian
Skeptics Inc committee members Martin Hadley, Josh Godbee, Trish Hann, Brad McKay,
Ian Bryce, Jessica Singer, Tim Mendham and Alethea Dean who kept their pens poised
and thumbs busy taking notes, even while listening to a series of fascinating presentations,
observations, demonstrations, and reflections. Our thanks also to photographers Mal
Vickers and Jordan Munns for their invaluable contribution to this report.
Now, read on …

———————––––––——
Dr KARL KRUSZELNICKI

Great Moments in Skepticism

Dr Karl flaunted his mastery of segue-ness
with a brisk run of topics including one
that mystifies me with increasing regularity:
why do we enter a room to do something
and find ourselves struggling to remember
why we came there? My doctor’s answer –
because you were born in the ‘50s – left me
unconvinced, though how much can one
expect from a dermatologist?
Dr Karl explained that we survived
and evolved by being mindful of dangers.
Moving from one area to another meant
a new array of dangers. Our brains learnt
to wipe the old list to make room for
the new. Opening a door and entering a
room triggers this process. The idea that
prompted the move gets left behind. (I
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suppose that is why the Stoic philosophers
made sure that their Stoa had no doors.)
Other gems included the source of
gravity waves and how we detected the
first one. It occurred just three hours
after Tony Abbot was deposed – mere
coincidence? The benefits of coffee and
how plants can act on meat, namely us.
Why alcohol sends us to the bathroom.
Why Saturn’s little moon Enceladus
probably has what is necessary for
life – not sunlight but warm water
+ microscopic rocks. The economic
advantage of renewable sources of energy
– you don’t have to pay for fuel!
And in conclusion, a lateral thought.
Many people with autism have successful
careers. Some become scientists. Some of
them made vaccines. Thus, vaccines do
not cause autism; but autism helps cause
vaccines.
- Martin Hadley

———————––––––––
BRITT HERMES

Confessions of a Former Naturopath
Due to her being newly pregnant
and suffering bad morning sickness,
Britt Hermes was forced to give her
presentation from her home in Germany.
But lack of physical presence did not mean
lack of impact.
At 16 she was diagnosed with psoriasis
- steroids were the only treatment. Instead
of listening to the doctor she used a
bunch of natural therapies and over time
the condition cleared up, conveniently
forgetting that she had also been using
medicine the whole time.

She went to Bastyr College, an
“alternative medicine university” in the
US, where she studied naturopathy, and
“just enough medicine to look legitimate”.
Classes were full of anti-vaccine
thinking, and she was taught how to
deal with mental illness/schizophrenia
by treating heavy metal poisoning. She
travelled to Ghana as a naturopath,
treating patients with no training in
diagnostics but still able to prescribe
homeopathic products to people with
malaria, later doing the same in Nicaragua.
She graduated in 2011, first licensed
in Washington State and hired into a
naturopathic paediatric residency. She
then moved to Arizona and worked with a
naturopathic “cancer specialist”.
The use of the Ukrain cancer drug that
was not approved by the FDA triggered
her to start thinking about what she
was doing. She confronted the doctor,
resigned, and approached lawyers and the
attorney general.
Britt started reading those things she
ignored while at Bastyr. Simon Singh and
Edzard Ernst’s book Trick or Treatment
was integral in turning around her
thinking.
She moved to Germany and applied
for a program in a degree in science. She
combed through her training materials
before starting her degree and realised how
far “down the rabbit hole” she had gone.
Jann Bellamy and Edzard Ernst
encouraged her to write, starting a blog
called Naturopathic Diaries. Emails started
coming in from naturopaths insisting she
stopped blogging, calling her bitter or that
she had been kidnapped by her husband

and forced to blog.
It has been three years since leaving
naturopathy and two since she has started
writing.
She remains the only naturopath to walk
away from the profession and to be critical
of it. Apart from the abusive emails, she
also receives many supportive emails from
operating naturopaths who cannot leave
the profession for financial reasons.
Speaking out comes at a cost, with legal
threats, personal and financial tolls. She has
been threatened by Bastyr with defamation
action, and likewise by a cancer naturopath
from Arizona.
“The way naturopathy is regulated
needs to be changed. We need to be aware
of how regulations are changed not only
in Australia but around the world.” It’s
an international issue, with developments
in North America reflected in Australian
regulatory changes.
- Josh Godbee

———————––––––––
MYTHBUSTING PANEL

Conspiracy theories don’t die

Three very different mythbusting science
communicators with one common goal to educate their audience. Dr Brad McKay
described using “education via titillation”
on his TV and radio appearances, and it
works - he’s able to reach audiences that
wouldn’t normally watch educational
content. Documentary maker Sonya
Pemberton, well known for her provaccination film Jabbed, explained how she
doesn’t “go for laughs”, instead targeting
those who perhaps disagree with the
message due to fear rather than wilful
ignorance. And Alan “Captain Disillusion”
Melikdjanian gave examples of how he
uses visual effects and comedy to overcome
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the short attention spans of the average
YouTube viewer, in order to debunk viral
videos.
The panel was both entertaining and
informative, and elicited some difficult
questions from the audience, including
the following exchange:
Q: How do we ensure we’re following
good science rather than junk science?
Brad: The website Science-Based
Medicine is good, and you can also
tweet scientists and doctors if you have
questions.
Sonya: Trust your instinct, and read
the full paper rather than just the headline
or press release.
Alan: And if none of that works,
message me and I’ll tell you what to
think.
- Trish Hann

———————––––––––
KATE BROWNE
Guilty as Charged

12

Kate Browne is known throughout
Australia for her iconic role as a ‘Guilty
Mum’ on the ABC TV consumer affairs
show The Checkout.
In addition to her role as TV presenter,
she is a script writer, an investigative
journalist for CHOICE, and a busy mum
caring for two young kids.
During her talk, she described how
pregnancy and motherhood changed
her life, and how high levels of stress,
responsibility, sleep deprivation, and pangs
of anticipatory-guilt led her to make
‘interesting’ purchases in the supermarket
and department stores.
Marketing is big business. Consumers
are targeted when they are at their most
vulnerable, and this includes new mothers
suffering from ‘baby brain’.
Preying on parental guilt, advertising
taps into our insecurities, telling us that we
aren’t doing everything we can to care for
our kids.
Parents are pressured to buy baby
monitors that only serve to increase stress
levels. Baby knee pads might protect

little legs from the hard ground, but we
forget that kids have survived throughout
history without them. Baby-wipe warmers
are ridiculous when room temperature
is totally fine, but we can be lured into
spontaneous purchases during times of
weakness as new parents.
It costs plenty of money to raise
children, but it can cost you a whole lot
more if you give in to strategic marketing
practices.
- Brad McKay

———————––––––––
ALAN DUFFY

Journey to Mars

Professor Alan Duffy of Swinburne
University asked, what technologies might
get us to the Red Planet, and how ready
are we? He was joined on stage by a little
Mars Rover, built by his students.
The roundtrip journey would take
about 1000 days, barring a revolution in
propulsion, and unfortunately this would

incur a harmful radiation dose. Landing
on Mars would be less challenging, as
the technique of using a heat shield,
parachute and retro rocket has been
proven successful.
Large habitats could be built using
on-site materials (even ice), and possibly
3D printing. For food, growing potatoes
and other vegetables, as in the film The
Martian, is plausible, given soil analysis
from three Rovers to date. Fertiliser, water
and heating would be required.
The base would have a large electricity
consumption, which would necessitate
nuclear sources. This is fortunately a viable
technology in the form of radioisotope
thermoelectric generators, again as seen in
The Martian and in real missions.
The likely show stopper seems to be
the return trip, with a large rocket (at least
two stage) required for lift off and transearth injection. There was no mention
of a one-way trip, which some in the
audience said they would be willing to do,
especially with the hope of more humans
and supplies arriving from Earth on future
missions.
- Ian Bryce

———————––––––––
CATHERINE HUGHES

Harsh Reality of Anti-Vax Movement
Catherine Hughes started Immunisation
Foundation Australia under tragic
circumstances, the death of her 32-dayold son Riley from whooping cough in
2015. It was only after his death that
she found out about the third trimester
vaccination for pertussis. She made a
promise to do anything to stop this
happening to other babies. That promise
did not include receiving hate mail.
After Riley died she removed his
belongings, sent a message to the
McCaffreys who had suffered a similar
tragedy, and put up a post on her
experience. The post went viral, and
the media were on her doorstep next
morning. And within 24 hours she
started to receive hate mail of the most
vile and pitiless sort.
She gave painful examples of those
messages from anti-vaccinationists,
from which she developed seven
categories of anti-vax activists: initially
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and the story below it.
New technology has also meant
that there is a new business model, and
the traditional one has fundamentally
collapsed. ‘Free’ news relies on advertising,
and advertising goes where the numbers
are, meaning that algorithms run the show
- they are used to assess reader attraction
and therefore influence (if not direct)
what sorts of stories should be run (“Stop
clicking on Kardashian headlines!”).
As Ibrahim said, if you want journalism
that is reliable, accurate, comprehensive
and trustworthy, then you’re probably
going to have to pay for it.
- Tim Mendham

caring and then accusatory; conspiracy
theorists; disease advocates; deceitful
‘pro-choice’ activists, like the AVSN;
chiropractors; anti-government types;
and anti-vaccine professionals, such as
the touring ‘experts’.
Overall, the message was to expose
the anti-vaxxers for their deceit and
tactics, and be kind to the sufferers and
confused parents.
- Jessica Singer

———————––––––––
MEDIA PANEL

Defining Journalism Today

Discussing issues affecting mainstream
media and professional journalism
were broadcaster and journalist Fauziah
Ibrahim, Walkley award-winning freelance
journalist Kathy Marks, and Marcus
Strom, former science editor with the
Sydney Morning Herald (now consulting
to the ABC) - MC’d by Dr Brad McKay.
Strom said that traditional journalism
was and needed to be open to new voices,
though the situation with social media
platform is that people do not read
things they do not already believe. Marks
said that, despite the rise and success of
social media, people - especially older
people - were still interested in ‘long
form’ (ie feature length) journalism,
but the audience is suffering from
information overload. Ibrahim says there
is disenchantment with bite-sized ‘news’ as
it appears in social media - the ‘fake news’
phenomenon meaning it is hard to know
who to trust.
Journalists and publishers need to
be innovative and use technology; the
Walkley Foundation has been trying to
do this with new categories of journalism
that include tweets and Instagram in the
headline category. But digital technology

———————––––––––
SARAH HAIDER

Islam, Doubt and Space Pegasus

raises serious issues of motivation: how do
you get ‘eyeballs’? Outlets often resort to
sensationalist stories, ‘click bait’, and the
content gap between an enticing headline

Sarah Haider was born in Pakistan and
spends most of her time in the US. In
her hard-hitting speech, she did not use
the expression “fair dinkum” but that is
what she wants Western commentators
to be when discussing Islam. Reticence
is harmful when nonsense is ignored or

The Arts

A

novel addition to the traditional line-up of Skeptical conventions were two
artists – an Australian poet and a musical duo from New Zealand – who gave
short performances before the lunch breaks.
Emilie Zoey Baker appeared on the first day with a rendition of the sorts of
spoken-word ‘slam’ poems that she has given at arts and literature festivals
around the world, She is the recipient of numerous international awards, poetin-residencies, and is the author of many books for kids and adults.
Rhian Sheehan is a composer and performer whose music has featured
in many films, documentaries and TV programs. He’s also composed music
for multimedia installations and exhibits around the world, including at the
UK’s National Space Centre, the Kennedy Space Center, and London’s Natural
History Museum. With co-performer Ed Zuccollo, the duo performed on
various synthesiser
keyboards a series
of atmospheric
electronica pieces
that have been
described as
“shoegaze, post-rock
ambient, chamber
music”.

.
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romanticised by liberals who are afraid
of being labelled as bigots; or are afraid
of losing votes; or are afraid of physical
attack.
If an idea is false or ridiculous, then
Haider wants those words used to describe
it. Her favourite example is the Night
Journey of Muhammad from Mecca to
Jerusalem; then to Heaven and back, all in
one night, on the back of a winged horse.
That sounds like a metaphor for a spiritual
journey but Sarah despairs at how many
Muslims insist it was a material event. To
many, believing in the Night Journey is
something to be proud of, with Islamic
scientists keen to offer rationalisations.
Sacrificing truth is never desirable
and Sarah begs Muslims to realise that
they cannot achieve progress unless they
acknowledge where they went wrong in
the past.
- Martin Hadley

———————––––––––
ADAM SPENCER

The Number Games

14

Adam Spencer is a former ABC Radio
presenter, a television personality, a
comedian, and
someone who
has always had
passion for
prime numbers.
“The universe
is written in a
mathematical
language,” he
said, quoting
Galileo. He
then went on
a journey into
his passion the definition of primes, and the record
for finding the largest prime (Dr Curtis
Cooper with more than 22 million digits).
He then raced through a series of facts
that emphasised that the current explosion
in mathematical information “is a perfect
metaphor for the current rate of discovery
in all areas”.

The astronomy observatory Square
Kilometre Array (when built, it will
produce several times more data per day
than all current internet traffic), the large
hadron collider, gravitational waves, from
three particles in 1932 to 61 fundamental
particles in 2017 (and counting!),
advances in AI and games (AlphaGo
learned Go by playing against itself) things are changing at an incredible rate.
It is thrilling, he says. In fact, learning
aboutwhat is going on, such as the longest
prime number, fills him with “an almost
sexual excitement”.
And keep in mind that we cannot look
at the future based on what we know now
- that’s too limited!
- Jessica Singer

same time?”
Cancer research is hampered by
lack of funding, accurate reporting is
hampered by technical terminology.
Assessing research results and relevance
means looking at where those results are
published. Trials revolve around dosage
and safety, efficacy, and side effects.
Are there conflicts of interest? And,
importantly, which cancer are we looking
at?
“Cancer research is like working on a
toothpick which will be used to build a
skyscraper. You need to figure out if the
claim you are looking at is a toothpick or
a bit of rubbish.” But even a toothpick can
be pretty cool.
- Jessica Singer

———————––––––––
LEIGH NICHOLSON

———————––––––––
WAR ON WASTE PANEL

Leigh Nicholson is a PhD student in
cellular biology and oncology at Sydney
University.
“We seem to like the idea of a single,
well known thing as a ‘cure’,” she says.
But there are problems; it’s not as simple
as that. She has been keeping track of
media articles about cancer (“reputable
outlets only”) and seeing just what sorts
of claims are made about cures for cancer.
Saffron, turmeric, vitamin C, gold flecks,
and nano-machines have all been claimed
to ‘kill’ cancer, but none of these have
been properly tested on humans - cell
lines, fish, mice, yes, but not humans.
Cancer is made up of more than 200
kinds of diseases - “very old diseases”.
The media focus on causes and what kills
it, but cancer research does not use this
same focus. It has a bigger picture, she
says, which is “How do you kill cancer
but keep everything else alive at the

We’re all becoming increasingly aware that
our planet is filling up with rubbish. Our
waste is growing at twice the rate of the
population, but what can we do about it?
Craig Reucassel (TV presenter), Jodi
Boylan (executive producer), and Stephen
Oliver (commissioning editor, ABC TV),
all sat down on a panel to discuss their
involvement in creating the three-part
ABC TV series War on Waste, and what
they learnt during the process of filming.
They were all acutely aware that we
tend to ignore our rubbish as soon as
we’ve thrown it away. There are many
boring stories about waste disposal, which
is why they attempted to find interesting
ways to engage their audience.
Researching for the show was
disheartening, because they noticed cycles
of change throughout human history
didn’t amount to much. There is often a
period of awareness to our waste, but then
changes in human behaviour tend to lose

Quack Cures for Cancer
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momentum. They didn’t want to create
this show only to have it be forgotten with
no impact.
Australians throw out 1 billion coffee
cups every year, which can’t be recycled.
The team worked hard to bring this to
our attention in a novel way. They filled
a Melbourne tram with 50,000 used
coffee cups, and drove it through the
city (much to the annoyance of some
travellers). Current technology hasn’t yet
made biodegradable coffee cups a good
solution, so this was an effort to encourage
Australians to buy their own reusable
alternatives.
Disposable fashion is a major problem
throughout the world, and a pile of used
clothing was erected in Martin Place to
make people aware of this growing issue.
They discovered that Woolworths
hands out about 3.2 million plastic bags
every year, which mostly go into landfill,
but the number of plastic bags that Coles
uses each year has still not been released.
Through clever, entertaining television the
War on Waste team appear to have had
some success advocating for a decrease
in plastic bag consumption in Australia.
Television is still a great medium for
alerting people to an important issue and
encouraging social change.
What has really impressed the team is
the number of kids getting on board. Kids
are finding ways of minimising waste,
improving recycling, and harassing their
parents to do the right thing too.
Looking at the behaviour of different
populations in Australia, they found that
older people who have not grown up
thinking about the environment have
actually lived through times of frugality
and tend not to create a massive carbon
footprint. However, younger people who
have been brought up to care about the
environment, have also grown up in an

can change this.
A Q&A revealed audience members
who have achieved their own gains, such
as integrating insulation, glass, solar
design, solar hot water, and photovoltaics.
Some have succeeded in taking a house or
- Brad McKay a small town completely off-grid.
- Ian Bryce

environment of excess and don’t have frugal
behaviours.
There is certainly room for improvement
around Australia and creating the War on
Waste series made the whole team realise
what we all can do to alter our behaviours.

———————––––––––
ENERGY PANEL

The Power Battle

This was a panel discussion with Ketan
Joshi (communications advisor to CSIRO’s
Data 61 network, and who has previously
addressed the Skeptics on wind turbines),
Professor Kate Auty (Commissioner for
Environmental Sustainability, Victoria),
and Dr Oscar Archer (process chemist at
Ametalin, University of Adelaide), looking
at different forms and priorities in energy
generation and management.
Prof Auty described her feet-on-theground work with both community
groups and power stakeholders in northeast Victoria. For example, they identified
potential for pumped hydro systems in
the Strathbogie Ranges. Her theme was
showing what they did to engage the
community in a purposeful way.
Dr Archer described the opportunities
presented by Generation IV nuclear
technologies. These include liquidfuelled, thorium, very-high-temperature,
hydrogen-generating, and travellingwave technologies. These potentially
offer reprocessing of waste, and fail-safe
characteristics.
Ketan Joshi favoured demandmanagement where, at peak times,
consumers are encouraged to lower their
air conditioning, defer the pool heating,
or reschedule their factory work. Current
power users expect to be unconstrained,
but education and a sharp price incentive

———————––––––––
CARA SANTA MARIA

Science Comms in Post-Truth America

When asked what she does for a
living, Cara Santa Maria generally
replies with a long list of titles: TV
presenter, journalist, podcaster, skeptic,
atheist, and science communicator.
She embraces her various roles, and
described using her public platform
to highlight some of the current
issues with television broadcasting,
including a lack of women and people
of colour in the industry; an obsession
with ratings rather than reality; and a
relatively new genre in programming:
“docufiction”.
She explained that while fake news
has been around as long as news
has (remember the Weekly World
News?) it’s simply more overt now.
She lamented the disconnect between
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The Other Room

he 2017 convention was marked by a series of live podcasts, running
simultaneously with the more formal presentations in the main hall. The
“other room”, a smaller and more intimate venue, allow podcasters and
audiences to mix and comment freely in a friendly and good-humoured
(sometimes raucously humoured) environment.
A highlights of these sessions was a Q&A with Dr Karl Kruszelnicki. Jessica
Singer reports:
Dr Karl describes himself as “not a real doctor”. By this he means he is not
a PhD, but a medical doctor, which you get by doing Bachelor degrees in
medicine and surgery. Despite underselling himself, the chance to quiz Dr
Karl was too good to miss. It was a full house for his Q&A session, conducted
at breakneck speed and covering all manner of topics in one of his trademark
colourful shirts (made by his wife using an overlock stitch).
A question can end up anywhere: the topic of sewing leads to clothes and to
the loss by humans of body hair for evolutionary reasons (it frees up protein for
the brain). The topic of life in deep sea vents leads to the genetic code shared
by all organisms except for two (one being coral).
Dr Karl’s answers are both stream of consciousness and very much to the
point. Nor is he afraid to say when he doesn’t know something or call upon the
expertise of his audience. To the question “how does life form”, his two word
answer was “No idea”. And when the discussion strayed into astrophysics and
the formation of gold, his advice to the questioner was “ask an expert”.
Still, as a self-described generalist, Dr Karl’s knowledge is satisfyingly
encyclopaedic and provided a stimulating half hour.
The other podcasts were equally well-received, with many being standingroom-only.
You can hear and download these from their respective sites:
• CJ McMahon and Sam Rilatt of Hard Noise - podbay.fm/show/1149172811
• Adam Reakes’ Herd Mentality - herdmentalitypodcast.com/
• Richard Saunders and the regular crew of the Skeptic Zone – skepticzone.tv
• The combined talents of Cognitive Dissonance and Scathing Atheist on
Citation Needed – citationpod.com
• Andre Torrez’s law podcast Opening Arguments – openargs.com (Andrew is
also legal advisor to the Scathing Atheist).
• Wade Fairclough’s Sci-Gasm - sci-gasm.com
And to top it off, the Other Room also hosted screenings of Sonya Pemberton’s
documentary on vaccination, Jabbed, and a selection of Captain Disillusion’s
best YouTube videos.

.
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the scientific process and the political
process, but gave some good advice to
wannabe science communicators: it’s
not about what to think, but how to
think.
Young, curious minds want to figure
things out rather than just believe,
and as skeptics we should support
and encourage that behaviour, using
kindness to keep people engaged.
Her talk was full of soul, hope and
knowledge; she is a passionate speaker
who presents her information clearly
and in such a captivating way that it’s
easy to pay attention.
- Trish Hann

———————–––——
CAPTAIN DISILLUSION

The Unbearable Loneliness
of Being Right on the Internet

A highlight of Skepticon 2017 was the
incredible multimedia presentation
from Alan Melikdjanian, known for his
YouTube alter-ego ‘Captain Disillusion’.
The Captain has a superb eye for detail,
an eclectic sense of humour, and has made
a career from identifying and disproving
fake videos on the internet.
His latest videos have taken a nostalgic
look at the movies we are all familiar with,
and explained in detail the special effects
used in each one.
Having a major online following comes
with great responsibility. He shared with
us his three rules on how to always be
right:
• Stick to what you know and be an
expert in your own field.
• Don’t make any mistakes, ever, or the
entire internet will soon let you know.
• If you do happen to make a mistake,
make it a learning experience for your
audience.
People can be stuck in their own
mindset, so exposing the truth behind
viral videos can be a fragile process.
Humour is a great way to get people
onside and make them more open to new
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but not free from ethical problems. You’re
literally trying to change the flow of
electricity, down axons, down synapses of
people’s brains.
But, of course, being a magician, the
audience was treated to some likability
and humour - a mentalism act, including
a live demonstration of ‘voodoo’, and
learning the name of the first person that
Suzie from the front row ever kissed.
- Alethea Dean

———————––––––––
RUTH ELLISON

Growing up in a cult

ideas. Make sure you’re not just making
the skeptical community laugh - you’ll
have greater impact on the world if you
speak to the wider community.
And remember, “Love with your heart,
and use your head for everything else.”
- Brad McKay

———————––––––––
DR VYOM SHARMA

Rewiring Our Minds

Dr Sharma considered keeping his talk
light and entertaining when he realised
he was on at 3pm on the second day of a
two-day conference. However, this would
be one audience in the world that might
appreciate substance over style.
His talk focused on the science of
persuasion, on achieving a working
understanding about changing minds.
Persuasion, he says, is not a dirty word.
Persuasion enters into both his work as
a medical doctor and as a magician. In
his general practice, people come with
problems and often a preconceived
answer. If they are wrong, he has to
convince them using best science and
honest tactics. The stakes are high. As
a magician, he persuades people that
something magical is happening. He lies.
He tells them he will lie, then lies and
conceals the lie.
There is a neural defence system which
includes confirmation bias, motivated
skepticism and active information
avoidance. One study looked at political
beliefs through an MRI. Subjects were

asked to change their minds about
impersonal topics used a reasoning part
of the brain. However, when asked about
strongly held beliefs (political, cultural,
religious), this fired up the default mode
network involved in a sense of identity.
When tied into political social identity,
reasoning turns off. It is a societal
challenge because different people have
different identities - our brains make it
hard for us to be persuaded by facts.
“You can’t reason someone out of
position they didn’t reason their way into.”
Beliefs rest on a metaphorical table,
and people don’t want that table to fall.
They are not protecting just a belief, but
the architecture it rests on. In order to
support the architecture, you need to align
the changed belief with feeling better,
positive outcomes, and identity. Being
likeable and using humour are effective,

When Ruth Ellison began high school,
she was given a ‘day in your life’
assignment typical for the age group.
While the events leading through her
school day, going home and doing her
homework were fairly mundane, she was
at a loss about what to fill in after that.
She said that she watched TV.
This was a lie. The thing was, she didn’t
actually have a TV because the TV was a
tool of the devil.
From an early age she knew her family
was different. No one outside of her
church believed or looked like her family
did, because Ruth was “born into the
Message”. Being in the Message meant
they were believers of the Message of
the Hour, a set of beliefs centred on the
teachings of William Branham, who led
the post-WWII revivalist faith healing
movement in the US.
Brother Branham was a fixture in
Ruth’s home growing up. He was big on
angelic visitations and prophecies sent
before the end times. Among his teachings
were that all other beliefs were false,
especially Catholicism. There were strict
dress codes. Females were not allowed
to wear pants, nail polish, heels, make
up, or even woolly clothing. Ruth was
once berated for not wearing a petticoat
because her ankle was showing. Women
are also not allowed to cut their hair, not
even split ends, otherwise they dishonour
their husbands. God doesn’t hear the
prayers of women who cut their hair. Men
simply had to avoid shorts and singlets.
Ruth was raised to believe that women
were not allowed to hold positions of
authority at home, church or work - if she
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was even allowed to work. Her role was to
have children.
Needless to say there was no dating,
but there was also no Christmas, no
dancing, no TV, ‘whirly’ music, or music
with drums. Almost the only sanctioned
form of entertainment seemed to have
been listening to Brother Branham’s
sermons, which were collected in rows
of cassettes around the house. Any
questioning of Branham’s teachings was
the devil putting thoughts in their head,
and the only response was to shut it down
and not let the Devil get hold of you.
Perceived contradictions in the teachings
were a result of your failings. Ruth
described the fear and anxiety around the
Rapture and the Tribulation. The world
was framed as a dark place filled with
evil and the thought of being left behind
was terrifying. She told the audience of
a full blown anxiety attack she had when
coming home one day she couldn’t find
her mother - her mother had only gone
out for groceries, but even years later as
an adult Ruth cries as she recalls how
frightened she was.
Most of the kids at her church were
homeschooled and had no contact
with the outside world. Her parents
rebelled by sending her to public school,
which Ruth thinks can be put down to
having an Asian mother who still valued
education. Unlike other young adults
from the church, she had the opportunity
to go to university.
Out in the world and furthering her
education, she was constantly exposed
to ideas and things that contradicted
what she had been taught over 21 years.
She even had a boyfriend, a man who
eventually became her husband. She
worked hard at finishing her degree and
finding a job, which allowed her to leave
Perth and find a job across the country in
Canberra.
However, the path was far from easy
for Ruth, who felt like she was drowning
in fear. Entering into the world with
so little experience, she had trouble

understanding simple social gestures,
and didn’t know if people were being
kind or trying to take advantage of
her. What do people wear when they
go to work or grocery shopping? She
had no frame of reference! It took her
years to get comfortable just wearing
jeans, let alone choosing between 21
different types. There was huge anxiety in
decision-making; even buying toothpaste
overwhelmed her. Added to this was
the stress of speaking to new people not
knowing the answers. At one point things
were so dark she considered driving her
car into an oncoming truck.
As she lived more in the world, things
did begin to improve. She started learning
about science. She became a fan of Dr
Karl on the radio. She was introduced
to the Canberra Skeptics. In the midst
of this she visited her parents, who took
her to see an iridologist. Her newfound
critical thinking skills led her to do
research and she discovered iridology was
a pseudoscience.
Applying critical thinking, Ruth
acknowledged, is really hard across

different aspects of life. It needs to be
worked on constantly and we need to be
aware of our own biases. It took her years
to realise she had been raised in a cult that
took advantage of a need to belong.
Ultimately, Ruth’s message was to be
kind. In front of a slide quoting Phil Plait’s
famous “Don’t be a dick” mandate, she
stressed that while it is easy to be angry,
it’s important to be gentle and empathetic.
You might have an impact on people like
her who were on the edge and who need
support.
It was a message well received by the
Skepticon audience, who gave Ruth a
standing ovation, an honour not achieved
by any other speakers that day.
Her presentation was extremely
moving, raising quite a few tears, both
in the speaker and the audience, and was
generally regarded as a highlight of the
entire convention.
- Alethea Dean

———————––––––––
COGNITIVE DISSONANCE &
SCATHING ATHEIST
A feature of Skepticon was the appearances
– in multiple locations at multiple times
and in multiple incarnations – of two
of the most popular skeptical/atheist
podcasting teams from the US.
Both appeared separately on the main
stage, and together in the ‘other’ room set
aside for podcasts (see sidebar), and one as
entertainer at the dinner (see that sidebar).
While they are known for their
sometimes ‘fruity’ language, they kept the
expletives largely deleted for the familyfriendly main sessions. Nonetheless, they
all had a lot of fun poking fun.
At the end of the first day of the
convention, Cecil and
Tom of Cognitive
Dissonance (left) took
the stage in the main
hall to review some
very strange claims
by creationists, one of
whom was Australian
Ken Ham, who has
taken up residence
in the US to build a
creationist theme park
and a recreation of
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Noah’s Ark. The other was Ray Comfort,
a New Zealander who has also taken up
residence in the US, and is best known
for his strange obsession with bananas.
It has been noted that the Antipodes
have made a habit of sending our
creationists to the US, and in return they
send us their anti-vaxxers, such as Meryl
Dorey. This author thinks we got the bad
end of the deal.
Getting over the slightly un-American
accents on the recordings which amused
the Cog Diss guys, they looked at minidocumentaries that Ham and Comfort
had produced. These included the usual
statements ‘explaining’ the claims of
young earth creationists who are still
struggling with the “dinosaur problem”,
solved by having baby dinosaurs on
board the Ark, later to be bumped off
for some reason. The claims are well
known, and Cecil and Tom took a blunt
instrument to them. What was really
disturbing about the two films they took
apart was the God Awful Music that was
the soundtrack. (At time of writing, this
podcast had not been released, but you
should find it at dissonancepod.com.)
Which brings us to the Scathing
Atheist.
At the end of the second day, Scathers
Eli Bosnick, Noah Lugeons, and Heath
Enwright (above right) took up the
guise of their other program, God Awful
Movies, for the main session, leaving
the Atheist version for the joint podcast.
GAM takes apart Christian movies, looks
at the story line (if there is one), and
the more outlandish claims for Godly
intervention. This is a genre of films much
more common in the US than in this part
of the world. The US films rarely if ever
get a release in Australia, not even on cable
TV, though you could probably download
them if you really wanted. But in the
US, they are particularly common on the
mid-West religious circuit, and some even
get high profile general release and can do
reasonable business. For instance, God’s
Not Dead made US$65 million on a $2
million budget, but 95 per cent of that
was in the US.
This time they didn’t take apart a
feature-length film, but a 30-minute
documentary called “Ten of the Top
Scientific Truths in the Bible”, made by

the ever-present Ray
Comfort. Looking
at each of the easilydespatched truths,
then then added their
own “top truths”. Too
frenetic to describe
here - if you would
like to hear it, go to
audioboom.com/
channel/god-awfulmovies.
-Tim Mendham

———————––––––––—————————–––––—
Photos by Jordan Munns: lead photo, crowd on stairs, mythbuster panel, Hughes, media panel,
musicians, War on Waste, energy panel, The Other Room, Capt Disillusion, Cognitive Dissonance
Photos by Mal Vickers: Segev, Dr Karl, Browne, Duffy, Haider, poet Baker, Spencer, Nicholson,Santa
Maria, Sharma, Ellison, Scathing Atheists, dinner
Britt Hermes photo - library shot
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Time for Drinks and Dinner

he social highlights of every Skeptics convention are associated events for
drinks, dinner and a celebration of the gathering of the Skeptical community.
The Friday evening before the convention kicked off featured a packed-house
pub welcome event – nothing special, nothing formal, just good cheer and beer.
The conversation carried well into the night.
The Saturday night featured the convention dinner – a sold-out event
featuring happy diners partaking of four courses, drinks, entertainment, and the
annual Skeptics awards.
The awards are covered in the News section of this issue, and the
entertainment featured a performance by Rhian Sheehan and Ed Zuccollo – a
sneak preview of their gig the next day at the convention itself. But the highlight
was a highly entertaining and typically frenetic magic act by Scathing Atheist Eli
Bosnick.
Entertainment and fun from all corners.

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

T

his issue we look at a site that takes well-meaning empowerment of women
to a new level of vague warm and fuzziness. Couched in a personal story
which the site holder relates on a regular basis, what you get is the warmth of a
favourite blanket, supported by a pillow stuffed only with feathers.

Life, Fluff & Detox
When aimlessly surfing through the
back alleys of the pseudoscientific
net, you are normally looking for
something of import that will affect
millions … or at least dozens … of
innocent parties.
Occasionally, though, you come
across little gems of nonsense that
bring a wry smile or a furrowed brow,
even more so than you experience
with the usual line-up of woo-ish
claims. Sometimes these are on more
established sites, at others they are
on small sites hidden away on the
bottom shelf of the online cupboard.
For instance, take Healthy Punks
(healthypunks.com). This is a site
“dedicated to helping smart, sassy &
spirited women, just like you, discover
what they’re truly hungry for when it
comes to their health, wellness and
life. Healthy Punks was created to
help empower women by clearing
the confusion when it comes to diets,
detoxes and dollars in a simple,
scrumptious and soulful way.”
It sounds like it’s all about
food, but it’s more about self and
‘empowerment’: “My definition of
A Punk is: a person who is selfEMPOWERED; ONE WHOM
LIVES LIFE ON THEIR TERMS;
Someone who practices an attitude
of GRATITUDE, daily; Somebody
with POSITIVE self-acceptance.” All
of those caps, italics and grammatical
errors are from the author of the
site, Amanda Wright.
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Now, Amanda has had a tough
life. She tells you all about it, at great
length … at very great length. So
much length in fact that by the time
you get to the end you’re dying for
some punky gratitude and one of her
various empowerment products.
There’s the two week beauty
brilliance for $165; the 21 day wellness
warrior challenge for $215; the 21
day wellness warrior challenge marked
down to $77 (a different product with
the same name); and clarity crash
course for $22. Now, when you go to
the shop to buy one of these you find
that none of them are available, which
is a shame as we’d definitely buy the
cheaper wellness warrior challenge.
The more expensive one has a lot
of blurb about detox and supplements
(apart from empowerment, detox is
central to everything she promotes).
But what you get for your money is
not clear, except you do get a free detox
guide, a free supplementation guide, a
free menu, and grocery. (Just “grocery”,
nothing else.) With all this free stuff
and undefined grocery, it’s no wonder
that none of the products are available.
The cheaper wellness warrior
challenge has a bit more information:
apparently all of those free products
are worth $165, and you get grocery
lists and recipes!
At this stage it all gets a bit
confusing, despite the empowerment
and positive thinking messages. You
start thinking that this might be an

old site, no longer in use. There’s
a blog section with no blogs, and
you can’t buy the products, not
even a grocery list. Hidden away is
The Punk’s Posse which looks to be
something like a franchise operation.
But the description of what is
involved is just as amorphous as the
other stuff on the site, with still more
about Amanda’s rough life.
As it turns out, while the site is
apparently moribund, she is still active
on Facebook, still as vague and fluffy
and still relating her tough times.
The totally understandable recent
#metoo movement, where women give
examples of physical and mental abuse,
has given her the opportunity to retell
her story, and rattle on about detox.
Maybe we’re being a bit harsh on
her. As the English essayist Alexander
Pope said, “Who breaks a butterfly
upon a wheel?” Isn’t this just a bit of
harmless nothing, hidden away on the
bottom shelf of the woo cupboard?
But it is worth looking at, because
the site, as well-meaning as it might
be, encourages fluffiness as a substitute
for critical thinking, vague and
meaningless empowering statements
for true and workable support. Helping
women take control of their lives is
a good thing; using a philosophy as
empty and bubble-headed as this is
misleading and dangerous. And her
information on detox is simply wrong,
and that is enough to pick apart this
particular butterfly.

.
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CRYPTIC CROSSWORD no 36
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Tim Mendham + Steve Roberts

DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. UFO contactee George Adamski claimed to have met with

2.

3.

4.
5.
6.

ACROSS
1. The agreed way of a get-together. (10)
5 Not aware? (4)
8. Satanic guidebooks to orgies I join with Little Mister.

(9)
10. Wise men by the hundred; it’s a trick. (5)
12. Eric just hung around, apparently with a hero. (4)
13. A bad set of common legs put together. (8)
16. Mother and child on the short railway form the sort
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“Orthon”, a long-haired young man from Venus, in the
Californian desert in 1952. How did Adamski immediately
know that he/it was an alien?
Jean Chastel hunted the Beast of Gevaudan (a large maneating wolf) in 1767. During a hunt, he sat down to read the
Bible and pray, and during his prayer, the dreaded wolf came
out of the woods and stared at him. What did Chastel do next?
One day when the mystic Emanuel Swedenborg was in
a hurry, he was wolfing down his lunch in a little pub in
London, when Jesus Christ appeared to him. What did J.C.
say?
In what year was the stage magic trick of “sawing a lady in
half” first performed?
What proportion of UFO abductions are reported as
happening in the USA?
Henry VIII’s ruthless agent Thomas Cromwell got a brilliant
law passed that allowed a person to be convicted for conspiracy
without identifying who with – who was the first person to be
prosecuted under it?

of society built of stone. (7)
17. Old northern north of a blown rose. (5)
18. Smash ruin a hundred in the style of old letters. (5)
19. Sheath for a black adder? (7)
21. Bewildered theistic student of moral correctness. (8)
22. Look at the noble colleague. (4)
25. Eastern salt shaken by an East European inventor. (5)
26. Standard curve over a jaguar. (9)
27. Lean toward style. (4)
28. Bookies don’t create evens. (10)

DOWN
1. An Italian occultist devastates racist logo. (10)
2. Love god turned up sore. (4)
3. Time the Queen’s rule heard throughout the land.

(7)
4. Your ass is full of bones! (7)
6. Not to indicate choice, nor a sorceress, more a tree.
(4)
7. One of the wise men not made up. (9)
9. A Perfectibilist is one of the enlightened ones. (11)
11. One gym is not a place to consume a biscuit or
have cheap trinkets. (11)
14. Physical workout around a hundred seer-like. (9)
15. Crazy queens are 17 across on the aggressive side.
(10)
19. A ship and a pirate. (7)
20. Milky fluids are not elastic. (7)
23. Catching herpes? Yes, it’s about time you took the
pig home in the right direction. (4)
24. Flat topped land in same formation. (4)

Answers on page 22
03
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Skeptical Organisations

Australia has had
a close association
with the history
of those informal
gatherings known
as Skeptics in the
Pub. Tim Mendham
reports on the highs,
lows and current
state of the SitP
movement.

W
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ikipedia defines Skeptics
in the Pub as “an informal
social event designed to promote
fellowship and social networking among
skeptics, critical-thinkers, freethinkers,
rationalists and other like-minded
individuals. It provides an opportunity
for skeptics to talk, share ideas and have
fun in a casual atmosphere, and discuss
whatever topical issues come to mind,
while promoting skepticism, science,
and rationality.”
Of course, that leaves out a key
ingredient, which is the pub. Meeting
in a convivial environment, with drinks
and hopefully a meal, a speaker and
probably some interesting, intriguing
and/or rude questions, means the venue
has to lend itself to such as activities, and
(generally) not charging for admission
means there aren’t many places where
such gatherings can take place.
Some gatherings are quite small – a
table in the corner may do – and others
require a room dedicated to the event,
so your choice of venue will be very
much decided by what sort of meeting
you intend it to be.

YE OLDE PUBBE

The Skeptics in the Pub movement
is generally agreed to have started in
London in 1999, and here’s where the
Australian connection raises its head.
Dr Scott Campbell was associate
professor and reader in philosophy
at the University of Nottingham.
Equally pertinent is that he was born
in Tasmania, got his doctorate from
the University of NSW, and was on
the committee of Australian Skeptics
Inc in Sydney during the mid-90s. He
also spoke at the Third World Skeptics
Convention in 2000, at that time the
largest skeptical event ever held in
Australia.
The London SitP started in February
1999, with the first speaker being
Wendy Grossman, the founder and
editor of the UK Skeptic magazine.
Campbell based the idea around
Philosophy in the Pub and Science in
the Pub, two groups which had been
running in Australia for some time. The
first London SitP attracted 30 attendees.
It is still going, and now joined by
many others – Wikipedia suggests “more

than 100 active satellite chapters around
the world, including more than 30 in the
US and more than 40 in the UK”.
Calling them “satellites” is misleading.
While some SitPs are activities run by
more established skeptical groups, one
of the key aspects of SitPs is that they are
informal and run their own programs.

THE CURRENT STATE

The Glasgow Skeptics decided to
investigate the true status of the
phenomenon, and did a global survey of
SitP managers and organisers. (Glasgow
Skeptics itself was formed in 2009, and
runs two pub meetings per month, as
well as other meetings and lectures.)
The Glaswegians contacted 115
organisations around the world via
the SitP’s own websites, Facebook,
Twitter, email etc – whatever means the
particular SitP used. They heard back
from 53 of them. In the UK/Ireland, they
approached 53 and had 28 responses.
Both sets of responses can be seen to be a
good representative sample of the entirety
of the SitP movement.
One issue is knowing whether those
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SitPs that did not respond were either
inactive or just a bit apathetic. It can be
a frustration to would-be attendees if
they visit a Meetup page and see little to
indicate whether a meeting is on or not;
it is even more frustrating if they take the
plunge and turn up for a SitP meeting
and find there’s no-one there.
To a certain extent, however, this is
understandable. SitPs are launched with
the best of intentions, but because of
various factors – such as there just isn’t
an audience, or key organisers move
on – they can fall by the wayside. There
have been various like that in Australia,
though currently there are 19 groups
listed in the pages of this magazine,
most of which (but not all) are active in
holding meetings, and sometimes take
on more activist roles.
Of the UK groups, five had only
one organiser, which puts groups at
risk of fading if that one person decides
enough is enough, gets transferred
or, for whatever reason, pulls out of
the organiser role. Conversely, eight
groups have five or more organisers,
which implies a good backup for all
contingencies (and hopefully not many
arguments over direction).
Thirty-four of the SitPs who
responded have Facebook pages, and 20
have Facebook groups. Three use Twitter,
32 Meetup, nine use YouTube, and three
each for both Instagram and Google+.
Six groups frequently or always pay
for advertising, with five occasionally,
seven rarely, with the vast majority – 31
– never using paid advertising. But they
do use a wide range of media to promote
events: apart from Facebook, Twitter and
Meetup, there is promotion via other
groups, asking speakers to promote their
own talk, newsletters, boosted Facebook
events using keywords, fliers, selecting
a couple of high profile speakers during
the year to encourage a regular audience,
and of course word of mouth. One even
resorted to using posters in the pub’s
toilets.
With Facebook followers, nine groups
had 250 or less, and four had more
than 2000. The rest are largely gathered
around the 250-1000 mark.
So how often do they meet? At the
bottom end, 10 groups hosted five or

less events per year; at the top end two
groups hosted more than 30 (ie close to
three per month!). The vast majority host
between six and 15 events, so we can say
monthly meetings are the norm.
As to the size of the meetings, five
groups had an average attendance of
ten people or less, with seven averaging
more than 50. The rest are fairly evenly
staggered between 11 and 50.
In the UK, the average donation made
by attendees is two pounds and 70 pence.

WORDS OF WISDOM
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one, prepping them is important so
they are aware of how much time they
have, what they can expect from the
audience, and what level of information
they will need to have. Most skeptical
audiences are pretty well educated, have
an interest in science, but few have PhDs
in advanced mathematical theory.
Always have a Plan B, says one New
Zealand group.
And, most importantly, as one Danish
group suggests, “A good place with
decent beer”.

What advice did they offer for those who FUN AND GAMES
would like to set up SitPs or get theirs
Apart from all the quantitative stuff and
running more smoothly?
good advice, the Glasgow survey allowed
Consistency of timing and format is
respondents free rein to wax lyrical on
an important aspect of keeping audiences issues they’ve faced.
interested. “Same venue, same time,
Sometimes you wonder why they do
same date” said one UK group.
it. For instance, for one New Zealand
One Australian SitP put it: “Promote
group “That was a cold rainy night when
early and promote often. Get on the
there was me and one other person who
podcasts, especially for bigger events like turned up.”
Skepticamp. We rarely if ever pay for
That can be particularly embarrassing
promotion. Share links into the regional
when you have a high profile speaker
skeptical groups. We regularly get people who arrives and there are more people
from interstate for our Skepticamp. Get
behind the bar than in the audience.
people sharing the
One European
events.”
group reported on a
SitPs are launched
Another Australia
particularly challenging
group: “Tip #1 –
event: “We had a
with the best of
develop an ongoing
event about
intentions but may fall skeptical
relationship with the
Satanism, where two
manager of the venue. by the wayside.
very drunk bona fide
Always bear in mind
Satanists turned up, and
it is a business for
ended up in a drunk
them, and holding your event has to be
fight. That was interesting. But the talk
commercially viable, particularly if they
was very good.”
are putting on extra staff for the event.”
If only they could all be as exciting as
Being properly prepared is a regular
that.
suggestion, especially with appropriate
seating – theatre style or dinner – and
Many thanks to Brian Eggo of Glasgow
ensuring you have the correct AV for
Skeptics (glasgowskeptics.com) for organising
all occasions. One group suggested
the survey and supplying us with the results.
providing laptops for presenters to make
Brian gave a presentation covering the survey
sure they are compatible with the venue.
at the recent QED convention in Manchester
Having a well thought out checklist
from which some of
for both prior and during the event is
this article is drawn.
obviously vital. Make sure everyone
knows what they have to do, and are
prepared.
Finding good speakers can be a
About the author:
challenge – generally recommendations
Tim Mendham is editor
from attendees or committee members
and executive officer for
is a good starting point. Once you have
Australian Skeptics Inc.

“

”

.
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Glasses made by Cognitive Surplus

Tips for SitPs
Tim Harding explains how to start up and run a local skeptics group.

T
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his article about local skeptics
groups is intended to complement
those elsewhere in this issue of the
Skeptic by Eran Segev and Tim
Mendham. After having been a
co-organiser for seven years of the
successful Mordi Skeptics in the Pub
(www.meetup.com/Mordi-Skeptics-inthe-Pub), I would now like to pass on
10 tips for people thinking of starting
up a local skeptics group in their area.
As Tim Mendham writes in his article
“Pint-Sized Fun”, the Skeptics in the Pub
(SitP) movement has been quite successful
with over 100 groups worldwide,
including nine in Australia. The Mordi
SitP now has over 700 members, although
probably only about 10 per cent of these
come to the meetups (the other 90 per
cent are social media members).
I think the key to this success is the
idea of meeting in a social setting over a
few drinks and the possibility of dinner
as well. This can help overcome the usual
objections to boring meetings that we get
enough of in our day jobs.

CHOOSE YOUR VENUE

The obvious first requirement is
the availability of reasonably priced
drinks and meals. Next is adequate
parking and close proximity to public
transport. Although most groups start
off meeting in a public lounge area, it’s
best to choose a venue that has private
rooms, if and when you want to have
guest speakers later on.

CHOOSE A LOCAL NAME

There are three main advantages
to having an identifiable local
geographical name for your group,
such as your local town or suburb.
First, it helps potential members know
where you are. Second, the venue you
choose is likely to be impressed by
your local name. Third, local MPs are
more likely to take you seriously if
you want to lobby them about some
skeptical issue. (Don’t name your
group after the venue, because you
might need to change venues and keep
your name.)

PROMOTE YOUR GROUP
VIA SOCIAL MEDIA

Once you have your venue and group
name, the next step is to announce
your existence via social media. At
Mordi Skeptics, we found the Meetup
website (www.meetup.com) very
useful, both in attracting members
and in operating the group. Meetup
enables you to effectively operate the
group online, without any need for
those tedious organisers’ meetings
that put busy people off. But Meetup
costs money to use, for which
collecting a couple of dollars from
meeting attendees should be adequate.
Establishing a Facebook page and a
Twitter handle is also a good idea, and
doesn’t cost anything.

SELECT A SMALL NUMBER
OF ORGANISERS

SitP groups are best run informally,
with a small number of organisers
– at least three and no more than
five. Organisers should be selected
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by invitation rather than elected at a
meeting. Elections require constitutions
and other time-consuming formalities
you will want to avoid. There should
be no need for an informal local group
to incorporate, which would require an
AGM and lots of tedious paperwork.
Also, you are bound to find a few antiskeptics in the audience, who would
relish an opportunity to put their hand
up and sabotage your group.
Work out what tasks are needed
to run the group effectively, divide
these up between the organisers and
let them get on with it. Such tasks
include speaker wrangling, social media
management, and liaising with the
venue management.

DEVELOP A GOOD RELATIONSHIP
WITH THE VENUE

break) to assist them in room allocation
and staffing plans.

CONSIDER YOUR AUDIENCE

We found that there were three
categories of people who attended
our SitP meetups. First, there are
the committed skeptics who want to
advance the cause. These are likely
to be in a minority, at least initially.
Second, there are people who would
like to have interesting discussions
in a social setting. Third, there are
people who would like to meet likeminded people with a view to possible
friendship or even ‘romance’ (these
people are usually more interested in
the dinners than the presentations).
You need to try and cater for all
three categories of people, although
the skeptical cause must remain
paramount. After all, you don’t want
your SitP group to be just a lonely
hearts club.

One of the most important tasks
is to develop a good working
relationship with the venue staff
member responsible for table and
room bookings. This task should be
HAVE CLEAR AIMS AND STICK TO THEM
allocated to one of your organisers who The organisers should develop a simple
should initially meet this staff member
and clear set of aims or purpose,
personally (rather than just talk over
and publicise these via social media.
the phone) and get familiar on first
Allow comments on these aims via
name terms. Explain what the group
social media, but don’t allow them
is on about, and how you would like
to be debated at the actual meetups.
to co-operate with the venue to your
Otherwise you run the risk of your
mutual benefit. Ask them how many
group being derailed by anti-skeptics.
members on average
One thing I would
would need to dine
recommend is keeping
You don’t want
and attend meetups for
scientific skepticism as
your SitP group
the venue to allocate
your central focus. For
you a private room for
example, you will find
to be just a lonely
free on a regular basis.
that some people confuse
hearts club.
(The cost of hiring a
skepticism with atheism,
room will probably
with denialism, or even
be prohibitive.) This
conspiracy theories. In
minimum number
particular, just as not
will probably be in the order of 10
all skeptics are atheists, even fewer
for dining and 20 for attending the
atheists are skeptics. Both groups are
meeting (at which members are
more likely to flourish by being kept
expected to buy a drink – even just tea
separate. It’s not as if people can’t join
or coffee).
more than one type of group.
If the venue is not prepared to
On the other hand, don’t let your
give you a private room for free, you
focus get too narrow. The traditional
might need to look elsewhere if you
skeptical topics of paranormality,
want to have guest speakers. Let the
quackery and pseudoscience can
venue know how many members you
become a bit boring after a while.
are expecting at each meeting and the
Any topic that promotes rationality
timings (including a mid-presentation
and demotes irrationality is possibly

“

”

December 17

suitable. We usually found that talks
about real science were the most
popular.

SELECT SPEAKERS CAREFULLY

Obviously you need to select speakers
consistent with your aims or purposes.
Ask for recommendations from other
skeptics groups. Always have one or
two backup speakers in case your
scheduled speaker becomes ill on the
day, or has some other unforeseen and
unavoidable reason for not being able
to speak. Your own members would
be the most reliable source of such
backup speakers.

NETWORK WITH
OTHER SKEPTICS GROUPS

There are obvious mutual advantages
in networking with the big skeptics
groups such as Australian Skeptics
Inc based in NSW and the Australian
Skeptics (Victorian Branch). These
state-based groups have significant
resources, experience and expertise.
Among other things, it is worthwhile
applying to them for not only guest
speakers but possible loans or grants
for such vital resources as a video
projector. You should also network
with other local skeptics groups in
your state by attending their meetups
and inviting their members as guest
speakers.

HAVE FUN

Above all, SitP meetups should
be enjoyable – they should aim to
provide leisure-time pleasure rather
than be some sort of obligatory
burden. If the latter, people will
eventually become tired or bored and
stop coming. In my view, the growth
of local skeptics groups is the future
key to expanding the worldwide
skeptical movement.

.

About the author:

Tim Harding is a former
co-organiser of the Mordi
Skeptics in the Pub in
a southern suburb of
Melbourne.
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rganisations often fail, and that’s
true of voluntary organisations,
it’s true of commercial organisations.
Most organisations, in fact, fail.
Failure can manifest itself in various
ways. The most common way is they
simply cease to exist. But they can also
fail to achieve their objectives or in some
way fail to meet the expectations of the
founders.
Organisations are established for a
reason, and if the founders or the people
within the organisation do not achieve
their goals then that can be considered
a failure. Volunteer-based organisations
are in more of a bind than other types
of organisations. With commercial
organisations there’s always money –
there’s money as an objective, and there’s
money as a way to motivate people, and
there’s money as a way to force people to
do things. With volunteer organisations
there needs to be a lot more thought as to
how the organisation operates and how it
continues to operate on that basis.
The solution is to plan, to be aware of
where the weaknesses are, to be aware of
what you are trying to achieve, and make

sure that you follow that plan.
In some sense, this is a presentation
for organisers, however I think it will
benefit everyone in understanding a little
bit about the constraints on skeptical
organisations and the benefits that such
organisations can bring to the skeptical
community. And maybe it will drive some
of you to become skeptical organisers, and
that’s very important because there are
never enough of those.
Australian Skeptics is an organisation
with a bit of a reputation for getting
things done. We were established in 1980,
making us one of the oldest skeptical
groups in the world. Australian Skeptics
Inc (ASI), the group of which I am the
president, is based in Sydney, but there are
skeptical groups across Australia – statebased and local. While these sometimes
call themselves “branches”, there is no
legal or formal affiliation between the
groups, but we work very closely together.
We’ve been having annual conventions
since 1985, which means the one this
year in Sydney is our 33rd. We have the
second longest running magazine in the
world, which has been going since 1981.

The Skeptical Inquirer is the only English
language skeptical publication that has
been running for longer. And we have
one employee, and that is actually really
important. It doesn’t sound like a lot but
it makes a big difference in the running
of the organisation.
As for me, I’m an IT management
consultant. I’ve been with the committee
since 2003, and I’ve been president
from 2009-2012 and from 2014 to
now. I bring with me a lot of managerial
knowledge from my work however there
are differences between volunteer-based
organisations and business organisations
and I’ve learned a lot from being at the
helm of a skeptical organisation.

THE GOALS

The first thing with any organisation is
you need to know what you are there
for. You don’t want to establish an
organisation simply to have a name on a
piece of paper. You want the organisation
to represent something, to do something.
It might sound like it’s quite
obvious: “We’ve established a skeptical
organisation. What do we want to do?

g
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We want to be skeptical.” But you can do
that without an organisation. You need to
know what the organisation is there for.
You need to know why you are putting
in the time and effort and very often the
money as well.
The easiest way to answer the question
of “what are we here for” is by breaking
it up into vision, mission and aims.
(skeptics.com.au/about/our-aims/)
The ‘Vision’ is the end result. It may
never be achieved. It may not even be
completely achievable. It’s an aspiration,
it’s where you want to see society, your
organisation, the community, whatever it
is you want to do, in the future.
The ‘Mission’ covers the focus areas on
the way to that vision.
And the ‘Aims’ are the activities that
you will perform while acting on the
mission on the way to the vision.
ASI adopted new vision, mission
and aims fairly recently (see panel). Our
previous goals were a lot more internal
looking and a lot more focused on the
paranormal. It took us a long time to
fine tune our new statements – probably
about six months. We started with a
weekend where we debated it for two
days and then it took many months
actually thinking about the wording.
It may be clear that our vision
may never be achieved, or at least not
completely. However, working toward
that goal is important.
Our mission statement breaks up
our role in society and the skeptical
community into smaller, more specific
areas where we need to be active in order
to achieve our vision.
And finally, our aims. Our first aim
is essentially a new aim: “To publicly
advocate for evidence-based and
rational decision making and policy
development by individuals, as well as
government, statutory bodies, and other
organisations”, which I think fits very
well with the way the skeptical movement
is heading today.
We probably spent about three of the
six months that we debated our new goals
on the aims. There were eight aims at
some points, and then four, and then we
separated things, and thought about the
wording of each one. Even the order was
cause for debate. Maybe it took us a little

bit longer than it should, but I think it’s
better to get it right because you really
should be bound by these. These are what
we are here for. When you do something
in an organisation, there is debate
whether we should be doing this, should
we spend time and effort and money on
this. This will be your guide, so it’s very
important.
I don’t think having goals is optional.
Breaking it up into vision, mission and
aims is not essential, but I think it’s
advisable.
The following is based on the
experience of ASI, and some of it is my
opinion, so take out of it what you will.

LEADERSHIP

Every organisation will need leadership.
I won’t say leader, because sometimes
two people can co-lead. However, I
don’t believe, from my experience,
that more than two people can lead an
organisation effectively. Leadership by
committee is not really leadership. You
need somebody who will actually help
run the organisation, set directions, and
make sure the organisation performs as it
should.
I want to make it quite clear that the
leader of an organisation, and especially
a volunteer organisation, is not there
to tell people what to do. They’re not
the manager. The role of the leader is to
make sure that the organisation moves
forward towards its goals. A good leader,
especially in a skeptical organisation,
is someone who is very collaborative,
is willing to listen to others, who is
good at motivating people, and is not
particularly interested in their own
position and their own name.
Somebody who is interested in
promotion and being out there can be
a valuable member of an organisation
but probably not the leader, because
the leader needs to focus on the
organisation.

BOARD AND EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE

First of all, a board is not a social club,
People who want to be on a board
because that’s what you do on the second
Tuesday of the month at 6pm shouldn’t
be there. You need to think about that in
the construction of boards. You need to
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demand of people on the board that they
be active.
How the members of the board
are chosen is a very important aspect.
Whether they’re elected by the
membership or by invitation, there are
problems with both. With ASI we chose
to be an invitation-only committee. It has
its challenges. It also has some really good
things about it, like we can have good
and effective committee members and we
are not prone to a hostile takeover, which
is something that has happened to some
groups.
You also want to have a committee
which is representative not of your
current audience but of your target
audience. If you are going to have a
committee of very well qualified very
smart 50-year-old men – I have nothing
against 50-year-old men, I’m 53 – you
are not going to be attracting young
women, for example. You’re not going
to attract anyone who’s young, for that
matter. It doesn’t mean you’re not going
to have anybody who’s young or women,
but you’re not necessarily going to attract
them and get them involved.
It’s a fact that most skeptical
committees are a majority men, white
men, and white men in their 50s. So the
way against that is to ensure you include
on your board young people, you have
women. As of this August, more than half
of our committee is women.
The reason is not that there is
something unappealing per se about a
committee that’s largely made up of men.
The reality is that I don’t know what’s
appealing to a 25-year-old woman; not
intuitively, anyway, and not without
asking. Having 25-year-old women on
the committee allows me to have that

A leader
“
of an organisation
is not there to tell
people what
to do.

”
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perspective. It allows the committee to
work towards having more 25-year-old
women in our active member group.
You also need to ensure that people
have a way out. So, for example, with
ASI, what we did was to have a threeyear tenure. That’s not to say that after
three years you have to leave, but after
three years you have to think “Do I still
want to be here, or is it just a habit?”
You have to justify to yourself and to
the committee why you are still there.
You have to apply to the committee for
re-election. What happened was that,
surprisingly, after three years we were
left with no inactive members. We didn’t
have to throw anybody out; people who
didn’t want to be active just left, without
any ill feelings.

DUTIES OF VOLUNTEERS

This can be a touchy point, because
volunteers aren’t paid. But that’s
exactly what being a volunteer means:
it means that you do not get paid, it
does not mean that you do not have
commitments. And that’s something that
anybody who volunteers, whether as a
committee member or for some specific
event or whatever it is you do, they need
to remember that if they say they will do
something, that is a commitment. It is
voluntary in the sense that they volunteer
to do it, but once they’ve made that
commitment it is not voluntary to do it.
They need to be reminded of that,
they need to be tracked. It’s absolutely
OK for someone, even if they’re paid,
for them to say, look, life got in the way,
I’m unable to do what I committed to
do. It happens. But it can’t happen on
a regular basis, and if it does happen
it needs to happen in a responsible
way early enough in advance so that
the organisation can recover from this
situation and find a solution.

MOTIVATION AND TARGETS
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One of the ways to motivate an
organisation is to have constant targets,
things to work toward.

Targets can be events or big projects.
For example, a few years ago the
Australian skeptical activist Dr Ken
Harvey was being sued for libel. We
organised a campaign to make sure the
community supported Ken. It ended
up he was not out of pocket for the
legal costs involved. That was a big
move, it created a lot of noise within the
community at large.
But you also need targets on an ongoing basis.
Within the committee, one of the
things we’ve done is to think about
what are the main things that the
committee does on a regular basis. We
have the magazine and public relations,
we have finance to manage, we have
grants, events, investigations. For all
of these areas of focus we established
subcommittees within the larger
executive committee, and these have
people who are dedicated to those areas.
So we have targets round these narrow
focus areas; there’s something for them
to do and look at.

You need to
“have
online
presence. Without
that you simply
don’t exist.

”

THE MEDIA AND SOCIAL MEDIA
One of the main roles for skeptical
organisations is to be a hub for the media.
And in doing this there are a few things
you need to keep in mind.
Firstly, you need to be known to the
public, and being known to the media is
part of that. You also need to be known
to journalists. There are no easy ways to
achieve that, but the easiest is to be there
for them. Journalists these days are way
too busy, their deadlines are impossible,
there’s no time for proper investigations.
If you help them by doing some of the
work for them you’ll be doing very well.

Someone needs to be there to answer
the phone (and first of all, there needs to
be a phone number). If you don’t answer
the phone straight away, that’s OK, but
call back within an hour because the
journalist, in an hour, has something else
to do. If they send an email, you have to
get back to them straight away.
When you get back to them (within
an hour!) you have to have something to
say to them. One of the best ways to help
journalists these days is to have lists of
experts at your disposal – people who are
quotable, people who can be interviewed,
be good in front of a camera or behind a
mic, and can at short notice be available
for interviews. It’s preferable to have more
than one person with that particular
expertise. Journalists who get that kind of
help from you will appreciate it and will
come back for more.
You need to have online presence.
Without that you simply don’t exist. If
you do not have a website, Facebook
page and Twitter feed you will not be
noticeable. And they need to be active –
your website needs to be updated on a
regular basis, your Facebook feed needs
to be constantly moving, Twitter - all
the time. It doesn’t even need to be
something about your organisation, you
could link to something of interest, but
make sure people follow you all the time
because otherwise you’re just not visible.

AWARDS

Awards are another way of attracting
attention. We give awards annually.
There are positive awards, which attract
a modicum of attention. These include
the Skeptic of the Year, and another called
the Thornett Award for the Promotion
of Reason, which goes to a member
of the public outside of the skeptical
community.
But we also have a negative award
which does attract more attention.
It’s called the Bent Spoon, after Uri
Geller and his spoons, which goes to a
particularly outrageous claim. We bent a
spoon (with our own hands!) and put it
on a plinth, and we award that every year.
No-one’s ever come forward to claim it,
by the way.
The thing about those negative awards
is that they are very funny, certainly

The Skeptic

within the community, but it’s very easy
for them to become mean in the eyes of
the public. You need to be very careful
not to be spiteful. If somebody needs to
be attacked, say, anti-vaxxers, you don’t
want to go soft on them, but it shouldn’t
be personally mean. Make sure that
you attack their message and not them
personally. And importantly, try to punch
up and not down – award it to someone
or something which already has a high
profile. If you punch down, you will
almost always appear to be mean.
A couple of years ago we gave the Bent
Spoon to Pete Evans, who’s a famous chef
in Australia and he promotes all sorts of
woo from the Paleo diet to the risks of
using sun-screens - in the country with
the highest rate of skin cancer in the
world. He’s already controversial, he’s
already in the public eye, so it’s definitely
not a controversial choice or a case of
punching down. But you have to be
careful nonetheless.

MEMBERS AND ELECTIONS

You want a broad following. You need to
consider how members feel that they are
part of the organisation. For a very long
time, with Australian Skeptics, members
were simply people who were subscribers
to the magazine. They were not able to
vote for the committee - as I mentioned,
our committee was by invitation only,
though obviously we constantly draw on
our member pool to invite people onto
the committee.
What has happened over the years
is that we have found, as magazine
subscriptions fall, the activity in our
events, for example, rises. That told us
we needed to do something different.
So we are now working on a slightly
different model. We discussed it with
our membership and there are a lot
of mostly younger people who said
“we don’t want the magazine”. So we
said, “OK, just subscribe, you’ll get the
magazine and don’t read it”. But they
don’t want the magazine. They basically
do not read magazines – to them the
fact it is a subscription is a negative.
They were happy to spend the same
amount of money simply to support the
organisation.
So we’re working on a supporters

model at the moment, which will come
out soon.
You definitely want to think about
how people are included, how to make
them feel part of the organisation.

ORGANISATIONAL ADMINISTRATION

The members of the organisation’s board
need to be protected. If you’re Skeptics,
you’re going to say controversial things.
You’re going to say things that upset
people, and there’s a chance that you’ll
get sued.
In Australia there’s a way to protect
yourself by becoming an incorporated
association - the organisation can still
get sued, but the individuals within the
organisation are protected. And you can
still be sued personally for something
that you said, so make sure you’re
responsible in what you say.

FUNDING

Funding is obviously very important.
You want to have funding because
without it, it is very difficult to be
effective. For example, you can’t have a
website without funding. There’s only
so much money that volunteers will be
willing to spend on travel and printing
and websites and things like that.
The best way to raise funds is through
donations, especially in the early days. We
have been very fortunate with bequests.
People leave a lot more money in their
wills than they give in donations because
they don’t need that money anymore.
There’s a cultural element to how you
do it. You need to be sensitive about
it, otherwise you could very easily be
creepy. But just think about how within
your own organisation, within your
own culture, you can come up with a
way to encourage people to give to the
organisation, specifically in bequests.

COLLABORATION

It’s probably a good note to end on.
Within Australia, we have the strength
of a common language that allows us to
have all of these organisations collaborate
toward a common goal quite easily.
However, I think it is very important
within Europe not to be discouraged by
the cultural and language barriers; don’t
let them stand in your way.
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My impression is that definitely the
younger members of European society
generally speak English. Count on that,
to some extent at least, to use materials,
use the common language in order to
ensure that you can collaborate.
The reason collaboration is so
important is because it’s just a better use
of resources. If you don’t collaborate you
will be repeating things and repeating
the mistakes and repeating the actions
that other organisations have already
been through. It’s just unnecessary.
It’s important to communicate on
a regular basis. Maybe something like a
mailing list where the heads of the local
organisations report once a month on
what their activities are. That’s the kind
of thing where you can say, “I’m working
on something similar at the moment,
let’s talk.” You can’t actually collaborate
on something specific because the laws
may be different, because the focus
areas may be local, however techniques,
resources, materials - there’s all sorts
of things that you can do much better
when you collaborate than you can ever
do as individual organisations. That’s
probably the strongest message that I can
give to you.

.

This is an edited version of a presentation to
the European Skeptics Congress in Wroclaw,
Poland, in September. A video recording will
be available soon on the ESC site.
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president of Australian
Skeptics Inc.
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ikipedia lists skeptical
organisations in 24 different
countries; the US Skeptic has them in
33, and the Committee for Scientific
Inquiry lists 38 countries.
And yet there are more than that;
these lists often include skeptics in
the pub groups, but not all, and likely
miss out on a number of those more
active groups that are working away,
often small and obviously unheralded,
in their far flung corners of the world.
And there are some on the lists that no
longer exist.
Such is the situation with skeptical
organisations – while they share the
same priorities and philosophy of critical
thinking and science-based evidence,
they come and they go, generally
according to the whims and changes of
the people (usually volunteers) who take
up the burden of management.
At an individual level, scientific
skepticism has been around for as
long there have been pseudoscientific
and paranormal claims and the ways
and inclination to assess them. But
skeptical organisations are a more recent
phenomenon, stretching back into the
end of the 19th century.

PREDECESSORS

The first is probably the Dutch
organisation Vereniging tegen de
Kwakzalverij (the Association Against
Quackery or Society Against Quackery).
This was set up to investigate claims
made for alternative medicine and is, as
the name says, opposed to quackery. It
was founded in 1881, has published its
magazine Nederlands Tijdschrift tegen de
Kwakzalverij (Dutch Magazine Against
Quackery) ever since. In 2003 it began
handing out its version of the Bent
Spoon, the Meester Kackadorisprijs,
which translates roughly as “Master
Charlatan”, which is awarded to a
promoter of quackery rather than the
quacks themselves, which often means
TV, radio, and the press, as well as
universities which host quack practices.
One year after VtdK was formed,
another organisation was set up in
the UK, and while it doesn’t sound
particularly skeptical, it certainly had
that attitude in its original approach:
the Society for Psychical Research. In
1882, spiritualism was particularly
popular, and this became a key plank of
the SPR’s activities. Its stated purpose
is to understand events and abilities

commonly described as psychic or
paranormal: “The aim of the Society
will be to approach these various
problems, without prejudice or
prepossession of any kind, and in the
same spirit of exact and unimpassioned
inquiry which has enabled Science
to solve so many problems, once not
less obscure nor less hotly debated.”
It describes itself as the first society to
conduct organised scholarly research
into human experiences that challenge
contemporary scientific models, and
describes how its members were “Fired
by scientific ideals … determined not to
be misled by tricks, illusions and wishful
thinking, and quickly learned to spot
fake mediums, sitting through endless
dull séances in the pursuit of scientific
explanations”. Its Journal of the Society
for Psychical Research has been published
quarterly since 1884, as well as the
magazine Paranormal Review, which has
been going for just over 20 years and
is directed at a more general audience.
SPR’s current activities cover much as
they did when first launched - ghosts,
psychics, ESP, reincarnation.
In 1885, the American Society
for Psychical Research was launched,
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inspired and encouraged by the UK
version. It still exists, and its current
aim is to investigate “the far reaching
scientific and spiritual questions raised
by the mysteries of consciousness”.
There was a split in its membership
in the 1920s over the ASPR’s support
for a purported medium Margery
(Mina Crandon). Some felt the ASPR
was suppressing negative criticism of
Crandon, and the Boston Society for
Psychical Research was formed in 1926
in opposition. Among the BSPR’s
members was JB Rhine, who coined the
term “extrasensory perception” in a book
of that name published in 1934.
The Australian Institute of
Parapsychological Research was founded
in 1977 and still publishes a half-yearly
magazine and newsletter.

SKEPTICAL GROUPS

These 19th and early 20th century
organisations were largely focused on
specific areas – quack medicine in the
case of VtdK, and psychic phenomena
for the various psychical research groups.
The broader ranging skeptical movement
really only kicked off after the Second
World War.
The first skeptical organisation as
we know them today was Comité
Para in Belgium. This was founded in
1949 under the name Comité Belge
pour l’Investigation Scientifique des
Phénomènes Réputés Paranormaux,
which it understandably shortened to its
present title in 2014. The group’s motto
is “Do not deny anything a priori, do
not confirm anything without proof”.
Like many current skeptical
organisations, its remit covers a broad
range of subjects, including the staples of
skeptical discussion, such as homeopathy,
herbal medicine, acupuncture, astrology,
graphology, spiritualism, psychics, gurus,
and the usual range of paranormal
phenomena.
The next Skeptical group was the
French Association for Scientific
Information, started in 1968, still active
and publishing its magazine Science et
Pseudo-Sciences.
But it is the Belgian group which it
is said was the inspiration for American
philosopher Paul Kurtz who, along with
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which acts as an umbrella organisation,
James Randi, Martin Gardner, and Ray
Hyman, founded the Committee for the including offering support and grants to
other groups and individuals. The various
Scientific Investigation of Claims of the
groups host the annual convention on a
Paranormal (CSICOP) in the United
rotating basis. The 2017 convention in
States in 1976.
Sydney was the 33rd consecutive one,
And while the Belgian group may be
with recent ones being held in Melbourne
seen as the progenitor of the growth of
(2016) and Brisbane (2015). As far as we
skeptical organisations, CSICOP (now
can tell no other Skeptical group has that
shortened to Committee for Skeptical
Inquiry - CSI) is seen as the grandparent continuity of major events.
While some of those state and regional
of the international skeptical movement.
groups are largely inactive, with some
In fact, for a long time it held a position
Skeptics in the Pub groups taking up the
as formal parent of a range of skeptical
“affiliates”, including Australian Skeptics. mantle, the ‘united’ cross-group structure
This formal relationship was
in Australia is apparently unique.
terminated following a court case in
Other skeptical groups were formed in
1986 between a ‘psychic’ Gharith
Sweden (1982), New Zealand and Spain
Pendragon and the Hawaii Skeptics,
(both 86), Finland and Netherlands (87),
with CSICOP being named in the suit.
Germany and Italy (89), Japan (91) and
It was ultimately settled in CSICOP’s
many more since.
favour, but it undoubtedly cost the
Curiously, in the UK it was the
Committee considerable time and
magazine that preceded the organisation.
money, and CSICOP distanced itself
The Skeptic was first published in 1987
somewhat from the local groups and no
(one of many magazines with the title
longer referred to them as affiliates.
“The Skeptic” around the world), and
CSICOP’s magazine, The
was followed in 1997 by the
Zetetic, was first published in
Association for Skeptical
1976. It was soon renamed The
Inquiry, which is the closest
Skeptical Inquirer, and it is still
thing to a national body in the
published under that title today.
UK.
In 2015, CSI merged
In 1994, the European
with the Center for Inquiry
Council of Skeptical
to become one of the
Organisations was formed.
latter’s “programs”.
This is an umbrella
The ‘united’ cross- organisation, based in
Putting aside a
number of primarily
Germany, which aims to
group structure in
rationalist and humanist
coordinate activities of 24
Australia is unique.
organisations – which
European organisations.
have been very prevalent
Overall, the movement
in India for many years
for skeptical organisations
– the next skeptical group was Australian is strong, with new national, regional
Skeptics, formed in 1980, making it the
and local groups being formed every
second-oldest English language group.
year. And while some fall by the wayside,
The Skeptic magazine is now into its 37th and magazines cease publication, there
year, making that too the second-oldest
has never been a time in which skeptical
English language skeptical publication.
organisations have been as active and
Unusually for Skeptical groups,
activist as they are now.
Australian Skeptics is actually a notional
conglomerate of a variety of initially
state-based groups, followed later by a
number of regional groups and then
a bevy of Skeptics in the Pubs. All of
these are run independently although
About the author:
the responsibility for the magazine and
Tim Mendham is executive
more generic national issues lies with
officer and editor with
the NSW-based Australian Skeptics Inc,
Australian Skeptics Inc.
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Mandy-Lee Noble takes a look at the current
state of water fluoridation, and sinks her teeth
into fluoride myths.

I

water fluoridation reduces cavities in
n the north of Tasmania, Kentish
children and adults by 25 per cent and
Council Mayor Don Thwaites is
lists the fluoridation of drinking water
calling for the decision on whether to
fluoridate water supplies to be handed to as one of the “ten great public health
achievements of the United States”.
local councils. This may see Tasmania,
In Australia, a 2011 Government
the first state in Australia to mandate
report of the rates of dental decay in
the fluoridation of drinking water in
children found a correlation between
1953, follow Queensland in scrapping
higher rates of tooth decay among 5-6
an effective public health intervention
in the regional and remote communities year olds and lower socio-economic
status. However, it also found that
that need it the most.
children from the states and territories
The World Health Organisation
with the lowest rates of fluoridation
recognises that both excessive and
had the highest rates of tooth decay.
inadequate intake of fluoride can have
Interestingly, the
negative effects: “Public
difference in tooth
health actions are needed
Councils are
decay for 12 year olds
to provide sufficient
inundated with
in states with higher
fluoride intake in areas
rates of fluoridation
where this is lacking,
misinformation
was less consistent with
so as to minimise tooth
from anti-fluoride socio-economic status. It
decay. This can be done
seemed that where you
through drinking water
groups .
have fluoridated water,
fluoridation or, when this
rates of tooth decay were
is not possible, through
reduced most in kids from lower sociosalt or milk fluoridation. Excessive
economic groups.
fluoride intake usually occurs through
In my own state Queensland, the
the consumption of ground water
implementation of water fluoridation
naturally rich in fluoride, or crops that
has been far from successful. In 2007
take up fluoride and are irrigated with
then Labor Premier Anna Bligh
this water.”
successfully passed legislation for
Fluoridation is further supported
mandatory water fluoridation some
by the Centres for Disease Control
50 years after other Australian states.
and Prevention which claim that
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However, the public health victory
was short lived. In 2012, the newly
elected LNP Premier Campbell
Newman handed the decision of water
fluoridation back to local councils.
Local governments do not have
the processes, resources or experts
in place to make informed decisions
regarding public health issues. When
water fluoridation comes up for review
by councils, they are inundated by
misinformation from organised antifluoride groups which often do not
even reside in the local area.
Since 2012, two-thirds of
Queensland councils have opted out
under the pressure of anti-fluoride
lobby groups. Many of the councils
that have stopped fluoridating drinking
water are in regional and remote areas
that may also have reduced access to
dental services.

RIGHT AND WRONG

There is, however, one thing that antifluoride groups have right: the benefits
of water fluoridation diminish with
increasing high socio-economic status
and access to dental services. Anti-
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luoride was first introduced to
drinking water in Australia in 1953
at Beaconsfield in Tasmania. Today,
the majority of Australians - around
89 percent - have access to fluoridated
drinking water. All Australian states
and territories have fluoridated
drinking water; however coverage in
each jurisdiction varies (see map, with
fluoridation rates as at February 2017
and first fluoridation of capital cities).

To help protect teeth against tooth
decay, only very small amounts of fluoride
are needed in drinking water, taking
into consideration fluoride in other
sources such as foods, drink, and dental
products. In some places in Australia there
are already sufficient levels of fluoride
naturally occurring in groundwater to help
reduce tooth decay.
The NHMRC supports Australian
states and territories fluoridating their
drinking water supplies within the range
of 0.6 to 1.1 mg/L (1 part per million).
The Australian Drinking Water Guidelines
allows a maximum level up to 1.5 parts
per million. The amount of fluoride in
children’s toothpaste - usually in the
form of sodium fluoride or sodium
monofluorophosphate - is 400-500 ppm
and regular toothpaste is 1000 ppm (0.22
per cent), though the figure varies, with
some higher levels being available on
prescription. The range for drinking water
recommended by NHMRC is aimed at
reducing tooth decay while avoiding any
occurrence of dental fluorosis of aesthetic
concern. It also allows lower fluoridation
levels in warmer parts of Australia
where a person’s water consumption
may be higher and replicates a similar
recommendation in the United States.
For bottled drinking water, the Australia
New Zealand Food Standards Code allows
between 0.6 and 1.0 mg/L of naturally
occurring and added fluoride, and any
bottled water with fluoride added must be
clearly labelled. However, it is important to
note that not many bottled waters contain
fluoride, so those whose primary drinking
water source comes from bottled water
are at risk of receiving inadequate supplies
of fluoride to prevent tooth decay.
NSW: I n NSW, fluoridation is covered by
the Fluoridation of Public Water Supplies
Act 1957, at a level of 1 milligram per litre.
Fluoride has been added to water supplies

in NSW for 60 years, commencing with
Yass in 1956, with Sydney fluoridating
in 1968.
VICTORIA: The Health (Fluoridation)
Act 1973 regulates the addition
of fluoride into drinking water
supplies. Fluoride was first added to
the drinking water for the Victorian
town of Bacchus Marsh in 1962, with
Melbourne beginning fluoridation in 1977.
The maximum level of fluoride in drinking
water is 1 milligram per litre.
ACT: Fluoride has been added to water
supplies in Canberra and the City of
Queanbeyan since 1964. The addition of
fluoride is regulated by the Electricity and
Water (Amendment) Act (No. 2) 1989 and
the Public Health (Drinking Water) Code
of Practice 2007 (No 1). There was a brief
period in 1989 where fluoridation was
suspended following a formal review of the
effectiveness of fluoridation on oral health.
As only one water supplier provides all of
the water for these areas, the percentage of
the population with access to fluoridated
water has always been 100 per cent during
the times in which it was added.
QUEENSLAND: In 2007, the Queensland
Labor government announced that
the mandatory fluoridation of most of
Queensland’s water supplies would begin
in 2008. When it was enacted the Water
Fluoridation Act 2008 required the addition
of fluoride to any water supply supplying
potable water to at least 1000 members
of the public, unless an exemption was
granted based on safety or naturally
occurring levels that meet the required
levels. This decision was reversed by the
Campbell government in 2012. Since
then, authorities in Cairns, Rockhampton,
Bundaberg, Gladstone, and Mackay have
decided (sometimes by a narrow vote)
to no longer fluoridate water, leaving
Townsville as the only major Queensland
regional centre outside the south-east to
fluoridate its water.
SOUTH AUSTRALIA: Water fluoridation
commenced in Adelaide in 1971. Currently
90 per cent of the state’s communities
have access to reticulated water with
appropriate levels of fluoride. There is no
legal requirement for townships to add
fluoride to drinking water.

WESTERN AUSTRALIA: Water fluoridation
was introduced in Western Australia in
Perth in 1968, and is regulated by the
Fluoridation of Public Water Supplies
Act 1966. An exception exists in the
Busselton, Vasse and Wonnerup townsites
(approximately 20,000 residents), where
fluoride is not artificially added to the water
because it has naturally occurring fluoride.
NORTHERN TERRITORY: Fluoride has
been added to public water supplies in
Darwin (since 1972), Katherine, and Gove.
Similarly to South Australia, there is no
legal requirement to add fluoride to the
Northern Territory’s water supplies, but
a position paper published in November
2010 strongly encourages water providers
to add fluoride where possible. Supplies
south of Elliott have naturally occurring
fluoride at levels sufficient to provide an
oral health benefit - approximately 9%of
the population of Northern Territory have
naturally fluoridated water.
TASMANIA: The Tasmanian Health
Department has issued a Tasmanian
Code of Practice for the Fluoridation of
Public Water Supplies, which is based on
the legislative requirements under the
Fluoridation Act 1968 and the Fluoridation
(interim) Regulations 2009. Despite being
the first state in Australia to fluoridate
drinking water, there have been moves
(as elsewhere) to stop the program or
decisions handed to local councils. Mayor
Don Thwaites says: “It’s not about
whether fluoride should be added or not,
we believe that that’s a debate that can
happen after it’s decided whether we
can actually have a vote on the subject or
not.” A change.org campaign in 2013 to
bring a petition to the government to stop
fluoridation failed with only 247 supporters,
far short of the 5000 it needed.

.
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fluoride campaigners use this argument
to question the necessity of water
fluoridation.
Ironically, public health advocates
use the same argument to support water
fluoridation. That is because public
health advocates and healthcare workers
understand that it is socio-economic
status and access to health services that
are the biggest barriers to healthcare in
Australia. Essentially community water
fluoridation is an issue of social justice
and health equity.
Where the anti-fluoride campaigners
have it completely wrong is their claim
that water fluoridation is unsafe or
untested. Groups who oppose evidencebased public health measures often
adopt a scattergun approach, leaving
experts unable to adequately address
every unfounded claim.
Here are some common fluoride
myths with responses from authorities:
• Fluoride causes cancer - Scientific
studies have failed to establish a
link between water fluoridation and
cancer. Cancer rates in the rest of
Australia are no different to those
in Queensland where until recently
few communities have had access to
fluoridated water.
• Fluoride causes allergies - Scientific
studies have failed to establish a
link between water fluoridation and
allergies or other immunological
effects. Fluoride is an element already
found in food and water.
• Fluoride causes arthritis - No
difference has been found in the
incidence of arthritis in fluoridated
and non-fluoridated communities.
• Countries have banned fluoride - No
country has banned fluoride; some
countries may use salt or milk as an
alternative to increase exposure to
fluoride.
• Fluoride causes bone fractures Rates of bone fractures have not

increased in communities that have
introduced water fluoridation. Water
fluoridation has been endorsed by
Osteoporosis Australia.
• Water fluoridation causes excessive
dental fluorosis - Most fluorosis
is barely detectable and does not
damage teeth as opposed to dental
decay which is unsightly, painful and
expensive to repair.
• Water fluoridation is mass
medication - Water fluoridation
simply adjusts the amount of a
substance already found naturally in
the water to a level that is beneficial
to teeth.
If you are familiar with the work
of the Australian [anti]VaccinationSkeptics Network, a cursory glance
at the website or Facebook pages of
organised anti-fluoride groups will
seem very familiar. Despite being two
very different health issues with very
different health intervention, there are
significant similarities in the conspiracy
theories of those who oppose them.
There is also a surprising cross-over
in the celebrities who support both
the anti-vaccination and anti-fluoride
movements.
This includes 2015 Bent Spoon
winner and celebrity chef Pete Evans,

who has written the following
statement on social media: “I am
concerned about mass fluoridation of
public water, and I strongly believe that
if people want to add fluoride to their
drinking water then they should, but it
should be a choice that each person has
the ability and the right to make for
their own household.”
Oh, Pete, if only public health
interventions were that easy.

.

Note:This is an edited version of a
report given on The Skeptic Zone (www.
skepticzone.tv)/

REFERENCE

National Health and Medical Research
Council. (2007). A systematic review of
the efficacy and safety of fluoridation
PART A: review of methodology
and results. Australian Government,
Canberra.

About the author:
Mandy-Lee Noble is an
independent dietitian/
nutritionist based in
Queensland.

ARTICLE

Skepticon Speaker

The Skeptic

WAS
A QUACK

Britt Hermes owns up to not being a doctor, and tries
to avoid the “patient at fault” syndrome.

D

uring a road trip through the US
Pacific Northwest in September
2006, my friends and I took a detour to a
small university in Kenmore, Washington
just north of Seattle. We had spent the
weekend camping and attended a weekend
music festival full of stoners, booze, and
lyrics that had left us delighted. Now, we
wanted to go see the place where I would
fulfill my dreams. I was going to become a
naturopathic doctor at Bastyr University,
the self-proclaimed, premier natural
medicine school in North America.
Like many of my peers at Bastyr, I
turned my back on medicine after a bad
experience with a doctor. At sixteen, I was
diagnosed with psoriasis, an inflammatory
skin disease. I wanted information and
needed emotional support. I was handed
a prescription for steroids and shown the
door.
I desperately wanted to believe I had
control over my health. Naturopathy
seemed to offer solutions to the problems
doctors couldn’t solve. I took supplements,
changed my diet, and sought out all
kinds of natural health treatments. With
time, my psoriasis did improve. I was
convinced that natural remedies had cured
me. I conveniently forgot that I was also
using prescription steroids and medicated
shampoos somewhat regularly.
I was an attentive and hard-working
naturopathic student. When I graduated,
I had my choice of naturopathic
“residencies” to choose from. I settled on a
pediatric position in a naturopathic clinic,
where my supervisor encouraged me to
delay vaccines, give homeopathic remedies,
and substitute herbs for antibiotics. There
were more times than I would like to admit

where I found myself in over my head.
Once, a little boy with autism
dislocated his elbow in the office waiting
room. His mom asked me to put it back
in because I was a “doctor,” but I had no
idea what I was doing. I tugged at the arm
until it popped back into place.
Another time, a young girl with a
swollen lymph node the size of a golf ball
in her neck came to see me. I thought
she had mumps, but it turned out to
be leukemia. I accidentally caught the
ominous lab value alerting me of her
condition and was able to refer her for
appropriate care. I had missed all the
other red flag symptoms.
On another occasion, I saw a newborn
with respiratory distress. It was terrifying
to watch this days old baby struggle to
breathe. I had to step out of the office to
call the local children’s hospital for advice
on how to manage this urgent situation.

THE QUACK QUESTIONS

I remember beginning to be concerned
that I had not been adequately trained
to practice any kind of medicine. But
the school, my peers, and state law, all
reassured me that I was a doctor - and
a good one. (Bastyr even hired me to
teach a few classes.) I kept on pretending,
hoping that one day I would feel capable
of this great responsibility.
After about a year in this position I
moved to Arizona. I worked at a clinic
that catered to a different clientele. I was
seeing patients who felt abandoned by
the medical system. I had patients with
unexplained fatigue, chronic Lyme disease,
and strange neurological symptoms. My
treatment plans included detoxes, vitamin
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cocktails, enemas, and homeopathy. My
new boss, also a naturopath, primarily
treated cancer patients. He taught me how
to give intravenous injections of herbs and
vitamins for all kinds of diseases, including
cancer. One of these turned out to be an
illegal drug imported from Austria.
The subsequent events followed clear-cut
decisions. I had excellent personal and legal
guidance. What was far more scary and
painful was the process of deciding to leave
the profession forever and then to start
speaking out against naturopathy. I sought
support from the science and skepticism
community, as it was this group who
helped me realise, for the first time, that I
was a quack.
Renouncing naturopathy had significant
costs. I lost a career. I lost a lifestyle and
an entire way of being. And my former
friends felt so betrayed by my actions that
none have spoken to me since my blog
launched in February 2015. I understand
this confusion. I used to be naturopathy’s
number one fan and my change of heart
blindsided the community.
Now, I am reinventing myself as a
scientist and critical thinker. This is hard
work and it takes time. I often find myself
reverting back to my old ways of thinking.
I recently had a bothersome cough and
worried that perhaps I was suppressing
grief. In traditional Chinese medicine, lung
conditions are related to bottled-up sadness.
I wondered if I was still grieving. Was I
making myself sick?
As the cough got better, I realised
that I had slipped back into a mainstay
naturopathic practice of patient blaming.
Brainwashing is difficult to overcome. My
cough had nothing to do with my emotional
state. I simply had a cold. I reminded myself
that I had escaped the cult of naturopathy
and I began to breathe easy again.

.

About the author:
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Megan Munsie says enthusiasm
is not enough - - new stem cell
therapies must be underpinned
by credible evidence
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here is no doubt that stem cell
science has captured the public’s
imagination. It seems that not a week
goes by when there isn’t a story about
the latest breakthrough. Perhaps you
caught the recent media coverage
about the extraordinary case where
stem cells were used to heal a young
European boy’s lethal skin disease, or
closer to home the work of Melissa
Little and team from the Murdoch
Children’s Research Institute in
Melbourne who have been able to turn
patients’ skin cells first into stem cells
and then into mini-kidneys to better
understand kidney disease.
While, like me, you might be
intrigued about such stories and the
possible futures that these discoveries
hint at, for those in the community
who are suffering from an incurable
condition – and their loved ones –
such news provides enormous hope
now.

EXPLOITING THE PROMISE
specialists - 800+ successful cases”;
and “Leading stem cell research and
Buoyed by media coverage of progress
development for over 10 years!”
in stem cell science, many are jumping
While admittedly these are clearly
online to search for stem cells as a
possible solution for a host of currently marked as online ads, this type of
direct-to-consumer marketing is
incurable diseases and conditions. Put
proving extremely effective in driving
“stem cell treatments” into Google
a new ‘stem cell’ industry founded not
or your favourite search engine and
on evidence but on the promise of
you will be presented with a long list
success.
of links to websites
If you go further
for clinics all over the
Direct-to-consumer
and click on the
world promoting such
websites, they look
treatments including,
marketing is driving a
very professional
alarmingly, Australia.
new ‘stem cell’ industry and seem to be a
Eye catching
reasonable choice,
statements like these
founded not on
despite the lack of
from Australian clinics
credible evidence
are hard to ignore: “An evidence but on the
about whether they
innovative treatment
promise of success.
can deliver on their
for degenerative injuries
claims. Success is
and arthritis”; “Avoid
often presented in terms of “showing
or delay surgery - Treat osteoarthritis
improvements” rather than links to
& joint pain with stem cell therapy
findings from recognised clinical
- eight years experience - Stem cell
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trials and most sites are peppered with
patient testimonials.
For example, one Queensland
clinic has shared quotes from satisfied
customers who after treatment for
arthritis reported that “all the pain has
gone” and “I would not hesitate to
recommend this treatment to anyone”,
despite this not being a recognised
medical treatment. Clinics also present
their treatment as being
“safe” with “no side
effects”, especially those
that claim to use the
patients’ own cells.
Clinics charge hefty
fees for each ‘unproven’
treatment, many
thousands of dollars,
with no Medicare
or private hospital
reimbursement.
Patients are typically
encouraged to have
multiple treatments to
improve the chances
of success, and many
websites display a
caveat around their
services such as “all patients respond
differently and we cannot guarantee
success.”

CLINICAL RESEARCH ESSENTIAL

Despite the promise and the
impressive progress made over the last
couple of decades in stem cell research,
there remain few proven stem cell
treatments. These are restricted to the
use of blood stem cells and cord blood
for disease of the blood system such
as leukemia, and skin and corneal
grafting.
All other applications remain highly
experimental. Will stem cells be the
solution? Maybe. It simply remains too
early to tell.
The only way we will know is
by conducting clinical trials based
on solid preclinical evidence, with
appropriate ethical and regulatory
oversight and where findings from the
trials – good, bad or indifferent – are
widely shared within the research and
broader community.
We must insist that regulators

ensure that clinics practice evidencebased medicine and certainly show
that they provide genuine benefit
before they start selling the treatments
– no matter the unmet need. We need
to ask questions about the competency
and motivations of those offering the
treatment. We should question those
who announce that they are ‘stem cell
specialists’ where no such specialty

exists. We should question those
charging patients exorbitant fees for
the privilege of access to a yet to be
proven treatment.
We should question why these
clinics, particularly those operating in
Australia, are still in business, despite
at least one death and a damning
Coroner’s report which described the
practice as “have some of the troubling
hallmarks of ‘quack’ medicine:
desperate patients, pseudo-science and
large amounts of money being charged
for unproven therapies”.
We must challenge the notion that
false hope is better than no hope.
Enthusiasm isn’t enough. We must
insist on evidence to underpin stem
cell science.

STEP IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION

In response to concerns about these
practices in Australia, the Therapeutic
Goods Administration (TGA) recently
announced that it will introduce new
regulations in 2018 to instigate greater
oversight measures – particularly when
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the patients’ own cells are used outside
a hospital setting. Appropriately,
it will still be possible for doctors
to administer unproven stem cell
treatments outside the clinical trial
framework via existing compassionate
schemes and, of course, through
clinical trials.
The TGA will also take steps
to prohibit direct-to-consumer
advertising of ‘stem
cell’ products. This
ban will not extend
to ‘medical services’,
which have always
been the responsibility
of regulators such
as the Australian
Competition
and Consumer
Commission (ACCC)
and the Australian
Health Practitioner
Regulation Agency
(AHPRA), who have
historically been slow
to act on this issue,
perhaps due to the
regulatory ambiguity
that this recent announcement from
TGA now addresses.
When combined, these new
regulatory measures should ensure
that evidence, not simply an attractive
business model, underpins the
provision of new proven stem cell
therapies and ultimately improved
healthcare for Australians. However,
time will tell if this is the case. In
the meantime, the Australian public
should be aware of the tactics of
unscrupulous operators and the new
regulations that are designed to protect
them from potential exploitation and
harm.

.
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Anshumanth Rao reports on the dangers faced
by Rationalist/skeptic Sanal Edamaruku –
blasphemy charges, death threats and exile.

I

38

n 1970, a young nationally acclaimed
Indian athlete died of blood cancer
when her deeply religious family refused
to seek medical aid, believing instead
in the power of prayer. A fifteen-yearold boy named Sanal Edamaruku, who
lived in that neighbourhood, was deeply
shaken by this death. To him, this was an
example of how dangerous blind beliefs
could be and was perhaps what set the
boy off on the path of rationalism.
Edamaruku went on to become one of
the country’s most prominent rationalists.
With his relentless tirade against
superstition and belief in the supernatural,
he became a magnet for trouble. This
finally resulted in blasphemy charges
against him, and his consequent exile to
Finland.
Rationalism is defined by Rationalist
International, the organisation founded
by Edamaruku in 1995, as a “world
view based on scientific attitude and
a humane value system free from any
religion, dogma and arbitrary assumption
of authority”. Simply put, it means
prioritising knowledge and reasoning
above unsubstantiated beliefs.
Edamaruku worked towards its
promotion in the 1990s with several
village campaigns. During these, a
technique called Rationalist Reality
Theatre was developed. Several of
the illusions that ‘god-men’ used, to
make themselves look like wielders of
supernatural powers, were replicated in
front of audiences. After this, the tricks
behind the illusions were explained,
exposing them for the mere theatrics

that they were. This
would, the hope was,
encourage people to
treat such claims with
skepticism in the
future.

CHALLENGING
THE GOD-MAN

Edamaruku’s
popularity soared
in 2008 due to a live program on India
TV. Pandit Surinder Sharma, a guest
on the show, claimed that he could use
magic to kill anybody in under three
minutes. Edamaruku – who was present
– immediately challenged the pandit to
prove what he’d said and offered himself
up as the test subject. With no way out,
Surinder Sharma accepted and began
chanting his mantras. Three minutes
later, Edamaruku was still alive. With
viewership going through the roof, the
channel extended the show, offering
Sharma more time to achieve the kill.
Edamaruku was left chuckling in
amusement at the pandit’s desperation.
With the tantras failing him, the
priest resorted to physical contact
eliciting protests as he pressed down on
Edamaruku’s eyes and temples hoping
to achieve with force what his prayers
couldn’t.
At the end of two hours, Edamaruku
showed no signs of any discomfort.
When the anchor of the show declared
him a failure, the pandit asked for
another round.
In this “Great Tantra Challenge”,

he planned to perform the “ultimate
destruction ceremony” under the open
night sky. The pandit brought in several
sidekicks to help. They carried out
elaborate rituals, none of them yielding
any more success than his previous
efforts. It might seem absurd that people
actually expected the rationalist to drop
dead, but the fact is that several people
in India still live in fear of men like
Surinder Sharma.

WEEPING STATUE

The biggest controversy involving
Edamaruku occurred in 2012. A statue
of Jesus Christ in Mumbai was found
to have a mysterious steady drip of
water from its toe. It was soon hailed
as a miracle, with hundreds of devotees
flocking to the statue to witness it.
Several lapped up the “holy water” in
their religious fervour, even producing
bottles to fill it with.
Unable to resist the opportunity to
bust this miracle, Edamaruku went
to Mumbai. Upon investigation, he
found the source of the water to be an
overflowing drain nearby. The water
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Left to right: Pandit Surinder
Sharma tries to kill Edamanuku
on TV; with a miraculous ash
pill used by god-men to fool
followers; a statue weeping from
the toes; and Bishop Gracias “We never said it was a miracle”.

Edamaruku was forced into exile in
was making its way up a wall through
Finland where he still lives.
capillary action and then flowing off the
statue.
Several reports of the incidents say
RIGHTS AND FREEDOMS
that the blasphemy charges that were
“Sanal should realise that his right to
filed against him were in response to this
expression should not encroach on my
revelation on TV. The truth, however, is
right to freedom of faith, of belief, of
slightly more complicated.
religion,” said Joseph Dias, then General
As he explained the findings on
Secretary of the Catholic Secular Forum.
TV, Edamaruku accused the church of
One of the fundamental duties listed
being anti-science and manufacturing
in the constitution is “to develop the
miracles like these to make money. In
scientific temper, humanism and the
the live debate that followed on TV,
spirit of inquiry and reform”.
Bishop Agnelo Gracias, several church
Edamaruku argues that this is exactly
officials, and leaders of Christian groups
what the Indian Rationalist Association
maintained that the church had never
aims to encourage and that is exactly
claimed that the dripping water was a
what he has done in Mumbai. Human
miracle and that Edamaruku’s accusations Rights lawyer Colin Gonsalves further
were baseless. They demanded an apology points out that the act requires a
and a withdrawal of his statements,
deliberate and malicious act, which has
threatening legal action against him.
not been committed here. In 1957, the
Edamaruku welcomed
Supreme Court too had
the prospect, declaring
noted that the law does
Regressive
that he would love
not penalise every insult to
to debate the issue in
blasphemy laws like religion.
court.
In countries like
those in India have
When charges
Bangladesh, India, and
been used to hound Pakistan, “first information
under section 295a
of the Indian Penal
reports” (FIRs) are written
intellectuals.
Code, that deals
documents prepared by
with “deliberate
police organisations when
and malicious acts, intended to outrage
they receive information about the
religious feelings”, were made in police
commission of a “cognisable offence”.
stations, he filed for and was denied
The Catholic Church of Mumbai, in its
anticipatory bail. In a later interview,
press release, said that its FIRs were filed
he said that he wasn’t worried about the
by groups of individuals offended by
outcome of the trial itself. However, in
Edamaruku’s statements and it was not
blasphemy cases, the police could arrest
their doing. Cardinal Oswald Gracias of
him without any investigation and jail
Mumbai offered a compromise, directing
him until his trial, which would take
the Catholic groups to drop the FIR
years. This risk he did not want to take,
and Sanal Edamaruku to apologise for
and so he left for a European lecture
his statement. Edamaruku, however,
tour earlier than scheduled. Facing the
maintained that he had no reason to
prospect of arrest upon return to India,
apologise since he had not done anything

“
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wrong, and the cases remain filed.
Regardless of whether Sanal
Edamaruku crossed a few lines, the
issue here is a far greater one. Section
295a seeks to put a restriction on a
fundamental right to free speech. It is
hardly worth having the right to free
speech if the right does not extend
to things that others disagree with.
Regressive blasphemy laws like those in
India have been used throughout history
to hound free-thinkers and intellectuals.
Incidents like these serve as reminders that
there are still quite a few obstacles, even
within the country’s own legal framework,
that stop the country from achieving an
ideal democracy. These obstacles require
bold men like Sanal Edamaruku to step
up and question the things that most
wouldn’t dare to.

.

Note: Reprinted with permission from the
MIT Post (Manipal Institute of Technology,
Karnataka, India),
February 2017.

About the author:
Anshumanth Rao is a
regular contributor to the
MIT Post.
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Alan Duffy catches a falling star
and puts it in our pockets.
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amously, as John F Kennedy told
us, “We choose to go to the Moon
... and do the other things, not because
they are easy but because they are
hard”. For America, in the midst of
the Cold War, it was an opportunity
to prove to the world the ability, and
superiority, off American democracy
over Soviet communism.
These words still ring true to me, but
now for another reason, the importance
of doing the hard thing because of the
challenge it brings and the innovation
it demands. We excel when we are
challenged. The challenge is what brings
us together to overcome it. The Apolloera mission to the Moon was inarguably
one of the greatest challenges ever
attempted, but while it brought together
one nation, it was also a division
between rival nations.

We are now seeing a different
vision outlined for the Moon and, one
small step beyond, Mars. This vision,
encapsulated by the European Space
Agency’s Moon Village concept, is where
the infrastructure is built in deep space
to support others to collaborate on this
grand challenge. Companies, nations
and multinational agencies all then work
together in this Village and benefit as a
collective, with individual efforts driving
forward and supporting the greater whole.
None of this is easy, indeed some of it
is stunningly hard, but then none of it is
impossible either. The challenge to safely
live and use the Moon environment
will forge cooperation, develop new
technologies and offer the platform for
further exploration. While a Mars-shot,
that bypasses the Moon, is possible it
would risk repeating the disappointment

of Apollo, we went into space but didn’t
stay. Instead, incremental advancement
is not just more feasible, it’s also
deepening the infrastructure throughout
the mission, increasing the chances that
at least part of our space exploration
morphs into space colonisation.

MOON VILLAGE - MARS CITY

Looking further ahead we see the
Lockheed Martin plans for Mars
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Left: Walking on the Moon - for real. One
small step, and one giant leap, taken by
Neil Armstrong on July 20, 1969 (July 21 in
Australia).

technological innovation could easily
be of the scale of the Apollo-era, but I
suspect in the new era of collaboration
it would in fact be greater yet, benefits
flowing to all corners of the globe.

Photos: NASA

AS ONE PLANET OR WE FAIL

Basecamp as a collaborative effort
building upon NASA’s Orion Capsule as
the command module would be further
extending the craft over time, maybe a
decade at the earliest. This may all occur
in orbit around the Moon at NASA’s
Deep Space Gateway, a cis-Lunar site
that is far enough from Earth to test
deep space technologies but not so far
that emergencies can’t be handled. The
orbiting gateway then links to Lunar
surface utilisation, in particular the
water in the Moon’s regolith that acts as
fuel and supply for crewed missions.
The scale of the mission to Mars
dwarfs anything humanity has conceived
of before, and arguably is a challenge
that would unite industry, government
and academia to create whole new
branches of technology.
Mars would demand of us an
Apollo-era scale of rocketry but with
the ability to throttle like an engine; the
life-support system to keep crews alive
without readily available spares for years
at a time; and entire new medicine lines
to protect us from cosmic radiation
that punches through any feasible
shielding. The uses and benefits for us
back on Earth from this explosion of

And then there is SpaceX and Elon
Musk. A company built on a vision,
as grand as any offered by JFK. In
the auditorium of the International
Astronautical Congress, alongside
4000 delegates, I watched as he
outlined a new approach. A Moon-shot
that was a Mars-shot and even an Earthshot. A single big rocket, larger than
the Saturn V of Apollo, known as BFR
(you can guess what the F may stand
for). Offering take-off and landing to
the Moon, Mars or any destination on
Earth within the hour, refueling in space
to extend the reach yet further. And
all while making a profit at each step,
as customers use it to launch satellites,
resupply to perhaps the Deep Space
Gateway, and of course jet setters to
travel the globe.
When finished, three years from now,
it will be the most powerful rocket ever
constructed, but thanks to reusability it
will be the cheapest per launch. This is
based on the example of modern airlines
which can offer cheap flights because
their expensive aircraft are refueled and
reused at the destination airport rather
than scrapped. If expensive rockets
can be reused as well then the cost per
launch can be reduced by the number
of reuses, just pay for the fuel required
each time. This seemed an impossible
challenge until SpaceX achieved it,
successfully landing their Falcon 9;
refurbishing and reusing it. The focus
Elon Musk applied to that simply
articulated but astoundingly difficult
task of reusability has redefined the
aerospace industry.
Now SpaceX is to go one step
further, and rather than use different
rockets to launch satellites with the
Falcon 9, and then deep space with
the Falcon 9 Heavy, they will use the

Above: Lockheed Martin’s competitor to Elon
Musk’s SpaceX - the reusable Mars Ascent/
Descent Vehicle (MADV).

BFR to reach the Moon and all the other
things. It’s worth bearing in mind that
the BFR represents a far greater challenge
than even the Saturn V, and then we keep
in mind that all of it is to be reusable
from the start. This is staggeringly hard.

THE THINGS WORTH DOING

Whether SpaceX meets its timelines
of sending two BFR to Mars by
2022, something even Elon Musk
at the announcement described as
“aspirational”, or it slips as so often
SpaceX efforts do, doesn’t really matter.
The ultimate economics may never
amount to trips to Mars for $250,000 or
anywhere on Earth for “a full economy
airfare”, and again that doesn’t really
matter.
All that matters is that the vision was
stated.
Visions matter, we are inspired by
them, driven by them and united by
them.

.

About the author:
Alan Duffy is Research Fellow
and Associate Professor at
Swinburne University, and
lead scientist at the Royal
Institution of Australia.
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PARENTING
FOR DUMMIES
Even the most hardened consumers
can succumb to the silliest of products
when they become parents.
Kate Browne opens the wrapping.

H

aving a baby is hard. And when
and advertising tricks, I
I was having my first baby, I
should have been the most
knew that. I expected the no sleep bit,
rational new mother
the recovering after the birth bit, and
around when it came
learning all the baby wrangling skills
to hitting the shops.
bit as well.
So how did I react?
But what I didn’t know to expect
In truth,
when I was expecting was the
I reacted like
onslaught of products marketed to
many new
tired and overwhelmed new parents,
parents: with a
encouraging us to buy, buy, buy just
mix of confusion,
when we are at our most vulnerable.
intimidation and
It’s been estimated that the cost of
a dash of panic. I
raising a child in Australia from birth
wanted the best for
to the age of 18 is around $1 million;
my baby, but thanks to
so it’s not a surprise that babies are
the sheer range of products
big business. As a result there seems
positioned as ‘must haves’ I managed
to be no end to products marketed to
to make some pretty poor purchasing
parents (usually sleep-deprived mums). decisions. There was the stroller that
There are products that promise to
looked great but didn’t fit through
make your baby
the supermarket
smarter, to keep them
checkout (let
Raising a child to 18
healthy, safe and germ
alone into the car
free, cure teething
costs $1 million ... it’s no boot), and the
pain and help them
thermometer so
sleep better. And you surprise that babies are
I could tell if her
can feel like a bad
bathwater was
big business.
parent if you don’t
too hot or cold
buy them all.
(apparently my
When I became a mum for the
elbow wasn’t up to the task). To help
first time I was already working as
her sleep, I bought a teddy bear that
a consumer affairs journalist for
had creepy heartbeat sounds and a
CHOICE. Given that I was hardwired
lavender-infused bath wash (neither
to see beyond the gloss of marketing
worked but she did smell lovely!).

“

”

42

When CHOICE became involved
with the consumer affairs show The
Checkout, calling bullshit on useless
products for babies and kids was at
the very top of my list. As a result we
developed a series of fake advertorials
making fun of some of the ridiculous
products out there. And while it’s very
common for advertising to feature
a busy mum, we decided a “guilty”
mum would be closer to the truth.
The Guilty Mum character
highlights how even the most rational
consumer can totally lose their mind

The Skeptic

Left to right: All the important and essential
products that the Guilty Mum and Dad need chokable beads, sugar-full bears, and pointless
kneepads for crawlers.

when it comes to their kids – and just
how manufacturers and marketers
manipulate those guilty feelings.
For every problem the Guilty Mum
encounters, the market offers some
kind of ‘solution’, at a price.
What’s even scarier is that over
the last five years working on The
Checkout we are still finding products
to keep the Guilty Mum sketch
ticking along, thanks to a never
ending supply of new dodgy products
all to keep confused and overwhelmed
parents buying.
While the list of things to avoid is
not exhaustive - here are some of what
I consider serial offenders.
New parents, proceed with caution.

AMBER TEETHING NECKLACES

All over Australia, babies and young
toddlers can be spotted sporting little
gold or brown bead necklaces fastened
firmly around their tender little necks.
Why?
Amber teething necklaces, which
are available in many chemists and
health food stores, claim to help
ease the pain that emerging teeth
can cause in some babies. How?
Manufacturers claim that the amber
succinic acid that the amber gives off
is absorbed by the skin.
Of course there hasn’t been a single
study that shows any evidence of this
being true. But the ACCC has issued
plenty of warnings that these pretty
little jewels are most definitely a
strangulation and or choking hazard.

Risk your baby’s life on the remote
possibility that a piece of amber can
enter your child’s bloodstream

BABY KNEEPADS AND SAFETY HELMETS

December 17

Award. We also referred them to the
ACCC.

“BLUE LIGHT” PROTECTORS

Feeling bad that your young one
is spending waaaay too much time
Babies have been crawling and
glued to your phone, tablet or PC?
learning to walk with no problems
Rather than try and control your
for thousands of years … until
child’s screen time why not buy some
now. While it’s debatable that these
supplements that claim to act like
products actually work, just getting
“natural sunglasses” for children’s eyes?
your baby to keep them on is the
These vitamins
greater challenge – the
claim to shield
babies we tried them
kid’s eyes from
out on hated them and
A never-ending
“high energy” blue
spent most of their time
supply of dodgy
light emitted from
trying to pull them off. A
screens on phones
massive waste of time and products to keep
and tablets just
money, targeted smack
overwhelmed
by popping a pill.
bang at over anxious
parents buying.
Sounds great except
helicopter parents.
the Royal Australian
and New Zealand
BABY VITAMINS
College of Ophthalmologists, said
When it comes to older babies and
there was no scientific evidence that
young kids and eating, their appetites
blue light was damaging to the eye or
are fickle and unpredictable. One
caused disease.
week they might eat everything, the
So, Guilty Mums (and Dads)
next they appear to be subsisting on a
beware. There’s a raft of products out
diet of plain pasta and cheese. While
there that are unwanted, unwarranted
this can freak out the most easy going
and unscientific, yet are still trying
of parents, most experts agree that
to bamboozle you and dig into your
most kids overall manage to get the
wallet using fear and anxiety as the
necessary nutrition needed.
motive. You have been warned.
But not according to vitamin
manufacturers. Claiming to plug the
terrifying gaps in your child’s diet
are the “gummie” vitamins designed
About the author:
just for little ones. But here’s the rub.
Kate Browne is an
Apart from the fact most children
investigative journalist,
don’t need vitamins, the gummie style
leader of the news team at
vitamins are 50 per cent sugar yet
CHOICE, and a TV presenter
some brands claim to be “good for
and script writer on the ABC’s
teeth”.
The Checkout.
In fact, these little sugar bombs
are so bad that CHOICE awarded
Pharmacare Vitagummies a Shonky
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Weather or Not
Is meteorology
science or aeromancy?
Dick Whitaker and
Steve Symonds stick
their fingers in the air
to find out.

W
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hen humans first began to
communicate, one of the topics
of conversation was, very probably,
the weather. Certainly agriculture and
exploration created a dependence on
the weather that continues today - put
any group of farmers or sailors together
and they will be discussing the weather
within minutes.
Because of this dependency, many
rules of thumb were devised using
natural signs to try to predict what
would happen in the short and long
term. Some of these are still taught
to our children today. “Red sky at
night shepherd’s/sailor’s delight, red
sky in the morning shepherd’s/sailor’s
warning” is probably the best known.
A ring around the moon predicts
rain in 24 hours. Groundhogs in the
United States can predict the seasons,
while on the other side of the Atlantic,
what happens on particular saints’ days
can give an indication of the weather
in the next few months. St Swithin is a
favourite here.
The great difficulty in weather
forecasting was that while the farmer
knew what the weather was in his/
her locality, there was no way of
telling what was happening elsewhere.
There was also no understanding of
atmospheric processes or circulation.

Image: NASA/NOAA

THE RISE OF TECHNOLOGY

The invention of the telegraph in 1838
allowed the instant transmission of
information so that weather forecasters,
such as Rear-Admiral Robert Fitzroy*
in England, could get a picture of
what was happening over a large area.
Fitzroy (below) began his forecasts in
the 1850s. Across the Atlantic, Matthew
Maury, a lieutenant in the US Navy,
was injured while ashore and, after
studying during his
long recuperation,
became the
superintendent at
the Navy’s Depot
of Charts and
Instruments. Here
the logs and charts
of every voyage by
every US Navy ship
were stored. Maury
started plotting
the information
on the weather
contained in those
logs and built up
the first picture of

the atmospheric circulation. From these
crude beginnings, scientific weather
forecasting has developed.
Maury did not get involved with
forecasting the weather until much
later in his career; he mainly studied
climatology. Fitzroy, on the other
hand, was particularly concerned about
issuing warnings of storms to shipping
and, in the early 1860s, started issuing
forecasts, some of which were published
in The Times. It is
said that Queen
Victoria asked for a
personal forecast on
occasion.
Sadly, Fitzroy’s
forecasts were not
very accurate and
The Times became
quite scathing:
“Last week
Nature seems
to have taken
special pleasure
in confounding
the conjectures
of science”

t
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(April 1862). Fitzroy cut his throat in
1865. Few forecasters have followed his
example, but the criticism by the media
is always there if the forecast is wrong,
or, more importantly, if they think the
forecast is wrong.
Frontal theory was developed by
the Norwegians in 1917. Weather
radar appeared in WWII. The first live
satellite transmission of a picture of
the cloud over the Earth was in 1961.
Today supercomputers, using numerical
models of the atmosphere, produce
charts for days ahead with a high level of
accuracy.
With all the technology available
today, weather forecasting is still an
inexact science. Most forecasts are
substantially correct but a few are
still wrong. Some weather events can
develop very quickly and extreme events
are very difficult, if not impossible, to
forecast. Meteorologists, however, are
learning all the time and exchanging
information - as happens in any
scientific discipline.

WHO IS A METEOROLOGIST?

The minimum academic requirement
for a meteorologist is a Bachelor of
Science degree with majors in maths
and physics. There is, however, no
law to stop anyone calling themselves
a meteorologist or issuing weather
forecasts. They would not get a job
working for a recognised weather
service, but there is nothing to stop
anyone setting themselves up as a
forecaster if they can convince enough
people to believe what they say.
Television weather presenters are,
for the most part, journalists with no
qualifications in meteorology at all. They
are talking heads who read the forecast
from the autocue. The forecast is written

by the Bureau of Meteorology, but this
does not stop the public from assuming
that presenters have some knowledge
of, or input into the forecasting process.
These people are often assumed to be
experts.

DOING SOMETHING
ABOUT THE WEATHER

Humanity has always harboured a wish
to not only predict the weather, but to
modify it to suit the immediate needs of
society. From the earliest times, prayer
was regarded as the only way to change
the weather, and appeals were made to
the various weather gods, sometimes
involving human sacrifice, to adjust the
prevailing weather to more desirable
conditions. Sometimes the gods
appeared uninterested in responding
and this was regarded as proof that
the society in question was in divine
disfavour. However, occasionally the
gods did appear to take a hand, with
the hapless Kublai Khan a case in point.
In 1274, and again in 1281, Kublai
Khan (right) had two attempts at
launching naval attacks against Japan.
On both occasions his fleets were
smashed by typhoons, and the Japanese
people believed that this was a result of
their God, responding to prayer, sending
a Divine Wind - or kamikaze - to rout
the enemy and protect their country.
As the centuries rolled by, attempts
at weather modification continued, with
the emphasis moving away from prayer
to more physical methodology, such

as firing cannon or volleys of arrows at
approaching thunderstorms. Again the
results were inconclusive. Hail cannon
(above) are still sold around the world.
The idea is that you fire the cannon
into the thunderstorm to break up hail
stones - the cannon supposedly creates
a shock wave that disintegrates the hail.
This idea has been around for a long
time. It started on the battlefield, where
a British meteorologist, R Abercrombie
developed the theory while he was in
the army that gunfire influenced rainfall.
Artist and sculptor Benvenuto Cellini
claimed in the sixteenth century to have
stopped rain and hail by firing artillery
pieces.
At the turn of the century, Clement
Wragge, the Queensland Government
Meteorologist, used a number of hail
cannon to try to break a drought. One
of these Steiger-Vortex guns is still on
display in a park in Charleville where
the experiment took place. As with all
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good rainmaking experiments, Wragge
(pictured rigjht) waited until there were
clouds around before conducting the
experiment. Even so, as he admitted, the
project was a failure. He left Queensland
soon after this. (In later life, Wragge
developed ideas for long range weather
forecasting, and took as a pupil the 16
year old Inigo Jones. Jones was hailed
for many years as a great long range
forecaster, but a comparison of his
predictions with subsequent events
shows he would have had greater success
just sticking to climatology.)
The trouble with hail cannon is that
hail is a rare event at any particular
place. One could blast the cannon at
every storm and never get hail, thus
showing the cannon’s effectiveness, but
if there was no hail in the thunderstorm
to start with, it shows nothing of the
sort. It is impossible to prove a negative
- you cannot prove that the cannon do
not work. On the other hand, if you
consider that an ordinary thunderstorm
has the energy equivalent to about fifty
Hiroshima bombs, firing a small cannon
into it is unlikely to have any effect at
all. Be that as it may, hail cannon are
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still popular and many farmers have
invested in them.
Changing the climate through
agricultural activity was also widely
believed possible, up until the last
century, as expressed through the old
saying “Rain Follows the Plough”. An
example of this is the strange story of
“Goyder’s Line”.
George Goyder, the South Australian
Surveyor General, conducted a
survey of his state in 1865, and, as a
result, drew a line on the map which
became known as Goyder’s Line. He
claimed that, north of this line, general
agriculture would not be feasible
because of insufficient rainfall. The
Government ignored his advice and
allowed farming to begin well to the
north of this line.

For the first few years after the
farming allotments were granted
unseasonably good rains led to bumper
wheat crops from the “Golden North”.
Goyder’s critics said that he had
forgotten the old adage, “Rain follows
the plough”. With this supposed form of
weather modification, ground is broken
by ploughing and moisture is liberated
into the air, resulting in increased
rainfall. However, after a few years, the
rainfall pattern returned to “normal”
and most of the wheat farmers were
forced off their land, leaving behind
derelict homesteads and machinery for
all to see to this very day. Clearly, rain
does not follow the plough. Possibly,
the reverse is true - a study in the wheat
belt of Western Australia shows a slight
reduction in rainfall following land
clearance.

MAKING RAIN

Some half a century after Goyder’s Line
was drawn, and following a severe local
drought in 1915 across San Diego,
USA, self-proclaimed rainmaker Charles
Hatfield undertook to produce rain for
the then fabulous fee of $10,000. His
efforts were followed by devastating
floods, and many lawsuits were filed
against him. This strange event was later
to be the subject of the Burt Lancaster
film The Rainmaker.
In 1947, Project Cirrus was begun,
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Opposite: Clement Wragge; the Divine Wind
This page from right: George Goyder and his
line; Charles Hatfield and a rainmaking
tower; The Rainmaker film inspired by Hatfield

which attempted to weaken hurricanes
before they reached the American
coastline, utilising cloud seeding from
high flying aircraft. In the first attempt
a seeded hurricane abruptly changed
course and caused widespread damage
to parts of Georgia, and, as with Charles
Hatfield, extensive litigation followed.
With these last two examples it is
unlikely that the human intervention
had any effect whatsoever in the
outcome. However using this as a legal
defence is difficult, because it means the
participants do not really believe in what
they are doing. If a weather modification
system goes wrong, the perpetrator
basically has the choice of being labelled
an incompetent or a charlatan, and
neither of these is legally desirable.
Cloud seeding experiments by
the CSIRO in the 1960s proved
inconclusive, and yet many people still
believe that cloud seeding is the answer
to Australia’s rainfall deficiencies. Cloud
seeding experiments were carried out
over areas which had a reasonably high
rainfall to start with. You cannot seed
clouds that are not there, so experiments
over desert areas would prove fruitless.
Perhaps the most famous weather

modification proposal in Australia
was the Bradfield Scheme. This still
gets trotted out at election time by
various interest groups, particularly in
Queensland.
Dr John Bradfield, the Chief
Engineer of the Sydney Harbour
Bridge project, came across a paper
by meteorologist Edwin Quayle,
published in 1921, titled “Possibilities
of Modifying Climate by Human
Agency”. Bradfield published his
scheme based on Quayle’s proposals
in the magazine Walkabout in 1941.
The Bradfield scheme proposed
damming all the major inland rivers
- the Diamantina, Georgina, Finke,
Flinders, Clarke, and Coopers Creek,
and some of the north Queensland
coastal rivers, to create vast inland lakes.
The evaporation from the lakes was
supposed to enhance rainfall in eastern
Australia.
With widespread interest and debate
by the public and in the press, the

Director of Meteorology, HN Warren,
set up a panel which included Quayle to
investigate the scheme. They concluded
that there was little evidence to support
the claim of possible enhanced rainfall
from the dams. All that would be
produced was enhanced water storage.
Quayle was probably wrong and the
investigation correct but it is all in the
past now. Environmental concerns
would prevent such a scheme even being
considered today.
Australia is “a land of droughts
and flooding rains”. This is because
of its geography. Every drought is
accompanied by stories of desperate
farmers, starving sheep and cattle and
failed crops. It is a time ripe for the
rainmakers. Rainmaking has taken many
forms over the years. Dances, sacrifices
to the gods and prayers have all been
used. Do prayers for rain work? Every
drought has broken eventually so one
might say they do. If the rainmaker has
some knowledge of meteorology and
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times his/her activity to coincide with
a meteorological situation that should
produce rain, the rainmaker could
claim some success. This is not a very
scientific way of assessing the efficacy of
rainmaking, but is there a rainmaking
activity that can be assessed objectively?
Remarkably, there is.
The Sydney Gay and Lesbian
Mardi Gras started in June 1978. It
was held in June for three years before
being switched to late February/
early March to take advantage of the
warmer weather. A group of concerned
Christians has prayed for rain to wash
out the Mardi Gras for at least the
last eighteen years. In that time it has
rained on the parade twice, it has rained
shortly after the parade ended twice and
there have been two or three occasions
when it rained during the day but was
fine for the parade itself. The objective
of the prayers, though, was to rain on
the parade. Twice in eighteen years this
has happened. February and March are
two of the wetter months in Sydney
with an average of thirteen rain days
each. It rains on slightly more than
one day in three. In eighteen years,
you would expect rain, on average,
on six or seven Mardi Gras days - and
this is precisely what has happened.
Praying for rain does not seem to work,
or perhaps the prayers are not being
answered.
However, some weather modification
efforts have definitely been useful.

SOME SUCCESSES
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During World War II, a major problem
for allied airmen emerged after returning
to England from overnight bombing
missions across Europe. Sometimes
much of southern England would
be covered in fog and the returning
aircraft, low on fuel, had nowhere to go,
resulting in several mass disasters.
Bomber Command instituted the
FIDO program (Fog Investigation and
Dispersal Operations), which prevented

Clockwise from below:
Dr John Bradfield; his better
known project, the Sydney
Harbour Bridge; FIDO in action

fog from forming over airfields by
installing numerous petrol burners
about their periphery. Although
enormously expensive, FIDO was
credited with allowing some 2500
aircraft to land in foggy conditions, and
undoubtedly saved the lives of many
allied airmen.
In today’s world, orchardists use
similar techniques to prevent frost
forming in their orchards on winter
nights. Frost formation can be
disastrous at certain stages in the fruits’
development, and on very cold winter
nights orchardists will light fires, turn
on large electric fans, and even hire
helicopters to fly all night across the area
in an effort to keep the air circulating
so that frost will not form. Although
expensive, this weather modification
system is successful and saves far more
than the cost of running the equipment.
The story of weather modification
has been a pot pourri of fervour,
fallacy, fiction and fact, and as such, has
mirrored the progress of a large number,
perhaps the majority, of human
endeavours and enterprises.

ORDER FROM CHAOS

It is human nature to try to find
patterns in chaos. Certain arrangements
of stars in the sky suggest figures, so
constellations are born and named.
Many times there have been attempts

to find cycles in weather, with rainfall
being the most studied. There is talk
of 30 year cycles, or 90 year cycles.
Suggestions that “it always rains on the
full moon” are still made. The regular
sunspot cycles have also been used to
attempt to forecast weather cycles.
Kew Gardens in London has the
longest rainfall record in the world, with
measured rainfall going back to 1697.
Three hundred years of records would,
you would think, show any 30 or 90
year rainfall cycle. What is absolutely
clear from the record is that no such
cycles exist. Rainfall is not cyclical there are wet years and dry years, wet
periods and dry periods, but a dry year
is just as likely to follow a wet year as a
wet year.
Of course there are seasonal cycles
in rainfall, and marked dry and wet
periods in eastern Australia can be
correlated with the El Niño/Southern
Oscillation (ENSO) cycle to a certain
extent. The ENSO cycle is, however,
over two to seven years which is not
very precise.
Early weather forecasting was
inaccurate, but it has improved
markedly over the years. There are many
people, however, who perpetuate the
myth that the Bureau of Meteorology
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rains when the crescent moon forms a
always gets the forecast wrong, and
cup. You have to wait until it tips to let
many of these people have their own
the rain out” and “The moon increases
rules of thumb for forecasting the
in size from the new moon to the full
weather.
moon so the full moon sucks the water
There have been studies which show
into the air”. These were strongly held
that some human conditions are related
beliefs in 1999.
to weather events. Births, and deaths
The behaviour of ants, black
from heart attack, can be triggered by
cockatoos, cows, spiders and various
a fall in atmospheric pressure, usually
other animal species are said to predict
preceding a front. High humidities,
the weather. Kookaburras laughing in
heat waves, cold weather and strong
the morning herald rain in some areas,
winds can trigger a number of medical
drought in others, and nothing at all
conditions. Heat waves kill people,
in other areas, but if they call in the
windy days make children restless, cold
evening, that’s another matter.
weather can affect arthritis sufferers and
It may well be that some of these
so on. It is a short step from having a
animal forecasters are accurate, but
condition triggered by a weather event
until a proper study is done, it is all
to using the condition to forecast a
supposition. A TV weather presenter
weather event. “The children always get
in the 1960s used to give the Bureau’s
fractious when it is windy, therefore if
forecast and then add
they are fractious, the
what he thought would
wind must be coming”.
happen based on the
It is illogical, but many
People with no
behaviour of his bees.
people swear by it.
qualifications can set Apparently, he had
One fallacy, given a
some success.
great deal of publicity,
themselves up as
Meteorologists are
is that cloud in the Bay
experts and find an
the first to admit that
of Bengal produces
audience willing to
meteorology is an
cloud off the Western
inexact science. Despite
Australian coast, which pay for advice.
years of training and
leads to the northwest
the latest technology,
cloud bands that bring
the occasional forecast is wrong. Not
the winter rain to much of the wheat
as many are wrong, however, as people
belt. During the southern hemisphere
think. Misfortune is always someone
winter, cloud in the Bay of Bengal is
else’s fault so if it rains on your wedding
of great interest to the people of India,
or party or parade, the Bureau of
Bangladesh, Burma and Sri Lanka,
Meteorology is at fault. It does not
but of no interest at all to the people
matter what the forecast said, you got
of Australia. The cloud does not cross
wet - they are to blame. It is also because
the equator, no matter what it looks
of the inexactness of the science that
like on a satellite photo. Facts are of no
people with no qualifications whatsoever
interest to the Bay of Bengal adherents.
in the field can set themselves up as
Maury’s early description of the global
experts - and they will find a ready
circulation, and every study since then
audience willing to pay for their advice.
has passed them by.
The film Twister has a lot to answer
“It always rains on the full moon”
for. It spawned a generation of storm
is usually modified to “well, within
trackers or chasers, and people who
three days either side”. There is a grain
became overnight experts on the basis
of truth in this, but it has nothing
of having seen a tornado. Many of these
to do with the moon. Most places in
storm chasers have taken remarkable
agricultural districts, rather than grazing
photographs of thunderstorms. When
districts, get at least four rain days a
Tropical Cyclone “Vance” crossed the
month on average. Saying it always
WA coast, a TV cameraman strapped
rains in the week surrounding the full
himself to a tree to record the storm.
moon would be a not unreasonable bet.
He might have got some excellent
Other lunar forecasts include “It never

“

”

images but was it worth the risk?
Thunderstorms and Tropical Cyclones
are dangerous and those contemplating
chasing them should remember that.
Aeromancy is divination from
looking at signs in the sky. Just as
astronomy has moved on from its
base in astrology, so scientific weather
forecasting has moved on from its
aeromantic base. Even so, while there
are people willing to trust that a
particular group of stars at the time of
their birth has something to do with
their personality, there are those who
will take more notice of ants building
their nests than all the satellites and
supercomputers in the world.

.

* The same Robert Fitzroy who, earlier
in his career, had been captain of HMS
Beagle, on which Charles Darwin made
his historical voyage.
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landscape
Brian Dunning asks if the Rorschach test is really a window to the subconscious

Y
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ou’ve seen it in pop culture a
thousand times: A psychologist
holds up a card showing an inkblot,
and a subject says what it looks like.
From this, the famous (or infamous)
Rorschach Inkblot Test, it’s said to be
possible to make accurate psychological
diagnoses, to uncover deep personality
traits, and even to predict future
behaviour. But how much of this is
mere Hollywood, how much is actual
sound psychology, and is any of it
unadulterated pseudoscience?
Well, we hope to find that it’s sound.
A 2003 book* critical of the test
advises: “The Rorschach is still administered hundreds of thousands of times
each year in clinics, courts, and schools.
Psychologists often use the test to help
courts determine which parent should
be granted custody of a child. It’s
used in schools to identify children’s
emotional problems, and in prisons to
evaluate felons for parole. Convicted
murderers facing the death penalty,
suspected victims of sexual abuse,
airline pilots suspended from their jobs
for alcohol abuse - all may be given the
Rorschach by a psychologist who will

use the test to make critical decisions
about their lives.”
So let’s have a look.

century it was widely used around the
world, so much so in fact that there
were at least five different systems for
scoring responses. Many psychologists
didn’t use any scoring system at all, but
BACKGROUND ON BLOTS
went on their own personal assessment
The test was the brainchild of Swiss
of the subjects’ responses. Then, in
doctor Hermann Rorschach, whose
the 1960s, American psychologist
most popular photo looks exactly
and academic Dr John Exner became
like Brad Pitt. As a boy he enjoyed
arguably the father of the modern
klecksography, an art form where you
Rorschach test. He took all these
dribble wet ink onto a paper then
various forms of the
fold it in half to form
test, discarded the
an image whose two
scoring methods that
halves mirror one
The Rorschach test
weren’t backed up by
another. The game is
any good research,
then to take a pen and and word association
and consolidated
complete a drawing
... fast food sound bite
those that were. The
of whatever image
psychology.
Exner scoring system
the klecksograph
has continued to be
suggests. Throughout
refined a number of
his medical and
times over the years since, and remains
psychiatric studies, Rorschach became
the gold standard for how the test
interested in why different people saw
should be administered.
different things in these images. In
There are ten cards - standardised
1921 he published his ideas in his book
worldwide - five in black and white,
Psychodiagnostik; unfortunately he died
and five in colours. All are mirroronly a year later at the age of 37.
image klecksographs.
But his technique had caught on,
In psychology terms, the Rorschach
and by the middle of the twentieth

“

”
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test is what’s called a projective
technique. That’s important, because
the weaknesses of the Rorschach test
that we’re going to discuss generally
apply to all projective techniques.
Projective methods give the subject
an ambiguous stimulus, such as one
of Rorschach’s inkblots, and ask them
to interpret it. The answer could be
anything at all, whatever is on the
subject’s mind; leaving the analyst to, in
turn, interpret that interpretation.
It’s called a projective technique
based on Sigmund Freud’s 1911
concept of projection, which theorises
that we all unconsciously project our
own weaknesses onto others. For
example, if I dislike my own tendency
to be shy, I might unconsciously seek
out shyness in others and deride them
for it. Projective techniques hope
that the subject will identify in the
ambiguous stimulus - and verbalise something that he unconsciously sees in
himself.

BLOTS IN ACTION

To see how this works, let’s follow along
with how the test is given.
The examiner shows each card and
asks “What might this be?” and the
subject is encouraged to think about
it and discuss out loud, and can often
go on at length. But the main part
of the assessment comes next. The
examiner goes through each of the
ten cards again, this time asking the
subject to explain in detail how and
why he saw each image in each card.
They discuss the colours, the shading,
the contours. It is not the initial “It
looks like a butterfly” that is telling,
but rather the later detailed explanation
of what qualities a butterfly might
have that are represented on the card.
Everything the subject says is recorded,
and then analysis and scoring happens
later, based on the subject’s recorded
statements. The idea (in oversimplified
and thus inaccurate broad strokes) is
that whatever qualities in the inkblot
the subject focused on - that made
them think of qualities in a butterfly are their own projected subconscious
self-assessment.
Although the test is still used
by some psychologists, projective

techniques have been surrounded by
an aura of skepticism for some decades.
Psychology has never been one of the
more exact sciences, but the vagary
of free response to an ambiguous
stimulus takes it to a new level. It’s
entirely possible that an artistic serial
killer will speak at length about the
beauty of the butterfly he sees, while
a dull but harmless accountant may
simply say that it looks like a knife. It
turns out that projective techniques
rest on a foundation that is considered
by modern psychology to have always
been a bit shaky.
The Rorschach comes from a time
when the state of psychological science
was based not on a large body of
research, but rather upon “big ideas”
coming from a few radical thinkers like
Freud, Pavlov, Nietzsche, and Jung.
It was the era of psychoanalysis, the
id, the superego, the superconscious,
the superman, and the Oedipus
complex. These are the same ideas that
dominate pop-culture psychology - the
version that flourishes in Hollywood
depictions - but that long ago left the
laboratory. An apt headline from the
New York Times in 2007 illustrates the
chasm separating the real science from
the public perception of it: “Freud is
widely taught at universities, except in
the psychology department”.
Just think how many times in the
movies you’ve seen the Rorschach
test or that other perennial favourite
pop-culture analysis technique, Jung’s
“word association” test, where the
subject replies with the first word that
comes to mind following trigger words
given by the analyst. It’s fast food,
sound bite psychology.
The key to the popularity of the
Rorschach test can be found by
studying its history. Although it was
developed in the 1920s, it didn’t enjoy
a lot of popularity until the 1940s
and 1950s, when it exploded onto
the world stage. And by world stage, I
mean that literally. Proponents of the
test gave public readings in front of
audiences of their colleagues. Subjects
were given the tests offline, and then
these proponents - having only basic
knowledge of who the subject might
be - would read the responses and
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Plate I
Commonly seen:
Bat, butterfly

Plate II
Two humans, dog,
elephant

Plate III
Human figures

Plate IV
Animal hide, rug

Plate V
Bat, butterfly

Plate VI
Animal hide

Plate VII
Human heads

Plate VIII
Four-legged animals

Plate IX
Human

Plate X
In places: crab,
lobster, spider,
rabbit head
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Continued...

make incredibly detailed and accurate
personality assessments. It was highly
reminiscent of stage psychics that we
see today.
The effect of this was to deeply root
a belief among the public - which
persists today - that the Rorschach is
capable of divining a person’s deepest
secrets and laying them bare; an X-ray
into the soul. This perception is what
ultimately led to its modern popularity.
Surely, such astonishing readings
must be the result of a powerful
analytical technique.

automatically knows that this patient
suffers from a severe pathology. One
can scarcely conceive of a case - where
basic information about the subject
is known and the subject answers
questions about their observations and
reasoning at length - that would not
give us a huge amount of insight into
that person. This is not merely cold
reading, nor even warm reading, but
what the mentalist profession terms a
hot reading, which is where substantial
information about that person has been
provided.
Swiss doctor Hermann Rorschach rows
into history

BLOTS ANALYSED
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For a long time, Dr Scott Lilienfeld
has been a vocal critic of pseudoscience
in psychology. He and his co-authors
examined this stage of the Rorschach’s
history in their book What’s Wrong with
the Rorschach: Science Confronts the
Controversial Inkblot Test. You may have
already been able to guess what they
found. My mention of stage psychics
was not by chance; it turns out that a
surprisingly effective Rorschach analysis
can be given by using the exact same
cold reading techniques that psychics
use. Having full access to the subject’s
verbal response gives an enormous
amount of insight.
The authors cited these snippets
from an actual published Rorschach
response:
• “The two little central humps at the
top suggest a sine curve.”
• “This reminds me of blood and
the black of ink, carbon and the
structure of graphite.”
• “I’m reminded of [Salvador] Dali’s
watches.”
Obviously, this is an educated
person. Knowledgeable about math,
chemistry, and art. It was, in fact, the
molecular biologist Linus Pauling. In
other cases the subject may come to
the psychologist from in-patient care,
in which case the psychologist already

This fundamental weakness of
the Rorschach test has been well
known in the profession for a long
time. As early as 1948, an article
was published by Wittenborn and
Sarason from Yale University called
“Exceptions to Certain Rorschach
Criteria of Pathology”. They noted
that these superstar Rorschach analysts
routinely used three tricks, all of
which are verbatim from the stage
psychic’s handbook: “The practice
of ex post facto deduction whereby
some clinical psychologists, when
told about some clinically important
features of a patient, say, ‘Ah, yes. We
see indications of it here, and here,
and here.’ Another practice ... is the
use of ambiguous phrases or esoteric
Rorschach cliches which can be given

almost any specific interpretation
which subsequent developments may
require. A less artful, but nevertheless
effective practice, involves including
in the interpretations widely separated
statements which can have an
almost contradictory implication;
one or the other of these statements
may be employed according to the
requirements of the circumstances.”
In short, filling the analysis with
enough ambiguity that it can then be
interpreted to exactly match the known
facts of the case. Just like today’s
celebrity psychics.
Yet, while it’s a virtual certainty
that some people, at some point and
for some reason, have deliberately used
trickery to give impressive Rorschach
analyses, it’s equally likely that the vast
majority do not. As is the case with
psychics, most Rorschach analysts who
use cold reading techniques aren’t aware
that’s what they’re doing.
So is there any valid use for the
Rorschach? Yes, there is, but it’s not
in diagnostics. It is a fine ice breaker,
a starting point for conversation in
psychotherapy. In cases where it may still
be used to actually make decisions about
people (employers, schools, courts), it
is a dinosaur and should be retired for
lack of scientific foundation. But don’t
expect to see it retired from Hollywood
anytime soon: it’s fast, it’s visual, and it
makes for great cinema psychology. And
that is perhaps the realm where it best
belongs.

.

* James M. Wood, M. Teresa Nezworski,
Scott O. Lilienfeld, and Howard N.
Garb, What’s Wrong With the Rorschach?
Science Confronts the Controversial
Inkblot Test.
Reprinted with permission from Skeptoid
#497, December 15, 2015.
About the author:
Brian Dunning is a computer
scientist, and host & producer
of the award-winning podcast,
Skeptoid: Critical Analysis of
Pop Phenomena
(www.skeptoid.com).
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Grass roots science
What a Plant Knows: A Field Guide to the Senses
By Daniel Chamowitz
Scribe, A$35.00

W

hen The Secret Life of Plants, by Peter
Tompkins and Christopher Bird, was
first published in 1973, it immediately hit a
nerve with the burgeoning New Age market.
Here was a book that clearly showed that plants
are sentient beings, or as the authors describe
them, “the bridesmaids at a marriage of physics
and metaphysics”.
This is the sort of world where you can hook
a plant up to a lie detector to test its reactions
to violence, and where you can teach a plant to
count. You can tell what sort of ride you are in
for when the first chapter is titled “Plants and
extrasensory perception”.
Tompkins was a journalist, ex-military,
one-time spy, seeker after Atlantis, and author
of books on Egyptian and Mesoamerican
pyramids. Bird had qualifications in biology and
anthropology, though he turned to journalism.
He too was ex-military, a one-time spy, and
author of a book on dowsing.
Bird’s degrees notwithstanding, their grasp
of scientific principles are dodgy, at best. They
totally misunderstand the process of evolution
and natural selection, theirs being a Lamarckian
approach whereby plants react to existing
environments by knowingly developing certain
characteristics. This is central to their thesis that
plants have consciousness.
Of course, the big New Age theory
about plants was that they can hear
and react to music. Tompkins and
Bird were not the only ones to suggest
this.
Dorothy Retallack authored a
book called The Sound of Music and
Plants which also came out in 1973.
(Tompkins and Bird cite it in their
list of references in the revised 1974
edition of Secret Life.) Retallack was
a professional mezzo-soprano singer
who did an experiment on plants
and music while doing a mature
age college course. She ‘found’ that
Mozart was good for plants, heavy
metal and rock were not, and country
music was neutral. (She also thought
that plants were capable of ESP and

speculated that the reason why plants didn’t like
heavy rock music was because of the lyrics.)
Not surprisingly, her theories were soundly
debunked for poor scientific method, and the
fact that, suspiciously, the styles of music that
plants liked and disliked conformed to her own
musical tastes.
Which brings us to the book under review.
Daniel Chamowitz is a scientist with a
PhD in genetics, and is the director of the
Manna Center for Plant Biosciences at Tel Aviv
University. He refers to Tompkins, Bird (“The
Secret Life of Plants led to scientific fallout that
stymied important research”), Retallack, and
many others, in his book. This version of his
book is a thorough revision of the first edition
published only five years ago. He agrees that
there may be sounds that plants react to and
thus admits that he needed to re-evaluate his
own words on the subject that he wrote in the
first edition.
“This is the strength of the scientific method
and what separates science from pseudoscience.
Pseudoscience seeks confirmations, while science
seeks falsifications. As a scientist, I clearly realise
that my hypotheses and conclusions are at best
tentative, waiting to be shot down by some future
study. … A pseudoscientist won’t let contradictory
results get in the way of his opinion.”
With this as background, Chamowitz covers
the five senses – sight, smell, taste, touch and, of
course, hearing – plus how a plant knows where
it is, what it remembers, and what “awareness”
means for a plant (and that doesn’t include
having a conversation with its ‘owner’).
Even for those who do not share Prince
Charles’ empathy with our leafed cousins,
this book is an enjoyable read. This is a clear,
readable, and concise – just over 160pp –
discussion of a fascinating topic. There are many
observations and references to research that
add different lights to a conservative view of
botanical sensitivity.
Chamowitz admits to using terminology
which is usually reserved for human experiences.
But his argument is always couched in scientific
terms and appropriate restraint.
“My book is not The Secret Life of Plants; if
you’re looking for an argument that plants are
just like us, you won’t find it here.”
And all the better for that.

.

- Reviewed by Tim Mendham

53

REGULARS

The cycle of life

FIRST USE TONGUES …

Speaking, spirits, and psychic surgery.
And so it goes, the almost inevitable
realisation that all knowledge is
connected and connectable.

HEY PRESTO, A TOTAL HOAX
Psychic surgery (also known as
spiritual or magnetic healing) was
denounced by the US Federal Trade
Commission as a “total hoax”, and the
American Cancer Society maintains that
psychic surgery may cause needless death by
keeping the ill away from life-saving medical care.
One such example was Andy Kaufman, who visited
a Filipino psychic surgeon in March 1984 for a six
week session to cure large cell carcinoma. After the
session, Kaufman declared that he had been cured;
he died in May 1984. One year later, psychic
surgery was publicly demonstrated in Australia,
possibly for the first time, by magician Peter
Shields and two Filipino assistants. This
took place at the first Australian
Skeptics national convention held
in Sydney during Easter
1985.

Andy Kaufman undergoes psychic
surgery in 1984 for large cell
carcinoma. “It worked” he said.
54

The first Australian Skeptics national
convention was held in Sydney during Easter
1985. As the first such event in the country, public
and media interest was huge, with several TV crews
filming the events. Of special interest was a demonstration
of “glossolalia” by noted linguist and Canberra skeptic
Don Laycock. Outside of those who frequented faith healing
sessions or Charismatic and Pentecostal meetings, this was
probably the first time many in the audience had heard an
example of glossolalia, more commonly referred to as
“speaking in tongues”. A distinction should be made between
glossolalia and “xenoglossy”, which means speaking in a real
language previously unknown to the speaker.

What goes a
HEAT WITH EXPERT OPINION...

In 1959, the procedure came to the attention
of the US public after the publication of Into the Strange
Unknown by Ron Ormond and Ormond McGill. The authors
called the practice “fourth dimensional surgery”, and wrote “[we]
still don’t know what to think; but we have motion pictures to show
it wasn’t the work of any normal magician, and could very well be
just what the Filipinos said it was - a miracle of God performed
by a fourth dimensional surgeon”. In 1981, the Journal of
Religion and Health reported on a 1973 tour of a group of
medical doctors, scientists, and parapsychologists
who visited the Philippines to study the
phenomenon.
Source: Wikipedia, except where noted
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THEN ADD TAXIS …
Glossolalia is a phenomenon in which people
appear to speak in unknown languages, often sounding
(and being) gibberish syllables delivered at a rapid-fire rate.
The character of Latka Gravas, played by comedian Andy Kaufman
in the TV series Taxi (see photo below), could be seen as speaking
glossolalia - without the religious overtones - when rattling off a
supposed Eastern European language. Other religious groups have been
observed to practice some form of “theopneustic” (divinely inspired)
glossolalia, perhaps most commonly in Paganism, Shamanism, and
other mediumistic religious practices, as well as the Voodoo religion
of Haiti, Hindu gurus, and Muslim fakirs of India. Glossolalia has even been suggested as an explanation for the
15th century Voynich manuscript, written in a
language yet to be deciphered.

Gustave Dore’s “The Descent of
the Holy Spirit” (1865) - apostles
speaking in tongues.

MIX WITH SPIRITISM …
Speaking in tongues was seen as one
of the “self-evident manifestation of spirits”
that was an aspect of Spiritism. Spiritism was
developed by the 19th century French educator
Allan Kardec (1804-69, real name Hippolyte Leon
Denizard Rivail). The language spoken could possibly be
described as xenoglossy, if you happened to believe in real
spirits who have a real language. Spiritism is a “spiritualistic philosophy” which Kardec proposed was the study
of “the nature, origin, and destiny of spirits, and their
relation with the corporeal world”. It soon spread to
other countries, with strong followings in Brazil
A BIT OF SURGERY …
and South East Asia. The term first appeared
Both Spiritism and Spiritualism have
in Kardec’s book, The Spirits Book, which
influenced a social movement of healing centres,
sought to distinguish Spiritism
charity institutions and hospitals. One manifestation
from spiritualism.
of this healing focus is psychic surgery. In the Philippines,

s around ...

oted

the procedure was first noticed in the 1940s, when
performed routinely by Eleuterio Terte and his pupil Tony
Agpaoa, who was apparently associated with the Union
Hippolyte
Espiritista Christiana de Filipinas (The Christian Spiritist
Rivail chose
Union of the Philippines). The process creates the illusion
of performing surgery with the practitioner supposedly
“Allan Kardec” as
putting their bare hands into a patient’s body to
his pen name on
remove tumours. An assistant will usually remove
the suggestion of a
the parts before they can be examined, and
spirit identified
the incision will spontaneously
as “Truth”.
heal.
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Science & the Real World
In which we discuss skeptical Rationalists,
skeptical rationalists, scientism, philosophy, and
steps too far

T

he skeptical community includes many
individuals who can be quite opinionated
and assertive. At this moment you are probably
forming an opinion on this claim, and would
be prepared to express it. But as a group we
actually tend to be very agreeable and congenial
in manner, and consensual and coordinated in
opinion and attitude.
This is especially evident when compared
with the general population of ‘philosophicallyminded’ or, especially, religious people. Anyone
who has attended both their local Skeptics in the
Pub and the Philosophy Café down the road will
note how skeptics are generally “coming from the
same place” and share similar worldviews. Most
respect science. Many are atheists or agnostic.
And humanism is rife.
On the other hand, I am sure I am not
the only skeptic to have walked away from a
Philosophy Café gathering having learnt nothing,
and frustrated that in an hour and a half we
couldn’t agree on how to pose the question,
let alone on a conclusion. The only product is
some brain exercise in trying to figure how the
theists and mystics and New Age consciousness
proponents who are drawn to a philosophy
discussion can so misuse their words that they
inevitably arrive at such diverse and preposterous
positions.
The warring religious sects and schisms
around the world are even more disparate and
irreconcilable than this, to the point of violent
opposition.
A consensus step toward some Truth is rarely
– perhaps never – achieved among philosophers
and among theologians, whereas meetings of
skeptics are consistently constructive, conclusive,
and educative.

THINKING CAPS
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However, skepticism is not completely free
of fundamental disagreement. For example,
contributors to this journal, as well as to
Australian Rationalist, can often be divided into
capital ‘r’ Rationalists and small ‘r’ rationalists.
Small ‘r’ rationalists are in agreement with

Immanuel Kant who argued that knowledge
can be innate, can be acquired through pure
reasoning, and that philosophical enquiry and
argument alone can answer the Big Questions.
(This was not an empirically-informed
psychological claim. It was a philosophical
position achieved and supported by philosophers
‘philosophising’. Few have recognised the
circularity of this argument. It is not unlike
postmodernism’s tendency to disappear up its
own fundament when challenged to support
its ‘constructivist narrative’ about the nature of
reality. How can they know they are right if there
are no facts, nor a reality to be right or wrong
about?!)
Philosophical small ‘r’ rationalism is
contrasted with empiricism, which holds that
any meaningful question can best, or only, be
answered by observation and experimentation, ie
by the scientific method.
The modern term (capital ‘r’) Rationalism,
on the other hand, as defined by the Rationalist
Society of Australia, is more similar to this oldfashioned philosophical empiricism. It holds that
knowledge is best acquired by use of the scientific
method, which is an inseparable combination of
reason plus observation or experiment. Without
hypothesising and concluding, observation
and experiment are meaningless. And without
systematic observation and experiment,
hypothesising and concluding are baseless, or
even misleading.
Among the admitted and acknowledged
Rationalists are numbered Richard Dawkins,
Sam Harris, Peter Boghossian, Neil de Grasse
Tyson, Lawrence Krauss, Stephen Hawking,
and Bill Nye. None of these have much time
for philosophising (‘rationalism’) when science
(‘Rationalism’) can offer answers.
Despite this impressive list of referees for
Rationalism, in Australia there are several
prominent and influential small ‘r’ rationalists.
Peter Bowditch showed us at last year’s
convention that he is one such when he tried to
convince us with words that philosophy is useful,
but without being able to provide us with one
scrap of empirical evidence – just one example of
a problem it has solved.
And Tim Harding has revealed again in
his very recent article – ‘A Step Too Far?’
(The Skeptic, September 2017) – that he too
is a rationalist, along with regular Australian
Rationalist contributor, James Fodor. They all
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promote philosophising to us through questions
that they claim science cannot answer.

LIMITS OF SCIENCE

In his article, Tim argued that we harm scientific
skepticism when we “mistakenly attempt to
extend the scope of science beyond its empirical
capabilities, into other fields of inquiry such
as philosophy, politics, and even ethics”. The
problem here is that science is not just another
‘field of inquiry’. It is a method of inquiry, and
it is the only one we have found so far that gives
us reliable, reproducible, consensual, evidencebacked, applicable knowledge, in any ‘field of
inquiry’.
In fact, this is so almost by
definition. If a process – a
particular method – works,
we include it in the scientific
method. In this sense we
hit upon Rationalism as
the best worldview not by
reasoning our way there
(philosophising like a
rationalist), but by noting
how well it works. We
accept Rationalism through
our empiricism! We have
found over the past 300 or
so years that accepting what
works, works. But reasoning
our way to ideas only gives us
hypotheses, many of which are
contradictory.
The confusion in Tim’s
position is that he equates
‘science’ with ‘the natural
sciences’, and so asserts that
there are numerous other
valid ‘fields of inquiry’ such as
philosophy, the social sciences,
the humanities, politics,
ethics, and epistemology. But
this listing is actually an odd
mixture of genuine ‘fields of
inquiry’, like the social sciences
of psychology and politics, and
what are actually alternative
methodologies, like philosophy
and novel-writing. A Rationalist
will see other ‘fields of inquiry’,
like psychology, as best examined
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scientifically, and other methodologies, like
philosophy or sculpture, as sources of knowledge
that are inferior to, or have been superseded by,
science.
It was fine for Aristotle 2300 years ago to
meditate on the nature of motion, but we have
empirical scientists to do this now, and such
introspective philosophising is little more than
recreational use to us now. New Age magazines
are full of it.
But Tim sees dismissal of philosophising as
evidence of science going “a step too far” into
“scientism” and “crude positivism”. My online
dictionary defines positivism as “a philosophical
system recognising only that which can be
scientifically verified or which is capable
of logical or mathematical proof, and
therefore rejecting metaphysics
and theism”. This sounds pretty
interesting, acceptable, and solid
to me. Quite like Rationalism.
In criticising it, Tim and
James choose to attack “crude
positivism” which sounds like
a straw man argument already.
Why not critique ‘refined
positivism’?
But how does “crude
positivism” go too far? And
what sort of questions can
philosophy answer better than
a scientific approach can?

NARROW SCIENTISM

James has claimed that crude
positivism comprises: ‘strict
evidentialism’, ‘narrow scientism’,
and ‘pragmatism’. It seems that
both rationalists and Rationalists
are okay with the first of these.
But James claims that crude
positivists hold to a narrow
scientism. Sounds awful, but
what is “scientism”? Mr Google
tells us it is simply an “excessive
belief in the power of scientific
knowledge and techniques” or “an
exaggerated trust in the efficacy
of the methods of natural science
applied to all areas of investigation,
as in philosophy, the social sciences,
and the humanities.”
Here is our jumbled list of
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alternatives to the natural sciences again.
According to James, crude positivists hold that
the social sciences and other non-scientific
pursuits do not produce real knowledge, and that
“the natural sciences are more important than the
humanities for an understanding of the world”.
But even crude positivists would not argue that
social sciences such as psychology do not produce
real knowledge. And even a rationalist would not
argue that sculpture is as important as geology in
our understanding of the world.
Small ‘r’ rationalists will lump philosophy
in with science. Rationalists will these days
include it with the humanities. Neither should
they, as Tim and James misleadingly argue,
bracket psychology, sociology, and scientific
(not introspective, philosophical) epistemology,
ethics, or jurisprudence in with sculpture,
musical composition, theology, or for that matter,
philosophy.
So James’ second alleged claim of scientism,
that “the humanities should adopt the scientific
method”, then becomes absurd, and supported
by no respectable Rationalist, or even rationalist.
Some fields of study should, of course, attempt
to be scientific, even at the risk of being labelled
‘scientistic’, such as psychology. (This is where
Freud went wrong. He was a novelist, not a
scientist.) And we’d all like to see more science in
archaeology, jurisprudence, history, geography,
and, I would hold, ethics. But never in art,
literature, music, religion, or for that matter, in
philosophy. These methods of inquiry are not
well equipped for truth-seeking. These days they
are ends in themselves. They produce experiences,
not verified facts.
They may reflect reality, as dreams do, but they
are not reliable pointers to new realities or facts,
just as dream analysis has proven not to be.
That philosophy is on this list is because, as a
truth-seeker, it has been a dismal failure. In 3000
years it has confirmed for us not one answer to
any of the Big Questions. In fact, like theology,
it has often delayed science’s progress on the
questions. Introspective conclusions about the
immaterial nature of consciousness (“My mind
feels different from physical objects, so I must
have a soul”) are just one example.
I, like most Rationalists, am happy to lean
on James’ third leg of the awful bogeyman of

scientism – that all meaningful philosophical
problems are actually scientific problems. I feel
we can avoid a lot of grief and confusion by
dispensing with philosophy (which is contracting
at about the same rate as ‘the God of the gaps’
anyway), and by using all that intellectual energy
and university funding to grow (a) science and
psychology programs, (b) a few logic units,
and (c) some linguistic analysis of how we have
misused words to ask and answer questions that
weren’t there in the first place.
These largely dismissive attitudes to
philosophy are not universal among Rationalists.
Some are more concessional toward rationalism.
But old-fashioned Kantian rationalism is
becoming less popular as psychology shows us
more and more how far human beings are from
the ideal of “the rational man”. And how science
has been specifically developed in order that
we can overcome our natural tendency to fool
ourselves.

PROOF OF PURPOSE

It is interesting, therefore, to see what examples
Tim or James can come up with of “the kinds
of questions to which…science cannot supply
answers” but that philosophy or other nonscientific disciplines can.
Tim has dredged deep into history to suggest
that Galileo’s logic about the rate of fall of heavy
and light objects may qualify. Galileo concluded
through a ‘thought experiment’ that, in a
vacuum, they would fall at the same rate, because
he imagined them tied together, effectively
making them one – heavier – object, which
should therefore fall faster just because the string
has made them one.
But even with this example, all that Galileo
was able to conclude was an hypothesis. If
subsequent experiments to test this hypothesis
contradicted his conclusion, if a string actually
made a cannon ball and a grapefruit fall faster
together in a vacuum, then he would have had
to re-think. Also, even this obscure example was
an admitted thought experiment. That is, Galileo
predicted from his experience of the world – a
lifetime of observations – what would happen in
a vacuum.
But most damningly, this is not at all
an example of a question best answered by
philosophy or pure reason. At most it is a
question possibly, preliminarily answered
by applying some logic. So it hardly makes
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philosophising competitive with science.
But Tim’s other example of the limitations
of science, and where other methods can work
better, is the hoary old is/ought distinction,
reminiscent of Stephen Jay Gould’s concession
to the theists of his two supposedly equally valid
“non-overlapping magisteria” of science and
religion. Tim claims that science can build us
nuclear weapons, but it cannot tell us whether or
not they should ever be used.
If this were true, then what can give us answers
to moral and ethical questions? When we have
tried just thinking them up, this has given us
either theology – and how has that gone for us as
a source of moral codes?! – or philosophy, which
has given us no absolutes, probably because
there are none. And where it has been useful,
it has functioned only as a venue for ‘thought
experiments’ as to what laws and social mores will
most benefit society.
So, jurisprudence, for example, used to be
a matter of acting on gut feelings of revenge
and ‘natural justice’. A chimp or an ancient
Mesopotamian will slap a wrongdoer out of
instinct. A modern criminal justice system,
on the other hand, will weigh up factors
of deterrence, protection of society, and
rehabilitation, and will impart a utilitarian
and moral relativist version of justice. Most
Rationalists don’t see moral questions as
answerable by reference to some absolute,
transcendent set of rules.
Laws and their application need to conform
with what works for society. For example, does
allowing abortions during the third trimester
result over time in a society that ceases to respect
life in general?
So science can answer such questions by
reference to what works. This is James’ and
Tim’s third criterion of “crude positivism” –
pragmatism.
Rationalists and humanists decide on
what laws and social mores to advance and
adopt according to what history and thought
experiments tell us will best achieve society’s
goals. And those goals (survival, happiness,
cooperation ...) are determined not by theology
(eg get to heaven) or philosophy (“I think Love
and Respect for Life are the ultimate human
values, so there!”), but by systematic observation
of what human beings are actually found to value
(ie through scientific psychological studies). The
goals of a person, of a society, or of humanity are
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to be discovered, not imposed. They are an ‘is’,
not an ‘ought’.
Laws, ethics, morals, and mores are simply the
rules we try to impose and follow in seeking these
goals. Which will work best getting us there is
an empirical question, not a theological one or a
philosophical one.
So, to pursue Tim’s next example, we seek
informed patient consent for participation in
clinical trials in medicine not because of some
absolute moral law, either conferred by a deity
or deduced by a philosopher; but because of the
consequences for science, medicine, and society
of not having such a consensual system. These
consequences are indicated by history, crosscultural studies, and experimentation, whether in
reality or in imagination.
But Tim, like many rationalists, most theists,
and all postmodernists, dislikes pragmatism as
a justification for the primacy of the scientific
method. He cites scientific theories that have
‘worked’ but turned out to be wrong. This,
of course, proves nothing. We only find out
later they are wrong through science. No other
method has ever shown a scientifically-derived
explanation that works to be wrong.
The problem with Tim’s logic here is the
concurrent use of the terms “necessarily”,
“alone”, and “always” in: “Fodor argues that just
because scientific theories can be used to make
accurate predictions, this does not necessarily
mean that science alone always provides us with
accurate descriptions of reality.” The truth of
this outlandish straw man statement has no
bearing on whether other methods of inquiry are
valuable, let alone more valuable, in answering
any meaningful questions.
So we need no longer be aghast at just how
different our local skeptics’ or humanists’
or Rationalists’ gathering is from our local
Philosophy Café meeting. The latter will advance
our knowledge no more than a piano recital will,
because it has no agreed method to reconcile
alternative hypotheses. It may be pleasurable as a
form of brain exercise, but the last 3000 years has
shown us that Rationalism trumps* rationalism
every time.
* I am so loath to use that term these days.
Gary Bakker
Legana TAS
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What you think ...
UFO crashes and burns

“T

he Nature of UFO Evidence”
(The Skeptic, Vol 37 No 3, Sept
2017) reminds me of what little it took
for me to go from a keen member of
my high school astronomy cum UFO
society to an arch skeptic. It’s hard to
know where to start.
• Strange how these things are never
seen by astronomers. It’s always some
yokel out for a midnight drive on
some lonely country road – never
highly trained observers with all the
latest telescopes and computer gear.
• How come we poor Earthlings
always get the really dumb aliens?
The ones that can happily zip round
the galaxy, but always manage to
smack their saucers into the desert
at the last moment? Clearly parking
is not one of the skills need for an
alien driving licence. Neither is
remembering to turn your lights off
to keep your ‘secret mission’ to Earth
secret.
• Knowing the propensity of humans
to let their imaginations run riot,
plus our gifts for practical jokery and
hoaxes, it soon becomes apparent the
vast majority of ‘UFO evidence’ is
laughable.
• And what is it with aliens and
their preoccupation with inserting
things up our rear ends? You’d think
someone on a mission of exploration
would have better ways of exploring
their new world other than via an
anal probe. Perhaps it’s their idea
of “boldly going where no man has
gone before”? And as for loitering
round our military bases – our
technology must be a complete joke
to aliens who happily bypass the laws
of physics.
The icing on the cake was, however,
finding an ancient copy of Harmonic
33, a book widely promoted by the
Australian and NZ media back in
the early 70s as a work of genius. The
author, Bruce Cathie, claimed to be
able to predict UFO locations using

his special “grid”. Looking back at it
now, I have honestly never come across
such deranged fruitloopery – even
the diagrams looked like they were
drawn by a ten year old. It made Von
Daniken look highly literate.
If the alien explorers are paying us
regular visits from other worlds, they’re
certainly going about it in a very
strange way.
David Frankland

Edgewater WA

Straight to the heart

B

rian Dunning, author of “Health
Hoaxes and Medical Myths” in
The Skeptic (Vol 37 No 3, September
2017), might be interested to hear
that I have validly performed “the
actual medical treatment that involves
the dramatic stabbing of a huge needle
directly into the heart”.
It was in 1970 when I was a very
junior casualty (emergency room)
doctor in central London. The patient
had asystolic cardiac arrest that was
unresponsive to all attempts to resolve
it. (That’s a floppy stationary heart,
rather than ventricular fibrillation
which is disorganised twitching
requiring a DC electric shock.) Chest
compressions etc could not bring
drugs to the heart from any then
accessible vein so as a last resort I
injected adrenaline upwards from
below his ribs in the mid line.
It looked a lot like the photo in
Brian’s article but was slower than in
Pulp Fiction. It didn’t work.
That may by now have been
superseded by more modern methods
but for vital first aid I would urge
all readers of The Skeptic to learn

how to perform cardio-pulmonary
resuscitation (CPR). It’s easy when
you know how and you could save
someone’s life that way, possibly one
you love.
Ken Brownlie
Woodlands WA
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QUOTES

What they said ...

Carl Sagan

“ It is far better to grasp the universe as it really is than to persist in delusion,
however satisfying and reassuring.” - The Demon Haunted World, 1985
“ The fact that some geniuses were laughed at does not imply that

all who are laughed at are geniuses. They laughed at Columbus,they
laughed at Fulton, they laughed at the Wright Brothers. But they also
laughed at Bozo the Clown.
- Broca’s Brain, 1979

”

“ What counts is not what sounds plausible, not what we

Photo: NASA

“ Human beings have a demonstrated talent for selfdeception when their emotions are stirred.” - Cosmos, 1980
would like to believe, not what one or two witnesses claim,
but only what is supported by hard evidence rigorously
and skeptically examined. Extraordinary claims require
extraordinary evidence.
- Cosmos, 1980

”

[“The Sagan Standard”, quoting Marcello Truzzi? - “On the Extraordinary:
An Attempt at Clarification” (1978), Zetetic Scholar, Vol 1, No 1 - “An
extraordinary claim requires extraordinary proof.” ]
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DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. “His trousers were not like mine.”
2. Finished his prayer, and then shot it.
3. Eat slower.
4. 921. Strictly, a trick of “sawing a man in half” was done
in 1920, somebody pinched it and made it a different
trick by using a lady.
5. 80% – Aliens obviously find Americans the most
interesting specimens.
6. Henry VIII’s ruthless agent Thomas Cromwell, who
got a brilliant law passed that allowed a person to be
convicted for conspiracy without identifying who with,
was the first person to be prosecuted under it. [Same
sentence, just move the word “who” and make it a
statement. Isn’t life easy!]
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Loc a l S kep t i ca l G ro u p s
QLD

Queensland Skeptics Association Inc
www.qskeptics.org.au
Email: qskeptics@bigpond.com
Mobile: 0429 143 955
Meetings to be announced

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 parkerL3948@gmail.com

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 after 5pm
www.undeceivingourselves.org

Details of all our meetings and speakers are on our website.
NT

Darwin Skeptics – Michelle Franklin

Skeptics in the Pub - 2nd Monday each month,
6.30pm, Ball & Chain restaurant, Salamanca Place

PO Box2027 Humpty Doo NT 0836
Tel: 0408 783 145; www.facebook.com/group/darwinskeptics/
DarwinSkeptics@gmail.com

Launceston Skeptics – Jin-oh Choi

Meetings to be announced - see Facebook page for details

0408 271 800 info@launcestonskeptics.com
www.launcestonskeptics.com
Launceston: Skeptics in the Pub thirrd 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.

See you
at the next
Skeptics
Convention
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