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EDITORIAL

I can’t hear you

W

4

ho wrote this: “‘Popular
science’, it is to be feared, is a
phrase that conveys a certain flavour of
contempt to many a scientific worker.”
That was HG Wells in an article
called “Popularising Science” published
in Nature in 1894.
Communicating science in a way that
the public will understand has always
been a tricky business. As the quote
says, it is not always highly regarded by
a lot of scientists, primarily because it
often is seen to represent debasement
or dumbing down of scientific concepts
and discoveries. And there are relatively
few people with scientific credentials
who can do it really well, and even those
are often criticised for the effort.
The two most recognisable scientists
of the 20th century would probably be
Albert Einstein and Stephen Hawking.
Show people a picture of them, and
they’ll know who they are. But how
many members of the public really
understand the nature and significance
of their deliberations?
Apart from the obvious physical
limitations restricting Hawking which
gave him a high profile, the concepts he
dealt with are hard to understand and
not the fodder of normal conversation
over the BBQ. His most famous book, A
Brief History of Time, sold more than 10
million copies in its first 20 years, and sat
on the London Sunday Times bestseller
list for more than five years. But it is also
widely regarded as the least-read bestseller
of the century; for every person who has
leapt into the fray and finished reading it
there would be multiples who never got
past the first chapter.
And what is Einstein known for in
the public mind? “E= MC2” … and
then the knowledge starts to peter out.
Ask the person on the street what “E =
MC2” means, and you’d normally get a
blank look; it’s something about science
or physics or space, and didn’t he have
an affair with Marilyn Monroe?
People know that Hawking and

Einstein were scientists, and they
did some sort of important stuff, but
exactly what it was, and what are the
implications for me and mankind, are
gaps that need filling.
But good scientists are not necessarily
good communicators. We do have
some who have successfully made the
transition to science celebrity status (for
better or worse): Neil de Grasse Tyson,
Brian Cox, Richard Dawkins, and
David Attenborough (he does have a
degree in natural sciences). In Australia,
those of a certain age will recall Julius
Sumner Miller, the slightly eccentric
Yank who gave classes in physics on
ABC TV. In fact, our current wellknown science populariser, Dr Karl
Kruszelnicki, is the Julius Sumner Miller
Fellow at Sydney University.
Yes, it’s hard to do. But that doesn’t
mean it can’t be done. In fact, it must
be done. And all of us can be science
popularisers – tell people that science
is a process not a thing, that scientific
method is all about evidence, and share
your passion for your favourite discipline.
If you need some pointers, then
Spandan Mallick (now there’s a name
for you), who describes himself as “a
feeble guy interested in astronomy”,
suggests on the discussion website,
Quora, the following five easy steps to
becoming a science populariser:
1. Know real knowledge of science,
which means not only bookish
knowledge but ‘dynamic’ knowledge.
2. Try to appear in popular TV science
programs or seminars.
3. Preach the techniques, advantages and
adorable facts of science to each and
every hamlet, village, town and city.
4. Tell everyone ... each and everyone of
science and make them aware of the
evil intentions of superstitions.
5. Try to write some books, write articles
in magazines and write blogs on science.
That wasn’t hard, was it?

.

- Tim Mendham, editor
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Around the traps ...
Govt rejects recommendation
on homeo products in pharmacies
AUS: The Federal Government
has rejected a recommendation
by an expert panel on the sale of
homeopathic products in pharmacies.
The Review of Pharmacy
Remuneration and Regulation,
chaired by Professor Stephen King
of Monash University, suggested
that homeopathy and homeopathic
products should not be sold in PBSapproved pharmacies.
It also said that other
complementary medicine products
should be shelved in separate areas of
pharmacies so there is no confusion
for patients between evidence-based
and non-evidence-based products.
However, the Government’s
response to the King Review, released
on May 3 by Health Minister
Greg Hunt, has ignored both
recommendations.
Rather it has lumped homeopathy
in with other complementary
medicines, and decided that the
best line of approach is to “support
consumer health decisions through
increasing the information available
on the efficacy of complementary

medicines”.
This puts the “sole responsibility”
on individual pharmacies as to what
action should be taken.
“The Government notes the
importance of the provision of
information to consumers for all
medicines and health related products
available through community
pharmacy,” the response says.
“Professional standards have been
designed for use by individual
pharmacists to assess their own
professional practice. They are

Americans less confident in vaccine system
USA: A survey has revealed that
Americans have less confidence in the
US vaccine system than they did a
decade ago. 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.
According to a survey of about
1000 adults commissioned by
Research!America and the American

Society of Microbiology, only 59
per cent “strongly” believe they had
personally benefitted from vaccine
development over the past halfcentury, a 16 percentage-point drop
from 2008.
Overall, 77 per cent of respondents
were confident in the current system
in the US for evaluating the safety of
vaccines and recommendations for
when they should be given, down eight
percentage points from 2008.

.

intended to serve as guidance for
desired standards of practice.
“However, it is the sole
responsibility of the individual
pharmacist to determine, in all
circumstances, whether a higher
standard is required. It is equally
their responsibility to meet that
standard and ensure that consumers
are provided with the best available
information about the current
evidence for, or lack-of efficacy in,
offered treatments and therapies.”
On homeopathy, the Review’s
interim report – and confirmed in
its final report – said that “There
are unacceptable risks where
community pharmacies are allowed
to sell homeopathic products. The
general consensus as demonstrated
by submissions to the Review and the
Panel’s face-to-face consultations is
that homeopathy and homeopathic
products do not belong in
community pharmacies. The majority
of pharmacists and other stakeholders
argued that these products lack any
evidence base and have sufficient
evidence of non-efficacy to preclude
their ethical sale in community
pharmacies.”
The Your Health Your Choice
group, which has been campaigning
to overturn Government decisions on
health care rebates for complementary
medicines and the recommendations
on complementary medicines in
pharmacies, regarded the decision as a
win for “consumers … to keep natural
medicines on pharmacy shelves”.
That there was never a
recommendation to remove
all complementary medicines
from pharmacists’ shelves – just
homeopathic products – seems to
have escaped the group’s hyperbolic
coverage of the recent decision.
Overall, the King Review made
44 recommendations for reforming
pharmacy funding and regulations.
The government has accepted only
three recommendations in full.

.
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Tickets for 2018 Skeptics Convention now on sale
AUS: Tickets for the 2018
Australian Skeptics National
Convention, to be held in
Sydney on the weekend of
October 13-14, are now
available from the dedicated
convention website convention.skeptics.com.au.
This year the convention
returns to The Concourse
Chatswood in Sydney’s
northern suburbs. Attendees at
the 2014 convention will recall
that it is a great venue, close to
transport and accommodation,
as well as a huge number and
variety of food outlets.
The line-up of speakers covers
medicine, astronomy, education, belief
systems, linguistics, classic skeptical
topics, not to mention some of the best
local and international podcasters and
science communicators.
For starters, international podcasters
include Carrie Poppy from Oh No, Ross
& Carrie; Sawbones’ Dr Sydnee and
Justin McElroy; and Dr Alice Howarth
from Skeptics with a K.
Others include Dr Susan Blackmore,
one of the world’s leading researchers
into consciousness and out-of-body
experiences; astronomers Dr Pamela
Gay and Alan Duffy in a fire-side

their littlies and enjoy the
convention while their
children are entertained by
professional child-minders.
(Note that the availability of
the crèche will depend on
having a small but sufficient
number of users.)
There will be a gala
dinner on Saturday, October
13, with food, drinks,
entertainment, Skeptics
awards, conviviality and fun.
This will take place at the
Civic Pavilion, adjacent to
the convention venue.
There is ample
accommodation in the Chatswood area
chat (Pamela will also give her own
for regional, interstate and overseas
presentation); science communicator
visitors at a variety of standards and
Dr Karl; Dr Susan Knight, leading
prices.
campaigner for teaching ethics and
And to round off the fun, a welcome
reasoning in schools; magician and doctor
social evening will be held on Friday,
Vyom Sharma; panels on ‘medicine’ on
October 12, at the Occidental Hotel,
the internet and classic Skeptics topics;
York Street, in the city (the usual Sydney
and many more.
Convention tickets are available for the Skeptics in the Pub location). This will be
on two floors from 6pm – one floor for
two days (including concession tickets)
and one-day tickets for either Saturday or drinks and chat, and the other for meals
and competitions.
Sunday. The schedule of speakers can be
It truly will be a festival exploring
found on the program page.
science, reason, critical thinking …
A first for a Skeptics convention will
and fun.
be an on-site crèche. For a minimal
See you there!
fee, parents will be able to drop off

.

Sense about vitamins – new film, new survey

6

AUS: This year the world will
spend $100 billion on vitamins and
supplements. How do we separate the
sense from the nonsense?
This July/August, Think Inc will
be bringing to the stage science
communicator Dr Derek Muller,
together with Emmy Award winning
filmmaker Sonya Pemberton, to help
answer questions with the Australian
theatrical premiere of their latest film,
Vitamania: the Sense and Nonsense of
Vitamins.
Pemberton was the recipient of the

Australian Skeptics Thornett Award for
the Promotion of Reason in 2013.
The documentary explores the
lucrative industry in a world spanning
investigation of vitamin science and
history. Sessions will be held in Perth,
Brisbane, Melbourne and Sydney.
Further information is available at
thinkinc.org.au/derekmuller/.
Meanwhile, new research undertaken
by Roy Morgan in the 12 months to
December 2017 shows medication is
taken by over 17.8 million - or 88.7
per cent – of Australians aged 14+ in an

average 12 month period, representing
92.6 per cent of women and 84.8 per
cent of men.
The most widely taken type of
medications are general medications
such as aspirin, Panadol, Voltaren,
Nurofen and the like, taken by 77.3
per cent of Australians. Vitamins and
supplements are taken by 42.5 per cent,
while digestive system medications are
taken by 26.4 per cent of Australians.
Women are more likely to take
almost all types of medications than
men, with the exception of heart and
circulation medication taken by 19.6
per cent of men compared to 18.6 per
cent of women.

.
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ALP’s GST promise
on alt med

Update on Britt Hermes
campaign

AUS: Last month, the Australian
Labor Party pledged to abolish the
Goods and Services Tax on tampons
if it wins the next election and instead
raise extra money on alternative health
treatments that are currently exempt
from the GST.
Opposition spokesperson for health
Catherine King said tampons were a
basic necessity for women: “They cost
women over $300 million each year;
$30 million is GST.”
Any shortfall to revenue will be
made up by introducing the GST to
a group of alternative medicines that
were recently excluded from private
health insurance rebates as they were
not endorsed by the chief medical
officer.
“What we have proposed is that the
offset loss to the states on pads and
tampons would be applied to twelve
natural therapies that are sometimes
exempt to the GST such as herbalism
and naturopathy,” King said.

WORLD: As mentioned in the
last issue of The Skeptic, Australian
Skeptics Inc is leading a drive to
cover the legal expenses of skeptical
campaigner Britt Hermes in an
action brought against her by US
naturopath Colleen Huber.
The original campaign goal of at
least A$80k (€50k) was the amount
Hermes’ lawyer advised would likely
be required, and that figure was
reached in less than nine days via
more than 2000 donations. Since
then, the campaign has reached
another milestone, with over
A$100,000 (€62,000) raised thanks
to the generosity of the worldwide
Skeptical community.
While the prime focus of the
campaign is to ensure that Hermes
will not be out of pocket from what
might be considerable legal costs,
there is a broader message that goes
beyond her situation. As Hermes
herself said in a recent message to

.
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donors, “The international skeptic
and science community stands
united to protect the freedom to
criticise pseudoscience and preserve
the scientific enterprise.”
Should more funds be raised than
required to cover her costs, they
will be held for a period of up to 12
months to ensure the legal risk to
Hermes has passed, after which they
will be put into a generalised global
Skeptics legal defence fund.

.

Skeptic magazine back issues – online and free
AUS: Australian Skeptics has digitised
all of the back issues of The Skeptic
magazine – going back to its first issues
in 1981. And these are now available
for free download from the magazine
page of the Skeptics website (skeptics.
com.au/the-magazine).
The only exceptions are the most
recent four issues which are kept
exclusively for subscribers, although
sample articles from even those issues
are also available.
We believe that offering complete
back issues of virtually the entire run
of a skeptical publication for free is
unique in the skeptical community.
Richard Saunders, committee
member and former president of
Australian Skeptics, was instrumental
in digitising the printed issues, along
with current president Eran Segev.

“The magazine is the second oldest
English-language skeptical magazine
in the world,” Saunders saod. “It was
a pretty basic production in the first
years, with literal cut-and-paste-andphotocopy by a dedicated crew of
volunteers. We’re happy to say that
the process has improved dramatically
over the years through increasingly
sophisticated publishing technology
and professional design.
“Cleaning up all the printing and
production imperfections of those
early issues has been a long process,” he
said. “In some cases, it meant finding
new copies of the photography and
clippings that were used as illustrations,
which has been a time-consuming job,
albeit a labour of love.”
Readers can now see how the
skeptical movement in Australia

has developed over four decades as
reflected in the pages of the magazine.
From health and medicine to psychics
and clairvoyants, yowies, cults,
pseudoscience and the paranormal,
there is a wealth of information in the
144 issues now available online.
In addition to the individual issues
are the two compendium publications
– In the Beginning and The Second
Coming – which collated articles
from the first 10 years of The Skeptic
according to a number of themes, each
of which is available separately.

.
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Hunt for Nessie’s DNA

Train track therapy

UK: A global team of scientists plans to
scour the icy depths of Loch Ness using
environmental DNA (eDNA) in an
experiment that may discover whether
Scotland’s fabled monster really does, or
did, exist.
Whenever a creature moves through
its environment, it leaves behind tiny
fragments of DNA from skin, scales,
feathers, fur, faeces and urine.
“This DNA can be captured,
sequenced and then used to identify
that creature by comparing the sequence
obtained to large databases of known
genetic sequences from hundreds of
thousands of different organisms,” said
team spokesman Professor Neil Gemmell
of the University of Otago in New
Zealand.
But even if they don’t find proof of
Nessie, at least they hope to learn “an
extraordinary amount of new knowledge
that we will gain from the work about
organisms that inhabit Loch Ness”.
The results are expected in January
next year.

INDONESIA: A
recent trend in self-help
healing in Indonesia is a
strange phenomenon of
people who lie down on
train tracks with their
head on one rail and their
legs on another. When
a train comes, they get
up and move away; after
it passes, they lie down
again.
While lying there, they
claim to feel electricity
flowing through their
bodies, and they twitch when
they feel an electric surge from an
approaching train. This is supposed
to cure ailments such as diabetes and
high blood pressure. And possibly
headache. And possibly problems
with life.
The idea comes from the tale of a
paralysed Chinese man who went to
the tracks to commit suicide and was
miraculously cured.

.

The followers are generally poor
who cannot afford the medication or
treatments prescribed by doctors
Until recently, more than 50
people would show up at the Rawa
Buaya tracks every day. But the
numbers have dropped since police
and the state-run railroad company
erected a warning sign and threatened
penalties of up to three months in
prison or fines of $1800.

.

Better writing, better health
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INDIA: The New India Express
reports that people in Bangalore
(Bengaluru) are apparently signing up
for “grapho-therapy” to treat various
mental ailments. Strangely, medical
experts are calling it a pseudoscience.
Graphologiost and grapho-therapist
Sangeetha Amarnath said “I have been
giving these sessions since the past
15 years and I can tell you that the
interest has been only growing in the
city.”
Basically the premise is that if
you change your handwriting style,

you can affect medical conditions.
According to one expert, Vishwas
Heathhcliff, “Your hand sends
messages to your brain — the
root of various ills such as lack of
persistence and determination; absence
of concentration, frustration and
waywardness in material life, including
sex; depression; low self-esteem and
inability to get over past affairs and
failures.”
Sangeetha, who has an honorary
doctorate in handwriting analysis
from the Handwriting Institute in
Bangalore, offers sessions for individual
cases as well as people in groups such
as students in schools, colleges and
working professionals. “Graphotherapy as a means to treat depression,
anxiety and stress is relatively new
in the country and city however it is
gradually gaining ground,” she said.

“There are scientific tools that
have been developed by veterans
[presumably this means experienced
practitioners] before us that
clearly show that this is not just a
pseudoscience. There are a few world
renowned [but unnamed] institutes
teaching grapho-therapy and famous
proponents who have made a big
name in this field. Most important of
all, there are hundreds who can testify
about the positive changes brought
about through this therapy.”
According to Heathhcliff, there
is apparently a danger in using
grapho-therapy exercises without the
supervision of a qualified graphotherapist, “because if you undertake
a wrong exercise, it can backfire.
For example, if the self-esteem of a
criminal is raised, he will just become
a better criminal.”

.
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Sexual Harassment
at Skeptics Events
A statement from Australian Skeptics Inc.

I

n February 2018, BuzzFeed
published an article titled “The
Unbeliever … Now Lawrence Krauss
faces allegations of sexual misconduct”
in which it detailed numerous
accusations of sexual misbehaviour by
Lawrence Krauss. The article caused
huge upheaval in the worldwide atheist
and skeptic communities, as Krauss
has long been a leading public face for
those communities and has spoken at
many of their events around the globe.
One of the incidents mentioned
in the article occurred during
the Australian Skeptics National
Convention, held in Melbourne in
November 2016.
Following the publication, many
organisations published statements
regarding Prof Krauss and more broadly
regarding the expected behaviour at
their events. Australian Skeptics Inc
made the following statement:
“Recent coverage in mainstream
and social media of claims of sexual
harassment at Skeptical events has
highlighted a serious consideration for
Skeptical groups around Australia and
the world.
“In this country, most Skeptics
groups have formulated codes of
conduct, primarily for events such as
convention and social meetings.
“With regard to the current highlypublicised claims re Prof Lawrence
Krauss, Australian Skeptics Inc (ASI)
notes that during the 2016 Australian
Skeptics National convention, a female
attendee informally told several other
attendees that she was the subject of
unwelcome behaviour of a sexual
nature. She was encouraged to report
this to the organisers and lodge a
formal complaint, but chose not to take
it further in any way. Out of respect

for her wishes, no further action was
taken.
“ASI and the various skeptical
groups around Australia take the issue
of harassment (sexual or otherwise)
very seriously. We have behaviour
policies in place and robust processes
that ensure that any complaint is dealt
with immediately and appropriately.
We also do not invite speakers
whose behaviour we suspect could
cause attendees or other speakers to
feel uncomfortable, unwelcome, or
threatened.
“In that context, and based on what
we know, ASI will not be inviting Prof
Krauss to any events in the foreseeable
future.”
The response to this statement has
been largely positive. However, we
received several letters and messages
accusing us of treating Prof Krauss
unfairly. Their arguments generally
revolved around there having been no
offer of rebuttal to Prof Krauss, that
there was no recourse to legal or court
proceedings, and that our action was
based on hearsay and made without
due process.
These messages also often referred
to past “mass hysterias” and trial-bymedia.
We strongly believe such claims are
wrong.
Our position is that people deserve
to be protected against harassment
of any kind, at all times. It is a fact
that women, within the skeptical
community and outside it, bear the
brunt of unwanted sexual attention,
harassment and violence. Especially
as a community that has long had too
few women, we wish to be welcoming
to everyone, and to women in
particular. We support those who

complain of such behaviours and
will do what’s necessary to ensure
they – and everyone else – feels safe
and comfortable at our events. This
includes not inviting anyone, in
any capacity, who we suspect may
cause others to feel uncomfortable,
unwelcome, or unsafe.
That is part of our official code of
conduct, as it is with many (if not all)
other skeptics groups.
We do not need to wait for the
courts to make decisions in order to
take such action, though of course
legal determinations of guilt or
innocence may play a part in such
decisions.
Regarding the specific incident
mentioned in our statement: it was
witnessed by a number of people,
who substantiated what the claimant
said. That she did not want the matter
taken further meant that no action
was taken at the time, despite there
being no doubt that the incident had
occurred as described. The specific
incident would have remained
publicly unreported had it not been
for the BuzzFeed investigation, but it
would not have gone un-noted, and
we would make the same decisions
regardless of any media attention.
Whether at a private function or
a public event, when an individual
acts in an aggressive, unwarranted,
unwanted, or inappropriate manner,
then it is within our rights to ask
them to leave and/or to refuse to have
them back.

.

Eran Segev
President
Australian Skeptics Inc
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Vaccination Day

Making
a Point
Alethea Dean shows how you too
can do a “vaccination day”

T

wo years ago Australian Skeptics
Inc came up with the idea
of holding a flu vaccine clinic for
attendees at our monthly Skeptics in
the Pub meetup in Sydney. Two years
in a row, our pub venues turned us
down for various reasons and we didn’t
go through with it.
2018 was the year we finally made
it happen! It was not without its
challenges, but definitely manageable.
We want to share what we did, how
we did it, and what we learned in
hopes that other groups might be
inspired to follow suit. Obviously our
experience was relevant to Australia
and the extensive resources available
to ASI.

TIMING

We began planning in March for a
date in May. The major influences
were availability of our resident GP

(committee member
Dr Brad McKay) and
recommendations
about timing the
vaccine to be effective
over peak flu season.
We spent about one
month promoting
it through various
channels.
The event was held
at 2-4pm on 19 May.
I think ideally we would have liked
to hold it at our Skeptics in the Pub
meetup venue for extra socialising
opportunities, but on the flip side
we had two small children and some
teenagers show up.

VENUE

Two pubs had turned us down as they
could not provide a suitable private
area or a place for people to lie down

D r B rad ’ s T ips for P r a c t i t i o n e r s
#1: Order vaccines early in case there is an unexpected national shortage!
What you will need for immunisations:
• Needles
• Sharps disposal bin
• Latex (and non-latex) gloves
• Cotton wool
• Bandaids
• Adrenaline + needle + syringe (in case
of anaphylaxis - rare occurrence)
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•
•
•

•

General rubbish bin
Place for patients to lie down
Cards to hand out, promoting
Skeptics for donating vaccines
and organising the event (lots of
lovely thank you messages from my
colleagues by the way!)
An assistant called Trish.

if they felt faint. Can your venue
provide these?
In the end we were given the use
of a clinic where Dr Brad works as
a GP. We held it after office hours
on a Saturday afternoon. The clinic
was free to use and centrally located,
which were wins. Affordability and
accessibility are two key factors, but
you may want to consider other things
that are important to your group. For
example, the participants went their
own ways afterwards, but you might
want a place to socialise after your
vaccines.

COST

ASI committed to donating 30 flu
vaccines to the clinic. Unused vaccines
would be donated to the community.
This initial cost was A$330.
Due to a growing response, we
decided to increase that to 50 vaccines
in all. The cost was A$550.
We also gave out muffins and tattoo
transfers as treats for participants (see
below).

The Skeptic

The total cost for these was around
AU$80 catering for an estimated 40
people.
Having a GP on the committee
meant we had someone to administer
the shots. Our alternative would have
been to hire a mobile service, such as
those servicing office vaccinations. This
would have been an additional cost but
something you may want to consider
if you don’t have a resident medical
practitioner or contacts with one.
We also had a free venue.
Australian-based groups interested in

potential nutters (see below).
Our publicity campaign asked
people to sign up via a Google Form,
so that we could collect names, email
addresses, whether or not they had a
Medicare card (relevant so the clinic
could bulk bill), and whether they
were eligible for government sponsored
vaccines. This let us have an idea of
how many to expect and allowed us to
send a reminder email the week before.
42 people signed up, with eventually
33 showing to get a jab, which was a
pretty good turnout for a free event.

hosting a similar event can apply for an
ASI grant for expenses (skeptics.com.
au/about/grants).

While the main job of administering
the jabs was Dr McKay, and assisting
in this was another committee member
with medical training, Trish Hann,
other committee members or friends
can help with the following tasks on the
day:
• Photographer.
• Manage social media updates.
• Checking-in arrivals and ticking them
off your sign up list - it’s great to put
a face to a name.
• Send off - we had cards printed out
from ASI to ensure people were aware
we were the donors.
• Clean up - especially if you have food
and drink, organisers need to make
sure the space is clean of used cups,
napkins, crumbs, half eaten food,
wrappers, etc.
• Transfer tattoos - this was pretty
specific to ASI’s event as we had
transfer tattoos as a treat for attendees
and someone had to help apply them.
• Socialising - say hello and chat to
people who came to get their shots!
Who are they? How did they hear
about the event? Would they like to
come to future events?

JOBS

PUBLICITY

We publicised the event at our Skeptics
in the Pub meetings, on Facebook,
via electronic direct marketing, but
crucially through our newsletter.
Two important resources ASI has are
The Skeptic magazine and access to The
Skeptic Zone podcast by committee
member Richard Saunders. These are
of course not available to everyone.
I would say most people heard about
it through the newsletter.
However, we got some people who
heard about it through Weekend
Notes, a “what’s on” website. We hadn’t
put it there, but a journalist had picked
it up. These attendees were migrants
(without Medicare) and possibly on
low income. It was wonderful to be
able to support the wider community.
In retrospect I would have promoted
it on select websites, but please bear
in mind oversubscription issues and
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PROTESTERS

An anti-vaxxer and known “fixated
person” had asked his Facebook
followers to picket the event. In the
end nothing came of it, but something
to be aware of if you are holding a
public event.
The day was a great success, and
while our numbers were relatively
small in the grand scheme of things,
it did indicate that the Skeptical
and broader community is firmly in
support of vaccinations generally.
By being there, they were making a
conscious stand in favour of sciencebased medicine and a rebuttal to antivaccination myths.
Some commented that they’d be
happy to make this a regular annual
event, or even extend it to other
vaccines, which is something that we
are happy to consider.

.

TREATS

As a bonus for those who came, we
provided muffins and specially designed
tattoo transfers with slogans like,
“Spread LOVE not the flu” and “Hug
me, I’m vaccinated”. (We also had some
with the Skeptics logo.) It adds to the
fun and makes for great photos to show
off afterwards.
11
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The Skeptic Zone

In The Zone

Richard Saunders reports on a milestone for Australia’s leading Skeptical podcast.

O

12

ver 500 weeks ago, Stefan Sojka
and I launched a new podcast
onto the internet. “The Skeptic
Zone” was the latest in a small line
of skeptical information shows I had
produced since the early 2000s. This
was all a result of various members
of the Australian Skeptics in Sydney
appearing on “net.FM” an internet
radio station on which Sojka worked
as a DJ. As part of the show, mostly
playing the latest hits, he would have
members of the Skeptics come in
once a week and interview us about
skeptical topics of interest, mostly
what we call the classics - ESP, UFOs,
Homeopathy and so on. This segment
ran for the better part of a year.
When it ended, I still had a desire
to somehow maintain a presence on
the internet in the form of a skeptical
audio show. So some months later
Sojka and I produced 10 or so shows,

in mp3 format, called “The Skeptic
Tank”. These were not really a podcast,
more of a file people could download
if they knew the location. Early days
...
After a time I tried my hand at
producing a similar idea, only this
time it was a video show on the
Google Video site (that site has
since stopped operating) called
“The Tank Vodcast”. The show had
stories, reporters and interviews. It
however proved to be an enormous
undertaking to produce and so only
lasted about 10 episodes.
Then, in mid-2008 at The Amazing
Meeting in Las Vegas, I met podcasters
Brian Dunning from the Skeptoid
podcast, Derek and Swoopy from the
Skepticality podcast, and the members
of the Skeptics Guide to the Universe.
Each of these people gave me tips and
encouragement about starting again,

this time using the popular podcasting
platform of Libsyn which not only
housed the mp3 files but also took
care of distribution. People could
sign up for the podcast via iTunes, for
example.
Once back in Australia, I asked
my friends what I should call the new
skeptical show. For some time the
show was going to be called “SkepThink” until Stefan Sojka came up
with “The Skeptic Zone”. It struck
everyone as being just the ticket and
the show was launched in September
2008.
Right from the start I wanted a
show with reporters for variety and to
supply content. Over the years there
have been about 20 reporters (and I
thank each and every one of them),
with Dr Rachael Dunlop and her
segment “Dr Rachie Reports”, being
with the show since the beginning.

The Skeptic

Left: (L to R) Skeptic Zoners Richard Saunders,
Eran Segev, Jo Benhamu, Stefan Sojka, Rachael
Dunlop, and Maynard.
Right: Saunders and Stojka in the early years.

In more recent years Maynard
(a real radio and TV star), with
his “Spooky Action” segment, has
filled many hours of the show with
interviews, live reports and general
Maynard craziness.
The reporters and I have had the
chance to meet and interview so many
leaders in the science and skeptical
world, from Stephen Fry, Dr Pamela
Gay, Dr Phil Plait, Dr Eugenie Scott
... the list goes on and on into the
hundreds. We have visited skeptical
conventions, ‘haunted’ locations,
Mind Body Spirit festivals, paranormal
conventions ... another list that goes
on and on. (If you are interested to see
if a certain person has appeared on the
show, visit www.skepticzone.tv, click
the “Episodes” link at the top and use
the ‘search function’.)

DONATING TIME AND ENERGY

The show has also been used, right
from the start, to give free publicity to
skeptical events and to promote other
skeptical and science podcasts, such as
Skeptoid, The Skeptics Guide to the
Universe, Astronomy Cast, Skeptics
with a K, The European Skeptics
Podcast and many more. I remember
Bob Novella telling me once that if
one show floats, we all float. And
groups do not ask for any of them to
pay for these promotions.
The show does draw a modest
income from listeners who, if they
wish, sponsor the show with micro
payments via PayPal and Patreon.
It’s enough to cover basic costs and
lets me provide the reporters with
microphones and the odd trip for
an investigation. But all of us on the
show donate our time and skills.
Producing the show each week is a
matter of dedication and discipline.
Gathering files from reporters, doing
voice-overs, getting up at 4am to
interview someone in New York or
London or wherever, editing, mixing
in the music, and finally uploading to
the world.

Once or twice I have used
the show to put out a call for
listeners to help cover the cost
of some special projects. One
of these was the production
costs in making The Vaccination
Chronicles documentary. Once
this video was produced, I made
it freely available on Youtube
and encouraged anyone who
wished to copy it, to do so.
I am pleased that The Skeptic,
the very magazine in your hands
now, has also benefited from reports
and interviews that appear on the
Skeptic Zone. But it’s not just a one
way street as I will in turn often read
out news and information that appears
in this journal, as well on the web
site of Australian Skeptics. A good
relationship.
Thank you to all who have listened
over the last 10 years. The show has
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been downloaded close to 4 million
times and found a world-wide audience.
It’s a wonderful feeling to know that
people have the Skeptic Zone in
their ears as they drive trucks across
Canada, go jogging in Atlanta, do the
weeding in Edinburgh, walk the dog in
Melbourne, or commute in Stockholm.
As to the future of the show....
well, no one can know, can they?

.

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

Surfing
Skeptically
Michelle Bijkersma dips her toes
into the latest Skepticamp

I
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t was a glorious, sunny day in April at
Airey’s Inlet for the annual Surfcoast
Skepticamp where we were privy to a
range of fascinating talks to hone our
critical thinking skills.
For those who don’t know, Airey’s
Inlet describes itself as a “boutique coastal
town”, a “best kept secret” located on the
Great Ocean Road, approximately 120km
south-west of Melbourne. But secrets and
boutiques aside, it was the presentations
that kept us busy.
Skepticamps thrive on the basis of a
day devoted to short (usually 15 minute)
presentations given by whomever wants
to put their hand up. Thus the variety of
topics can be extremely broad.
For instance, Graeme Hanigan, selfproclaimed “Grey Nomad Looking for
a Project”, informed us about his project
to save the world’s first commercial solar
thermal power station at White Cliffs
in north-western NSW – successfully,
as it turned out, as the station had only
recently been granted heritage status.
Lee Murray, currently a PhD candidate
and lecturer at Monash University School
of Language, Literature, Culture, and
Linguistics, presented on how we judge a
person by their speech and whether or not
we are doing this skeptically. Lee will be a
speaker at the Australian Skeptics National
Convention in October in Sydney.
There were a number of presentations
on what it means and requires to be a
Skeptic.
Don Hyatt, founder of the Skeptic
Groups of Victoria, highlighted some

of the critical thinking traps we can
fall into, and the need to be a “slow
motion skeptic” by examining cases with
deliberation and depth.
Dr Vyom Sharma, another speaker
for the October convention, explained
how our biases, cognitive dissonance, and
other protective neural processes stand in
the way of thinking critically. However,
the ‘backfire effect’ of people doubling
down when facing counter views is not
inevitable, and opinions can be changed
based on the facts and when heard from a
trusted source.
Ian Bryce, challenge coordinator
for Australian Skeptics, described
the $100,000 challenge and a recent
assessment of a perpetual motion/free
energy machine which didn’t work.
On the medical front, Geelong
Skeptics Society co-founder and speech
pathologist Zola Lawry spoke about
the importance of being skeptical about
“facilitated communication”, the highly
contentious process that supposedly
helps severely disabled people talk via a
facilitator, where the facilitator is doing
more communicating than the patient.
Jo Benhamu, a specialist nurse
and long-time Skeptic, advised how
paternalism may be a justifiable practice
in some instances of health care provision.
The increase in vaccination rates since
the successful introduction of “No Jab,
No Play” is an example of this. Victoria
has now achieved the herd immunity
target of over 95 per cent immunisation
coverage as a result of this initiative.

Tina Hanigan, who has an extensive
background in accreditation and
training, revealed her findings that the
qualifications of some ‘life coaching’
courses seem to be deserving of a
skeptical eye, especially considering
some of the vast amounts paid for such
training programs. The take home
message was to check the Australian
Skills Quality Authority (asqa.gov.au) if
in doubt about any courses.
Stuart Jones spoke about how he
came to be involved in Guerrilla Skeptics
on Wikipedia after grappling with
unsolicited advice about alternative
cancer treatments from well-intentioned
people when his wife became ill. GSoW
acts to review and edit web pages that
could do with a little scientific help.
Thankfully, as an audience, we were
all vindicated for being ignorant about
the dubious claims of ‘Health Ranger’
Mike Adams in his Natural News blog.
James Rolton, the other co-founder of
Geelong Skeptics, crafted an entertaining
quiz by which we could ascertain our
level of knowledge of the nonsense.
The day concluded with a live
recording of the Science on Top podcast,
the only panel discussion of the day,
which offered a change of pace and a fun
way to learn about the some of the latest
science news.
The audience participation served to
further our engagement and hopefully
enticed some podcast listeners to come
along in person when it all happens
again in 2019!

.

SKEPTICON

THE AUSTRALIAN SKEPTICS

34TH ANNUAL CONVENTION

Science, medicine, astronomy, education, archaeology, belief systems,
linguistics, magic, classic Skeptical topics, and some of the best local
and international podcasters and science communicators.
G Carrie Poppy (“Oh No Ross & Carrie”) G Dr Susan Blackmore G Justin &
Sydnee McElroy (“Sawbones”) G Dr Pamela Gay G Dr Alice Howarth (“Skeptics with a K”)
G Prof Alan Duffy G Dr Karl Kruszelnicki G Dr Vyom Sharma G Dr Brad McKay
G Kirsten Banks G Dr Lynne Kelly G Dr Sue Knight G Richard Saunders (“Skeptic Zone”)
G Trish Hann G Beth Darlington G Sam Hutchinson G Lee Murray
G Alessa Teunisse G Dr Aaron de Souza G MC Kate Browne (“The Checkout”)

October 13-14 G Chatswood Concourse G Sydney
Annual gala dinner all-inclusive food, drink, entertainment, the Skeptics awards,
fun and conviviality.
Special Friday night social event – Occidental Hotel, Sydney – 6pm onwards

convention.skeptics.com.au

THEM

Readers’ indigestible
Tim Mendham looks at those ‘other’ publications,
where skepticism exists, or is just a dirty word.

T

his issue, we look at one new publication and a website - one that ignores
conspiracies and the other that is nothing but. The implications of the first
are far-reaching and frightening; the other is not far-reaching but equally scary,
if only for the mind behind it. Read on.

But what if …
We’ve probably all thought of
alternative histories, wondering
what the world would be like if
Napoleon had conquered the Brits,
if Ada Lovelace and Charles Babbage
had successfully ushered in the
computer age a century early, or
what might have happened if Dad
never met Mum (the world would no
doubt have been a sadder place for
your absence).
Of course, such hypotheticals are
fantasies, entertainments that cannot
be used as the foundations of any
serious proposals, otherwise they
would drive you crazy, though no
doubt some people are driven mad
by regret, frustration and wishful
thinking.
But building such fantasies is what
this curious one-off publication does.
What If … The Book of Alternative
History (published by Future PLC)
lays down 42 different scenarios
drawing on interviews with various
experts who lay out the true
background of particular events and
then pontificate on the ‘what if ’.
Most involve wars and battles
(what if the Spanish Armada had
won, what if Napoleon had won,
what if North Korea had won),
royalty and politicians (what if Queen
Victoria had been assassinated, what
if Lincoln hadn’t been, and what
16

if Attila the Hun hadn’t died on
his wedding night). And if you’re
sensing a little Euro/WASPish/
Western World centricity about the
topics, you’d be right. Even those that
involve other nations – Aztecs and
China - actually do involve Western
nations because of the ‘what if ’
interactions.
But inherent cultural biases
aside, the scenarios can make
interesting speculation, and reveal
some incidents not known before,
like Attila dying on his wedding
night. Some, it must be admitted,
are not particularly exciting, such as
the discussion of what would have
happened if “China had discovered
America first”. This is the proposition
espoused in Gavin Menzies’ book
1421: The Year China Discovered
the World, regarding the famous
exploring Admiral Zheng He, who
travelled extensively around the
India Ocean. But what would have
happened if he had sailed east instead
of west? Not much, according to the
expert: they probably would have
landed, said ‘hi’, and gone home.
But what does this mean for
Skeptics?
Well, the answer lies in what’s
not there, and with a couple of
the scenarios in particular. These
are “What if … JFK hadn’t been

assassinated?” and “What if … the
Soviets had won the space race?”
What’s not here with these
two scenarios is any reference
to conspiracies. Admittedly the
conspiracy theorists’ “what if ”
scenarios really concern “what if it’s
not so”, but the implications of these
hypotheticals of the 60s go beyond the
US withdrawing from Vietnam and
the Soviet colonisation of the Moon
(as the scenarios themselves discuss).
In all of the multitudes of
conspiracy theories, there are
several that are the lynchpins of the
movement – the Zionist plots to
take over the world (and associated
Holocaust denial), the truth of who
killed Kennedy, the phoney Moon
landing, the secret plotting of 9/11,
and the dangers of vaccination.
Conspiracies are fed by paranoia,
the fear of heartless and faceless
people running and ruining our lives,
with governments and Big Business
working in collusion to cover up their
lies and deceits to the advantage of a
select few.
But if Kennedy had never been
assassinated, there would be less talk of
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a military-industrial cabal running
US foreign policy (or even crime
families with a vendetta). If the
Russians had landed on the Moon
and the US didn’t bother, then
there would be no talk of filming
a phoney touchdown because of
NASA cutbacks and secret bases on
the Dark Side of the Moon.
These scenarios just wouldn’t
exist, and without these key
elements, the background noise
of global government duplicity
and secret societies made up
of presidents, moguls, kings,
queens, and lizards, would be that
much less. There would be less
opportunity or reason to resort to
the Big Conspiracy solution because
the ‘heritage’ of such situations
would be that much less impressive.
And if the Zionist world
conspiracy never happened, there
would be less thought of a oneworld government. And if the US
government didn’t blow up the
World Trade Centre, then there
would be less thought given to
governments happily executing their
own citizens for a political end. And
if vaccinations did not cause autism,
then we wouldn’t have Wakefield,
the Australian Vaccination-Skeptics
Network, and Meryl Dorey would
be just another American import
with a brain.
It’s enough to drive you crazy just
thinking about it.

.

Wherever there’s a winner and
loser, it seems these days that there’s
a conspiracy in there somewhere. No
matter if it’s an invasion of another
country, a building falling down, or
a football team mysteriously failing
to perform to standard, someone
somewhere figures that someone
else somewhere else was plotting –
probably with others – to make it
happen.
That’s not to say conspiracies
don’t happen, even if most are of the
“just keep quiet and it’ll blow over”
type. Companies and politicians
and various groups do conspire the current and recent rounds of
Royal Commissions bear that out.
But seeing conspiracies everywhere
regarding any and every event is just
plain sad.
Not that anyone is going to
subscribe to all conspiracies … unless
you’re Jeff Rense.
According to Wikipedia, Jeffry
Rense is an American radio talkshow host. His show, the Jeff
Rense Program, publishes various
conspiracy theories, such as 9/11
conspiracy theories, UFO reporting,
paranormal phenomena, creation
of diseases, chemtrails, evidence
of advanced ancient technology,
emergent energy technologies, and
alternative medicine. His writings
and website have been deemed antiSemitic by the Anti-Defamation
League and the Southern Poverty
Law Center (which described him as
a “used canard salesman”).
His media experience has been
a bit chequered. In 1994 he selffinanced a radio show on Santa
Barbara’s KTMS called Sightings on
the Radio, the title being a reference
to a television series. Around the
year 2000 all references to Sightings
were dropped and the current title
was adopted. His show was originally

distributed by Premiere Radio
Networks but was dropped in the
late 1990s due to being banned in
Europe as it was deemed to be “hate
speech”. Talk Radio Network then
carried the show through the early
2000s. Genesis Communications
Network next took over distribution
and carried the show through
August 2009 when Rense pulled the
show from the network, accusing
fellow GCN host Alex Jones of
threatening his family. The Jeff Rense
Program is now streamed through
Rense’s personal website (www.
rense.com).
It’s that website we’re concerned
with here. And it’s a mess! It’s all
over the place. You can scroll and
scroll and scroll and seemingly never
come to the end of almost every
conceivable conspiracy theory. The
site is one long stream of links to
other stories, peppered in among
ads for alt med products and other
conspiracies. It also features a lot
of “columnists” who add their own
conspiratorial slants.
Overall, there must be hundreds
and possibly thousands of links.
So why on earth, in the midst
of all of this paranoia, are there
links to videos of pop sensations
of the 50s The Platters and Johnny
Mathis, and photos of old cars in
Los Angeles? Not to mention a real
concern about houses being lost
under lava from Mt Kilauea. Maybe
Rense is in his 70s and lives in
Hawaii. Who knows?
Maybe it’s because he’s not
really Jeff Rense. There is one site
that reckons Rense is a conspiracy
himself, and that he’s really George
Harrison of the Beatles. How they
both managed to be alive at the
same time is a mystery. But who
ever said conspiracies had to make
sense? Certainly not Jeff Rense.

.
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Bad Medicine - 2018 CONVENTION SPEAKER

Life On
The Ward

Richard Saunders talks
with Trish Hann about
weird theories that
hospitals have, and the
dangerous practices
they deal with.

T

rish Hann is a clinical
educator in diagnostic
radiology at Royal Prince Alfred
Hospital in Sydney. Originally
from the UK, she has seen the ups
and downs of medical practice in
two hemispheres. She will be a
speaker at the Australian Skeptics
2018 National Convention.

RS: In your years in the medical
profession you would have come across
some interesting superstitions and
maybe people who come in cling to
some strange beliefs.
TH: One of the interesting things
I’ve noticed here, as opposed to the
UK where I came from, is that in
one of the first hospitals I worked in
I was asked to go and get a bed – bed
number 15 – from Emergency. So I
go out to count and there’s 11, 12,
12a, 14 … . It didn’t occur to me at
first but then that lightbulb in my
head went on. Then I noticed the same
thing on one of the other wards; there
were two banks of 12 beds. They were
numbered Side 1 Bed 1; Side 1 Bed
2 – they could have numbered them 1
to 24 but I couldn’t help thinking that
maybe it was the same superstition.
Funny enough I haven’t seen it at
Royal Prince Alfred where I work now.
We do have a bed 13 in our acute
emergency department.
18

RS: Do you have a Ward 13?

TH: No, the wards here are numbered
by floor, and we don’t have 13 floors.
But I can’t help thinking that they
probably wouldn’t worry about it. We
have rooms 13, and beds 13 on every
ward. There is definitely a bed 13 in
the intensive care unit, but that’s where
patients are generally unconscious so
they wouldn’t care. One thing I should
find out is if Bed 8 is particularly
unpopular. There is a large Asian
community in Sydney and I know there
is a superstition around that number.
Of course, you don’t get to choose
which bed you go into. A lot of the
time you might be waiting a couple of
hours before a bed becomes free so you
just get into it when it’s available. In
emergency, when you get busy and full,
you don’t have the luxury of picking
and choosing.
RS: There might be other hospitals in
Australia or overseas where they have
the same sort of thing.
TH: Maybe there are local superstitions
that I wouldn’t even know about that

are applicable to certain areas. Maybe
something to do with colours that can’t
be used.
One thing I have noticed – and this
is universal – is that if you’re in the
emergency department as a patient,
you can get away with quite a lot. We
get abusive patients, we get spat at. But
if you want a sure fire way of getting
kicked out of an emergency department
it’s to walk in and say, “Gee, it’s quiet in
here at the moment, isn’t it.” I’ve been
literally picked up and carried out of a
resuscitation room purely for saying that.
People see it as a curse – if it all kicks off
later, it’s all your fault.
People subscribe to the full moon
theory. In my anecdotal experience, it
is chaos on a full moon, but it’s just as
chaotic on a random Thursday as well. I
think the full moon thing is more about,
if it’s chaos and you look at a calendar
and realise it was a full moon then it was
chaos because of the full moon. I don’t
think you pay attention to it when it was
chaos and it wasn’t a full moon.
Another thing which you’ll find in
a healthcare facility is that some people
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will be known for having just really
terrible shifts. Whenever they’re on you
know you’re going to have a bad time.
Equally if you’re having a bad shift, and
that person walks in, you know that’s
the reason why. You look at your roster
and you notice this person is on and you
think, “Oh, no, I’ve got to swap.”

THE PATIENT PERSPECTIVE

There are also plenty of superstitions
from patients. They’ll cling to certain
icons - you’ll get patients that refuse
to remove their crucifix, for example.
They’re generally happy if they can keep
it in their hand or within sight, but I’ve
seen a few patients who flat out refuse
and we haven’t been able to do imaging
or examinations because that necklace
would be on their image and that would
be un-diagnostic.
There are also people who have
treated themselves with herbs or other
remedies. That can be a big problem. If
you’re taking, for example, homeopathy,
that doesn’t matter because you’re now

seeking help and the homeopathic
product won’t interact with what you’re
taking. But some Chinese medicines do
have an active ingredient and most of
them are so unregulated you don’t know
what sort of dose they’ve had. When
someone comes in and they’ve already
taken some substance and we give them
something else they may react to each
other, it may cause an impedance of a
reaction.
That’s something we have to be aware
of, especially with older patients who

may not speak English. We have to
make sure we’re getting a full history of
exactly what it is they may or may not
have taken.
The good thing is if you have a
high number of non-English-speaking
patients you’re likely to have a high
number of multilingual staff.

THE RESULT OF CHIROPRACTIC

We do quite a lot of head and neck
CT scans on patients who may have
just seen a chiropractor and are now
suffering the symptoms of a stroke. It’s
very scary. To be honest, one is too
many, but it’s a lot more than one.
What happens is a person will see a
chiropractor and they’ll have their neck
cracked a couple of times. You have
these arteries that run along the neck.
They can cope with the normal amount
of moving your head up and down and
left and right but it’s when you have
that sudden percussive stretch that can
cause what’s called a dissection. That’s
where the vessel gets stretched beyond
its normal elasticity and it
just rips. Sometimes it will
rip a neat little hole and
sometimes it will tear all the
way down.
A lot of the times the
symptoms aren’t instant,
so the patient may have left
the chiropractor’s and they
might go for a coffee and
they’re just feeling wrong.
There’s not really any specific
symptoms for it, maybe
they’ll have a headache,
maybe their vision’s going.
Sometimes they say they
have this sense of doom, this
real sense of something is
up. Then they’ll come in for a scan, and
what shows up is just blood – they’ll
either be bleeding into their neck or, if
it’s up the top and bleeding into their
brain they can have a haemorrhagic
stroke. Either of those could be fatal.
When a lot of people think of
chiropractors they think of damage to
bones, but you’d have to have a pretty
swift movement to fracture a cervical
vertebra. You’re much more likely to
dissect your arteries.
Everyone is different as to how
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flexible they are. That’s the problem
with chiropractors and these swift
movements, there’s no allowance for
differences in movement. You do get
these situations where perfectly healthy,
often quite young people will come in to
the emergency department and they’ll be
actively having a stroke.
It happens a lot more frequently than
you think. The issue is that it doesn’t
happen on the chiropractor’s bed so it
doesn’t happen in the office with the
chiropractor there. A lot of the time
they’ll say they went to a chiropractor,
we’ll scan them and do everything,
but we’re a bit more focused on saving
their life than getting the details of the
chiropractor. I think maybe we could
be doing more; maybe there should be
mandatory reporting.
If you take a medication and there’s
a side effect, if it’s a new medication
there will be a slip that has to be filled
in for all side effects that come from
that medication. All of that has to be
included on the leaflets you get with a
pack of medicine, which has every side
effect because someone somewhere has
reported a side effect. It may or may not
have something to do with it.
But with chiropractic manipulation
there’s no reporting structure. Perhaps
because it doesn’t happen in the room,
it happens later on. But like I said, no
emergency department doctor is going to
be wanting to trawl through information
to get the details of exactly which
chiropractor was involved. There should
be a way of doing it; should have more
comeback, especially if any particular one
has a bad reputation for causing injury.
You might find that most chiropractors
don’t do neck manipulation, but those
that do could be the ones damaging all of
these people.

.

Note:This interview first appeared on
the Skeptic Zone #482, Jan 2018, www.
skepticzone.tv.

About the interviewer:

Richard Saunders is chief
investigator for Australian
Skeptics Inc, and producer
and host of the Skeptic Zone
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’
I m Not
a Doctor
Philippa Martyr relates a brief history of fake doctors,
and how they get away with it

M
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elbourne man Raffaele Di
Paolo pleaded guilty earlier
this year to a number of charges
related to practising as a medical
specialist when he wasn’t qualified
to do so. Di Paolo is in jail awaiting
his sentence after being found guilty
of fraud, indecent assault, and sexual
penetration.
This case follows that of another
so-called “fake doctor” in New South
Wales. Sarang Chitale worked in
the state’s public health service as
a junior doctor from 2003 until
2014. It was only in 2016, after
his last employer – the research
firm Novotech – reported him to
the Australian Health Practitioner
Regulation Agency (AHPRA), that
his qualifications were investigated.
‘Dr’ Chitale turned out to
be Shyam Acharya, who had stolen
the real Dr Chitale’s identity and
obtained Australian citizenship
and employment at a six-figure
salary. Acharya had no medical
qualifications at all.
Cases of impersonation, identity

theft, and fraudulent practice
happen across a range of disciplines.
There have been instances of
fake pilots, veterinarians, and priests.
It’s especially confronting when it
happens in medicine, because of
the immense trust we place in those
looking after our health.
So what drives people to go to
such extremes, and how do they get
away with it?

A MODERN PHENOMENON

Impersonation of doctors is a
modern phenomenon.
It grew out of
Western medicine’s
drive towards
professionalism in the
19th century, which
ran alongside the

Fake gynaecologist
Raffaele Di Paolo leaves the
court in Melbourne.

explosion of scientific medical
research.
Before this, doctors would be
trained by an apprentice-type system,
and there was little recourse for
damages. A person hired a doctor
if they could afford it, and if the
treatment was poor, or killed the
patient, it was a case of caveat
emptor – buyer beware.
But as science made medicine
more reliable, the title of “doctor”
really began to mean something –
especially as the fees began to rise.
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By the end of the 19th century in
the British Empire, becoming a
doctor was a complex process. It
required long university training,
an independent income, and the
right social connections. Legislation
backed this up, with medical
registration acts controlling who
could and couldn’t use medical titles.
Given the present social status and
salaries of medical professionals, it’s
easy to see why people would aspire
to be doctors. And when the road
ahead looks too hard and expensive,
it may be tempting to take short
cuts.
Today, there are four common
elements that point to weaknesses in
our health-care systems, which allow
fraudsters to slip through the cracks
and practise medicine.
1

Misplaced trust
People generally believe that
someone, somewhere, has checked
and verified a person’s credentials.
But sometimes this hasn’t been done,
or it takes a long time.
Fake psychiatrist Mohamed
Shakeel Siddiqui – a qualified
doctor who stole a real psychiatrist’s
identity and worked in New Zealand
for six months in 2015 – left a
complicated trail of identity theft
that required the assistance of the
FBI to unravel.
Last year, in Germany, a man
was found to have forged foreign
qualifications that he presented to
the registering body in early 2016.
He was issued with a temporary
licence while these were checked.
When the qualifications turned
out to be fraudulent, he was fired
from his job as a junior doctor in
a psychiatric ward. But this wasn’t
until June 2017.
2

Foreign credentials
Credentials from a foreign university,
issued in a different language, are
another common element among
medical fraudsters. Verifying these
can be time-consuming, so a health
system desperate for staff may cut
corners.

Ioannis Kastanis
was appointed as
head of medicine
at Skyros Regional
Hospital in Greece
in 1999 with
fake degrees from
Sapienza University
of Rome. The degrees
were recognised
and the certificates
translated, but their
authenticity was never
checked.
Dusan Milosevic, who practised
as a psychologist for ten years,
registered in Victoria in 1998.
He held bogus degrees from the
University of Belgrade in Serbia –
at the time a war-torn corner of
Europe, which made verification
difficult.
3

Regional and remote practice
It’s easier to get away with faking in
regional or remote areas where there
is less scrutiny. Desperation to retain
staff may also silence complaints.
‘Dr’ Balaji Varatharaju
fraudulently gained employment
in remote Alice Springs, where
he worked as a junior doctor for
nine months. Kastanis had worked
on a distant Greek island with a
population of only around 3000
people.
4

It’s not easy to dob
Finally, there are two unnerving
questions: how do you tell a
poorly trained but legally qualified
practitioner from a faker, and who
do you tell if you suspect something
is off?
The people best placed to spot the
fakes – other hospital and healthcare staff – work in often stressful
conditions where complaints about
colleagues can lead to reprisals. If
the practitioner is from another
ethnicity or culture, this adds an
extra layer of sensitivity. It was only
after “Dr Chitale” was exposed that
staff were willing to say his practice
had been “shabby”, “unsavoury”,
and “poor”.

Fake doctor Shyam Acharya (left) with the real
Dr Sarang Chitale in the UK (right).

WHY DO THEY DO IT?

The reasons for fakery are as diverse
as the fakers. “Dr Nick Delaney”, at
Lady Cilento Children’s Hospital in
Brisbane, reportedly pretended to be
a doctor to “make friends” and keep
a fling going with a security guard at
the same hospital. Fake psychiatrist
Siddiqui said he only did it to help
people.
On a more sinister level,
there are possible sexually
predatory reasons, like those of bogus
gynaecologist Di Paolo. There are
also the less easily understood fakers,
like ‘Dr’ Adam Litwin, who worked
as a resident in surgery at UCLA
Medical Center in California for six
months in 1999. Questions only
began to be asked when he turned
up to work in his white coat with a
picture of himself silk-screened on it:
even by Californian standards, this
was going too far.

HOW DO WE STOP IT?

Part of the problem is our cultural
dependence on qualifications as
the passkey to higher income and
social status, making them an easy
target for fraudsters. Qualifications
only reduce risk, but they can’t
eliminate it. Qualified doctors
can also cause havoc: think Jayant
Patel and other bona fide qualified
practitioners who have been struck
off for malpractice, mutilation, and
manslaughter.
Conversely, no one complained
about ‘Dr Chitale’ in 11 years. The
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only complaints Kastanis received
in 14 years were from people who
thought his Ferrari was vulgar.
The German junior doctor had
an excellent knowledge of mental
health-care procedures and language
– obtained from his time as a
psychiatric patient.
Most of these loopholes can
be closed with time and patience.
What would help is if hospital and
health-care staff felt sufficiently
supported to report their suspicions
to their employer, rather than to
their colleagues. This would foster
a more open culture of flagging
concerns about fellow practitioners
without fear of formal or informal
punishment. It might also uncover
more Dr Chitales before anyone is
seriously harmed.

.

Reprinted from The Conversation,
April 2018

About the author:

Dr Philippa Martyr is a
lecturer in pharmacology at
the University of Western
Australia

P

The Famous Fake

ossibly one of the most famous fakers is Frank Abagnale. Now a
security consultant (and subject of the Steven Spielberg film, Catch Me If
You Can) Abagnale, without any relevant qualifications, assumed a variety
of professions, including an airline pilot, a US Bureau of Prisons agent,
a lawyer, and a physician.

For eleven months, Abagnale
impersonated a chief resident
pediatrician in a Georgia hospital under
the alias Frank Williams. He chose this
course after he was nearly arrested
disembarking from a flight in New
Orleans. Afraid of possible capture,
he retired temporarily to Georgia.
When filling out a rental application
he impulsively listed his occupation as
“doctor”, fearing that the owner might
check with Pan Am if he wrote “pilot”.
After befriending a real doctor who
lived in the same apartment complex,
he agreed to act as a supervisor of
resident interns as a favour until the
local hospital could find someone
else to take the job. The position was
not difficult for Abagnale because
supervisors did no real medical work.
However, he was nearly exposed when
an infant almost died from oxygen
deprivation because he had no idea
what a nurse meant when she said there
was a “blue baby”.
He was able to fake his way through
most of his duties by letting the interns
handle the cases coming in during his
late-night shift, setting broken bones
and other mundane tasks. He left

the hospital only after he realised he
could put lives at risk by his inability to
respond to life-and-death situations.
In 1978 an investigation into places
he said he had worked turned up no
evidence of his cons under the aliases
he used. Abagnale said that “Due to
the embarrassment involved, I doubt if
anyone would confirm the information.”
Source: Wikipedia

I’m Brian Dunning from Skeptoid.com
A weekly science podcast dedicated to furthering knowledge
by blasting away the widespread pseudosciences that infect
popular culture.
http://skeptoid.com
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DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. What common thread links the films directed by Alan Smithee?
2. What European country exports hippopotamuses?
3. Francois Truffaut’s famous film The 400 Blows (1959) ends

with a famous lengthy shot where the young hero runs along
the streets and on to the beach, stops, turns to look tellingly at
the camera and is then frozen in time.
What did this signify?

4. Is it true that Viagra in the water makes pot plants stick up
better?

5. Why did the Sun and the Moon appear blue over Scotland on
September 25/26, 1950?

ACROSS
1. Stupid wasn’t lost but lost for words. (9)
6. Consider how skinny Kelvin is. (5)
9. Between the stairs, a knight retreats before

the queen. (5)
10. Gathered without Mussolini. (7)
11. Not a trace, sad about property values. (8)
12. Writer with a thin moustache. (6)
14. Things I couldn’t keep an eye on. (7)
16. Investigated what went before The Fall, we hear. (5)
17. Dark weird thing. (5)
18. Systematic learning is 13 down without what went

before. (7)

A
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11

14

4

3

June 18

19. Restring the disc. (6)
21. The flipside of find? (8)
25. The point of view of a ratio in a vegetable. (7)
26. Looks and hears about the tops. (5)
27. Try to write this in South Australia. (5)
28. How idles lust to become fighters. (9)

DOWN
1. Impersonate Little Richard in a classic style. (5)
2. Thought it was funny without the intro. (5)
3. Tell me the purpose of eyes - to see the future? (9)
4. Where the boys smoke at the footie, get it? (10)
5. A pigeon dead, despite doubling the effort. (4)
6. Buckle the puffed cheat. (5)
7. Reasoning found in a pipe particle. (9)
8. Be aware of the projection of information. (9)
13. Know it before learning. (10)
14. Unknowing, though reputedly blissful, state. (9)
15. Slack account promises are clever. (9)
16. What’s Meghan’s friendly name for Harry,

in the main? (9)
20. Yarn I made up on a wet day. (5)
22. Six head in various directions to see the sights. (5)
23. Various users of tricks. (5)
24. Take care of your brain! (4)

Answers on page 62
03
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Hiding

THE
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Michael Marshall reports on the rise
and fall of London’s Homeopathic
Hospital, and the latest stage of a
campaign to stop the UK’s National
Health Service funding homeopathy

O

ne of the last and biggest
strongholds of homeopathy in
the UK is in London, what used to be
called the Royal London Homeopathic
Hospital. In 2010 it changed its name
to the Royal London Hospital for
Integrated Medicine, arguably to get
rid of that quarrelsome “H” word.
This is a big building in the centre
of London right next to the Great
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Samuel Hahnemann (1775-1843) and (left) the
first London Homeopathic Hospital, 1849

Ormond Street Hospital, which means
that next door to a hospital which
is caring for seriously ill children
you have a National Health Service
building which is dedicated to giving
people stuff that doesn’t work.
I think it was about £3 million
a year that the NHS was spending
on homeopathy there, and that was
something we really

wanted to challenge.
We were astonished when we started
to study where homeopathy was being
funded, and we asked all 211 local
hospital bodies around the country
how much they were spending on
homeopathy. We found that the ones
in London – and there were between
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Right The Queen visits the Hospital in 1955.
Below: The Hospital has gone through variations
- 1909 and early 2000s versions pictured - but
still retains the plaque, despite the name change.

17 and 31 of them depending on how
you cut it – they said “We don’t know
how much we spend on homeopathy.
We have no way of knowing.”
If you’re a local NHS body you
give a bunch of money to a trust that
runs the hospitals in your area, and
according to those NHS bodies they
didn’t find out from the relevant trust
how much went to the Homeopathy
Hospital.

THE MONEY TRAIL

Sol we asked the particular trust that
funds the Homeopathy Hospital
how much they were spending on
homeopathy and they said “We don’t
know and there’s no way of knowing”.
It took many years of digging
but it turns out that what is actually
happening is that, when a patient
walks through the Hospital door,
you’d expect that there would be a
record kept of every single treatment
that the patient got. That sounds like
standard practice for a hospital. If you
have cancer you go see an oncologist,
you go to radiotherapy, chemotherapy;
somewhere down the line people are
going to take note of what treatments

you were given, what drugs were
prescribed, and where you went.
But that wasn’t the case with the
Homeopathic Hospital. They didn’t
take note of what treatment you got,
only of what ailment you had.
So if you went to your local
doctor and said “I’ve got terrible
insomnia, I’ve tried everything, and
I absolutely insist you give me access
to complementary and alternative
medicine for my insomnia”, there’s a

list of things the doctor can refer you to
hospital for, and the doctor would have
to refer you. And then when you walk
in the Homeopathic Hospital you were
listed as an insomnia patient in every
one of those records regardless of what
service you got.
So you might get cognitive
behavioural therapy, you might get
reflexology, you might get homeopathy,
but they didn’t keep track of that.
They would say, well, it’s very
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onerous to have that level of detail of
bureaucracy, that’s not how we work.
Maybe they didn’t have the time or
resources or expertise to keep track
of that sort of thing. But one would
argue that it had the effect of masking
how much money was being spent on
homeopathy.
It effectively became a ‘black box’
for patient information.
If you were invested in keeping
homeopathy on the NHS that black
box is actually quite useful to you,
whether it’s intentional or not. There’s
not a lot of transparency there.
So, as a skeptic investigator, I was
pretty shocked that there was no way
that anyone involved in the NHS in
London could accurately say - or even
take a wild guess – as to how much was
being spent on homeopathy.
This to me was a bit of a scandal.

BREAKING THE RULES

But it’s not the only surprising

26

element we found there. The other
thing we found when we were
looking into every one of these health
bodies in London is that they all
had a policy that said “You may not
give homeopathy”. There was an
attachment to the funding that the
hospitals got from these health bodies
that the hospitals could not spend
money on homeopathy.
What they did have is what’s called
an “individual funding request”
requirement, which is basically that, if
you’re a patient in one of the areas in
London and you want homeopathy,
because they have an IFR policy you
have to get your GP to sit in front of
a panel of other GPs and convince
them that homeopathy is the right

treatment for you and that the NHS
should fund it. And even if your GP is
a fan of homeopathy, the chances are
that the rest of the panel aren’t.
So, if you have an IFR, it basically
means it’s very very difficult – almost
impossible – to get something like
homeopathy funded because there is
no good evidence that homeopathy
works.
All of the bodies around London
were saying that there weren’t any
successful IFRs for homeopathy, so
there shouldn’t be any funding for
homeopathy at all. Theoretically there
should have been no homeopathy
going on in that Hospital, otherwise
anything that was going on was
against the policy, and against the law
effectively.
But we knew there was homeopathy
going on in that building, it used to be
called the Homeopathic Hospital after
all. It also had a clinical director of the
entire building, Dr Peter Fisher, who
is a homeopath – he was the Queen’s
homeopath no less. He would go on
TV whenever homeopathy came up
or was under threat in the news, and
he’d say he gives patients on the NHS
homeopathy in that hospital.
We spent some time digging into
that, and then something surprising
and very fortuitous happened. We
have an MP here called David
Tredinnick, who’s a big advocate of
alternative medicine, homeopathy and
various other things. He once said
in Parliament that surgeons refused
to operate whenever there was a full
moon because blood won’t clot when
there’s a full moon.
What happened was, Tredinnick

The Skeptic

June 18

Far left: David Tredinnick, MP, with his box of
tricks, promotes both homeopathy and
astrology as medical treatments.
Left: Dr Peter Fisher (right), director of the
hospital, with friend.

got up in Parliament to defend
was at that point they were able to
homeopathy, as he often does, and
figure out how many of their patients
he said that all of the bodies around
were getting homeopathy, and it was
London have an agreement with
at that point they were able to say they
the hospital, which he calls a list of
were going to stop this and say that
“pre-agreed exceptionalities”, that
the Hospital is not allowed to give
meant you didn’t have to look at any
their patients homeopathy.
of the policies that say don’t give
They said that they had found
homeopathy.
widespread breach
We were very
of the contract by
interested in this,
the London Hospital
If you’re going to
because we’d looked at
when it came to
all the legal documents give a patient homeohomeopathy and
about funding of
pathy, tell us first so we several other things.
homeopathy and
It was interesting
can say‘No’.
we’d never seen those
because one of the
words “pre-agreed
things they were
exceptionalities”. So
doing in the hospital,
we asked the local bodies what that
it turned out, was that there was this
was, and they said they’d never heard
list of things they were not allowed
of this before, they had no idea what
to give patients, these “procedures of
we were talking about.
limited clinical excellence” that the
So we thought, wow, Tredinnick
various bodies had decided did not
had actually given us an interesting
have sufficient evidence to say that it
angle here. We successfully convinced
was worth spending money on.
the Camden local authority to have
The Hospital would look at this
an audit of what’s happening in that
list for the first treatment they would
Hospital, so that over a fortnight,
give the patient when they walked in
whenever they sent patients there,
the door, but not for any subsequent
they tracked that patient into every
treatments. They’d say “This insomnia
single consultation they went into,
patient came in, and they went for
they made sure there was a note taken
cognitive behavioural therapy. Is
of every single treatment they got. It
that on the list? No. That’s brilliant.”

“

”

And then from there they went to
homeopathy, acupuncture, traditional
Chinese medicine, but “We don’t
need to check the list - we’ve already
checked it.”
We’ve now seen the documentation
for conversations between the health
bodies, and they’re all facing the same
thing. They said to the Hospital that,
“Because you are in widespread breach
of contract you are no longer allowed
to give a single patient homeopathy. If
you think you’re going to give a patient
homeopathy, you have to tell us first so
we can tell you ‘No’.”
At this point the Hospital no longer
does homeopathy on the NHS.
And that’s where we are now. This
decision should have ended NHSfunded homeopathy in all of London.
We’re obviously going to watch
carefully to make sure that this pans
out correctly. But just by following all
of this twisting, turning, interesting,
boring, complex legal argument over
a period of about four or five years
through all of these policies we think
we have got now to the position
that the NHS has stopped doing
homeopathy in all of London, and
that pretty much eradicates it in all of
England, except for a little bit left in
Bristol which we are working on.
This was a long and tricky story
to follow, but the outcome is a quite
significant skeptical win.

.

Note: This is an edited version of an
interview with Michael Marshall by Richard
Saunders on The Skeptic Zone #489, March
2018, www.skepticzone.tv.

About the author:
Michael Marshall is cofounder of the Merseyside
Skeptics and project
director of the Good
Thinking Society.
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Personality
Typecasts
Brian Dunning takes
a critical look at the
world’s most popular
psychological metric,
the Myers-Briggs Type
Indicator.

I

’m going to delve into the murky
depths of Jungian psychology,
and examine one of its most popular
surviving manifestations. The MyersBriggs test is used all over the world,
and is the single most popular
psychometric system, with the full
formal version of the test given
more than 2,000,000 times a year.
But is it a valid psychological tool,
is it just another pop gimmick like
astrology, or is the truth somewhere
in between?
The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator,
called MBTI for short, more properly
owes the bulk of its credit to the great
Swiss analytical psychologist Carl
Jung. In 1921, Jung published his
book Psychological Types, in which
he laid out all the same concepts
found in the MBTI, but he had them
organised quite differently. Jung
had everyone categorised as either a
“perceiver” or a “judger”. Perceivers
Carl Jung
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fell into one of
two groups:
sensation and intuition; while judgers
also fall into two groups: thinking
and feeling. So everyone fits into one
of those four buckets. Finally, each
bucket is divided into two attitude
types: introversion and extroversion.
Thus, the scale proposed by Jung
divided us all into one of eight basic
psychological types.
An American woman, Katherine
Briggs, bought Jung’s book and was
fascinated by it. She recommended it
to her married daughter, Isabel Briggs
Myers, who had a degree in political
science. The two of them got hooked

on the idea of psychological metrics.
Together they sat down and codified
their own interpretation of Carl Jung,
making a few important changes of
their own. Jung had everyone fitting
into one of four basic buckets, whereas
Myers and Briggs decided that each
person probably combined elements.

DIVIDING PERSONALITIES

So they modified Jung’s system and
made it a little more complex, ending
up with four dichotomies, like binary
switches. Any combination of the
four switches is allowed, and Myers
and Briggs reasoned that just about
every personality type could be well
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described by one of the sixteen
possible ways for those switches to be
set. Basically, according to Myers and
Briggs, we’re all represented by a fourdigit binary number.
The first dichotomy is called your
Attitude, and according to the MBTI,
you’re either an E for Extrovert or an I
for Introvert. Extroverts prefer action,
frequent interaction, focus outward,
and are most relaxed when interacting
with others. Introverts prefer thought,
less frequent but more substantial
interaction, and are most
relaxed spending time
alone.
The second
dichotomy is your
Perceiving function,
or an Extrovert. Suffice it to say, for
and you’re either S
the purpose of this light overview,
for Sensing or N for
that this last of the four dichotomies,
Intuition. Sensing is the scientific,
Lifestyle, is the most complicated;
tangible data-driven approach to
and it’s where Myers and Briggs most
gathering information, preferring
creatively expanded upon Jung on
to deal in concrete, measurable
their own.
information. The Intuition approach
The basic test, of which there are
prefers theoretical,
several variations and
abstract, hunch-driven
revisions, is called the
information, finding
MBTI Step I and it’s
The most commore meaning in
a series of almost 100
mon misconception questions, each with
apparent patterns and
context.
two possible answers.
is that it shows
The third dichotomy
Each question consists
your aptitude.
is your Judging
of two short statements
function, and you’re
or word choices, and
either a T for Thinking
you simply choose
or an F for Feeling. This is basically
which of the two you prefer. When
how you make decisions. Thinking
the results are tabulated, you should
makes the logical decision, what’s best
ideally have your preference established
for the situation, based on rules and
for each of the four dichotomies; and
pragmatism. Feeling decides based
congratulations, you are now identified
on empathy for the people whom the
by one of sixteen possible personality
decision affects, seeking balance
types. Myers and Briggs gave
and harmony.
names and descriptions to all
The fourth and final
sixteen, names such as the
dichotomy is your
Executive, the Caregiver, the
Lifestyle, and you’re either
Scientist, and the Idealist.
a J for Judgment or a P for
Perhaps the most common
Perception. This one gets a
misconception about the MBTI
little confusing. Judgment types
is that it shows your aptitude,
prefer to use the third dichotomy,
helping you determine what kinds of
Judging, when relating to the outside
things you’d be good at. This is not
world, while Perception types prefer
the case. Myers-Briggs is only about
the second Perceiving dichotomy; but
determining your preference, not
how that preference is determined is
your ability. There might be things
based on whether you’re an Introvert
that you’re good at that you don’t
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Katherine Briggs and her daughter Isabel,
before they started ‘typing’ people.

enjoy, and there might be things you
enjoy that you’re not good at. The
MBTI helps your find your
comfort zone, the types
of activities you’ll like
and be most content
with; not necessarily
those at which you’ll
be especially competent.
Even though neither
had any background in
psychology, Myers and
Briggs enjoyed great success
with their system. As Mrs Briggs was
getting quite old, Isabel Myers was
the main driving force. Her initial
idea was that certain personality types
would more easily excel at different
jobs, and the tool was intended
to be used by women entering
the workforce during World War
II. However, it was not published
until 1962, but since that time, it’s
become the most widely-used basic
psychology test. It’s most often
used outside of the psychological
profession, and is employed in
career counselling, sports coaching,
marriage counselling, dating,
professional development, and almost
every other field where people hope
to be fit with a role that would work
best for them.

AS GOOD AS ASTROLOGY?

So the MBTI’s practical use is
overwhelmingly unscientific, and it’s
often criticised for this. Criticism
ranges from the pragmatic fact that
neither Jung nor Myers and Briggs
ever employed scientific studies to
develop or test these concepts, relying
instead on their own observations,
anecdotes, and intuitions, all the way
to charges that your MBTI score is
hardly more meaningful than your
zodiac sign.
One obvious trait that the MBTI
has in common with horoscopes
is its tendency to describe each
personality type using only positive
words. Horoscopes are so popular,
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Katherine Briggs and daughter, now Isabel
Briggs Myers, creating some false dichotomies.
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in part, because they virtually always
tell people just what they want to
hear, using phrases that most people
generally like to believe are true, like
“You have a lot of unused potential.”
They’re also popular because they
are presented as being personalised
based on the person’s sign. This has
been called the Forer Effect, after
psychologist Bertram Forer who, in
1948, gave a personality test to his
students and then gave each one a
supposedly personalised analysis.
The impressed students gave the
analyses an average accuracy rating
of 85 per cent, and only then did
Forer reveal that each had received an
identical, generic report. Belief that
a report is customised for us tends to
improve our perception of the report’s
accuracy.
I notice this right away
when I read Isabel Myers’
description for my own
personality type, ISTJ,
the Duty Fulfiller:
“Practical, matterof-fact, realistic, and
responsible.” Basically
it’s a nice way to
say “Dry, boring, and punctual”,
which hits my nail pretty squarely
on the head. From that alone, I
might conclude that the MBTI is
extraordinarily insightful. But if I
look at her description of my opposite
counterpart, an ENFP, the Inspirer,
that person is “Warmly enthusiastic
and imaginative. Sees life as full of
possibilities.” Who wouldn’t like to
believe that about his or herself? If I’d
taken the test and been handed that
result, I might be equally inclined
to embrace it, probably thinking
something like “Wow, I’m even more
awesome than I thought I was.”
Due to these legitimate criticisms
of the MBTI and its unscientific
underpinnings, the test is rarely used

in clinical psychology. I did a literature
search on PubMed and discovered
that, interestingly, many of the
published studies of its practical utility
come from nursing journals. Many
of the other publications pertain to
relationship counselling and religious
counselling. Normally,
this is a red flag.
When you see a
topic that purports

to be psychological being used
in practically every professional
discipline except psychology,
you have very good reason
to be skeptical of its actual
value. Should we dismiss the
Myers-Briggs Type Indicator as a
psychometric?
The test does have some
severe inherent problems. It’s
been found that half of test
takers who retake it score
differently the second time.
This is because nobody is
strictly an E or an I, for
example, but somewhere in
between. Many people are right
on the border for some of the four
dichotomies, and depending on their
mood that day or other factors, may
answer enough questions differently
to push them over. Yet the results
inaccurately pigeonhole them all the
way over to one side or the other. This

makes it possible for two people who
are very similar to actually end up
with completely opposite scores. Isabel
Myers was aware of this limitation,
and did her best to eliminate questions
that did not push people away from
the centre when the results were
studied in aggregate. It was a hack.

FALSE DICHOTOMIES

From the perspective of statistical
analysis, the MBTI’s fundamental
premise is flawed. According to Myers
& Briggs, each person is either an
introvert or an extrovert. Within
each group we would expect to see a
bell curve showing the distribution
of extroversion within the extroverts
group, and introversion within the
introverts. If the MBTI approach
is valid, we should expect to see
two separate bell curves along the
introversion/extroversion spectrum,
making it valid for Myers & Briggs to
decide there are two groups into which
people fit.
But data have shown that people
do not clump into two separately
identifiable curves; they clump into
a single bell curve, with extreme
introverts and extreme extroverts
forming the long tails of the curve,
and most people gathered somewhere
in the middle. Jung himself said
“There is no such thing as a pure
extrovert or a pure introvert. Such
a man would be in the lunatic
asylum.”
This does not support the
MBTI assumption that people
naturally separate into two
groups. MBTI takes a knife
and cuts the bell curve right
down the centre, through the
meatiest part, and right through
most people’s horizontal error
bars. Moreover, this forced error is
compounded four times, with each of
the four dichotomies. This statistical
fumble helps to explain why so many
people score differently when retaking

The Skeptic

the test: There is no truly correct
score for most people, and no perfect
fit for anyone.
And this has been borne out in
observation. A number of studies
have found that personality types
said to be most appropriate for
certain professions, notably nursing
or teaching, turn out
to be no more
prevalent among
that profession
than among the
general population.
The US Army
Research Institute
commissioned one such study to
determine if the MBTI or similar
tests could be used to improve the
placement of personnel in different
duties, and firmly concluded that the
results of such tests did not justify
their use in career counselling.
From reviewing the literature, I
do find one common theme among
mainstream psychotherapists where
the use of the MBTI is advised, and
that’s as a conversation starter. It’s
a fine way to give people a quick
snapshot of what their strengths and
weaknesses might be, and of those
with whom they interact. To get the
dialogue going, this is a perfectly valid
tool. But as a tool for making career
decisions, relationship decisions, or
psychiatric assessment, no.
Although it would be nice to have
a magically easy self-analysis tool that
can make your decisions for you and
be your crystal ball, the Myers-Briggs
test is not it. It is interesting and it
does have value as a starting point for
meaningful dialogue, but that’s where
the line should be drawn.

.

Reprinted with permission from
Skeptoid #221, August 31, 2010.
About the author:

Brian Dunning is host and
producer of the awardwinning podcast, Skeptoid:
Critical Analysis of
Pop Phenomena
(www.skeptoid.com).
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few years ago, I attended a
seminar run by an alternative
health charity called Yes to Life.
The seminar took place towards the
end of 2014 in a dreary conference
centre in Manchester in the North
West of England, and I wrote up
my experience for The Guardian not
long afterwards. Despite having been
involved in Skepticism since 2011,
this experience was my first real foray
into the world of alternative medicine
offered up to treat or cure cancer.
Yes to Life is a UK-based charity
that says its aim is to “empower people
with cancer” helping them to “make
informed choices”. It says it “simplifies
the complex and facilitates access to
expert knowledge” and talks about its
commitment to providing “evidencebased information”. At first glance,
its website seems legitimate. There is
no mention of alternative therapy on
its ‘About’ page and it claims to be
impartial. But the charity was founded
in dedication to a young woman who
sadly died aged 23, in 2004, while
undertaking alternative therapy for
bone cancer. To really understand the
role of Yes to Life in the support of
alternative therapy we need only look
at the speakers hosted at the seminar I
attended in Manchester.

Alice Howarth points out the importance of
communication in managing cancer … and the
competition we face in getting the message across.
“LIFESTYLE CHOICES AND CANCER”

treatments.
The second speaker of the day was
The seminar, with the above title,
Dr Francisco Contreras. Contreras
played host to three speakers. The first
runs the Oasis of Hope ‘hospital’ in
was Patricia Peat who is a renowned
Mexico which employs the Contreras
“cancer consultant” and lecturer on
Alternative Cancer Treatment
the use of integrative medicine for
(C-ACT) protocol
treating cancer. Peat
including a selection
spoke at length about
a range of different
The best thing we can of therapies such as
high dose vitamin C,
pseudoscientific
do to help people make laetrile, patient diets,
concepts. She
propagated the myth informed medical choices and oxygen therapy.
Contreras rounded up
that sugar in the diet is to give them the best
his talk with guidance
is pro-cancer, she
on how best to access
discussed the use of information.
his treatments which
unproven hyperbaric
are not available in
oxygen therapies
the UK due to UK law preventing
and alkalisation of the body, and
marketing of cancer treatments.
she promoted the use of the longThe event rounded up with a talk
discredited “GcMAF” (Gc proteinfrom Gloria Halim. She started out
derived macrophage activating factor)
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as a business woman who, following
diagnosis with breast cancer, trialed
a diet-based therapy which she now
promotes through her books and
website. Gloria talked about her
journey with breast cancer and her
belief in juicing as a treatment.

BASED IN SCIENCE?

As a cancer researcher, what was
particularly striking was how much
science was discussed. Peat and
Contreras went to great lengths
to explain the molecular basis of
cancer in abundant detail, including
an explanation of how cancer cells
generate energy through metabolism.
Even more striking was how much
of this science was actually correct.
For example, Peat discussed a
biological concept which is somewhat
of a favourite amongst cancer
pseudoscientists. In her justification
of why cancer cells are apparently so
reliant on dietary sugar, she explained
that some cancer cells derive their
energy through a particularly high rate
of glycolysis, a process under which
glucose molecules are converted into
pyruvate to generate energy.
This explanation is scientifically
correct. Some cancer cells are
particularly dependent on the process
of glycolysis. However the implication
that cancer cells are supported by a
sugar-laden diet is completely wrong.
Glucose is not only derived from sugar,
it is the backbone of all carbohydrates.
If you fail to take in carbohydrate the
liver starts to generate glucose using
other processes. There is no scientific
evidence that cutting sugar from your
diet will treat cancer despite it being
claimed by a wide variety of alternative
practitioners.

NOT DESPERATE OR STUPID

It might seem surprising that
alternative therapy practitioners use
science to support their claims. But
I believe it highlights a wider point
that we often miss when it comes to
engaging with people who turn to
alternative therapies.
Read any news article about a
person living with cancer and you

Above: Patricia
Peat, cancer
‘consultant’ and
founder of Cancer
Options.
Left: Dr Francisco
Contreras, chairman, president and
director of Oasis
of Hope in Mexico,
founded by his
father in 1963.

will be told that they are either
“vulnerable” or a “warrior”(but
nothing in between). They are
“desperate for a cure” or “battling
bravely”. This language is pernicious;
it gives us the impression that cancer
is either a thing we must fight and
control, or that it will control us.
During the last four years, I have
encountered people with cancer
who are engaged enough with their
disease to be reaching out for more
information. That might be through
attending a skeptical talk on how
cancer research works, such as the talk
I have been giving at skeptical groups
across Europe, or it might be through
attending seminars about alternative
therapy. In either case, the people I
have met have one thing in common
– if they are desperate for anything, it
is simply to gain some level of control
over their treatment options.
By describing the science,
pseudoscientists are putting the
control back in the hands of the

patients. Instead of prescribed
treatment plans from rushed
oncologists who can only talk in
probabilities and likelihoods, patients
are given a detailed explanation of how
their cancer works and are confidently
told that X, Y or Z will cure their
cancer. Medical science will never
have certainties – cancer is a complex
disease and therefore effective therapies
are complicated and work differently
in different patients – but it can open
a dialogue with patients and give them
a greater understanding of both their
disease and treatment options.

SCIENCE LITERACY

The most important way to immunise
people against pseudoscience is not to
question their choices as they struggle
to make the best of a cancer diagnosis.
The best thing we can do to help
people make informed medical choices
is to give them the best information to
make those choices and to make that
information accessible.
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My experience in the communication of cancer research is that
almost every person I’ve ever met
is keen to talk about cancer; it’s a
topic that touches every one of us
and the complexity of the disease is
fascinating. But a huge proportion
of the population seem to believe
that science isn’t for them. This fear
of science is damaging when people
don’t feel confident asking medical
professionals for advice, and instead
look to pseudoscience for the answers.
The medical and academic fields are
handicapped by their lack of time or
expertise in communicating science to
lay people but we have a responsibility
to find ways to make science accessible
to those who will make complicated
medical choices throughout their
lifetime. Yes, the propagation of
pseudoscience by charities such as
Yes to Life and practitioners like Peat
and Contreras is a big problem but it
propagates because some patients are
wooed by the charisma, confidence
and comprehension that scientists are
often lacking.

.

Read More

The Guardian article - https://tinyurl.
com/y8t9vj8r
Report on a Gerson therapy lecture https://tinyurl.com/y9qgecmw
Note: This October Dr Howarth will
be speaking at the Australian Skeptics
National Convention in Sydney on the
subject of cancer biology, cancer cures
and cancer pseudoscience.
About the author:
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Dr Alice Howarth is an
academic researcher with
expertise in cancer cell
biology. She is one third
of the popular podcast
Skeptics with a K and
co-runs the Merseyside
Skeptics Society in the UK.

Effective Science
Communication
A
2016 report from the US
National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine highlights
the complexity of communicating
about science effectively, especially
when dealing with contentious issues,
and proposes a research agenda to help
science communicators and researchers
identify effective methods.
The most widely held model of
what audiences need from science
communication — known as the
“deficit model,” which focuses on simply
conveying more information — is
wrong, the report says.
A major research effort is needed to
understand the complex factors that
affect science communication – for
example, the ways people process the
scientific information they hear, and
the individual and social factors that
influence people’s trust in science and in
sources of information about it.
“Science communication is a complex
task and acquired skill. There is no
obvious approach to communicating
effectively about science, particularly
when it is a contentious issue such as
climate change, stem cells, vaccines, or
hydraulic fracturing,” said committee
chair Alan Leshner, chief executive
officer emeritus, American Association
for the Advancement of Science.”

THE DEFICIT MODEL

Using the popular deficit model,
it is frequently assumed that a lack
of information or an incomplete
understanding of science explains why
people don’t accept a scientific finding
or make choices consistent with the
scientific evidence. However, research
shows that audiences may already
understand the science but for diverse
reasons don’t agree or act in ways
consistent with science. People rarely
make decisions based only on scientific
information; they typically also take into
account their own goals and interests,
knowledge and skills, and values and

beliefs. A focus on knowledge alone often
is not enough to achieve communication
goals, the report says.
Particular complexities arise
when communicating in the face of
controversy, when conflicting beliefs,
values, and interests become central to a
debate. The voices of organised interests
become amplified, making it difficult
for authoritative voices from science to
be heard. More also needs to be known
on how to effectively convey scientific
consensus as well as scientific uncertainty.
Science communication needs to
keep pace with changes in media, the
report noted. Today, people encounter
scientific information from a wide variety
of media sources, including blogs, social
media feeds, and podcasts. Research is
needed to understand how individuals
and groups derive and evaluate
information from the various media
outlets, and communicators must take
advantage of new opportunities and find
effective approaches in this competitive
and complex environment.
Some specific communication
practices that need more research
include how science communicators
approach debunking misinformation
and correcting information that is
inconsistent with the weight of scientific
evidence. Under most circumstances,
doing so is difficult: repeating false
information can reinforce belief in that
information, even if it is followed by a
correction.
The committee identified several
areas to enhance the infrastructure
of science communication research.
Researchers and practitioners of science
communication should partner to
translate what is learned through research
into practice and develop detailed
research agendas. In addition, researchers
from diverse disciplines need to work
together. New or refocused journals
for science communication research
and other forums would support these
collaborations.

.
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Beth Darlington describes three common reasons why Paranormal Investigators don’t learn
about Science and Psychology, and offers advice to would-be paranormal investigators

I

n this day and age it’s great that there
is so much information available
on just about anything. But it can be
overwhelming for even the average Joe.
Information overload and the way in
which it’s written has stopped me in the
past and I know looking back I really
missed out. I also found that sometimes
other paranormal investigators were
guarded about what they knew, as if
there was some sort of secrecy behind
being allowed to know information in
case there was a threat to gaining access
to a location to investigate.
Learning the basics of science and
psychology when it comes to investigating can bring up all sorts of fears.
Here are the top three most common
fears, and my advice to paranormal
investigators.

Too difficult to understand so don’t bother

I hated science when I was at high
school in Australia. I couldn’t wait to
drop the subject and pick something
else more relevant like video editing
(yes, I’m showing my age).
So the irony of today. Embracing a
subject that can be quite complex and
not only embracing it but loving it.
How and why did I make this complete
180 degree turn? By realising there is so
much to be gained from knowing some
of the simpler aspects of science and
psychology. But without having attended
university or having any sort of academic
background, I originally avoided it.
Too difficult! Too wordy! Too many

ways that information is written in
what seems like a completely different
language. I get a fear of stepping into
subjects like these and figuring out how
to understand them.
But there are ways around this
and you shouldn’t have to miss out if
something appears to be written in a
format that feels difficult to you.

If I try to learn more I’ll be met with ridicule
(not all people learn the same way!)

I’ve seen it before. A paranormal
investigator at a paranormal event with
people who have been investigating for
a longer period of time than you and
they are talking about all sorts of topics
and using terminology that, let’s face it,
goes right over your head.
As they stand there nodding away
trying to make sense of it all, someone
asks that question “so what do you
think?” That person is still stuck at the
first point that was made 10 mins ago.
Just being human means we want to
avoid this situation like the black plague.
But, being honest is the first step:
“You know what? I haven’t come to
my own conclusion yet. Are you able
to explain [point/idea] differently? If
you could put it in simpler terms, how
would (idea/theory) work?”
Ask the person further questions.
If the conversation is too ‘wordy’ ask
them to clarify. You’ll be surprised as
most people will be happy that you are
showing interest and actually want to
understand.

Don’t really know where to look for the
information that is actually reliable

So many websites. So little time.
What is actually something that
I can rely on and what should I not
even bother with?
Yes, there is a tonne of information
out there. No, you shouldn’t give up.
An investigator should always find out
the credentials or background of any
company or organisation before reading
or studying anything from their website.
If there is information about Bio
EMF from a spiritual centre, then
probably give that one a miss. It may be
written with bias in mind (no disrespect
to any spiritual centre of course) but
if you are after tangible factual info,
stick with university organisations,
parapsychologists with academic
backgrounds, and those who show proof
of their research and experience.
There are of course many other fears
with learning something that can be
technical but they can be overcome.
A person’s passion for paranormal
investigating shouldn’t have to suffer.
And learning is a journey.

.

About the author:
Beth Darlington is director
of paranormal investigators
Access Paranormal. She will
be a panellist at the 2018
Australian Skeptics National
Convention in October.
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Vyom Sharma finds a TV interview raises many questions about our society.

T

he interview format shares a
robust history with science.
From Darwinism to the Galileo
affair, some of the boldest claims
in physics and biology have been
interrogated ruthlessly. In this
way, Andrew Denton’s choice of
subject for his new series Interview
was fitting, as his guest Charlie
Goldsmith has made scientific claims
as audacious as any.
The claim to heal people with
‘energy medicine’ is a big one.
Without making physical contact,
the therapist can apparently change
the physiology of their patients
in miraculous ways – in Charlie’s
case, even over webcam. If it’s true,
Charlie has subverted centuries of
scientific knowledge. While that
is vanishingly improbable, what
were as open-minded as him. He
he certainly has subverted is our
believes his right place is in hospitals,
expectations of a miracle healer.
and is happy to be scientifically tested
The archetype of saffron clad
just as any pill would
yogis, or crystal-laden
be. Readily admitting
fifty-somethings with
When the
that the only
Om tattoos, are tropes
packaging is boring,
published trial on his
that are so familiar
abilities has massive
that they’re easier to
we’ll be skeptical.
shortcomings, he
dismiss than believe.
actively pursues a
Charlie’s style however When it is attractive,
blinded, controlled,
is refreshing - young,
we want to believe.
randomised trial. In
charming, effulgent,
his own words, he
and fashioned in
thinks of himself as a medication,
the soft, denim pastels that typify
and wants to be applied in that way.
the wellness movement’s modern
aesthetics.
But it’s not all about the
DIFFERENT CRITERIA
superficial packaging, he’s also
Suppose we extend him this courtesy.
genuine, not in his abilities, but his
Imagine for a moment a medication,
belief in them. He is sincere, cautious
packaged not within a wellabout his claims, and is humbly open
intentioned, charismatic therapist,
to scientific testing.
but a cheap plastic bottle with a
He does however wish his critics
paper label, and size seven font.
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Imagine you are told that the only
research supporting this medication
was a tiny study published in one of
the lowest ranking scientific journals
in the world, with methodology
so weak it’d make scientists baulk.
Imagine the biggest boast the
manufacturers of this medicine could
make was that proper scientific trials
are yet to be published, or even
commence.
Imagine the skepticism that would
generate, and rightly so. Patients,
doctors and governments would
rightly demand some proof before its
promotion.
And that’s the asymmetry at play
here, because we don’t apply such
rules to alternative therapies such as
Goldsmith’s. When the packaging is
boring, we’re willing to be skeptical.
When the packaging is attractive, we
want to believe.

The Skeptic

I’m genuinely buoyed that Charlie
Goldsmith is engaging with sturdier
scientific trials. There is little doubt
about the truths they will reveal. But
when the results are published years
from now, it will be nothing but a
belated shutting of the barn door,
because the horse has well and truly
bolted.
Before a shred of credible
scientific evidence has come to
light, Charlie has a TV show, a
sizeable social media following, and
now a primetime television spot
with Australia’s most illustrious
interviewer. Promotion has preceded
proof.
Denton probed sharply by asking
Goldsmith if he would reject the
idea that his treatment is an instance
of the placebo effect. To this he
retorted “If it’s a placebo, so what?”
explaining that if conventional
treatments are failing, and placebo
treatments improve symptoms, it is a
worthwhile pursuit.
This logic is undeniable and
frequently invoked by proponents
of alternative medicines. But it
conceals a hypocrisy: to even begin
a discussion about the ethical use
of placebo treatments demands a
concession they’re unwilling to make,

.

About the author:
Vyom Sharma is a GP,
magician and mentalist.
He will be a speaker at
the Australian Skeptics
National convention in
Sydney in October 2018.

Logical Place

the

that their therapies are
indeed no better than
placebos.
Moreover, the great
irony of touting the
“power of placebo”
is that placebos don’t
work particularly well;
not in the way people
believe. The largest
part of the effect is not
due to some mystical
mind-body connection,
but a rather a layered,
complex interplay: the
natural regression of
patients’ symptoms back
to the baseline average,
researcher bias, reporting
bias, and the subject’s
expectancy. Although
there are some fascinating
neurochemical impacts of placebos
in the management of pain, the
real-world benefits are modest, and
fortunately an automatic component
of conventional treatments. Much
of the reputation of placebos is
exaggerated and misattributed.
As far as Charlie Goldsmith
is concerned, time will tell, as he
submits his apparent powers to
scientific trials. Yet the inevitability
of results is overshadowed only by
the banality of the situation – this
would be another one of thousands
such supernatural claims shown
ultimately to be a false hope.
Meanwhile, there is another trial
occurring – it’s not just Charlie
who’s being tested, it’s us. What’s
on trial is the credulity of society in
2018. In a time of space stations,
and chemotherapy, what ancient
ideas are we willing to give a
platform to, put faith in, and tacitly
amplify?

June 18

It’s Only A Theory

O

ne of the most face-palming things
about having a science background
is when creationists or other science
deniers say “It’s only a theory” when
dismissing a scientific theory such
as evolution. This was recently the
misconception that frustrated readers
the most on The New York Times - Science
Facebook page.
In everyday conversation, we tend to
use the word “theory” to mean a hunch,
a guess, or tentative hypothesis, as
opposed to a known fact. But that’s not
what a theory means to scientists.
“In science, the word theory isn’t
applied lightly,” says Kenneth R. Miller,
a cell biologist at Brown University. “A
theory is a system of explanations that
ties together a whole bunch of facts.
It not only explains those facts, but
predicts what you ought to find from
other observations and experiments.”
The word “proof” is used in
mathematics but not in serious science.
I don’t recall ever seeing the word
“proof” used in this sense in a published
scientific paper.
The prevailing scientific theory is the
one that best explains the facts and has
not been falsified, despite experimental
attempts to do so. As Richard Dawkins
says “Gravity is a fact. Evolution is a
fact. The prevailing theory of gravity
is Einstein’s. The prevailing theory of
evolution is Darwin’s.” Dawkins has also
invited anyone who doubts the theory
of gravity to test it by jumping out of a
tenth-storey window.
This conflation of two different
meanings of the word “theory” is an
instance of the equivocation fallacy. In
logic, equivocation is an informal fallacy
resulting from the use of a particular
word or expression in more than one
sense throughout an argument, leading
to a misconception. It is a type of
ambiguity that stems from a term having
two distinct meanings, not from the
grammar or structure of the sentence.

- by Tim Harding
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Birth
Pains

In the first of a new series, Trish Hann looks
at the issue of unregulated services aimed at
women during birth – the role of the doula.

W
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hile most classic skepticism
is fairly gender neutral
(think UFOs, cryptozoology, general
homeopathy etc) it may surprise the
average male skeptic to learn about
the sheer volume of woo made for
and marketed at women. Even if you
identify as female, I doubt you’ve ever
appreciated just how much nonsense
out there is for you.
Women are constantly reminded by
media, advertising and societal pressures
that childbirth is the most important
thing we can (and should) do, and this
is heavily influenced by the mainstream
religions valuing women by their ability
to create new indoctrinated beings to
help keep the numbers up. Mainstream
religion has been largely responsible for
the misinformation which gets spread
about subjects like abortion (“it’ll give
you breast cancer”1), masturbation
(“you’ll go blind”2), extra-marital sex3,
and contraception4. These common
opinions contribute to the massive
amounts of guilt some people feel when
practising bodily autonomy.
One area where women generally
want to reclaim this autonomy is
during the childbirth experience,
and prospective parents often look to

doulas to provide advice for labour
achievements (I’m looking at you, antiand delivery. A doula is a person,
vaxxers) this can lead to complacency or
most commonly female, who provides
even denial among those who are lucky
emotional support and assistance
enough to not remember the “bad old
during pregnancy and childbirth. I’ll
days”. So while in countries like Nepal
start this by saying that doulas aren’t
where maternal and infant mortality are
inherently “alternative” but they are
high and financial incentives are used to
non-medical and unregulated5, and
encourage mothers to give birth under
medical supervision9, many Australian
therefore there are risks, especially as
their entire role is to advocate for the
mothers feel comfortable eschewing
mother during labour and childbirth.
medical advice and doing things their
Doulas have no medical training,
way.
but they usually have given birth at
Birthing options in Australia are
least once and can
many and varied: there
offer advice based on
are public hospitals,
A doula who
experience6, which
birthing centres, home
births, and private
can be absolutely vital abhors vaccination
hospitals10. Many births
for single mothers,
probably
isn’t
a
fan
of
mothers with no
will be midwife-led until
familial support,
as late as possible, but
epidurals.
survivors of trauma,
this is heavily dependent
and parents who have
on the centre’s protocols
particular cultural needs which may
and the health of the mother and baby.
not be fully appreciated or understood
Because of this, there are many outside
by the medical team7.
factors which can shape the overall
experience, from availability of facilities
In Australia maternal mortality rates
to staffing levels, and the time of year
are among the lowest in the world8,
to the number of women currently in
something which has been achieved
labour.
through evidence-based medicine,
A lot of parents begin the labour
education, and universal healthcare.
process with a clear birth plan (“water
Unfortunately, as with other medical
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birth, no analgaesia, soothing sounds”
etc) but a lot of the time that gets
abandoned when the pain gets too
unbearable or the 15th hour of whalesong leads to threats of violence.
Often a birth plan gets disrupted by
complications, either minor or lifethreatening, and in these cases an
untrained third party might get in the
way of medical advice11. Childbirth can
be a very dangerous medical process,
and while millions of people survive
it without any suffering, if it goes
wrong, it can go very wrong with no
time to mess around consulting with
an unaffected layperson. It can be even
more dangerous if the parents have
been convinced by a doula to avoid
hospitals entirely and have a home birth
against medical advice.
Because the term “doula” is not
a protected title, anyone can call
themselves one; there is no formal
training, in fact, training is very
much optional, as is insurance.
Many doulas appear to be (generally)
somewhat hippy by nature, which
is fine, I’m not averse to a scented
candle and some Jefferson Airplane,
but the crunchier things get, the less
likely you are to find an appropriate
amount of science. Setting aside the
parents who are already vociferously
anti-vax, some uninformed words in
a vulnerable fence-sitting parent’s ear
could lead to some very poor decisions
in a child’s early years. Equally, a doula
who abhors vaccinations probably
isn’t much of a fan of epidurals, or
other medical interventions to make
birth easier or safer, and I have heard
and read12 many13 anecdotes14 from

people regretting their decision to
allow a stranger to dictate their birth
experience. One such anecdote of my
own was a patient refusing to have
an IVC filter (a device to catch blood
clots in patients with a high risk of
pulmonary embolism) because her
doula told her the radiation from the
procedure would kill her 35 week
foetus (it wouldn’t, and a PE would
probably kill them both anyway). She
was desperate, devastated, and adamant
that her doula knew best, and only
consented to the procedure after her
mother described her own experience of
PE during her birth.
Conversely there are a small
handful15 of research16 articles out there
on the positive outcomes of doulaassisted births, however they are limited
in their scope by having participants
referred to the researchers by the
doulas themselves. Arguably, having
someone to advocate on a patient’s
behalf is a good thing, and can be a
huge benefit to otherwise marginalised17
populations18, but only if they are there
to work alongside medical staff instead
of create a barrier between them. It’s
also ironic that due to the high cost19
the most common populations to use
doulas are rich, white, and middle class,
a group very well represented within
medicine.
This article isn’t meant to dissuade
people from using doulas, far from it,
but to highlight the dangers of having
unregulated woo-minded people
functioning as birthing assistants.
Chances are, if you’re reading The
Skeptic magazine, your eyes are already
open to this and woo-spotting is second

nature, but did you know just how
much of an industry there is designed
to part women from their money in the
name of wellness?

.
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hank you for the opportunity to
be involved in a debate of such
potentially profound importance
to Australian Skeptics, and perhaps
to the wider community. The
proposition is that, “The Skeptics
Should Tackle Religion”.
The great pity is that it has already
been decided. Much as I would
have wished otherwise, the die has
been cast and this makes the debate
something of an anti-climax. I’m very
sorry this is so; my only consolation
is that it was decided in my favour.
This happened on the 23rd May,
during a most memorable appearance
of many of our Victorian members
on a program called Couchman.
I would like to congratulate the
participating Skeptics on their
contribution. You did us all proud.
Ostensibly, the subject was an
American channeller - that’s spelt
charlatan - who transformed herself
before our very eyes into a divine
entity called Mafu. Well, the Skeptics
quite rightly took her and her

followers to the cleaners and it was all
good fun.
The program was almost over
when suddenly the redoubtable Peter
Couchman turned to a member of
the audience called, I believe, Father
Paul Collins. Father Collins, we
learned, is a Roman Catholic priest,
in good standing with his church, a
graduate, he told us of some 14 years
deep and concentrated study of his
craft; a man of real religious moment;
an authority on the subject.
Couchman asked him to sum up
the proceedings and this is what he
said: “What you people (meaning
the skeptics) don’t seem to realise

is that what we have been involved
in here tonight has been a religious
experience.” He was quite specific.
Elementary it might have been, he
said, but it was unquestionably a
religious event. Indeed, he said, the
difference between his calling and
the channeller’s was not qualitative,
simply quantitative. He had spent
14 years at the seminary, she, on the
other hand, had taken a full two days
to graduate.
So already, on the word of a priest,
the skeptics had taken the fatal
step. The debate was over, the issue
decided. And who am I to question
the word of a priest? Nevertheless,
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in a spirit of fair play I think it only
right to go through the motions here
this afternoon.
I have said that the debate was
potentially of profound importance
to our organisation and, perhaps, the
wider community. I mean that quite
deliberately. It is important only if
the view that I and my colleagues
are putting prevails. If that happens,
an important development will take
place. If our view fails, then perhaps
we will simply return to the status
quo. Perhaps, but not certainly. For,
it may well be that the very act of
bringing this motion to the meeting
will alter the way in which our
organisation sees itself, and therefore
the way it operates and the way it is
viewed by the community.
If I may, I will return to this aspect
later. I mention it now, only to
underline the gravity of the action we
are taking - or not taking - today.

WHAT WE SHOULD DO

So, at the heart of it lies the
proposition that Australian Skeptics
should incorporate religion in the
mainstream of the activities it seeks
to examine and, where appropriate,
debunk. In fact, I am not totally
prejudging the issue. It may be that,
on examination, one or other religion
turns up trumps. We might find that
Roman Catholicism, say, or Islamic
Sufism actually fulfils all the claims
its proponents make for it. We might
find incontrovertible evidence for the
migration of souls; for the attainment
of Nirvana; for the transubstantiation
of the host; for the living presence of
the Rainbow Serpent.
We might. But then again, we
might not. I admit that the latter
seems the more likely but I’m sure
that none of us here would be
heartbroken if, through rational and
provable means, the answers to the
great underlying questions were able
to spring forth and reveal themselves.
I say that because it has been my
experience in the organisation
that skeptics are among the most
passionately involved in the quest
for answers. We don’t approach
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our situation in the universe in a
was a very brief appearance and the
negative manner; we really want to
consensus was that he retired hurt
know more, and if we can know the
while the rest of the team batted on.
ultimate truths - if indeed there are
Indeed, there is a strong suggestion
ultimate truths - then we would want
that some spectators waited at the
to be the first with the news.
ground to watch him resume his
Our problem - if indeed it is a
second innings … and it may be that
problem - is that on the way we have
they are waiting still.
been disillusioned with the snakeAnd there, I’m afraid, the analogy
oil salesmen who claim to know
must end. The last person I would
the truth of the matter and utterly
want to offend would be Sir Donald
disheartened with the simplistic
Bradman. His name will live while
nostrums they purvey so singleever there is a flannelled fool on a
mindedly.
cricket oval. The same, I fear, will not
Now I appreciate, perhaps as
hold true for Jesus - or Yeshu’a - the
much as anyone here, the difficulties
god. In the long term, in perhaps
involved in investigating the facts,
50 or 100 years, he will have joined
when it comes to religion. Some of
that neglected band of former gods,
you will be familiar with my recent
figures like Mithras and Zoroaster
book, The Secret Life of Jesus. If I
and Apollo and Isis and Zeus, who
could use a very Australian analogy,
had their moment in the sun (or the
it was a little like researching the life
moon) and then were decently put
of Sir Donald Bradman, then finding
aside.
there is some confusion about the
first Sheffield Shield match he played
WHY WE SHOULD ACT
in.
But this will only happen if
Apparently there were four scorers.
organisations like ours have the
The first, named Mark, said he scored
will and the courage to hold high
20 and was caught Pilate, bowled
the bright flame of reason, if we are
Caiaphas.
not prepared to buckle before the
The second,
powerful forces of
a chap called
superstition.
If there are ultimate
Matthew, said he
This, of course,
actually made 40
is precisely what
truths, then we would
not out and WG
the religionists
want to be the first with
Grace, the father of
have done with
the news.
the game, had only
the Jesus figure of
ever made 39 on the
history. They have
same ground.
hidden the human
The third, a rather poetic bloke
truth behind the mumbo-jumbo of
called Luke, who wrote in the vogue
sacramental witch-doctoring. They
of Neville Cardus, said he made a
have attacked reason, our only guide
brilliant century. But then, at 101,
through the darkness of ignorance
said Luke, he fell to a bodyline trap
and they would keep us, mentally, in
set by the opposing captain, a man
chains.
named Douglas Jewdine.
They will try, as they have always
The fourth scorer, called John,
tried, to induce in us a sense of
threw everything into confusion. He
dependence upon them; and their
said Bradman wasn’t even there at
hatred for humanity and all its works
the time. And he was better known
will continue to put our species in
as a bowler. Indeed, on the day in
jeopardy. Whatever figure they may
question he was opening the bowling
use, be it Jesus or Mohammed or
for a team called the Gnostics in Asia
Mafu, be they based on an historical
Minor.
or an imaginary personage, the
But then, curiously enough, all but
religionist motives are the same: to
Mark said he had a second innings. It
subdue the skeptic, to extinguish
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the light of reason, so that they may
continue to glorify themselves in
their palaces of fear.
In this they have been enormously
successful. The fact that we are
having this debate at all is proof that
they are promoting an absurdity, yet,
amazingly, the burden of proof is on
us. We are the ones debating!
Are we so cowed by them and their
politics of fear and guilt that we will
turn away and give them free rein to
infect the rest of our human family
with their disease? Or will we have
the courage to simply say “NO, I will
not be your willing slave; I will not
sacrifice my reason and my dignity on
your altar of fear and I will not stand
by while you work your will upon my
brothers and sisters.”
That, I believe, is the real question
which we are deciding today.
But why us? Why the Australian
Skeptics? Why should we expose
ourselves to the vituperation and
hatred which, I assure you, will
follow as night follows day, if we
agree, in terms of the motion, to
tackle religion?
Why don’t we simply play safe
and, where we find them, knock over
the little guys, the fringe-dwellers,
the easy targets like the astrologers,
the numerologists, the channellers,
the faith healers and the poor old
misguided water diviners?
I think that there are three good
answers. The first, I would contend,
is this: The fringe-dwellers are but a
superficial, even a trivial symptom
of the deeper illness. They are only
of marginal importance, but they
can only prosper, however briefly, in
a world where the religious concept
- that is the belief in manifestations
which defy reason - is respectable and
is allowed to persist unchallenged.
So, while ever the source of the
problem is ignored and only the

able to mount a very good case,
symptoms treated, the disease will
despite the fact that the vast majority
never be cured. Indeed, we might
of charitable work comes from the
as well pack up now and disband
public, secular purse.
ourselves so that each can prepare to
But my concern is with a different
bend the knee and seek admittance
kind of shelter for those among us
to the mystic ashram which awaits us
who are in pain and turmoil: the
all. I can hear the mantras beckoning
young people, the middle aged, and
like the siren songs of old. We can all
the old, who have spent their long or
go that way if you wish.
short lives being bombarded by the
The second is more practical and
religionists. They have resisted and
goes, I suspect, to the heart of the
they are resisting,
matter. The religions
but they cannot
assert that, underneath
do it alone, the
the clerical powerplays
pressures are too
and the sacramental
great. Everywhere
horseplay, they really
they turn, they
care, and care deeply,
see that the
about humanity. In proof
religionists care;
of this they construct
the religionists
great charities; St
While the source
want them; will
Vincent de Paul; The
care for them; will
Salvation Army; private of the problem is
hold them close.
hospitals; private
ignored, the disease
And the
schools; rest homes;
will never be cured.
alternative? There
retirement villages
is none except
and the like. It is, of
solitude, unless we
course, only incidental
are prepared to offer them a home,
that these activities allow them to
a place where they can find that
remain untaxed and to acquire great
their doubts are not abnormal (or
wealth, power and influence in the
subnormal), where they can gather
community. Essentially, they are
their internal forces and set out
able to say (with real justification)
again refreshed, in the knowledge
that the sceptical, the non-believers,
that someone else cares; and most
simply could not care less about their
importantly, that there is no price
fellows. In this, they might well be
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tag called “faith” in the caring.
If we don’t do it, who will? The
atheists? The anarchists? The nihilists?
No, there is only the Skeptics. If you
say no to this motion, then, in doing
so you will send them a signal, “Stay
away. You’re not wanted.”
I think we are better than that.
The third reason is even more
practical. It concerns our future as
a species. We are told, and I accept
it, that we are facing an ecological
crisis. Our population is soaring
beyond sustainable limits. If this
continues, the inevitable result will
be tragedy, either in the form of war
or the desecration of the planet. Yet,
at this time, the leader of the richest,
the most powerful and the most
influential organisation in the world
refuses to allow his followers to use
safe birth-control methods. Refuses
to allow women to make decisions
about their bodies and their futures.
And he refuses these things, not on
thoughtful, humanitarian grounds,
but strictly on religious grounds.
Those who would oppose this motion
are signalling their agreement with
these policies. They are demanding
that we simply stand by and watch
the tragedy unfold.
There are, however, very good
reasons to say no to the proposition
that we should tackle religion. No
doubt Barry Williams will put them
to you far more forcefully than I, but
I would not want you to think that
I am unaware of the problems that
could arise. The first is organisational,
the second mythological.
Organisationally, we must ask
ourselves if we really want to be the
repository of all those who doubt
or reject the religious way? If this
were to take place, then I suspect
that we would grow in numbers
and there would be the attendant
factional divisions which, in the
ACT branch at least, we are currently
free from. A sudden growth in
membership might be a problem,
but I am not suggesting that, in
any way, we should attempt to
become an alternative “church for
the unbeliever”. Nor do I propose

that we engage in any of those
organisational ventures such as rest
homes or charities. I see the Skeptics
simply as a focal point, an oasis of
reason in a dangerous sea of religious
faith, a great cry of common sense
above the angry mutterings of the
contending fanatics.
So, organisationally, provided we
remain as loose and as free as we
currently are, I suspect we will be
able to handle it.
Secondly, there is a danger in
literalism. In tackling religion, we
should be very careful to make a
correct identification of the ballcarrier. There is a wonderment and
a richness in human mythology and
there is a very deep need within all
of us to listen to and learn from the
myths handed down through the
generations.
Many of them, such as the
Garden of Eden, are terribly
destructive; others, which illustrate
the continuous cycle of death and
rejuvenation, are valuable and
enriching to the human experience.
It is only when the myth is
propagated as faith by which we
should jettison our powers of reason
and accept the man-made strictures
which the priests will tell us flow
from the myth that we should react
with firmness and strength.
The trick is to separate the myth
from the organisation, to tackle the
ball-carrier, not the ball itself. If we
did the latter - aside from being quite
a useless exercise - we would look
awfully foolish on television.
Finally, I would like to make it
clear that I am not advocating that
we immediately undertake a program
attacking the plethora of religions in
our midst. I am not asking that we
declare war on religion or any other
belief system.
I am asking that we make a
statement that to tackle religion
is within our brief - and that it is
proper for the Skeptics to undertake
such investigations, both individually
and as an organisation.
I am asking that you don’t say to
me, and those like me who wish to
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tackle the main game, that there is
no place for you in the Skeptics, that
you and your works are not welcome.
I am asking, in essence, that you
don’t send us away.
Thank you.

.
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arot cards are dead! Killed in the
same way as many other traditional
survivals have been killed - by greed
and overselling.
Well, we hope to find that it’s
sound.
The death of Tarot became apparent
recently when I found some 15
different Tarot packs going cheap at
a Canberra book sale. All of these
were distributed and copyrighted by
a single firm, US Games Systems,
and all contained introductions and
“instructions” by an acknowledged,
if not always historically trustworthy,
expert on Tarot cards, Stuart R. Kaplan.
It was around 1970 that US Games
Systems and Kaplan got together to
build a Tarot empire. A third member
of the triumvirate was the giant Swiss
card manufacturing firm of AG Muller,
though other card-making monopolies
like Fournier of Spain, Mediano of
Italy, Grimaud of France, and Piatnik
of Austria have sometimes joined the
alliance.
One of the results has been that
even packs that have been around for
centuries, such as the Sicilian Tarot,
have become part of this pasteboard
imperium, and have been ‘copyrighted’
by US Games Systems.

cards
In this Classic Catch article,
Don Laycock reports on
the birth, life, and death of
clairvoyants’ favourite tool.

DEALING THE HAND

court card, and with 22 Tarot Trumps
(the Major Arcana of occultists),
To understand how this situation arose,
representing common medieval and
a little history is necessary. The ultimate
Renaissance themes such as Death and
origin of playing-cards in general is still
the Devil, Justice and Temperance,
not quite certain, but lies somewhere
the Sun, the Moon, and the Stars.
east of Turkey, probably in the IndoThese cards were
Iranian area.
invented for the
However, the first
game of Tarot, which
cards that entered
The origin of Tarot
still survives in Italy,
Europe, via Italy in
cards is no more exotic
France, Switzerland,
the last third of the
Germany, Austria and
14th century, came
than the origin of the
Czechoslovakia. The
from Mamluk, Egypt,
place of this invention
with suits of Scimitars, game of Canasta.
was probably the
Polo Sticks, Cups
court of Ferrara in
and Coins. These
Italy, although the game was popular
suit designs rapidly evolved into the
very early among aristocratic circles
basic ‘Latin’ suits of Swords, Staves
in Milan, Bologna and Florence. The
(Wands), Cups and Coins, with subtle
origin of Tarot cards, therefore,
but important local variants in
is no more exotic than the
Italy, Spain and Portugal.
origin of the game of
These suits are still in use
Canasta.
in traditional Italian and
For over 300 years
Spanish packs, and are
from their invention,
the most usual suits in
Tarot cards were
traditional Tarot packs.
assigned no occult
Around 1435, some
significance whatever.
60 years after playing
In the meantime,
cards had become
ordinary playing-cards
popular in southern
Europe, there arose a
Antoine Court de Gebelin
variant pack with an extra
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s
developed away from Tarot cards
with the introduction of new suit
symbols - variants on Hearts, Leaves,
Bells, Roses, Acorns and Banners in
the German speaking areas, and, from
1480, the French simplification into
Spades, Clubs, Hearts and Diamonds.
The French system soon conquered the
world, because with it went the new
technology of reproducing standardsized suit symbols by means of stencils,
so that separate woodcuts did not have
to be made for each card. Millions of
card players around the world today
have never seen any playing-cards with
suits others than Spades, Clubs, Hearts
and Diamonds.
By the end of the 18th century,
the latin-suited cards were already so
unfamiliar in Paris that Tarot packs like
the Marseilles Tarot were looked on as
something completely exotic.
Around that time a French writer,
Antoine Court de Gebelin, concocted
a fantastic tale that connected Tarot
cards with Egypt and the gypsies.
According to the nine completed
volumes of his work, Le Monde
Primitif, published between 1773 and
1782, the Tarot trumps derived from
the religious murals of some ancient
Egyptian temple. With the decline of

the Egyptian civilisation, the priests had
cunningly copied the murals as a pack
of playing-cards, reasoning that their
mysteries would survive if disguised as
a game, especially if it was a gambling
game. The peoples who preserved the
cards were supposed to be the gypsies
- a view that rests on an old confusion
of “gypsies” and “Egyptians” that is not
totally extinct today. (In fact, gypsies,
who originate from India, did not
enter Europe, via Asia Minor, until
well after ordinary playing cards were
established in Europe, and never had
any association with Tarot cards before
the 20th century.)
Court de Gebelin’s book coincided
with a Parisian vogue for fortune-telling
with ordinary playing-cards, which was
successfully exploited by a cartomancer
named Jean-Baptiste Alliette, who as
‘Etteilla’, read the destinies of delighted
Parisian ladies with his own set (1783)
of colourful picture-cards based on the
Tarot - the first of many Tarot packs
produced arbitrarily for fortune telling,
meditation, or simple money.
The occult fantasy was taken further
by the French occultist AlphonseLouis Constant (18101875), trading as ‘Eliphas
Levi’, and this ‘ancient’
tradition (now some 70
years old) was picked
up and elaborated by
further French and
British occultists later
in the century. Two
of the founders of
the magical Order of
the Golden Dawn in
1885, WW Westcott
and SL Macgregor
Mathers, created most
of the now ‘accepted’
correspondences between
Tarot cards and unrelated
systems like astrology
and the Qabbalah,
as well as probably
inventing the ‘ancient
Celtic ten-card spread’
method of divination
currently favoured
by clairvoyants.
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SHUFFLING THE DECKS

In the next decades, there was a spate of
new ‘occult’ or ‘esoteric’ Tarots such as
those of Oswald Wirth (1889, revised
1927), Gerard Encausse (‘Papus’ 1909), Aleister Crowley (1944: “Book
of Thoth”), Paul Foster Case (1931:
“Builders of the Adytum”), CC Zain
(1936: “Egyptian”). Most influential of
all, however, was the Waite-Rider pack
(1910), designed by Arthur Edward
Waite, a minor member of the Golden
Summer of 1909 in bad art-nouveau by
an equally minor artist called Pamela
Colman-Smith.
The Waite-Rider pack was the one
whose designs inspired TS Eliot in
“The Waste Land”. It was also the pack
that popularised the English names
for the Tarot trumps, especially The
Hierophant for The Pope, and The
High Priestess for The Popess. It also
reintroduced the idea, forgotten since
Etteilla, of putting symbolic pictures on
the ordinary suit cards which make up
the bulk of a Tarot pack (and renamed
the Coins suit as Pentacles). Other
subtle changes include numbering The
Fool as 0 (zero) and interchanging
the order of Trumps VIII and
XI (Strength and Justice). Such
details allow connoisseurs to
identify late occult packs (such
as the Royal Fez Moroccan
Tarot of the 1960s, claimed
to derive from 9th century
designs preserved in
Morocco!) as being
direct cribs from the
Waite-Rider pack.
For most of this
century, however, such
packs often existed only
as the original designs or
illustrations in books, or
in small limited editions
(often handmade)
circulating among
the initiates of occult
fraternities.
Top Left: WAlphone ‘Eliphas Levi’
Constant (1810-1875)
Left: Aleister Crowley (1875-1947)
in his going-out clothes
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Cartomancy

Playing
with Cards

Tarot of the Witches (featured in a
James Bond film), an Eastern pack, a
Meditation pack, and a Pop/Rock pack.
The result of all this creation of
meaningless sets of pretty pictures has
been total confusion in the mind of
the consumer - and, therefore, a very
natural consumer resistance. We can
look forward to seeing lots of expensive
Tarot packs being sold at discount
prices over the next few years.
To date, there has not been an
Aboriginal Dreamtime pack, or an
Australian Colonial or First Fleet pack,
or a Hawaiian Kahuna pack, but these
are probably on the drawing boards
right now. [Ed’s note: They have
appeared!]
To the artists and publishers of such
packs, I have a simple message: they’ve
missed the boat. Tarot is dead - at
least as far as the ‘occult tradition’ is
concerned.

Continued...
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Meanwhile, the traditional gameplaying or ‘exoteric’ Tarot packs
continued to be produced by card
manufacturers ignorant of the occult
revival. Among surviving packs of
this kind are the Tarot of Besancon
(in which the cards representing the
Popess and the Pope were changed in
the 17th century to Juno and Jupiter, in
deference to religious sensibilities), and
the Italian Tarots of Bologna, Piedmont
and Sicily.
In other parts of Europe, gameplaying Tarot packs underwent further
transformations in the design of the
22 trumps, which became charming
19th century vignettes of hunting and
drawing-room scenes (Tarock packs) or
animals (Cego packs).
For playing the game of Tarot,
there is no need for any symbolism at
all; all that is required is a set of cards
numbered 1 to 21, plus an unnumbered
card (The Fool).
The big change came in 1960, when
University Press (New York) released
the first widely-available version of the
Waite-Rider Tarot. The pack became
popular with the 60s generation,
and anything to do with Tarot was a
commercial success. The Crowley “Book
of Thoth” was released in 1969, at about
the same time, predictably enough,
as the “New Tarot for the Aquarian
Age” (1968) and the “Aquarian Tarot”
(1970: a Waite-Rider crib). After US
Games Systems and Kaplan got into the
act, Tarot packs proliferated out of all
reason.
Some of the newly-produced Tarots
were reproductions of traditional packs,
and represented good value - like the
reissue of the oldest extant Tarot deck,
the Visconti-Sforza pack of the mid15th century. But most were creations
of artists and occultists with more regard
for the money-making possibilities of
the medium than for historical truth.
The new packs mostly came with
booklets adding further to the occult

.

This paper was presented at the 3rd
Skeptics Convention held in Canberra
in April 1987.
myths about the origin of the cards.
US Games Systems also produced,
often by direct sponsorship, Tarot cards
from areas that were never part of the
Tarot tradition: a Spanish Tarot, a
Japanese Ukiyoe Tarot, a Tantric Tarot,
a Native American Tarot, and dozens
more.
Since the Golden Dawn was still a
name to conjure with, a Golden Dawn
pack was cobbled together in about
1977, followed in 1980 by a Hermetic
pack, supposedly incorporating the
same occult mysteries.
There has been the Fergus Hall

Editor’s note: Sorry, Don, but since
this paper was presented, there have been
Aboriginal Dreamtime and Hawaiian
Kahuna oracle and tarot cards published.
But so far as we can find, no First Fleet
pack.
About the author:
Don Laycock was an
academic linguist who
collected playing-cards
as a hobby. He was also
a member of the ACT
committee of the Australian
Skeptics. He died in 1988.
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Bright young sparks
Dr Huxley’s Bequest: A history of Medicine in Thirteen Objects

together and grow increasingly excited about
the objects they are investigating and the bigger
picture of where they came from, the context
of their development, and the differentiation
between science and pseudoscience.
Yes, this is a skeptical book through and
through. It is a novel, but reads like every
ittle kids like science. They see
skeptical lesson you’ve ever heard, which is a
demonstrations of science at
good thing, if only because they are all here in
school and on TV all the time –
one place.
chemical reactions that change the
There’s one chapter looking at a phrenology
colour of liquid or give off plumes
of smoke, magnets that sort out iron bust, which leads into discussions (literally –
filings into appealing patterns, or just the two girls regularly explain things to each
how to suck a hard-boiled egg into a other) on homeopathy, placebos, chiropractic,
and therapeutic touch. Another chapter looks
bottle. All good fun.
at the history of vaccination, and the anti-vax
Then you get into high school,
movement, with disdainful reference to Andrew
and some of that enthusiasm starts
to wane. Last year the Chief Scientist Wakefield’s thoroughly discredited claims about
the MMR vaccine and autism.
reported that participation in most
Balanced with this discussion of pseudoscience
Year 12 maths and science subjects is
declining and for science is the lowest are positive appraisals of scientific endeavour,
in 20 years – between 1994 and 2014 technology development, and especially of
enrolments in science classes declined scientific method, something the girls use to
assess a lot of claims and theories.
by an average of about 4 per cent;
There are two adult women involved – one an
advanced and intermediate showed even higher
academic with a strong skeptical approach, and
declines.
the other who is all New Age beliefs. Despite the
The gender gap at this level is pronounced
sometimes impatient dismissive attitude taken by
– a University of Melbourne study of 58,000
Victorian students between 2008 and 2013 (Years the academic (reminiscent of many a skeptic), it
doesn’t take much to figure out which side of the
7 and 12) found that boys are five times more
argument the author comes down on.
likely than girls to study physics and nine times
Michelle Cooper is an Australian author
more likely to study information technology for
(much of the action for Dr Huxley’s Bequest
the Victorian Certificate of Education. Twice
takes place around Sydney University), and most
as many boys as girls studied advanced maths,
although equal numbers of boys and girls studied of her books are fiction for young adults. This too
chemistry. At the other end of the gap, girls were is a work of fiction, but only in the setting - the
objects and the discussion and the findings are all
twice as likely to choose life sciences and three
firmly based in fact. The two girls probably know
times more likely to study health and human
more than you would expect for kids in their
development.
early years of high school, but their enthusiasm
This is despite girls outperforming boys in
carries them through an immense amount of
every STEM subject at high school.
information at a breakneck pace, and that is
How to change the dropping participation
where this book offers something special – a
in science, technology, engineering, and maths,
compendium of skeptical conclusions on a wide
and particularly that of girls and women, is an
ongoing issue. Many people suggest an emphasis variety of scientific and pseudoscientific topics.
If you have teenage girls with an interest in
on role models, such as ‘Women in Science’
science, or maybe teenage boys, or just know
programs. Michelle Cooper’s response is ‘girls in
some teenagers, or you know some adults who
science’.
In Dr Huxley’s Bequest, two precocious young should know better, then this book deserves a
place on your shelf.
teens are given a project to research and label 13
objects associated with medicine. The girls come
from different backgrounds, but learn to work
- Reviewed by Tim Mendham

By Michelle Cooper
FitzOsborne Press, A$25.99
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Abstract expressions
Consciousness: A Very Short Introduction
By Susan Blackmore
Oxford University Press, A$13.37

&
What Beliefs Are Made From

By Jonathan Leicester
Bentham Books, e-book US$29.00
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eing a skeptic is not all about sitting in
a forest waiting for a Yowie to pass by,
or visiting a local psychic and crossing their
palm with silver to get some fatuous character
assessment.
There is a lot of skepticism
that occurs in the abstract –
understanding the skeptical approach
and scientific method, and how to
apply the two via critical thought
processes.
For those of an even deeper bent,
you can go beyond those actions and
processes and look into how we do
all of that thinking in the first place.
How does the brain work in terms
of assessing the world around us,
and how can we apply that back into
areas where skeptics can apply their
skills in the real world?
Discussing concepts like
consciousness and belief under the
gaze of the general public can be a
daunting task, especially if you want
to get the message across to a wider
audience without compromising the
often esoteric aspects of the topics.
It’s not something to be taken
lightly, but two who have put
their best feet forward are Susan
Blackmore and Jonathan Leicester.
These two books recently plopped
onto this reviewer’s desk, but neither
of them are brand new – Blackmore’s
is a new edition of a volume that
came out 2005, and Leicester’s
is an Australian book from an
international publisher. But they are
of interest because of the light they
attempt to shine on some of the
more abstract areas of human activity

– the mind, and how we use it (or misuse it) to
understand the world we seem to inhabit.
One of the books is also of current interest
because Susan Blackmore will be presenting
at the next Australian Skeptics National
Convention in Sydney in October.

CONSCIOUSNESS

Blackmore’s book’s subtitle of “A Very Short
Introduction” is apt, as it is only 140 pages.
They’re also very small pages – about the size
of a paperback when paperbacks first appeared,
and can easily be dropped into a coat pocket or
handbag for a quick reference during your next
discussion on consciousness in a pub.
(Consciousness is one of a series of more than
500 Very Short Introductions published by
Oxford University Press, some reprints and some
new, covering topics ranging from accounting to
Zionism, and all points between.)
But despite its small size and ‘short’ content,
it packs enough into those pages to keep your
mind busy (and conscious?) for some time. And
as you might expect with such a topic, it’s not
necessarily easy going.
She kicks off her discussion with the “hard
problem” – “What is consciousness?” She says
that “This may sound like a simple question
but it is not. Consciousness is at once the
most obvious and the most difficult thing we
can investigate. We seem either to have to use
consciousness to investigate itself, which is
a slightly weird idea, or to have to extricate
ourselves from the very thing we want to study.”
So in the first few lines you have a dilemma,
and are thrown in the deep end of abstract
thought, looking at dualism, monism and
materialism as theories of consciousness.
But there are some useful words to help clarify
the concept and the context, although they come
at the end of the book. We would suggest to
readers that they tackle the first half of the last
chapter on “The Evolution of Consciousness”
at the outset. In fact, this part-chapter makes a
great introduction to consciousness generally,
and definitely for the lay reader, as it deals with
the issue of what it’s like to “be” something else
– specifically animals. Can we do it? How do we
do it?
The pages between the intro and near-outro
attempt to answer all of this, drawing on
philosophy and neurology – where the abstract
world meets the physical, and how they interact
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(or don’t, according to some). Is there a theatre
in the mind, screening experiences that the
conscious self watches impassively?
There is a fundamental question: “Is
consciousness an extra ingredient added to
our ability to perceive, think, and feel, or is it
inseparable from being able to perceive, think
and feel?”
She suggests the reader make up their own
mind as early as possible as “the implications
either way are quite striking”.
There is obviously a physical influence, as
drugs, illness, and damage can affect brain
function and how we perceive the world. But
there is also the emotional, spiritual, and religious
side which impact on perception, awareness, and
sense of self. This can lead to a range of beliefs
that influence consciousness, and Blackmore (in
line with her background as a leading researcher
into out-of-body and near-death experiences)
delves into topics that fall within the ambit of
skeptics, such as altered states of consciousness,
NDEs and OBEs, meditation, and free will.
But these are part of a grander whole, and for
such a short introduction there is enough to keep
the interest of even the least conscious of readers.

BELIEFS

Leicester is a retired consultant neurologist. Like
Blackmore, his book on the nature of beliefs
covers a wide range of theories and examples.
In the foreword, Prof Dominic Murphy of
Sydney University suggests that Leicester is
looking for a unified theory of belief “by arguing
that belief is a distinctive feeling … by saying
that what beliefs have in common is the way they
feel, rather than their functions or their causes”.
And there are many inputs to belief – physical,
psychological, and cultural determinants are all
covered – and he looks at four theories of belief:
the intellectualistic, the dispositional, the feeling
or occurent, and the eliminativist theories.
As he explains, “The intellectualistic theory
proposes that belief is a cognitive act related
to evidence that the thing believed is probably
true, and implies that the purpose of belief is to
indicate truth. The dispositional theory holds that
we recognise our own beliefs by observing how
we react to things (much as we infer the beliefs
of other people), and implies that the purpose of
belief is to guide action. The feeling theory claims
that belief is a particular feeling that comes to
us and is a signal to us that we believe the thing
under consideration. And eliminativistic theories
claim that belief does not exist, but is an illusion
of our language and culture.”
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He says that there are difficulties with each
of these theories, and examines each in turn
“seeking to find which one fits the evidence best”.
Judging by the amount of space he devotes to
each, he seems to favour the ‘feeling’ theory, and
certainly he finds “there are fewer and less serious
problems with the feeling theory than there are
with the intellectualistic theory”, and he backs
up his preference with quotes from David Hume,
Bertrand Russell, Walter Bagehot, and even St
Paul.
In areas of specific relevance to skeptics, he
talks about various causes of belief - largely
negative causes – such as a failure to use evidence,
faulty use of evidence, an inability to withhold
judgement, vacillation, desire, wishful thinking,
prior beliefs, community attitudes, direct
experience, testimony, and good old ego defence
mechanisms, among many others.
He criticises those (singling out humanists)
who hold that “people are reasonable and able
to form their own moral sense. … The humanist
often feels that he has worked out right and
wrong by the power of his own reasoning, but
he underestimates how difficult it is to do this,
he underestimates the powers that influence and
authority have on his thought and belief, and he
underestimates the power of the irrational factors
that contribute to belief.”
It has always been the appreciation of many
skeptics that education, learned profession, and
social position are no defence against personal
preferred beliefs, no matter how eccentric, even
when they seem to be totally out of sync with
the rest of a person’s attitudes and approaches (ie
cognitive dissonance).
He follows with discussions of conscience,
morality and, of course, religious faith.
He says doubt is an important element of
belief, and doubt is the antithesis of faith: “St
Paul wrote that faith is the assurance of things
hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.
Hope implies doubt. Some doubt is reasonable
when believing in things unseen. St Paul also
wrote that faith, hope, and love are the three
essential things. The philosopher Manuel de
Unamuno wrote that faith without doubt is dead
faith. I believe that doubt stimulates thought and
lack of doubt inhibits thought, that faith without
doubt is certainty, and certainty promotes
intolerance, and intolerance kills love.”
Like Blackmore, he looks into the physical
and neurological aspects of belief, and that
“Neural plasticity is the mechanism behind all
learning, all remembering, and normal forgetting.
… An animal with no neural plasticity would be
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Abstract expressions continued
a reflex automaton.”
Leicester has written to the author of this
review that “Some readers have not noticed that
my Preface says the book is on the nature and
purpose of belief, about how people do believe,
not how they should believe. So they say I should
have gone into justification … about how people
should believe. My hope in writing, not explicitly
stated, was that a better understanding of belief
would indirectly help people to believe better.”
This he attempts to do, covering much
information and debate, sometimes very briefly
where a much longer book might have given more
time to some very complex issues. But within
the parameters of a book that runs for just over

Alternative history
Scam: So-Called Alternative Medicine
By Edzard Ernst
Imprint Academic A$67.75

E
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ven though we are now well into the 21st
century, the western world is experiencing
a phenomenal growth in the use of alternative
medicine. Despite the lack of evidence, many
educated, middle-class people are turning
their backs on proven treatments,
sometimes paying the ultimate price.
In this most scientific of ages, why is
this happening?
Emeritus Professor Edzard Ernst
is a leading authority on alt med. He
is a dedicated academic physician,
researcher and blogger. Early in his
career, he saw patients benefitting
from alt med treatments and wanted
to find out how. Moving to Exeter
University in the UK, he was
appointed to the world’s first Chair of
Complementary Medicine, a position
enabling him to study and conduct
trials of alt med practices. Finding
little evidence to support most of
them, his dedication to evidence-based

180 pages, he makes a good fist of dealing with
another difficult but vitally important element
of humanity, and the conscious and unconscious
influences on our behaviour, as faulted as they
may be.
(By the way, Leicester does suggest that
interested readers might take a first look at the
short chapter 1 and the abstracts for chapters 3
and 18, which summarise the book’s aims and
conclusions. “Unluckily, the only way to see the
evidence and the range of observations, and judge
the arguments, is to read the chapters.” Such readers
may prefer to download the much cheaper e-book
version from https://ebooks.benthamscience.com/
book/9781681082639/. The foreword, preface, and
first three pages of each chapter are available on the
same site.)
- Reviewed by Tim Mendham

medicine, and a run-in with certain proponents of
alt med, eventually led to his losing his job.
His new book, Scam: So-Called Alternative
Medicine, is his journey through alt med:
what it is and why it is growing. Ernst
exposes how and why alt med is facilitated by
governments, international agencies, regulators
and universities. Generally promoted by
celebrities and sporting stars, an increasing
number of registered health practitioners,
including physicians, nurses and midwives, now
embrace alt med. It is also widely promoted by
uncritical, poor quality journalism, and – by those
with vested interests – on the Internet.
The book leads the reader gently into the
murky world of this “alternative to medicine”;
what it is, the arguments used to encourage its
use, and how to counter them. It discusses the
risks involved, particularly for those who are
seriously ill. It also exposes how these poorly
trained practitioners attack anyone who challenges
their flawed beliefs and the lucrative trade it
generates.
The book ends with a tongue-in-cheek guide,
“How to become a charlatan”, highlighting the
seemingly unlimited imagination of alt med
practitioners and the tricks of their trade. If you
are a ‘true believer’, this book is not for you.
If you’re a skeptic and/or a medical or science
researcher, it’s a must.
- Reviewed by Loretta Marron
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Ghost busted

investigator, and in his latest book he looks at
a sub-set of that field, the ghost hunters, their
methods, and their conclusions, with the specific
claims acting as backdrop to a study of the
Investigating Ghosts: The Scientific Search for Spirits
‘science’, if there is any, that serious ghost hunters
claim to draw upon.
By Benjamin Radford
And, according to Investigating Ghosts, they
Rhombus Books, US$19.99
don’t draw a lot.
The bulk of the book can be seen as a detailed
primer for would-be investigators, looking at the
tools and techniques of ghost hunting, their uses
o a quick search. Go to the
and their limitations. He scatters specific cases
website of your favourite
through the discussion as examples of what to
online book seller - or just your
do and what not to do - how the methods used
favourite search engine - and type
have often proved to be full of contradictions,
in “non-fiction books ghosts”, and
misunderstandings, false assumptions, vested
see how many results you get. I just
interests, and, shock horror, falsehoods.
tried it on Barnes & Noble and it
The final part of the book covers specific case
suggested 1475 publications.
That’s obviously just the tip of the studies on investigations, where he has launched
into serious research and sometimes gone out
iceberg, as there must be thousands
into the field to join the hunters in their efforts
upon thousands of books extolling
to find genuine ghosts.
tales of haunted houses and their
He spends a lot of time on one particular
occupants. Try the same experiment
case study, that of Fort George, “Canada’s Most
but adding “skeptical” and suddenly
Haunted Place”. This old fort - almost entirely
your options are diminished ...
reconstructed - is a popular spot for tourists and
drastically.
amateur and professional ghost hunters. Radford
The history of skeptical books
joins one group for a TV program, and spends a
on ghosts is not overburdened with
wearying night following the hunters, assessing
examples. Houdini did his bit, with Miracle
Mongers and Their Methods and A Magician Among their methods, seeing if their conclusions are
justified, and just basically investigating the
the Spirits. And James Randi has published on
people involved - he likes them, even if he is not
the topic, though often within books that cover a
multitude of subjects, such as his classic Flim Flam. overwhelmed by their methods.
The space he devotes to this case is worth it, as
So it is with pleasure that we note a small the reader comes away with a good idea of what
very small - number of books that are now on
the shelves on the topic of ghosts, and even more goes on in a ghost hunt, and how frustrating it
can be as the hunters grasp at tiny scraps of poor
interesting, the topic of ghost hunters.
evidence to support their beliefs.
Most Skeptical books on ghosts look at
Radford’s ancillary investigation of one of
the claims, and hopefully do some reseach preferably in the field - investigating those clams. the more ‘significant’ ghostly habitues of the
fort, a young girl named Sarah Ann, is a good
A good example of that is Joe Nickell’s 2012 The
Science of Ghosts. This is basically a compendium example of how investigations should be done.
of claims that he has investigated over many years If anything, Radford may be too kind to the
claimants. One “anonymous woman” - possibly
of in-the-field work as one of the world’s leading
a psychic - who gave much of the initial detail
paranormal investigators.
on Sarah Ann, including her name and age,
But books that investigate investigators is a
could easily have garnered that info from a
step further, and lately we’ve had a few examples
local cemetery, which subsequent researchers
that are worth taking a closer look.
used to substantiate her claims. Radford is too
Sharon Hill’s Scientifical Americans (reviewed
accommodating to suggest she was a cheat,
in the March 2018 issue of The Skeptic) takes
though that is a strong possibility.
a look at the motivations of paranormal
This is not an encyclopedia of ghosts, but as a
investigators as a social and psychological
phenomenon. Ben Radford’s 2010 book Scientific detailed assessment of investigation techniques, it
Paranormal Investigation looked at the tools of the is a great and educational read.
trade of investigators and how it should be done.
Radford is a leading skeptical paranormal
- Reviewed by Tim Mendham
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REGULARS

The cycle of life
Yetis, Yale, smuggling and shooting.
And so it goes, the almost inevitable
realisation that all knowledge is
connected and connectable.
HOME RULES
Unable to return to Nepal,
Slick concentrated on searches for
Bigfoot in the Pacific North West of the
USA. During his initial searches for the yeti,
he had wanted to shoot one, but gradually
changed his mind to only photographing the
beast (not that he ever did). He died in a plane
crash, aged 46. Since then, several jurisdictions have
specifically outlawed shooting Bigfoot, beginning
with Skamania County in Washington, which
declared the area a “Sasquatch refuge”. California
and Oregon followed suit. Slick was born in
Texas, so it is ironic that the Chief of Staff of
the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department Law
Enforcement Division said in 2012 that it is
legal to kill Bigfoot since it isn’t listed by
the state as a game animal nor is it
an endangered animal.
Source: mentalfloss.com

YETI HUNTING
In 1957, the government of Nepal
issued regulations limiting interaction with
Yetis (known locally as Meh-Teh, “man bear”). The
US Foreign Service re-issued these in a memo titled
“Regulations Governing Mountain Climbing Expeditions
in Nepal - Relating to Yeti” in November 1959. The Nepalese
government basically wanted: Rs5000 for a permit to carry out
an expedition in search of Yeti; the Yeti can be “photographed
or caught alive but it must not be killed or shot at except in an
emergency arising out of self-defence”; and news and reports
“throwing light on the actual existence of the creature” must
be submitted to the Government of Nepal and must not in
any way be released to the media without permission.
Source: i09giszmodo.com; slate.com

What goes a
SLICK ON THE TRAIL

Slick was obsessed with searching for cryptids.
He travelled through Nepal looking for the Yeti, but
without much luck. Following an injury in a bus accident,
his mother insisted he stayed home, and from then on he funded
expeditions rather than participated. One such was to acquire the
Pangboche Hand (above right) which legend held was a mummified
Yeti hand, from a Buddhist monastery. He convinced the actor
Jimmy Stewart to smuggle some fingers from the hand to England
in Mrs Stewart’s lingerie case. (Special effects company Weta
Workshop – co-founded by film director Peter Jackson
– later made a facsimile for the monastery.)

Sasquatch families heading for the
refuge to avoid hunters.

Source: birthmoviesdeath.com

Source: Wikipedia, except where noted
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YETI SEARCHING
The previous decade had seen a flurry of activity,
but the history of yeti hunting by foreigners goes back a
long way. In the late 1890s, explorers in Nepal - who used to
have to pose as religious pilgrims – started reporting on the beast. In
1921, the Everest Reconnaissance Expedition noted strange tracks in the
snow. A journalist for the Calcutta Statesman interviewed the porters for
this expedition. He mistranslated ‘meh-teh’ to mean “filthy”, and coined
the term “Abominable Snowman”. In the 1950s Eric Shipton, attempting
Everest, took the first pictures of Yeti tracks. In 1953, Edmund Hillary
came across strange tracks during his successful ascent of Everest
with Tenzing Norgay. Tracks - and even the creature itself were regularly sighted as more and more Westerners
made their attempts on the tallest mountain in
the world.

The Yeti has featured in popular
culture for decades ... across all
of time, in fact.

Source: slate.com

YETI HITS THE BIG TIME

s around ...

oted
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SLICK’S ADVENTURES

In 1954, the UK Daily Mail funded
a sixteen-week “Snowman Expedition” to
Everest to look for clues. But the really big Yeti
hunter in the late 1950s was American oil millionaire
and cryptozoology enthusiast Tom Slick (1916-62).
Slick’s eccentric life would make a great film. In fact, one
was first announced in 1996 titled Tom Slick – Monster
Hunter, with Nicolas Cage in the title role, but it has been
in “development hell” ever since. His father, Tom Slick
Sr, was known as “Dry Hole Tom” for his significant
lack of success in oil prospecting. He finally did hit
pay dirt, but died young, leaving a vast fortune
to his family, thus funding Tom Jr’s exciting
adventures.

Tom Slick Jr attended Yale, expanded the
family business, co-established the first cargo air
freight service, poured money into scientific philanthSource: birthmoviesdeath.com
ropy (he supported the Southwest Research Institute),
started the Mind Science Foundation to explore strange
consciousness and mental powers, and campaigned for world
peace. While in India he met a man who could seemingly
levitate and teleport himself - Slick thought that levitation
Tom Slick Jr,
could be a huge boon to the construction business. (As an
Yale graduate, oil
aside, when Slick’s father died, his mother married Slick
magnate, mind
Sr’s former partner, who had previously been married
science supporter,
to Slick Sr’s sister. This man was kidnapped by
science supporter, Yeti
Machine Gun Kelly, and coined the term
“G-Men” for the FBI agents who
and Sasquatch seeker.
rescued him.)
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Philosophy

More philosophising
In which we return to “a brief (non-philosophical) defence of the
dismissal of philosophy”

C
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ongratulations to anyone who
has persisted through the
series of articles in The Skeptic and
Australian Rationalist that has led
to the contorted sub-title above.
It must be frustrating to witness a
debate between philosophers arguing
philosophically and an empiricist
trying to just stick with the evidence.
Hence the awkward title.
In The Skeptic Issue 37(4), I
criticised previous articles by Tim
Harding and James Fodor in which
they suggest that science does not have
all the answers, largely by pointing out
that their recommended alternative –
philosophy – has produced more blind
alleys than progress in its nearly 3000
year history. They were then joined
by Dr Patrick Stokes in Issue 38(1) in
defence of philosophical argument,
not just as a valuable alternative to the
scientific method, but as a better – perhaps the
only – way to answer questions in areas such as
ethics, aesthetics, and epistemology.
This retort – my last, I promise – will therefore
be brief and will attempt to stick with the
evidence, thereby trying to operate scientifically,
and deflecting claims that I am doing philosophy
just by answering, and so am contradicting myself.
This allegation reminds me greatly of the
Freudians I have debated who try to dismiss my
evidence-based assertions that psychoanalysis is
almost useless by attributing them to subconscious
motives: “You are using the defence mechanism
of denial because the Truth threatens your ego
integrity.” They are not interested in my evidence.
But I am not arguing philosophically. I am
proffering evidence. Science works. Philosophising
doesn’t. It is experiential. It is not a source of
generalised objective knowledge. It’s time we put
it in with the other valuable recreations such as
music and novel writing.
Tim and James accuse me of “a lack of
understanding of the nature of philosophy”. They
make the mistake here of asserting a somewhatverifiable statement – unusual in philosophical

debate – without knowing much at all about me.
For example, my first degree was in psychology
and philosophy. I learned only two things from the
latter: (a) I learned some history. I learned about
what people centuries, even aeons, ago used to think
before we knew much at all about the world or
about ourselves. And (b) I learned how Wittgenstein
should have been the death of philosophy when
he showed us how defining our terms carefully
and empirically (what a scientist would call
“operational definitions”) makes all non-empirical
(philosophical) questions disappear.
Meanwhile I am told that being anti philosophy
is just another philosophical position. How many of
you atheists are so tired of being told that atheism is
just another belief system?
For example, Tim and James attribute to
me the positions of “moral anti-realism” and
“cultural relativism” because I deny absolutism in
morality. But I am a moral relativist and utilitarian
not through the force of someone’s powerful
philosophical arguments against “objectively existing
moral states of affairs”. (Wittgenstein would have a
field day with that oxymoronic jumble of words.)
Instead I simply observe that the universe exists.
(Please let’s not argue about that.) Things happen. (I
have evidence to support both of these assumptions.)
And it is we who impose our values, desires, rules,
approvals and disapprovals, and goals upon it.
Morality is a human creation, not a discovery in
physics. This is not a philosophical position on
morality. I am not “making a philosophical claim”.
I am making an evidence-supported observation.
This is also how I have arrived at such positions as
atheism, hard determinism, and materialism. I have
followed the evidence.
Tim and James want me to “offer a reason to
accept this assertion”. They want me to argue
philosophically against moral realism. But I
refuse to be ensnared into fruitless terminological
sophistry. The onus is on theists, spiritualists, and
moral absolutists to show me evidence to make
me reconsider. If a philosopher appears to show,
by argument entirely, how Roman Catholicism is
“The One True Way”, then I will firstly suspect a
flaw in the argument (just as I can be misled over
the Monty Hall problem) because the empirical
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evidence points in the opposite direction.
(Remember Rene Descartes who began as a
Roman Catholic, claimed to start from a position
of doubting everything, rebuilt from his “I think,
therefore I am”, and ended up back at Roman
Catholicism! Such is the power of philosophy in
guiding us to the truth.)
My “moral anti-realism” and atheism,
determinism, and materialism are empirical
assertions. They are meaningful only to the degree
that they are testable. Playing with words as in “Ah,
but can you really know that the universe exists?!” or
“God is love”, or “I know that abortion is in-and-ofitself evil” cannot disprove any of these positions.
I do not expect to sway the mind of Dr Stokes,
a senior lecturer in philosophy. Not only due
to his evident investment in the discipline, but
also because he has been trained up in this way
of thinking. This is made clear when he asserts
that I am inevitably and necessarily wrong about
philosophy because “philosophy itself is simply
inescapable”, so I can only criticise it by using it.
This represents the height of sophistry. He chooses
to broaden the meaning of the word “philosophy”
until all argument, logic, and persuasion is
philosophical.
A local philosopher once admitted to using such
sophistry to win over the vote in a public debate
on whether “a good citizen must sometimes break
the law”. He convinced the audience that as soon
as a person breaks the law she must automatically
no longer be a “good citizen”. He broadened the
meaning of the term “good citizen” to make his
claim true-by-definition. I admired his candour
in admitting to this. He was clearly a very good
philosopher.
But it is not philosophy that is inescapable, it
is assumptions about the world. So Dr Stokes is
wrong when he claims that my assertion that “what
is true is what works” is a philosophical position. It
is not. It is an empirical claim that is testable, has
proven useful, and is now an assumption I live by –
and so do you, whether you are aware of it or not.
It is not possible to live without assumptions. Else
we die. Holding assumptions works.
The best we can do is to keep them to a
minimum (Ockham’s Razor, another assumption,
but it works), and keep to ones with supportive
evidence, such as desired outcomes.
So, the circularity I am being accused of
(arguing philosophically about philosophy) is
actually what Tim and James and Patrick are doing.
My circularity (as assumptions are inescapable) is
different. Instead I defend empiricism empirically.
Doing the first has gotten us nowhere. The second
has worked, so I choose to continue with this.
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Some of my assumptions, derived and defended
not by wordplay or intuition, but by what works,
are that “The universe exists”, “Every event has a
cause”, and “Assuming that what works is likely to
get us closer to the truth, will work and will get us
closer to the truth.” We can then try to defend such
assumptions with words, or see how they go for us. I
favour doing the latter.
In his other defence of philosophy, Patrick
reiterates the claim that science cannot answer
questions in such domains as logic, ethics,
aesthetics, and epistemology. This is reminiscent of
the past claims of theology.
Firstly, logic is no more a natural or necessary
part of philosophy than is mathematics. And
answers in the field of study of logic are not supplied
by philosophers. They are supplied by logicians,
whether those be graduates of philosophy degrees or
medical degrees or engineering degrees. Logic is its
own field of study, just as mathematics is.
Ethics, aesthetics, and epistemology, on the
other hand, like criminology, jurisprudence, and
even psychology, are fields of study once occupied
by people who called themselves philosophers, but
are finally now being subsumed by social scientists.
Psychologists now study “knowledge” and “beauty”
and “justice” just as they do “motivation” and
“cognition” and “emotion”.
Whereas once philosophers debated the meaning
and import of such concepts as “natural justice”
and “retribution”, the modern criminal justice
system instead uses our immensely more advanced
knowledge of human psychology to assess and
balance the complexities of deterrence, prevention,
and rehabilitation to make rational decisions about
laws and their implementation. So when we find
that the death penalty has absolutely no deterrent
effect on crime rates, we can rationally adjust our
systems of jurisprudence.
This happens not because a philosopher has
convinced someone in power that it is or is not a
part of “natural justice” to execute people, let alone
that his god decrees “an eye for an eye”. It happens
in modern progressive societies with rational,
evidence-based, decision-making policy processes
because it works.
I will now happily retire from this debate
because I do not expect to convince professional or
recreational philosophers to stop philosophising.
I could go on forever presenting evidence of
philosophy’s redundancy. Philosophers will, as they
have done for nearly 3000 years, simply redefine my
words until my statements are no longer testable
or empirical, and therefore no longer useful or
meaningful.
Gary Bakker
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Unoriginal sources
In which is discussed “In the beginning was the word” and what comes before
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ead the preface/foreword of your
family Bible and you are likely to
find fantastical claims even before
the first verse in Genesis.
Bible translators/
revisionists “reinterpret”
the scriptures by making
changes to the texts of
previous Bibles in order
to produce supposedly
more accurate ‘translations’.
In many of the Bibles that I
have examined revisionists
make the claim that their
translation of the New Testament
is based on an examination of the
original Greek Bible. There is, however,
no original Bible (or manuscripts) in
existence, not in Greek, Aramaic, Hebrew, Latin
or any other language. This is because these texts
were written on parchment and would almost
certainly have perished within a few years of
being written.
This, however, has not deterred theologians/
ministers from claiming to have worked from
the original Greek text. On the cover page of
the Oxford World’s Classics edition of the King
James Version (KJV) of the New Testament
we read the following: “Translated out of the
original Greek and with the former translations
diligently compared and revised by his majesty’s
special command.”
Those who produced the Revised English
Bible (REB) make similar but more extravagant
claims. In the Preface of the REB it is claimed
that the revisers went about their job so as not
to “misrepresent the original texts”. In their
Introduction to the New Testament the authors
claim that the translators “considered variant
readings on their merits and, having weighed
the evidence, selected for translation in each
passage the reading which, to the best of their
judgement, seemed most likely to represent what
the author wrote”.
But how can anyone know what most likely
represents what the author wrote, when no-one
knows what the author wrote, since there is no
original Bible in existence and all purported

copies of the original differ from each other?
The same revisers elaborated on their claim
saying: “Only those who have long meditated
on the Greek original are aware of the richness
and subtlety of meaning that may lie within
what appears to be the most simple of sentences,
or know the despair that can attend efforts to
bring it out through the medium of a different
language.” Yet no-one can meditate on a nonexistent Greek original - not for a long time, not
for a short time, not at all.
In the Publisher’s Preface to the Layman’s
Parallel Bible we read the following: “The New
International Version is a scholarly translation
that accurately expresses the original Bible
texts in clear and contemporary English while
remaining faithful to the thoughts of the Biblical
writers.” These scholars not only claim to have
made their translation from original texts but
maintain that their work represents the thoughts
of those who wrote the original texts. They do
not explain how they can know the thoughts of
people whose writings they cannot access. In the
Translator’s Preface of this Bible the translators
claim that in a quest for clarity they sometimes
supplied words not in the original texts but
required by the context. Here they may be
approximating the truth because it is likely that
almost all the words they supplied were not in
the original writings.
The publisher of The Living Bible writes
that this Bible is “a paraphrase rather than a
translation. A paraphrase does not attempt to
translate word by word, but rather thought
by thought. A good paraphrase is careful
restatement of the Biblical author’s thoughts.
In this sense a paraphrase can communicate
more vividly than a word translation, since it
provides, in contemporary style, the gist of what
the author said if he had spoken to us today.”
This publisher would also have us believe that
those who gave us the Living Bible can access the
thoughts of the original writers without being
able to read their work.
In the Preface to the English Standard Version
(ESV) we read: “Each word and phrase in the
ESV has been carefully weighed against the
original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek to ensure
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the fullest accuracy and clarity and to avoid
under-translating or overlooking any nuance
of the original text.” There is no explanation of
what is meant by “under-translating” or how
it is possible to under-translate a text that is
not in existence. These authors also wrote that
“Throughout the Bible as a whole, we have
sought to capture the echoes and overtones of
meaning that are so abundantly present in the
original texts. As an essentially literal translation,
then, the ESV seeks to carry over every possible
nuance of meaning in the original words of
scripture into our own language”. These authors
let slip what they were actually doing by also
saying, “The words and phrases themselves grew
out of the Tyndall-King James legacy, and most
recently out of the RSV.”
Once a Bible is in print there generally
follow multiple revisions of the text, as is the
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case with the KJV, hence the New King James
Version (NKJV). In the preface of this Bible
(fifth revision) the authors claim to provide
a complete representation of the original by
considering the history and etymology of words
in their contexts. They call this the “principle
of complete equivalence”. The use of academic
sounding language may sound impressive but
there remains no way of providing or translating
from the original texts. The ‘scholars’ who
participated in this translation were required
to sign a statement affirming their belief in the
inerrancy of the original autographs, writings
that none could have viewed! These authors say
that there are more than 5000 Greek and more
than 8000 Latin manuscripts in existence as well
as scripts in other languages.
Clearly, with this number of ‘translations’
all differing from each other, the number
of differences between the texts must be
immeasurable. Yet, according to these authors
the huge number of differing texts attests to the
“integrity of the New Testament”. They add that
the differences between the thousands of texts do
not show up in translation and do not affect the
sense of the text in any way.
Why then do they constantly make new
“translations”? These authors expand on the
sources used for translation. The KJV, they
say, was based on the traditional text of Greek
speaking churches called the Textus Receptus
(Received Text) published in 1516. They also
state that the Byzantine Text has as much right
as the Alexandrian or any other tradition to be
weighed in determining the text of the New
Testament.
Since the 1880s, however, they maintain that
most translations of the New Testament have
relied primarily on the Codex Vaticanus and
Codex Sinaiticus (both published during the 4th
century AD) because of their greater age.
The same authors admit that some scholars
doubt the faithfulness of Vaticanus and
Sinaiticus because they often disagree with each
other and the text of Sinaiticus has excessive
omissions. They must have forgotten their
previous claim that differences in texts do not
show up in translation!
They add that others hold that the best text
is based on the consensus of the majority of
existing Greek manuscripts. They maintain
that this Majority Text is similar to the Textus
Receptus but that it corrects those readings
which have little or no support in the Greek
manuscript tradition. They then disarmingly
reveal that today scholars agree that the science
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statement affirming the inerrancy of the
“original” manuscripts?
What is, however, clear is that the texts these
scholars are referencing are not original writings
and the earliest text which these theologians
reference is the 4th century CE, some hundreds
of New Testament criticism is in a state of flux
of years after the first texts were written!
with very few scholars still favouring the Textus
Contrary to standard academic procedure
Receptus. Instead, most scholars follow a Critical
the translators who describe themselves as
Text which is edited according to principles of
“academics” fail to supply a reference for their
textual criticism. This depends heavily on the
source of translation, the “original Bible”. NoAlexandrian Text.
one, of course, can reference a non-existent
These theologians are befuddled. They claim
source but when academics claim to have
that the differences between the huge number
referred to a specific source it is necessary
of texts is insignificant, then admit to there
being important variations and omissions in the to reference this source for the claim to be
academically sound.
reference texts. Furthermore, they make clear
The Gideons (New Testament Psalms and
that there is no agreement among the scholars
Proverbs) make the fantastical claim in a section
who pursue the “scientific” study of scriptural
titled “About The Bible” that despite the writers
“translation”.
having no contact with each other, once their
What then are we to make of their signed
writings were put together in a single book, it
was complete with all parts agreeing in doctrine,
teaching and prophecy. The Bible is, however,
riddled with contradictions in doctrine, teaching
and prophecy.
A further fantastical claim made by the
Gideons is that the Bible is not at variance with
any proven scientific fact and within the Bible
there is a knowledge of science that the writers
could not have had apart from Divine revelation.
The acquisition of scientific knowledge has
resulted in dozens of examples demonstrating
the scriptures to be at odds with science.
Consider, for example, the scriptural claims that
the universe was created in six days 6000 years
ago, the scriptural relationship of the Sun and
the Earth with the Earth being the centre of
the Universe and the Sun travelling around it,
the innumerable scientific impossibilities with
respect to the story of the flood, and countless
miracles that defy the laws of physics.
In every Bible I have examined, I have read
fantastical claims before reaching the first verse
in Genesis. These claims are unsustainable
and made by people who regard themselves as
virtuous, namely scholars and theologians.
Michael Meyerson
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may have agreed with much of
Barry Williams’ article “Should the
Skeptics Tackle Religion?” had I read
it when first published nearly 20 years
ago; not so now. [The original 1990
article was republished in The Skeptic
Vol 38 No 1 p44. Barry took the
negative case – Ed.]
Religions make truth claims
for which there is not the slightest
credible evidence. These should be
challenged. Why should it be left to
obscure and largely unread academic
discourse? I don’t see how that would
necessarily cause a diminution of
our standing or involve us in futile
“sectarian disputation”.
Leaving that aside for a moment,
the only reason that “religion is an all
too normal human activity” is that
vulnerable young children are fed
this nonsense long before they have
developed any capacity to evaluate it.
This is no accident. It is, consciously
or not, the process by which religious
institutions maintain their power and
their undeserved wealth, prestige and
respect.
In one sense the overt content
of what is being inserted into these
undeveloped minds is almost irrelevant
as long as it induces fear, guilt and
unquestioned obedience.
We live in an age of rampant
disinformation, much of it from
unexpected sources. For example,
how often do you hear the unthinking
claims that we live in a democracy,
that state governments are crucial
and that the Australian Federal
Constitution has served us well?
Do we really live in a democracy?
Do Australian state governments
actually serve any useful function?
Has the Constitution served us at all
well (whoever the “us” is)? When are
these issues ever seriously discussed
in anything other than a self-serving
fashion?

As important as it is to examine
the “claims of pseudoscientific,
paranormal and similarly anomalous
phenomena”, it is time for Skeptics
to broaden the scope of their
inquiry. There are many more just as
important issues that impact upon
our lives that require our closer
examination.
Steve Boyd
via email

O

n reading the late Barry
Williams’ 1990 article “Should
The Skeptics Tackle Religion?” I
thought that you might like to hear
my views on that question.
I agree with Barry’s argument.
“Tackling religion” is not the domain
of the skeptical movement. The
skeptics should stick to what they
do well, namely: promote skepticism
... “seek the evidence”, etc. The
worldwide skeptic movement does
this well, and, notably, the USA
Skeptics Society (Michael Shermer
and Co) also do this well.
However, many of us (skeptics)
also grapple with “the religion thing”
during our lives, and I contend that
we can all wear more than one hat
and explore the question of religious
beliefs and practices. In that context,
I am a member of the Rationalist
Society of Australia (RSA), and
also of the Atheist Foundation of
Australia, and the NSW Humanist
Society, not that I am active in these
organisations, but I receive their
publications, newsletters, etc, and
read them with much interest (and
usually with much agreement!). I also
take an active part in community
discussion about religious matters,
and in that context I have written
numerous letters-to-the-editor of
newspapers on such matters as

support for the NSW Ethics classes.
I have also sent in submissions to
various inquiries, the most recent
of which is the Ruddock Review,
where I maintained that religions
in Australia already have more than
enough “freedom” and that by seeking
even more “freedom” they are likely
to further alienate themselves from
the general Australian public.
So while I agree with the view put
forward by Barry Williams that the
skeptic movement should not tackle
religion, that doesn’t prevent us from
having views and involvements in
discussing religious matters. Indeed,
I venture to suggest that many of us
in the skeptic movement would agree
with me.
Kevin McDonald
East Seaham NSW

Editor’s Note: The article by Barry
Williams was one side of a debate
presented at the Australian Skeptics
1990 annual convention. While Barry
took the case that Skeptics should not
tackle religion per se, the opposite stance
was taken by Robert Macklin, author of
The Secret Life of Jesus and other books.
Macklin’s argument is republished in
this issue of The Skeptic.
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Dotty thinking

Lawrence Krauss

I

was rather disappointed to read
your March editorial [The Skeptic,
Vol 38, No 1] naming Prof Lawrence
Krauss as some kind of sex pest whom
you would rather not invite to any
more conventions.
That is your prerogative of course,
but publically naming someone
without their having been convicted
is not something I would expect from
a magazine devoted to science and
reason - the Daily Mail perhaps or a
TV current affairs show, but certainly
not the “seek the evidence” Skeptic
magazine.
Maybe your koala has suddenly
replaced his magnifying glass with a
pitchfork and a flaming torch and noone noticed?
Whatever happened to first
being found guilty in a court of law
or by an appropriate professional
body? Sorry but hearsay, allegations
and Wikipedia just don’t cut it as

evidence.
Thanks to the Internet the world
is now obsessed with sex, celebrity
and political correctness, but that also
means absolutely anything is able to
spread round the world at the speed
of light.
While many are clearly guilty as
charged, the fact that large numbers
of famous men (especially actors) are
suddenly accused of being unable to
keep their hands off young women
seems to have taken on a life all of its
own.
Remember the outrage and media
hysteria due to ‘repressed memory
syndrome’ back in the 1990s? Well
we all know how that ended up.
As the old saying goes “It takes 20
years to build a reputation and 20
minutes to destroy one”
David Frankland
via email

Editor replies …

M

r Frankland’s letter is one of
a number that we received on
this issue. It raises the question of how
and when we should respond to an
incident at one of our events. We aim
to give our attendees the best possible
experience. As well as educating
or entertaining them, we must do
everything reasonable to protect them.
If we observe misconduct, or if we
receive a complaint, we will act fairly
and promptly. We apply common sense
to the information that comes to us.
We are not a judicial body that can act
only when there has been a conviction
on a criminal onus of proof. We will
not divert a problem to the criminal
justice system and do nothing ourselves
until there is an outcome. Similarly,
in deciding who we invite to our
events, we will act on the evidence
we have; not just the outcome of legal
proceedings. The Melbourne incident
was reported by the victim. It was not
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hearsay. There were witnesses. We took
action, including offering assistance to
the victim and respecting her privacy
when she chose not to make a formal
complaint. When the incident became
public knowledge, we provided our
readers with information that we knew
they would want. The subject is not
closed and we will continue to monitor
allegations of sexual harassment within
the movement.(See the statement from
the President elsewhere in this issue.)
We thank subscribers for their feedback
on this issue and we will appreciate
contributions in the future.

“T

he End is Nigh-ish” [The Skeptic,
Vol 38 No 1], an article written
by the late Bob Carroll, mentions
religious faith from the point of view
of the Apocalypse.
I sometimes think of religious faith
as a ‘join the dots’ puzzle, the dots
being the known facts. Thousands of
years ago, human beings could see
only a few of the dots, and developed
myths and legends to explain them.
In the last few centuries, science has
revealed more and more dots which
could be joined to give a better
picture.
Modern science has now shown
us a vast number of dots – not all
of them, but a sufficient number to
enable us to push aside the myths
and legends of faith, and by logically
joining these dots, to see a true overall
picture.
But religious faith continues to
exist. The reasons for this are that
people can’t see these dots and can’t
join them logically. And the reasons
for that are because they are unaware
of the dots, which have been hidden
from them by their teachers, because
they are unable and unwilling to look
for them, or they cannot or do not
join them up. The latter is particularly
so in the case of so-called scientists
who ignore or massage the known
facts to fit their religious beliefs.
As Barry Williams (vale) stated
in his Convention paper “Should
the Skeptics Tackle Religion” [same
issue], “Gods are invented to explain
those things we do not know.”
Alan Moskwa
Magill, SA
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QUOTES

Martin Gardner

What they said ...
“ As I have often said, electrons and gerbils don’t cheat.”
- “Science: Why I Am Not A Paranormalist”, The Whys of a
Philosophical Scrivener (1983)

“ The last level of metaphor in the Alice books is this: that life, viewed

rationally and without illusion, appears to be a nonsense tale told by an
idiot mathematician.
- Introduction to The Annotated Alice (1960)

”

“ Debunking bad science should be constant obligation of the science

community, even if it takes time away from serious research or
- The Night Is Large (1996) Introduction to Part III
seems to be a losing battle.

”

“ Bad science contributes to the steady dumbing down of our nation.
Crude beliefs get transmitted to political leaders and the result is
considerable damage to society.
- Interview with Martin Gardner,

”

Skeptical Inquirer (Mar/Apr 1998), 22, No 2, 37
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DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. They were all directed by people not named Alan Smithee.

“Alan [or Allen] Smithee” is a common pseudonym for
directors whose film was clearly taken away from them and
recut heavily against their wishes in ways that completely
altered the film. The US Directors’ Guild looks down upon
the practice.

2. Many of them do – but the country that exports the most is
Hungary, although Albania had a very good year in 1965.

3. They ran out of film.
4. Apparently so. Yaacov Leshem, a plant physiologist at Bar-

Ilan University in Israel, says that the lifespan of flora can be
extended – even doubled – with a dose of Viagra.

5. Smoke from a huge muskeg fire in Alberta, Canada. Muskeg
is a form of ground cover like peat moss which burns with a
lot of smoke.
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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@org.au
Mobile: 0429 143 955

Dinners on the last Monday of February - November, Junction
hotel, Annerley, from 6pm, guest speaker at 7.30pm

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 Paulie

www.gcskepticsblog.com
Email: gcskeptics@gmail.com
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/gcskeptics
Twitter: @gcskeptics Instagram: @gcskeptics
GC Skeptics in the Pub meet every third Monday at the Angler’s
Arms Hotel, 50 Queen Street, Southport. See website and
Facebook for details.

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.

Perth Skeptics – Tanya Marwood

meetup.com/Perth_Skeptics
Meetings at Henry on Eighth, 45 Eighth Ave, Maylands

TAS

Hobart Skeptics – Leyon Parker

PO Box 84, Battery Point TAS 7004
Tel: 03 6225 3988 BH, 0418 128713 parkerL3948@gmail.com
Skeptics in the Pub - 2nd Monday each month,
6.30pm, Ball & Chain restaurant, Salamanca Place

Launceston Skeptics – Jin-oh Choi

NT

Darwin Skeptics – Michelle Franklin

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

0408 271 800 info@launcestonskeptics.com
www.launcestonskeptics.com
Launceston: Skeptics in the Pub third 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.
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THE AUSTRALIAN SKEPTICS
34th NATIONAL CONVENTION

SKEPTICON

THE AUSTRALIAN SKEPTICS

34TH ANNUAL CONVENTION

A Festival of science, reason and critical thinking
Science, medicine, astronomy, education, archaeology, belief
systems, linguistics, magic, classic Skeptical topics,
and some of the best local and international podcasters
and science communicators.

October 13-14 G Chatswood Concourse G Sydney
Annual gala dinner all-inclusive food, drink, entertainment, the Skeptics awards,
fun and conviviality.
Special Friday night social event – Occidental Hotel, Sydney – 6pm onwards

convention.skeptics.com.au
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