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Our first National Convention held in Sydney
over Easter was highly successful, thanks to the
organizing ability of the host branch and the
wonderful co-operation of the media.
The convention started with a dinner at a
Chinese restaurant.
It was sold out.
Skeptics
were entertained by Dick Smith, who displayed a
perpetual motion machine,
and Sydney's top
magicians performing psychic tricks.
The final
course was fortune cookies!
The following morning the National Committee met with members of the State Committees for
a business session to discuss our progress and
plan future activities.
In the afternoon our speakers addressed a
packed hall and our magicians performed again.
A
report of the speeches is in this
"Skeptic".
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CURRENT INVESTIGATIONS
Fire Walkers get cold feet
by Mark Plummer
Top Californian firewalker Tony Robbins
prepared well for his first Australian
tour.
Advance press releases were
circulated to the Austra.l,.ian media, a
paid two-page advertisement was placed
in the 'alternative press', Australian
organisers were. appointed and a Sydney
office with a toll-free number opened.
All was set for a profitable tour.
Robbins scheduled the tour for 8 - 20
May.
Robbins clearly hadn't counted on
our enquiring mind.
The news of Robbins' intended tour
reached us in the same week as a paper
on
firewalking
from
Southern
Californian Skeptics Bernard Le·ikind
and William McCarthy.
We rushed Leikind and McCarthy's
paper over to our patron and national
columnist Phillip Adams.
Phillip made
it the topic of his weekly column in
"The
Australian"
newspaper
on
30
March.
Hundreds
of
thousands of
Australians
read
the
scientific
explanation about firewalking.
The following weekend we held our
first National Convention in Sydney.
In my opening address I challenged
Robbins to allow his claims to be
tested on arrival in Sydney.
The challenge was reported by the
media.
At the same time another American,
Robert Young from Hawaii, was also
touring Australia trying to interest
Australians
in
his
firewalking
courses. His pre-publicity was not as
good as Robbins', but worse, Skeptics
turned up
to hand out
scientific
explanations on firewalking.
Young debated with me on Melbourne
radio station 3AW and challenged me to
walk over the fire.
I said I would
consider it if Skeptics' scientists
were allowed to take measurements of
the fire first.
Young agreed and a
team of scientists was assembled.
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Firewalkers at Melbourne

When
the
night
came,
Young' s
group refused to allow all the measurements to be taken, and turned a hose on
physicist Ian Bryce! The following day
I was given time on 3AW to blast Young
for
not
honouring
the
agreement.
Although Young was invited to give his
side of the story he declined to
appear.
We kept up the barrage in the
media, telling more and more people the
scientific explanation about firewalking and repeating the challenge to
Robbins. The Youngs found interest in
the courses waning as the Skeptics'
publicity increased.
Ten days before Robbins was due to
arrive,
Barry
Williams
telephoned
Robbins' Sydney office to get details
of his arrival so that we could hold
our own press conference. He was told
the Robbins tour was "postponed"!
The
Californian firewalker had got cold
feet!
It is unlikely that Robbins will
ever come to Australia.
The Southern
Californian Skeptics are now holding
their own free firewalks and explaining
the phenomenon. Should Robbins come.we
should hold our own free firewalks at
the same time and give Australians the
choice of our free firewalks and a
scientific explanation, or following
Tony
Robbins
over
the
coals
and
iistening to pseudo-science.
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From "The Australian"
( Phillip Adams}
SHORTLY before Billy Snedden
starred in the Canberra rep production
of Julius Caesar, wherein his loyal
retinue porcupined hirn with their
pocket knives (Et tu Malcolm?), he
made a memorably euphoric statement: that members of the parliamentary Liberal Party would follow
him "across hot coals."
The trouble with Sir Billv was that he
got into fire walking a little ·early. It's now
become extremely fashionable on both
sides of the Pacific.
Hosts of Californians are tap dancing
through glowing embers while, just a few
nights back on the Mike Walsll Sllow, a
local contingent removed their Grosbys
and goose-stepped across a barbecue.
Fire-walking. once the preserve of the
religiously inspired in Fiji, Sri Lanka,
India, Greece, Spain and Bulgaria, is the
latest paranormal fad. For a fee of a few
hundred dollars, you too can be motivated
to ambulate on embers.
And as the charming American on the
Mike Walsll SI10w put it, if you can stroll
on coal, you can do anything. Your doubts
and anxieties will fall away and you'll be
able to confront your worst fears, even
"walking into the boss's office and
demanding a raise."
·
In Los Angeles, a principal hot foot is a
Tony Robbins of the Robbins Research
Institute, whose pamphlets suggest that
one can overcome "life-long fears such as
claustrophobia," and "life-long addictions
such as smoking and over-eating."
You can also be cured of impotence and
chronic depression ... all within one or
two hours. Robbins is due to come to Auss
tralia in May.
Once people are locked into one of Robbins' seminars, he becomes even more en~
thusiastic. He starts talking about
"neuro-linguistic programming", a technique that enables its practitioners to
cure people of t.umours.
Longstanding drug addiction can be
fixed in just 90 minutes, and he could
bring back to life a person who was "brain
dead".
A sceptical observer reports on the procendures. "The seminar took place in the
hotel's conference room." Robbins, a tall,
powerfully built man with great energy
and a pleasant. forceful personality, led
the training for the entire six hours.
"He began by telling the audience that
they were "kindred so.uls". He warned
against defeatist thinking, saying that
fear of failure wipes out initiative and
stops action.
"After about an hour all 80 of us. clapping rhythmically and chanting 'Yes, yes,
yes tiled out cif the room and down to the
parking lot to view the fires we would
soon be walking through. The ·yes' we
chanted was the wishful answer to the
question in all of our minds 'Could we
walk the coals and not get burned?'
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- Kimberley Willis
Southern Californian Skeptic Bernard
Leikind demonstrates firewalking at
Uni of California Physics Department

"The crowd of clapping participants encircled a bed of fresh sod in the middle of
the parking lot. On the bed there were
two bonfires of furiously cracking woort.
The heat seemed particularly intense in
thr cold night air.
Tony exhorted us to close our eyes and
imagine ourselves conducting a successful
fire walk. ·what are you going to do?' he
asked, ·when you have achieved success?
. .. you are going to celebrate.'
"He asked us to imagine that we had
just completed a successful fire walk, to
make a fist in the air and to shout out the
elation we would feel upon achieving such
a singular success.
"For several minutes seemingly frenzied
students shook their fists at the night sky
and shouted 'Yea·, ·r did it' and 'Yahoo'.
The din may have stmck other hotel residents as yet more evidence that the
strange things that they had heard about
California were true."

Well. after more lecturing and "neurolinguistic programming" the group duly
followed Tony across the coals, with far
more entnus1asm than the Liberal Party'
followed Billy. And apart from the odd
burn and blister, everybody made it.
There were loud choruses of "yea" and
"yahoo".

The procedures and psychological
mumbo-jumbo were much the same on
the Mike Walsll Show. Needless to say,
the Australian Sceptics, that splendid organisation with Dick Smith and your
columnist as its patrons, are hot on the
heels of the fire-walkers. subjecting their
claims t-0 scientific scrutiny.
we·ve already studied local motivator
and "neuro-linguist" Dr David Knowles
in a fire-walking demonstration at Geelong. David has a diploma of business
studies from RMIT. is a qualified
chiropractor (sic) and has established
somethmg he calls the Centre for the Ad-
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vancement of Regenerative Potential.
Meanwhile, fellow sceptics in the US
have been examining the phenomenon
which, at last count, had tens of thousands of Americans forming conga lines
through the coals, as they prepare to take
on the world and ask their boss for a rise.
Bernard
sceptics,
American
Two
Leilind and William McCarthy, respectively from the physics and psychology
departments of the University of California, have provided us with their newly released analysis of fire-walking.
While appearing to be difficult or impossible, fire walking is quite easy to do
once the trick is discovered, although it is
ordinarily associated with mystical or
religious states of mind.
It lies in the distinction between temperature and heat (or internal energy).
This distinction is not a part ol our common sense notions although it's part of
our daily lives. For example, when we are
baking a cake, the air in the oven, the
cake, and the cake pan are all at about
the same temperature.
None of us would think for a moment
before putting our hands into the hot
oven air, but we know that we cannot
touch the cake pan for more than an instant without being burned. Why is this?
Why would the pan burn us and not the
equally hot oven air?
The answer is that different materials
at the same temperature contain different amounts of thermal or heat energy
and also have different abilities to carry
the energy from one place to another.
Thus the air has a low heat capacity and
a poor thermal conductiviry, while the
aluminium has a high heat capacity and a
high thermal conductivity. Our bodies
have a relatively high heat capacity,
perhaps similar to water.
"So long as we do not spend too much
time on the embers, our feet will prbably
not get hot enough to burn. In fact, because the heat capacity of the embers is
low and that of our feet relatively high,
the embers cool off when we step on
them.
"The combination of low heat capacity
and poor thermal conductivity is the one
common factor in fire walking and fire
handling. For example, in Fiji, where
people walk on hot rocks, they choose
cobbles of volcanic rock which has a
low heat capacity and a poor thermal
conductivity."
In a report on fire-walking, Rolling
Stone observed that the aver<!_ge lel!J:th of
time on the coals was 1.5 seconds with the
longest being 1.9 seconds "except for one
unfortunate woman with a brain and
spine injury who, walking with canes and
believing that her mind would protect
her, courageously spent seven seconds on
the embers before collapsing with sevre
burns."
Another scientifically based explanation
for fire-walkin_g is the Leidenfrost effect.
This is a sneaky way of getting a thermaily insulating layer (like a pot holder)
between our feet and the embers.
For example, the way a cook will sprinkle drops of water into a hot pan to test
the heat. If the pan isn't hot enough, the
drops evaporate relatively quickly. But if
it is really hot, the drops will dance or
jump around.
This happens because a layer of water
vapour forms between the drop and the
skillet which reduces the heat flow to the
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drop because vapours and gasses are generally poor conductors.
When we wet our fingers before touching an iron to see if it's hot, or before putting out a candle, we are using this effect
as well as taking advantage of the high
heat capacity of water.
It's also used in a variety of magic tricks,
such as dipping fingers in moulten lead
licking red hot knives etc. And it's cer'.
tainly a factor in some fire-walking
displays.
Since the Leidenfrost effect is well
known and thoroughly documented, and
since the walkers are often in a state of
great physical excitement and in the presence of a hot fire, it's likely that their feet
will be sweaty. Certainly on the Mike
Walsh Show, close-ups showed that feet
were very wet indeed.
Finally, our observations suggest that
many participants do, in fact, burn their
feet. But they're subject to such excitement at the time, and to such peer group
pressure, that they're disinclined to
notice.
It's only later, back in the privacy of
their hotel room, that their blisters start
to cause pain. Indeed, second and third
degree burns are not uncommon, and perhaps as many as 50 per cent of all firewalkers receive minor burns.
We can confidently expect that Californian fire-walking will find any number of
adherents in Australia, as people seek to
bolster their self-esteem.
Some people may be helped in their personal or business affairs by this incongruous therapy, but they are clearly exposing
themselves to physical, psychological and
financial risk.
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UFO Stops Train?
by Rodger Goldberg
The front page story in Sydney's 'Daily
Mirror' on 18 January 1985 was "UFO
STOPS GOODS TRAIN".
The letters were
5 cm high with an insert, "Drivers tell
of hovering light".
Readers were told that a UFO was
believed to have stopped a freight
train on the Nullarbor Plain. Excerpts
included:
"Police
and
Australian
National
Railways authorities are trying to
find out why the train was drained
of power"
"Two locomotive engineers watched as
a
mysterious
light
hove.red
for
several minutes above their freight
train"
"The stretch of line where the
incident took place is near the
restricted Woomera military base and
only
a
short
distance
from
Maralinga"

with
I
checked
Australian
Railways' spokesman, John Beattie, who
said that the locomotive had not been
performing well from Port Augusta and
when it reached an upward stretch of
track the engine failed.
Mr Beattie stated an investigation
into
why
the
engine
failed
was
routine.
He said that the lights were
some distance off and were reported
because they could have been a light
plane in distress.
The mechanical failure and the
lights were unconnected.
While several papers printed the
correct version of the facts in the
following days, the 'Daily Mirror' did
not, to the best of my knowledge,
publish a correction.
Perhaps the
correction was
typeset
but a
UFO
drained the story from the
'Daily
Mirror's' word processors.

Lotteries wealthy for Clairvoyants
by Mark Plummer
On 8 January the Melbourne 'Sun' newspaper
headlined
its
regular
Tatts
lottery results with "Seer sees Lotto
loot" and stated that "A clairvoyant
gave a Melbourne woman a group of
numbers which won her almost $300,000."
"The clairvoyant predicted
the
numbers would be lucky and the Dallas
woman was one of six winners .....
I checked with the 'Sun' and found
their source to be a press release by
Tattslotto's Public Relations consultants, Gerry Devine Public Relations,
dated 7 January 1985.
The
Press
Release
was
headed
"Clairvoyant Predicted Lotto Win" and
stated:
"When a fork lift driver's wife
from Dallas, Victoria visited a clairvoyant he gave her a group of numbers

>
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which he said would be lucky.
He also
predicted a lot of money after Christmas.
"Using some of the numbers the
woman and her husband had a first division winning coupon in last Saturday's
Australian Lotto Bloc draw •• , "
I checked with Gerry Devine, who
said that the clairvoyant gave the
woman six numbers of which she used
four and added two of her own. He said
because of anonymity we could not
interview the woman directly.
Meanwhile unknown to us Melbourne
'Herald' newspaper columnist Lawrence
Money wrote an item on the prediction
on 23 January pointing out that it was
only one correct guess by a seer out of
701 Tattslotto draws.

Lawrence Money
- Melbourne Journalist

I then telephoned Money and he ran
a second item on 24 January stating
that the winner used only some of the
six "lucky" numbers.
The same day after the 'Herald'
deadline had closed, I thought I would
go through the facts again and once
more telephoned Gerry Devine's office.
This time I spoke to the actual writer
of the Press Release, Di Lyttleton, who
told me that she had not spoken directly to the woman who had been given the
numbers by the clairvoyant but to her
husband.
When pressed for further
details Ms Lyttleton stated that the
husband had been "vague" about the
whole affair.
Such hearsay evidence would be
rejected by any court, but is the stuff
from which paranormal legends are born.
I learnt that the clairvoyant was
one who works fulltime in the clairvoyancy trade and hands out lots of
sets of "lucky numbers".
His column
the week before the draw gave no less
than four sets of numbers. Set one had
two correct numbers, set two had none,
set three had three and the fourth set
had none.
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This clairvoyant also hands out
sets
at
private
consultations
and
through his mail order service. He may
be handing out up to two hundred 'sets'
a week.
The recipients are not told
that their 'set' is for a particular
draw, or even for a particular period
of time. Thus some people may continue
to use 'their' numbers for a considerable period,
especially when you
consider
the Tattslotto advertising
line asking how you would feel if
'your' numbers came up when you had not
entered that particular draw.
Numerous
clairvoyants hand out
sets. Multiply the number of clairvoyants by the number of sets handed out
to date, the number of draws each set
is used for and the new variation that
to attribute your win to a clairvoyant
you only have to use some of the 'Lucky
set' given to you and you can see how
many people will count their luck at
Tattslotto as being due to clairvoyants.
If clairvoyants really had the
foresight
to
select
winning
sets,
surely
they
would
merely
purchase
tickets themselves and retire on the
winnings.
I wrote to Tattslotto and asked if
they had any records as to the number
of clairvoyants who had personally won
Tattslotto. They replied that they had
no record of the number of clairvoyants, if any, who had personally won
Tattslotto.
Odd.
I thought from all their
claims of success at predicting the
winning numbers that clairvoyants would
be a familiar sight at their payout
counter.
Or have the clairvoyants hit upon
a more reliable pot of gold in the
gullibility of their customers?

(HANGING YOUR ADDRESS?
- hie are not clairvoyant so
please inform us of your new
address when you move, to
avoid disappointment.
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Physics Professor keen on levitation
by Mark Plummer

Late
last year Sydney physics
Professor .Mccusker was reported in the
"University of Sydney News" as stating
that "The
Transcendental Meditation
people do teach levitation; but not
just to levitate; they teach it as part
of their meditative programme of yosa
sutra. When you do one of these sutras,
you go up."
He repeated this claim on ABC
radio in January and added there was a
course currently being run in Sydney
with a 90% pass rate. He went on to say
that people do not accept it, not because the evidence is bad, but because
their own belief system is too rigid.
He said scientists wouldn't go to do
the course themselves.
Professor Mccusker displays a set
of photographs on his office wall of
Transcendental Meditationers supposedly
meditatin0 with the caption "A problem
in modern Physics".

Pll
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I have long had an interest in
claims of levitation and the second
issue of "The Skeptic" had a long article on the topic. The article set out
claims that had been made by "levitators" in the media, then followed comments by ex-meditators stating that the
so-called levitation was nothing more
than sitting cross-legged, then jumping
in the air and coming down immediately.
This is no problem for modern physics -·
muscle force of the legs against the
ground provides the upward acceleration
and gravity the downward acceleration.
T./Je also published a letter from Dr
Byron Rigby, a Sydney psychiatrist who
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leads
the Transcendental Meditation
(TM) movement in Australia, replying to
our Australian Skeptics' request to
test his levitation claim. Dr Rigby is
described in the TM literature as "The
Rt Hon Byron Rigby, Chief Minister of
Health and Immortality in the World
Movement".
The Rt Hon Byron Rigby stated
quite clearly in this 1981 letter that
Levitation was not a clain made in the
teaching of TM and "if it turns out •••
that the 'flying'
technique can enable
people to lift for a sustained period
then I would be as interested and
intrigued as you".
I wrote to Professor Mccusker on
1-7 January and asked him (a)
for details of the organisation running the
levitation courses in Sydney, (b) if he
himself had witnessed levitation and
(c)
if he would be prepared to use his
good offices to arrange for scientists
from the Australian Skeptics to observe
and measure levitation.
Back cru~e a large envelope on 25
January containing the scripts of two
of his radio talks, a reading list and
a two
page letter from
the good
Professor but no further details on
levitation.
I wrote a simpler letter on 29
January again asking for clarification
on the levitation courses and waited
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for two months without a reply. I sent
a final letter on 25 March which was
also unanswered. When I told journalist
Heather Kennedy the whole story she
checked with Professor Mccusker who
stated that he had no interest in answering claims made by me!
The claims were made by Professor
Mccusker, not by me. As a scientist
Professor Mccusker has used national
ABC radio to make his amazing claims
about
levitation and in
which he
attacked scientists for not wanting to
observe levitation.
Professor Mccusker has a clear obligation to clear this matter up.
Professor Mccusker will be speaking at Deakin University on 11 September
on "The Nature of Reality". We will
hand out copies of this article at his
lecture and ask him to publicly answer
two simple question;

1. What is the name and address of the
organisation in Sydney that he referred to on ABC radio that was teaching levitation in late 1984?
2. Has he ever personally witnessed the
levitation of people at this organisation?
We will forward a copy of this
article to Professor Mccusker before
the lecture. We also undertake that,
within two weeks of him giving us the
address of the organisation teaching
levitation, we will have a dozen scientists from the Australian Skeptics to
observe and measure levitation to show
that scientists are indeed interested
in claims of levitation. The results of
any such investigations will be published in "The Skeptic".
If photographs are sufficient evidence for
Professor Mccusker
then
clearly I too can levitate!

Omega
Science Digest May
85
shows. Mark Plummer levitating.
Photography by .Michael Rayner, levitation by magician Mike Wilton.
Taken in a studio with a photographer's floor-to-ceiling paper behind
Mark; no retouching or alteration in the darkroom.
Anything a "psychic" levitator can do a Skeptic can do better.

the SKEPTIC
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Horvath Car -

Five years on

On 14th July 1980, Premier BjelkePetersen poured water in the tank of
the Horvath hydrogen car and forecast
that "today will go down as a very
special day in our history".
The
inventor,
Steven Horvath,
claimed the engine operated on hydrogen
generated from water through a controlled nuclear reaction.
The process
could be used in power stations, railway locomotives and to revolutionise
Australian transport.
The Premier said, "Despite all the
sceptics, this thing really works".
Three years later, in 1983, we
were able to publish the definitive
study of the patents lodged for the car
and show there was
no controlled
nuclear reaction.
Recently we checked with Roecar
Holdings of South Africa, named by
Horvath as an overseas developer of the
car.
A spokesperson for Roecar told
us:

"This company's position in regard
to the Horvath invention is as follows:
"l.

"2.
"3.

We have certain commercial rights
for certain territories in respect
of the invention.
Horvath has an obligation to us to
prove feasibility.
This has not
yet been done.
Horvath is to develop the principle to the point where it can be
commercially exploited. As far as
we can establish, that point has
not yet been reached.

"At this stage we do not make any
claims nor do we dispute any claims by
others in respect of the invention and
this attitude therefore prevents us
from commenting beyond the facts as
contained in this letter."
Stand by for further developments.

Sunday Press

Stephen Horvath with his hydrogen car

the SKEPTIC
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AUSTRALIAN SKEPTICS NEWS
Dr Paul Wild - Our third patron
Dr Paul Wild, CBE ScD FTS FAA FRS, is
Chairman of CSIRO
and also its Chief
Executive.

Dr Paul Wild has been Chairman of
CSIRO since 1978.
A physicist and
mathematician, he received his tertiary
education
at
the
University
of
Cambridge.
Dr Wild first came to
Australia during the war as a ship's
radar officer with the British Pacific
Fleet. He joined the CSIRO Division of
Radiophysics in 1947 as a Research
Scientist, and in 1971 was appointed
Chief of that Division.
Dr Wild's most notable achievements have been in the field of radio
astronomy.
He is also particularly
known for his invention of Interscan,
the microwave aircraft landing system
adopted by the International Civil
Aviation Organization as the future
world system.
He was former Chairman
of
the
Anglo-Australian
Telescope
Board.
He is responsible for the
Australia Telescope at Culgoora and the

Dr Paul Wild

driving force behind the CSIRO developing the marine laboratory at Hobart's
Battery Point and the National Animal
Health Laboratory at Geelong.
Although due to retire later this
year, Dr Wild continues to promote new
ideas, including a high speed train
linking Melbourne, Sydney and Canberra.
We extend to him a warm welcome as
our third patron.

Skeptics at ANZAAS

26-30 August 1985
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The
Australian
Skeptics
will
be
presenting a session at this year's
Anzaas Festival of Science.
The Australian and New Zealand
Association for
the Advancement of
Science (ANZAAS) is entering its 97th
year:
with
its
first
"Festival
of
Science".
Our
session
titled
"Edges
of
Science" is scheduled for the morning
of Friday 30 August at Monash University, Victoria.
Co-ordinator of our
session is Ian Bryce.
Anyone can attend providing they
pay the session fee.
Watch the daily
press for details of how to purchase
advance tickets through a BASS outlet.
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Halley's Comet
good omen for us.
Halley's comet is due next year and
Australia will be one of the best locations to view the comet.
Top astronomers will be visiting
Australia, including some involved with
CSICOP and the Bay Area (San Francisco)
Skeptics.
We hope to arrange meetings with
some of these skeptical astronomers and
one or two may posibly speak at our
1986 convention on the topic of Astronomy and Astrology.

• HALLEY'S Comet on its last visit.

The other interesting aspect is
that of comets being portents.
We
understand
there
is
a
long
lost
Nostradamus quatrain:
"In distant place not yet found
The giant will battle the upstart
Just after the comet's tail has
vanished
Its wind will fav.our the youngster",

as editor of "the Skeptic".
She will remain on the National
Committee.
This issue is being edited by Mark
Plummer
with
assistance
from
Anne
Tuohy,
a
pharmacist,
and
Patricia
Brown, a psychologist.
Anne and Patricia will jointly
edit the Skeptic from the next issue.
Typesetting is by Jean Whittle.

Bequest
You may care to remember us in your
will. Should you be able to prove from
the 'other side' the existence of the
after
life
your
bequest
will
be
refunded! and forwarded!
Seriously though, we suggest a
suitable form of bequest is:
I give to the Treasurer for the time
being of the Australian section of
the Committee for
the Scientific
Investigation
of
Claims
of
the
Paranormal (The Australian Skeptics)
the sum of $ •• , • , • , • • •
to be paid
free of duty and to be applied for
the purposes of the said Australian
Skeptics and I declare that receipt
of such Treasurer shall be sufficient
discharge to my Executors for such
Legacy,
Alternatively, you may care to leave us
part or all of your library as a specific gift.

and wonder if anyone can interpret its
meaning.
We would like cuttings on the
comet sent to us to assist in our planning of activities linked to the comet.

Editorial changes
Our 'editor for the last 8
issues,
Janet de Silva, came to us for journalistic experience.
A young science graduate, Janet
was keen to break into journalism but
had no writing or editing experience.
She has now obtained a position as
a cadet journalist and with the pressure of work has reluctantly resigned

the SKEPTIC
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Skeptics Logo
In the last issue we appealed for
designs for a "logo" for our letterhead, magazine, newsletters and press
releases.
We were very impressed with some
of the designs submitted.
Some are
more
suitable
for
letterheads
and
others for the magazine.

We reproduce some of the designs
for your comments and to inspire any
additional designs.
The closing date
for the competition is 31 July and the
prize will be a set of back issues , of
"the Skeptic" or any two copies of the
"Skeptical Inquirer".

AUSTRALIAN SKE?TICS
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Skeptics lead fight against Creationists
Five Queensland academics took the
lid off creation science at a packed
theatre at the University of Queensland
on March 22. The seminar was organised
by the
Queensland
Branch
of the
Australian Skeptics.

that evolution has occurred and that
creationists had misunderstood and distorted the evidence of fossils. He
showed that evolutionary missing links
did exist, and that some important evolutionary changes could be demonstrated
in the laboratory.
The final speaker, Dr John Knight,
a sociologist at the University of
Queensland, claimed creation science
was not scientific but was pseudoscience. Its explanations were not justified by empirical evidence; they did
not rely on natural law, and are not
open to scientific testing. The conclusions offered by creation science on
the origins of life, its develoµnent
and the history of the earth, were not
tentative. Dr Knight said they constituted absolute claims to which science
is exoected to conform. The final authority for creation science was not
science, nor empirical evidence, but a
particular and inadequate interpretation of scripture, to which the evidence
and the
practice of science
were
adjuszed.
The seminar gained massive publicity for the Australian Skeptics and reopened the debate on this issue. In the
preceding Dr Knight debated Mr Lin
Powell, State Minister for Education,
on the national TV show "Good Morning
Australia". The seminar was also covered on the Willesee
TV
programme,
several radio stations and reported in
many newspapers.

Creation science must be taught in
Queensland
government
secondary
schools. It is believed that Queensland
is the only State in Australia in which
this direction applies.
Dr Martin Bridgstock, lecturer in
the school
of science at
Griffin
University, reported on his checks into
cre~tion science literature. He said
creationist publications which seemed
most
impressive, quoting ostensible
scientific evidence against evolution,
often revealed misquotes, mis-statements, and errors which made their
claims hard to believe.
Dr Brian Dalton fran the Department of Physics, and Dr Ken Smith from
the Department of mathematics from the
University of
Queensland,
examined
creationist claims that the earth is·
only a few thousand years old. They
discussed the physics and mathematics
implied by creationist arguments, and
pointed to the large number of misinterpretations,
misquotations,
and
blunders.
Dr Tony Thulborn from the Department of Zoology at the University of
Queensland, showed
that the fossil
record provided unmistakable evidence

How
did they cater for the meat eating animals

, . . - ~ in the Garden of Eden?

~===~~~
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- - - - - - DO YOU KNOW YOUR CREATION SCIENCE? TEST YOURSELF. - - - - - - - - .

CS6000
Fundamentals of Creation Science
Final Exam
Three Hours

Instructor: F .JC. Donnelly

Section A (50%) Answer both questions.
1) Draw a map of the world and locate on it the follo~ing features:
a) the f"irmament
b) the waters above the firmament
c) the waters below the firmament
d) the windows of heaven
e) the fountains of the deep
Which .o f these pose a hazard to navigation?
2) Without breaking the third commandment, write a short
denunciation of any two of the following:
a) secular humanism
b) radiometric dating
c)continentaldrift
d) cultural relativism

Section B (50%) Answer any two of the following questions.
3) :trees were created on the third day. Draw a cross-section of the trunk
of the first tree, taking care not to include any tree rings that would
indicate previous annual accumulations of growth.
4) :trace the genealogy of Cain's wife back to Eve, "the mother of all
living", bearing in mind that at this time Eve's only living descendant was
Cain.
5) From the following information, calculate the size of the Ark in-feet:
a) The Ark was constructed of gopher wood to these dimensions;
300 x SO x 30 cubits.
b) '!rhe universal nood waters prevailed upwards 15 cubits to cover all
the high hills.
c) '!rhe highest hills are the Himalayas at 29,000 feet.
d) 'the hills are everlasting.
Does this explain the current shortage of gopher wood?
6) 'trace the history of town planning back to Joshua's urban renewal
scheme for Jericho.
7) 'trace your own ancestry back to Adam and Eve. Use an extra sheet of
paper if necessary .

.__ _ _ _ _ _ _ Fred Donnelly teaches in the University of New Brunswick, Saint John. _ _ _ _ _ _ __.
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PARANORMAL AUSTRALIA
REINCARNATED RHYTHM
Dennis Stoll, who was a composer
in another life in Egypt 3,300 years
ago,
is
teaching ancient Egyptian
temple dancing at Kooralbyn (Qld).
He runs seminars on dancing and
healing the ancient Egyptian way.
Sunday Sun (Qld) 11 Nov. 1984
LIBERALS TO WIN VICTORIAN
STATE ELECTION
Sydney
clairvoyant
Michael
Sheridan predicts the Liberal Party
should be returned to power in the
Victorian
State
elections
by
a
comfortable majority.
Sunday Telegraph 30 Dec. 1984
(The ALP won.)
AUSTRALIA'S HOROSCOPE CAST
Clairvoyant Karen Moregold said
Australia was a Capricorn country as we
were "born" on Federation Day 1901.
She therefore predicted that the
next year would see more money allocated to sport and a shake-up within the
Federal Government.
Television Channel 10 "Good Morning
Australia" 26 Jan. 1985
HAWKE'S INDEX FINGER SHORT
Palmist
Andrew Fitzherbert
asserted that Bob Hawke's index finger
is unusually short arid set low on his
palm, indicating tbat Bob is racked
with self-doubt and uncertainty.
Brisbane Telegraph 16 Aug. 1984
AZARIA CONFIRMS VERDICT
British clairvoyant Zandra-Marie
claims to have been visited by the
spirit of Azaria Chamberlain, who
confirmed the outcome of the trial.
Centralian Advocate 12 Dec. 1984
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TIBBY SPOOKEO DURING SILLY SEASON
·A ghost said to be haunting a New
Farm (Qld) flat has given Tibby the tom
cat a bad case of the jitters.
His owner said she has often seen
Tibby running into the kitchen with his
hair on end.
He is absolutely
terrified of the stairwell.
Brisbane Telegraph 27 Dec. 1984
Courier Mail 27 Dec. 1984
EXCELLENT TEA LEAVES
Among the nominations for the BHP
Awards for Pursuit of Excellence is
Lillian Spencer, of Queensland, "for
her discovery of a perfect element for
harboring a readable X-ray mind pattern
and her theory on the value of tea
leaves for research into the human
mind".
The Age (Melbourne) 27 Nov 1984
POSITIVE THOUGHTS UPLIFTING
After a psychic countdown, four
people
thinking
positive
thoughts
lifted 90 kg Mick Shannon using only
four fingers.
They were directed by Dr Seybert
of the Inner Peace Movement on a
lecture tour of Queensland.
Sunday Sun 16 Dec. 1984
(Bob Steiner did the same trick
in Melbourne)
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LETTERS
Dear Editor,
A friend of mine has just drawn my
attention to the fact that a few years
ago
an astrologer
made
a
correct
prediction! In "People" magazine dated
7 January 1981 John Pinkney in his
regular column said:
"During a strife-torn term in office,
President Reagan may be struck down
by a sniper's bullet.
"But it's likely that he will survive
the assassination attempt
and,
despite serious lung trouble, go on
to complete his allotted span in the
White House.
"These predictions were made to me by
Melbourne astrologer Garry Wiseman."
President
Reagan
was
shot
on
30 March 1981.
Of course, it could be said that
any astrologer would be fairly safe in
predicting that an American President
was going to be shot at, but I do think
that the details of this particular
prediction turned out to be remarkably
correct (except that I don't know that
President
Reagan's
first
term was
particularly
"strife-torn").
The
"Skeptic" publishes so many predictions
which do not eventuate, I think in all
fairness we should take note of one
that did!
Jean Whittle
Dear Editor,
Regarding my letter (The Skeptic,
March '85) on the lack of evidence for
Sumerian astrology, unfortunately you
overlooked printing one word and thus
have somewhat confused the sense of the
letter.
The beginning of the last
sentence in the body of the letter
should read:
'Thus we have no known
historical record ••• '

Also you changed the original
square
bra_c kets
enclosing
'[ea.
1830-1530 BC]' to parentheses and thus
now give the impression of the date
mentioned being part of the quotation,
which it is most definitely not.
I
inserted it, using another source, to
aid clarification.
Paul McGahan

CSICOP's 1986 Conference
The venue for the 1986 CSICOP annual
convention is in Boulder, Colorado,
U.S.A., where the hosts will be the
Rocky Mountain Skeptics!
The convention will be held at the
University of Colorado at Boulder on
April 25-27.
The following topics are tentatively scheduled for discussion: Reincarnation and Life after Life, Quantum
Physics and Parapsychology, the Condon
Report - 16 years Later, The Sociology
of Skepticism and an Update on ESP.
Dr John Cole, Executive Director
of CSICOP, has suggested we give a
report to the conference.
If you are travelling to the
U.S.A. in 1986 and can arrange your
schedule
to
visit
the
convention,
please let the National Secretariat of
the Australian Skeptics know and we may
be able to assist with your expenses.
If you are ever travelling overseas and would like to meet skeptics
there or attend their meetings, just
let us know and we can supply details
of the overseas skeptic groups.
Conversely, if any of our overseas
readers are coming to Australia, just
give us some advance notice and we will
be pleased to greet you.

Second National Convention to be held
in Melbourne in Easter 1986 - Plan
to attend now!
the SKEPTIC
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National & State Committees
President:

Mark Plummer (Lawyer)

Secretary:

James ('Gerry') Gerrand (Aviation Consultant)
G.P.O. Box 1555P, Melbourne, Vic. 3001

Treasurer:

Joe Rubinstein (Treasurer)

Committee Persons:
Patricia Brown (Psychologist), Jim Camm (Industrial Chemist),
Dr Allen Christophers (Medical Practitioner), Janet de Silva
(Journalist), Ross Dimsey (Film Producer), Peter Hogan (Science
Teacher), Anne Tuohy (Pharmacist), Leslie Vick (Researcher)

STATE BRANCHES
Queensland
Chairman:
Secretary:

Committee:

Dr Ralph Molnar (Zoologist)
Dr Tony Wheeler (Physiology Lecturer)
Dept. of Physiology, University of Queensland, St. Lucia, Qld 4067
Martin Bridgstock (Scientist), Bob Bruce (Engineer), Greg Czechura
(Zoologist), Barbara Molnar (University Administrator), Dr Ken Smith
(Mathematician), Anne Wheeler (Home Duties).

New South Wales
Chairman:
Barry Williams (Exhibition Organiser)
Secretary: Tim Mendham (Editor), P.O. Box 575, Manly, N.s.w. 2095
Ian Bryce
(Satellite
Committee: Dr Bruce Brew (Medical Practitioner),
Communications Engineer), Dr Mel Dickson (Biophysicist), Harry
Edwards
(Writer),
Dr Dave Wheeler (Physicist), Jean Whittle
(Secretary)
Australian Capital Territory
Herbert Niesler (Technical Officer)
Convenor:
Secretary: Dr William Grey (Philosopher), 76 Templeton Street, Cook, ACT 2614
Committee: Dr Don Laycock (Linguist)
South Australia
President & Secretary:

Committee:

Dr Peter Woolcock (Philosophy Lecturer)
18 Ellis Street, Magill, SA 5072
Laurie Eddie (Psychologist), Alan Hammond-Murray (Journalist), Alan
Lang (Student), Elizabeth Porter (Home Duties)

Western Australia
Convenor:
Dr Geoffrey Dean (Technical Writer)
Secretary: Danny Varney (Magician), 25 Headingly Road, Kalamunda, WA 6076
Committee: Brett Christian (Editor)
Tasmania
Representative:
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Dr Stewart Nicol (Physiology Lecturer)
Physiology Department, University of Tasmania, Box 252C, G.P.O.,
Hobart, Tas. 7001
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CONVENTION REPORT
Opening Address
Mark Plummer, National President of the
Australian Skeptics, opened the convention and welcomed the participants.
He said the parent body of the
Australian Skeptics - CSICOP - had had
two large conventions in the United
States, and this was the first major
convention of a national section of
CSICOP outside the United States.
CSICOP would be holding its first
European convention in London in June.
The Australian Skeptics was sponsoring
an
Australian
skeptic,
Phil
McKerracher,
who
was
resident
in
London, to attend.
Mark Plummer then announced the
addition of a third patron.
He stated
that we wanted an eminent Australian
scientist to be our third patron and
our first choice, Dr Paul Wild, accepted.
(See separate story this issue)
Mark said that since our formation
in 1980 the Australian Skeptics had
grown to a size where we now had
branches in every state and the A.C.T.
Our quarterly magazine had grown from
four to 36 pages.
We had conducted
numerous
investigations
into claims
made in Australia about the paranormal
and claims made by Australians overseas
about the paranormal.
From
our
investigations
in
Australia and from
the
information
received from skeptics overseas, the
Australian Skeptics have come to be
respected by the media as an impeccable
source of scientific information about
the paranormal and are regularly quoted
by them.
The media have given the
Australian Skeptics constant support
and publicity in our activities, from
the Steve Terbot/Robert Steiner hoax to
this convention. Mark said he believed
we had changed media attitudes towards
reporting paranormal claims, as could
be seen in just the previous fortnight
in the way the media handled claims

the SKEPTIC

Mark Plummer on the National
"Today" TV show on the morning of the Convention.

made by participants at Melbourne's ESP
Fair and the promoters of firewalking.
Mark
then
issued
a
public
challenge
to
America's
best
known
firewalker, Anthony Robbins, who was
due to arrive in Sydney a month later.
(See separate story this issue.)
Mark said that the primary tasks
of the Australian Skeptics were twofold:
(1)

We are interested in public education about science, particularly
the
nature
of
the
scientific
method in approaching claims to
truth; and

(2)

We are interested in stimulating
research into the paranormal.

Mark
said
the
speakers
would
elaborate more on the nature of the
scientific
method
and
show
its
relevance in the controversial topics
of Paranormal Medicine, Creationism and
the
techniques
of
psychics,
and
concluded by stating he was sure that
most of the audience would find the
speakers interesting, provocative and
informative.
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Paranormal Medicine

Jan Mclean reports
The operation was quick and painless . The 'doctor' used neither
anaesthetic nor scalpel. Before you
could say "phsycic surgery is a
fraud", the tumour had been
excised .
Sceptical? Join the club - the Australian Skeptics, that is. About 300
Skeptics were watching a Skeptics magician perform psychic surgery that afternoon in Sydney at the first national
convention of Australian Skeptics.

Believe it or not , there was a serious
side to the meeting, with Skeptics discussing theories of creation and the
harmful effects of 'paranormal'
medicine.
Poultices containing arsenic and tar
are still popular cure-alls for skin lesions
in Northern Ireland, according to plastic
surgeon Dr Cho Im Williams. During his
2½-yearstint there he repaired a number of disfiguring wounds caused by the
treatment. The quacks who applied the
dressings insisted they be left intact for
6 weeks, resulting in tissue and bone
necrosis.

Cancer eradicated

A cruel joke? An Irish cure for skin cancer
- a paste containing arsenic and tar caused this disfigurement, subsequently
repaired by Sydney plastic surgeon, Dr
Cholm Williams .

the SKEPTIC

Amazingly , even one of his theatre
sisters did not question the efficacy of
the poultice cure . Herfather was given
the 'cure' for a skin cancer on his hand .
He was progressing well , she told Dr
Williams , and the cancer had been
eradicated - though unfortunately excoriation of the cancer had left the
metacarpal bones exposed . This she
regarded as part and parcel of the
treatment.
Quack2ry is still practised in Australia , Dr Williams says . He also wants to
make the public aware of the uselessness and potential dangers of laser therapy for removing facial wrinkles , which
has been offered at several reputable
department stores for some years .
GPsshould, ofcourse , keep abreast
ofthe medicaltimes, but how many of
you practise mammarism? - not mesmerism, though mammarism might
well induce mesmerism . Mammarism ,
GP Bruce Brew informed the au-

dience, is the diagnosis of female disorders by examining the size and shape
of the breast. (The mind boggles about
the treatment.)
Many patients are evidently so blind
they will follow their quack's advice to
strengthen their eyes by looking into the
sun . Some are even prepared to undugo trephination - drilling a hole into
the skull to reveal the "third eye".
Why don 't 'alternative' practitioners
do scientific research to evaluate their
results , asked Dr Robert Loblay, an immunologist at the University of NSW.
He answered for the healers , quacks
and mystics (who were not well
represented in the audience) . "Typically they'll argue they don't have time for
scientific experiments ; or that scientific testing can't be done because of the
complexity of the treatment. Or else
they simply say, 'Weknowitworksand
that's more important than convincing
the scientific establishment' ."
Dr Loblay challenges alternative
practitioners to conduct a scientific trial of their 'cures'. "And remember we
can expect a placebo response of up to
40% ," he added .
Quacks can cause mental and physical harm and financially cripple patients , the Skeptics say . Because they
want to make the gullible public aware
of the deception involved in psychic
surgery in particular , the skeptics are
offering to demonstrate the sleight-ofhand techniques used by 'psychics' to
prospective victims contemplating visiting the Philippines for psychic surgery .

- Australian Doctor
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Belief in the Paranormal
Professor R.A. Champion
(Mccaughey Professor of Psychology,
University of Sydney)
Professor Champion stated that, as
an academic behavioural scientist, he
did not think that the available
evidence allowed him to believe in the
existence of parapsychological phenomena, Le. behavioural processes that
transcended accepted scientific principles. The relevant evidence took two
forms, direct and indirect.
The more important was the direct
experimental and other observational
evidence
that
was
gathered
under
rigorous scientific conditions.
Also
carrying some weight was the indirect
evidence in the degree to which parapsychological phenomena are accepted by
fellow academic psychologists in institutions of high standing.
Professor
Champion emphasised that his opinion
was based on the available evidence as
far as he was aware of it, and he knew
he must keep an open mind. However, he
felt the onus should be on those who
saw the need for new scientific principles to produce the evidence for
this, by way of research articles
published in reputable media.
The mainstream of direct eviden.ce
that he worked with daily in his own
teaching and research was found in four
or five journals devoted to experiments
in learning and motivation, each issue
of which would contain ten or more
articles.
To keep in touch with the
current state of play in parapsychological research, he stated that he
therefore kept an eye on the comparable
journals in that field.
Before the Convention, Professor
Champion said he went a little further
and made an intensive examination of
the last three available issues of the
'Journal of Parapsychology', arguably
the leading periodical for experimental
reports in the field. Issues Nos. 1, 2
and 3 for 1984, whic~ constituted
three-quarters of Volume 48, reported
four experiments, only ~me of which
yielded wha·t · he took · to be a result
with clear face significance. . These
studies involved psychokinetic effects
on a .random number generator (incon-
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elusive), remote viewing (apparently
replicating
an
earlier
positive
result), ESP in word association with
and without noise
(no significant '
result), and a defence mechanism test
as a predictor of precognition and
clairvoyance (one significant result .in
a large number of statistical tests;
this finding could be an instance of
the classical error of overlooking · the
fact that one test in twenty on the
average will be "significant" by chance
with a ' conventional rejection level of
5 per cent).
Of the remaining seven articles in
.the three issues, two were on parapsychological theory (are parapsychological effects intentional?, and an
argument about survival after death).
One presented a "normal" psychological
theory (on the out-of-body experience),
two dealt with philosophy of science.
(for and against Kuhn), and two were
documentary in nature (support for
'Parapsychological Abstracts', survey
of psychical research in Spain).
Eleven articles in three issues
seems a feeble effort. In fairness to
the .. 'Journal', Professor Champion noted
that· it contained other material such
· as abstracts and book reviews.
Even
so, the modest 'Australian Journal of
Psychology' gave an impression of far
greater virility, especially in reported research, and mainstream journals
each desl'.'.ri bed over 30 experiments in
three issues ... as . compared with four in
this case.
. continued on page 23

i:~

+his is our . ·
of

parapsychology. ..
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Scenes from the Convention

Our creationist friend.

Magician Steve Walker in action.

Three
television stations f ilm
demonstrating speaking in tongues.
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The audience enthralled.

Dr

Don

Laycock
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from page 21

Professor Champion said he found
the
indirect
evidence
for
him
to
believe
in paranormal psychological
phenomena to be equally unimpressive.
The institutions involved in such of
the eleven articles as represented work
by parapsychologists were the State
University of Utrecht, the Institute
for
Parapsychology
(Durham,
North
Carolina), the Mind Science Foundation
( San Antonio, Texas), the Di vision of
Parapsychology of the Medical Center of
the University of Virginia, the Psychological Laboratory at St. John's University, Jamaica, and the Ps~chical
Research Foundation (Chapel Hill, North
Carolina). No psychological laboratory
in the top few hundred universities in

Dr WILLIAM GREY
(Secretary, Canberra Branch)
Dr Grey addressed three issues:
the
nature of skepticism; the possibility
of providing a criterion for demarcating between scientific and pseudoscientific systems of belief; and the
seductive attraction of belief in paranormal phenomena.
Dr Grey characterised skepticism
as the critical scrutiny of knowledge
claims.
He said that it could refer
either to the critical approach or
stance adopted in subjecting a knowledge claim to searching inquiry or to
a state of doubt or disbelief which may
be the outcome of inquiry.
Skepticism
in the second sense is the withholding
of assent from a particular knowledge
claim.
Skepticism may be dogmatic, if
assent is withheld on the basis of
prior conviction without considering
evidence.
For
example,
Galileo's
colleagues expressed a perfectly intelligible skepticism about the existence
of the moons of Jupiter;
they became
dogmatic when they refused to look
through -his telescope.
Skeptical arguments play a central
role in inquiry, particularly philosophical inquiry where they have been
directed not just at eccentric belief
systems, but also at beliefs which most
regard as self-evident. Thus skeptical
arguments have been raised about the
existence of other minds,
material
objects, moral truths, sensory knowledge, and even about knowledge of
logic and mathematics.
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the world figured in the list.
It ~at"
also noteworthy that it took some time
for
a
British university
to
show
interest in a grant from the Koestler
Foundation for a Chair of Parapsychology; after many rejections, including
one from the University of Oxford, it
was finally taken up by the University
of Edinburgh.
Professor Champion concluded that
his examination of what was for him the
relevant evidence still left him a disbeliever in the paranormal, especially
as far as psychology was ooncerned. He
said the very dearth of scientific
experimental
evidence,
furthermore,
made the prospect of a change in belief
remote.

The purpose of skeptical inquiry
in these cases is (usually) not · to
raise extravagant doubts ( though that
is
sometimes
an
unintended
consequence), but rather to clarify our
understanding
of
the
subject
of
inquiry. These are mainly professional
worries of philosophers which Dr Grey
said we need not address.
When pressed to extremes, skeptical arguments often turn out to be
self-defeating,
and
the
critical
pursuit of knowledge leads to a denial
that knowledge is attainable.
The
great 18th century skeptic David Hume
said of skeptical arguments that they
admit of no answer- and produce no conviction.
(Hume was referring to the
more extreme cases
of
skepticism.)
Extreme skepticism has often been the
consequence of setting
unreasonably
high standards as to what is acceptable
as knowledge:
in particular setting
absolute certainty (the impossibility
of being mistaken) as a requirement for
genuine knowledge.
Positions which fall short of such
extreme skepticism, however, can also
be self-defeating. Paul Feyerabend has
developed
skepti~a1· "arguments
about
scientific method, from which he concludes that any form of inquiry is as
good as any other for discovering
truths about the world:
the position
of "methodological anarchy".
Skepticism thus can be selective or global,
and critical or dogmatic.
Dr Grey saw
the aim of CSICOP as being to encourage
selective
and
critical
skepticism,
rather than the extreme or dogmatic
varieties.

)
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Standard rejoinders to skeptics
are (a) the claim that skeptics deman4
unrealistically high standards of proof
(often accompanied by the charge that
the skeptic's insistence on these standards is unjustified and dogmatic), and
(b) a dogmatic insistence that psychic
experiences (say) are more certain than
any skeptical argument which calls them
into question.
On the first point, the insistence
on protocols, controls and repeatability are based on the beliefs that nature
is consistent (and human nature often
suspect).
These are well-attested
principles which cannot be dismissed as
unduly fussy:
experience reveals that
nature does not cheat and that people
do.
The widely shared conviction that
p~ychic phenomena are a basic and
immediate part of human experience is
one which everyone should try to understand more fully.
A great deal of effort has been
devoted to the attempt to produce a
criterion of demarcation which would
serve
to
distinguish
legitimate
systematic
inquiry
(science)
from
spurious pseudosciences.
A number of
principles of demarcation have been
advanced:
inductivism, verificationism, falsificationism, and more complex
suggestions have been proposed.
None
of these is satisfactory. In fact, no
suggested . principle of demarcation to
distinguish legitimate and spurious
inquiry
in
terms
of
the
methods .
employed has survived critical examina-

tion.
It appears - surprisingly to
many - that pseudoscience is not (or
need not be) any less rational than
science in terms of its methods. This
does not mean that there is no way of
calling pseudoscientific pursuits into
question;
only that there is no
general way of distinguishing science
and pseudoscience in terms of the
nature and structure of theories.
This claim is liable to be misinterpreted. Theories can be ruled out
as
worthless,
providing no useful
explanations or novel insights about
the world. But this is not a judgement
based on the form of the inquiry, which
the proponents of demarcation principles thought would be deci-sive. The
conclusion is one which is reached
rather in terms of the content of the
theory. And it is, moreover, a judgement usually reached after the event.
There is no set of timeless principles
or unique method, for determining what
is and is not scientific;
the boundaries between orthodox and "heretical"
or abnormal inquiries, and the grounds
for
drawing
them,
are subject to
change.
Astrology, alchemy and phlogiston chemistry, for example, were
arguably once respectable research programmes, though they are decidedly not
any longer.
There are cases in which theories
can be ruled out on formal grounds,
such as
inconsistency or
complete
failure to appeal to evidence.
But
most of the nonsense with which we must

"Doctor"
Peter Shields, a
magician,
flanked
by two
genuine Filipino assistants,
Virginia Edwards and Cecilia
Carreon,
performs
psychi c
surgery at the Convention.
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grapple is guilty of less spectacular
absurdities.
And refutation will then
demand more than appeal to formal principles. This makes refutation a little
longer - but no less decisive.
Most skeptics want to differentiate between knowledge claims based on
appeals to clairvoyance, psychokinesis,
telepathy, astral projection and the
like and the sorts of inquiry conducted
in (say) physics departments.
What in
general rules out eccentric belief systems is the amount of established
belief we would have to abandon - in
Asimov's useful expression, the amount
of unexplaining that they do.
All
powerful theories are conceived in conflict and paradox, and survive through
anomaly;
but they do not entail the
wholesale overthrow of well-established
and successful ways of explaining what
happens in the world.
The attempt to
accommodate retroactive causation, the
claim that the world is 6000 years old,
or any one of a number of standard components of paranormal systems of ,belief
within our world view is just epistemically too expensive.
Paranormal · claims
nevertheless
arouse
extensive
popular
interest,
while skeptical rebuttals invite a
great deal less attention. Skeptics in
general assume the less glamorous role
of the critic or knocker.
The often
observed phenomenon of a page one
report of a paranormal claim, which is
followed a week later by a retraction
buried on page 27, does not represent a

media conspiracy;
Dr Grey suggested
that it was rather an accurate editorial assessment of public interest and
sympathies.
Why are science-based world views
treated with suspicion?
Whence the
popularity of
paranormal?
These
are complex and important issues which
skeptics must address. Dr Grey thought
that the proselytisers of the sciencebased world view were widely perceived
as intellectual wowsers.
Indeed, Dr
Grey suggested that skepticism had been
well characterised as the chastity of
the intellect;
it is, in essence,
opposed to the epistemologically permissive society.
Seeing the world as
organised
in a
physically
orderly
fashion according to causal principles
which are consistent and testable seems
to many to be conspicuously deficient.
It is a view which is suspected by many
to filter out at least three important•
components of our understanding of the
world.
First (it is alleged) science dismisses important alternative ways of
acquiring knowledge about the world.
Direct experience (the allegation continues) reveals anomalies of experience
(anomalous, that is, from the sciencebased
perspective)
which are more
assured than any theoretical refutation.
Secondly (it is claimed) science
examines only the objects and events
which it can measure. But (it is protested) it is evident from experience
~

"All eyes on magician
Peter Shields as a mysterious star and ray of
psychic energy emerge."

- Peter Hogan
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that
reality
includes
objects
and
phenomena which elude our crude empirical probes.
Thirdly, scientific investigations
require controls, protocols, repeatability and such niceties whic-h ( it is
suggested) are all very well for the
examination of rocks and beetles, but
not for the study of the ephemeral and
delicate
psychic
phenomena
of
our
experience.
Apart from an aversion to what
many seem to regard as the narrow and
sterile mechanics of science, there is
a
widespread
conviction
about
the
reality of paranormal phenomena which
is grounded in some vivid personal
experience that (it is FP.lt) traditional categories of causation are
incapable of explaining.
Perhaps much anomalous experience
can be accounted for as the result of
coincidence, self-delusion, trickery,
-the unreliable testimony of the senses,
or errors of that defective instrument
which we call memory. Notwithstanding,
many people still have some hard-core
recalcitrant experience which they feel
scientific causality is powerless to
explain.
Such experiences seem to
demand an explanation which is warm and
fuzzy and cuddly and mysterious.
A certain amount of patient reconstruction may encourage consideration
of alternative "normal" explanations
and possibilities.
But what Hume
called the "love of wonder" is likely
to persist.
Skeptics have the thankless task of pointing out the mundane
alternative possibilities which
the
love of wonder may have led people to
overlook.
Dr Grey said he suspected that.
underlying the dissatisfaction with the
scientific world-view is a ~onviction·
that science is incapable of ' comprehending the phenomena of subjictivity;
the vivid and rich texture of ~mmediate
experience;
the inner truths of our
inner lives.
Perhaps
this
is
properly
the
domain of the poets.
Regr~tfully we
must perhaps concede that science lacks
romance. It may be that a world devoid
of psychic forces and paranormal powers
seems drearier than one which is thus
populated.
But, as Isaiah Berlin has
gloom:ily remarked, there is no guarantee that the truth has to be exciting.
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But just because the world is
prosaic doeH not mean that we must be
dull. If there is no romancein objective reality, we must create it in our
poetry and creative fiction.
Lacking
sermons in stones and books in running
brooks, we just have to write them.
Oscar Wilde believed that we have
special obligations to the fictional
world, as it depends upon our talking
about it for its very existence!
To
romantic
souls,
scientific
inquiry does not reveal all of life's
important truths (a scientistic view),
but the gaps which it leaves· (a) are
not empirical gaps which might be
filled
by
some
hyped-up
empirical
inquiry, and (b) should certainly _not
be filled with psychic forces, UFOs,
and the like.
The · scientific worldview is certainly not complete;
but
that does not make it defective.
Scientists, in fact, are not very
good at knocking over crackpot theories, and are often slow to respond to
them.
There are several reasons for
this.
First, they are accustomed to
policing standards of inquiry only
among their own peer group. Scientists
generally perceive no obligation to
impose standards of rational inquiry
for society at large.
There is urgent need for greater
involvement from the academic community
in the public criticism of pathological
belief systems.
Just as the overall
direction of research has responded to
society's demands
that it be more
responsive to social needs, so should
the academic
community pay greater
attention to society's epistemological
hygiene.
Perhaps one - prqblem . is (as .
Barry ·Jo_nes has· suggested) that sc,ien...:
ds.t's . are a wimpy lot.
Perhaps · their
detachmen·t arfses from a well-meaning
(if . misguided) _tolerance.Noxious ·belief systems can _a lso
germinate behind the protective cloak
of · religious beliefs, . which it can be_
politically difficult . to challenge. Of
course, what happens in private between
c·onsenting · psychics is entirely their
own concern.
But there are costs to
individuals and to society in allowing
the dissemination of
falsehood and
fraud to go unchallenged. The need is
not for suppression, of course:
skeptics
must
call
f~r
argument,
not
censorship.
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BELIEF IN THE PARAMORMAL
James Gerrand (National Secretary, Australian Skeptics)
Concluding
the afternoon programme, James began by stating that a
major reason why so many people believed in the paranormal was that so many
are literate but so few have been educated scientifically, educated to assess
critically, educated to be skeptical.
Guy Saunders, a South Australian skeptic and journalist, presented this thesis very convincingly in the September
1983 issue of "the Skeptic".
Saunders wrote: "Far from throwing
the keen light of reason on the murky
depths of illusion and fraud associated
with ••• so-called psychic phenomena,
universal education has probably stimulated an uncritical interest."
Guy pointed out that the most gullible are often the most educated academically. After ten years editing the
official journal of the South Australian Institute of Teachers, Guy concluded that teachers at all grades up to
college lecturers "form an occupational
group peculiarly suscept ible to the
claims of the paranormal". "For a start
teachers are bound to be the unwitting
agents by creating that level of literacy necessary for their pupils to be
acquainted with the subject. But then
so many teachers instead of instilling
a spirit of intellectual inquiry and an
understanding of scientific assessment
they promote the attitude of "there
could be something in it".
Guy went on to report an example
reported in the US Journal of Medical
Education to support his claim that a
relatively high level of education is
an important factor in predisposing
people to a less than critical acceptance of not only things paranormal but
also other kinds of nonsense.
"An audience of fifty five school
administrators, psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers and teachers had
a hired actor introduced as Dr Myron L
Fox. He was to lecture them on 'Mathematical Game Theory as Applied to Physical Education.' It was all high-sounding, deliberate nonsense. After the
lecture forty two out of the fifty five
agreed that the lecture had stimulated
their thinking. Only fourteen had any
criticism. They said that Dr Fox tended
to dwell on the obvious!"
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James Gerrand said science teacher
Peter Hogan and himself on the National
Committee had tried to interest science
teachers in Victoria in the activities
of the Australian Skeptics but so far
with little success. James has received
some encouragement by being invited to
address regional meetings of science
teachers at the country centres of
Ballarat and Bendigo but so far have
had no real response from the Melbourne
headquarters of the Science Teachers
Assosiation. James urged members in
other states to adopt as a high priority task the penetration of skepticism
into the science teachers.
James managed to get involved in a
school ESP experiment carried out as
part of the 1984 Australia Science in
Schools tveek. The experiment was reported in the November 1984 issue of "The
Skeptic". The plan of the experiment
was that at 12 noon on 18 October 1984
students
at
transmitter
schools
throughout Australia were all to think
of one picture selected out of five.
Students at receiver schools were to
write down which picture of the five
they thought of at this time. Separately as a control students at a number of
other schools at a different time when
there would be no sending would write
down that picture of the five of which
they had been thinking.
The
participants including the
teachers involved should have learnt
from the revealed weaknesses in the
format of the experiment some understanding as to what is needed to construct such a scientific test to make
it valid. However James said to date he
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had not received any feedback from the
teachers or the students involved.
James asserted a basic reason why
people do not critically assess statements is that the majority of primary
school teachers have not been trained
in the scientific approach. As a result
the majority are unenthusiastic when
not antagonistic to science. There is
an anti-science teaching cycle that
must be broken if we are to have a
scientifically literate community. The
Senior Science Curriculum Officer in
the Victorian Education Department, Mr
Cliff Malcolm has described this perpetuating cycle. "Teachers who opt into
primary teachinq in general opted out
of Science at the first opportunity
when they were students themselves."
Pupils, particularly girls, tend to
r.1odel their attitudes on their teachers, mainly women, and so this next
generation gets turned off science to
produce the next generation of turnedoff-science primary teachers .
The UK has recognised the existence of this cycle in their educational
system and is taking steps to break it.
Tne New Scientist of 22 November 1984
reports under the headline "Science for
five-year-olds" that "Every teacher in
England's 20,000 primary schools will
soon be required to teach science. The
task is daunting •••• At present only
one in ten primary schools is making
any attempt to teach science. Many
schools
are
offering
little more
science today than a century ago."
"Perhaps the greatest hurdle will
be the limited understanding that many
primary
school
teachers
have
of
science."
James concluded with describing
his understanding of science. He started off well by being educated firstly
at the Roseville Primary School, then
with the help of a scholarship to the
Sydney Grammar School he ended up being
taught by the best maths and the best
science teacher in the State. This was
in the 1930s. From there to Sydney
University he gained his science degree
in maths and physics as part of his
engineering degree. Before graduating
in 1941 in the middle of World War 2 he
was manpowered into the Radiophysics
Laboratory of the CSIRO as a Research
Officer to help develop radar for the
armed forces. There James had contact
with scientists such as Drs Martyn.
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Pawsey and Piddington and Professor
White, later to be Chairman of the
CSIRO although his work was basically
that of a developmental engineer. James
left in 1946 to join the civil aviation
world a year before our new Patron Dr
Paul Wild joined Radiophysics.
As an engineer James said he saw
science as essentially pragmatic. The
proof of any science, particularly of
any scientific theory, is whether it is
useful, whether
it
forecasts
the
future. This bottom line of science,
that it can be relied on, is a property
often overlooked by philosophers or
critics of science.
James said he has found Bertrand
Russell's delineation of the realms of
science, philosophy and theology as set
out in his introduction to his work
"History of Western Philosophy" quite
satisfying. "Philosophy ••• is something
intermediate
between
theology
and
science. Like theology, it consists of
speculations on matters as to which
definite knowledge has, so far, been
unascertainable, but like science it
appeals to reason rather than authority
• •• All definite knowledge .•• belongs to
science; all dogma as to which surpasses definite knowledge belongs to theology. But between theology and science
there is a No Man's Land, exposed to
attack from both sides; this No Man's
Land is philosophy."
Engineering involves people
as
well as equipment so James said he had
always been interested in what the
science of psychology can provide in
terms of
knowledge
of how people
behave. This knowledge is particularly
important to the understanding in this
field of the paranormal. That is why it
is most useful to the work of investigating the claims advanced that the
Australian Skeptics either have behavioural psychologists on their committees or available as consultants to
help in the investigations.
Such help and from other specialised fields is becoming increasingly
important now that the Australian Skeptics have been officially appointed by
Mssrs Adams and Smith to carry out investigations of claims made by those
wishing to win the $20,000 on offer.
Fortunately such claimants are not too
many as yet but as the Skeptics get
wider known then we can expect more and
at times shrewder claimants.
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CSICOP NEWS
New Director of CSICOP
Some changes have been instituted at CSICOP's
Buffalo headquarters with an eye toward meeting
the new demands created by the increasing interest
and support of the general public.
First, we regret to announce that Lee Nisbet, who
has served as CSICOP's Executive Director since the
organization was founded in 1976, has stepped down.
Dr. Nisbet has performed his duties at CSICOP in
addition to teaching philosophy at Medaille College
in Buffalo. He is relinquishing his position at CSICOP
in order to devote more time to teaching and writing.
However, Dr. Nisbet will not completely sever his
CSICOP ties; he has recently been elected a Fellow
and has been named as CSICOP's Special Projects
Director.
Taking his place is Dr. John Cole, CSICOP's first
full-time Executive Director. Dr. Cole is a CSICOP
Fellow who has been involved with our group almost
from its inception. He is an anthropologist who left

Philadelphia to move to Buffalo, although he will
continue to serve as a senior research associate for
the Institute for the Study of Human Issues there.
(When Dr. Cole was interviewing subletters for his
apartment in Philadelphia, he met one gentleman
who remarked that the only thing he knew about
Buffalo was that it was the home of the SKEPTICAL
INQUIRER!)

Dr. Cole's background is as a researcher and
college professor in anthropology. He is a graduate
of Columbia University, where he wrote his Ph.D.
dissertation on Ecuadorian archaeology. For a summary of his plans for CSICOP, see the next page.
Dr. Cole's appoinment will benefit the entire
CSICOP organization. We would also like to announce
that our international and American affiliates will
get special attention in the future from Barry Karr,
CSICOP's Assistant for Public Relations who will now
also act as Affiliate Coordinator.

CSICOP's Call for a Disclaimer
On Newspaper Astrology Columns
The following aslro/ogical forecas/s
should be read for en1er1ainmen1 value
only. Such predictions have no reliable
basis in scieniific fact.

T

HE COMMITTEE for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the
Paranormal, publisher of the SKEPTICAL INQUIRER, has proposed that
every newspaper astrology column carry
the disclaimer above.
At a well-covered news conference
at the California Academy of Sciences
on November 9, preceding the start of
CSICOP's 1984 conference, "Paranormal Beliefs: Scientific Facts and Fictions," Committee chairman Paul Kurtz
issued a news release and statement
asking all 1,200 newspapers in the
United States that publish astrology
columns to carry such a disclaimer.
Two weeks later, CSICOP mailed
a letter to all U.S . newspapers, calling
on them to publish the disclaimer. The
letter was accompanied by a 4-page
~rticle written by Kurtz and astronomer
Andrew Fraknoi, executive officer of
the Astronomical Society of the Pacific.
Entitled "Scientific Tests of Astrology
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Do Not Support Its Claims," it outlined
the scientific perspective on astrology
and summarized a few of the tests that
have shown the claims of astrology
lacking in any merit. (See p 32
for the text of this article.)
Both the news release and the letter
said CSICOP, "an organization representing scientists, scholars, and skeptics
worldwide, deplores the widespread
uncritical acceptance of astrology by the
public."
It referred to the recent Gallup poll
(S/, Winter 1984-85, p. 113) reporting
that belief in astrology among young
people is growing-40 percent in 1978
compared with 55 percent in 1984.
"America is the most advanced scientific and technological society in the
world," said Kurtz. "If the U.S . is to
maintain this standing, it is essential
that young people develop an understanding of the physical universe based
upon reliable scientific evidence. It is
unfortunate when people attempt to
guide their lives by relying on outdated
mythologies. A number of scientific tests
have clearly shown that astrology has
little or no empirical support for its
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claims. In particular, astrological
columns, charts, and horoscopes carried
in newspapers are pure fiction ."
Added Fraknoi, who helped
arrange the news conference: "Scientific
literacy is essential for future generations, and the belief in pseudoscience
tends to undermine the efforts of scientists and educators to improve the public understanding of science in this
country."
Kurtz concluded: "In our view,
newspapers have a responsibility to their
readers to present an accurate picture
of the world as scientists now understand it. Much the same as we label
packets of cigarettes as dangerous to
health, astrology columns should carry
a proper label concerning their contents."
Most newspapers admittedly consider the horoscope columns an entertainment or reader~service feature. In
answer to reporters' questions at the
news conference, Fraknoi and others
noted there was a darker side to it all.
There are cases in which decisions
affecting people's lives are made by
others based on whether their astro1o gical "sign" is correct. Some
employers, for instance, use an applicant's astrological sign as a factor in
hiring. Robert Steiner of the Bay Area
Skeptics denounced such uses of astrology as a form of bigotry based on
accidents of birth.
The disclaimer call was reported
locally in the Bay Area news media and
nationally by United Press I nternational. Will it have any effect? Early
reaction was mixed. Reporter Paul
Engstrom of the San Jose Mercury
News asked his own executive editor,
Bob Ingle, whether he would comply.
"My initial reaction is no," Ingle replied,
"because everybody already knows that"
(that astrology has no basis in scientific
fact).
The editor of the Knoxville News-

.•

ANCHORS AWEIGH .

The entertainment editor of two
Illinois papers was more positive. "I've
been including your disclaimer with our
astrology columns in the Charleston,
Ill., Times-Courier and Mattoon, III.,
Journal Ga=eue since UPI broke the
story a few weeks ago," wrote Dan
Hagen. ''I'll be running your article in
our entertainment section as well. The
efforts of the Committee to promote

VIRGO

GEMINI

Aug 24 to Sept 23

May 21 to June 21

That sail's half-mast and you're
all at sea. Get your act together
or you'll be another Titanic.
Meditation's a must.

Sentinel, Harry Moskos, wrote a
prominently displayed editorial-page
column calling readers' attention to the
scientists' statements, adding: "Kurtz is
right in calling astrology pure fiction .
His challenge not only raises the question of whether newspapers should be
running a disclaimer but whether newspapers should be running them at
all."
In a subsequent column (December ·
9), Moskos chronicled reader's reactions. Perhaps surprisingly , many
readers agreed with the CSICOP position. Some even said it didn't go far
enough. "In the name of plain, everyday
common sense, why don't you cancel
the daily Astrograph?" wrote one
reader. Wrote another: "I think it is
preposterous that a newspaper should
waste one single inch of valuable space
on an astrology department." Said
another: "I think the column is a definite detriment to our society .... "
The CSICOP mailing to newspaper
editors on November 28 prompted
various reactions. Some published the
letter as a letter to the editor. Some
published the entire article. Others
published editorials or their own articles
in response to the mailing . Some
responded by letter to Paul Kurtz.
"I agree with your point about
astrology columns, and I wish we didn't
have one," Jack Foster, editor of the
West Palm Beach Evening Times, wrote
Kurtz. "But killing an astrology column
is an invitation to get your building
burned down."

•

THE PEAK. You're
topping the lot - but where to
go? Meditation is the key. It'll
tell you about the emptiness
you feel.

rationality are appreciated in this
corner."
Donald J. Sterling, Jr., assistant
to the publisher of The Oregonian,
Oregon's largest daily, wrote a lengthy
editorial column. It referred to the
wording of the proposed disclaimer and
commented: "The Oregonian's editors
agree with that view of horoscope
columns. So why does the paper publish
them? Because some readers want
them." He said the newspaper received
220 letters and phone calls of protest
when it experimentally dropped Sidney
Omarr's "Star Signs" column last September. Sterling reiterated that the
newspaper publishes the horoscopes for
entertainment value only
Baxter Omohundro, managing editor of the Columbus. Ga .. Ledger and
Enquirer, replied that he and his colleagues had pondered the points in the
letter "and have concluded that our use
of such material on our comic pages is
sufficient to signal any discerning reader
that we regard them as entertainment
material."
Not all the reaction was positive
or genially neutral. Randall Howell of
the Mesabi Daily News, Virginia ,
Minn .. began his letter. 'Tm darn tired
of people like yourself telling other people what they should or should not do."
He first thought the letter was a joke,
then decided. "You are serious. How
sad for science." He challenged science
to "explain to me. scientifically if you
will, the laboratory equivalent of Jove."
and added. "I find it refreshing that
people believe in something." He concluded that he was unimpressed and
"only hope that you and your groupies
soon stumble onto something worthwhile to warn people about." He signed
himself "Editor ... and an Aquarian."

SAGITTARIUS

Nov 23 to Dec 22

JAZZING UP. Those
Sag muscles are out of shape.
So tone up and tune up and
get that heart pumping.
Aerobics or wushu is great.

HELP! _______________a_n_y-th_i_n_g_t_o_d_o_w-it_h_m_e_a_n_d_l_'m_b_e_c_o_m_in_g_--,
"I'm a Libra (6/10/53) and my wife's an
Aries (8/4/55). Lately, she just won't have

really frustrated. ls there something in the
stars that's causing this? - Mr D.L., Perth.

Your wife has Saturn in Scorpio in the 12th .
This means she has deep emotional blocks
about her sexuality. Treatments and

experiences such as past-life therapy and
rebirthing would help her a great deal. And so
will your continuing understanding .
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- Kendrick Frazier

- "Starscope"
People Magazine
20 May 1985
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Scientific Tests of Astrology
Do Not Support Its Claims
Paul Kurtz
Chairman. Committee for the Scientific Investigation
of Claims of the Paranormal, Buffalo, New York
Andrew Fraknoi
Executive Officer. Astronomical Society of the Pacific. San Francisco

A

N ESTIMATED 1.200 newspapers in North America carry
astrology columns. While many editors
chuckle and tell you that no one takes
these columns seriously. the evidence
does not bear this out. For example. a
June 1984 Gallup poll showed that 55%
of American teen-agers (ages 13-18)
believe that astrology works. Continuous exposure to the ideas of astrology
in newspapers contributes to that credulity.
Astrologers assert that astrology
has a successful record stretching back
4,000 years and that this record speaks
for itself. Yet dozens of scientific tests
of astrological columns. charts. and
horoscopes clearly contradict this claim.
The present formulation of astrology was largely codified by Ptolemy in
the second century A .O. The basic
premise is that the position of the
heavenly bodies at the time and place
of an individual's birth influences or is
correlated with his or her personality.
physical characteristics, health. profession. and future destiny. Classical
astrology regarded the earth as the center of the universe. with the planets.
stars, sun, and moon orbiting around
it. The heavenly bodies were originally
considered divine and possessing "magical" characteristics. Thus Mars. thought
to be the color red. represented the god
of war and signified courage and
aggression. Venus was soft and white
and was the goddess of love and beauty.
What does science have to say
about astrology? First. modern astronomy has negated its key principle: that
the earth is the center of our solar
system. We now know that the planets
circle the sun. that our solar system is
on the outskirts of a galaxy. which itself
is only a pa n of an expanding universe
that contains millions of galaxies.
Moreover. new planets (Uran us. :'lleptune. Pluto) have been discovered that
were unknown to ancient astrologers.
It is interesting that the presumed astrological influences of the planets did not
lead astrologers to discO\e r them long
before astronomers did.
Second. we now know that a person's personality and physical charac-
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teristics are determined by his or her
genetic endowment inherited from both
parents and by later environmental
influences. Several decades of planetary
exploration have confirmed that there
is no appreciable physical influence on
the earth from planetary bodies. Indeed.
the obstetrician hovering over the infant
·during delivery exerts a much greater
gravitational pull than the nearest
planet.
Third. there have been exhaustive
tests of astrological claims to see if they
have any validity. Astrologers predict
that individuals born under certain signs
are more likely to be personality types
that become politicians or scientists.
Thus you would expect the birth dates
of these two groups to cluster in those
signs. John McGervey. a physicist at
Case Western Reserve University.
looked up the birth dates of 16.634 scientists listed in American Men of Science and 6.475 politicians listed in
Who's Who in American Poli1ics and
found the distributions of these signs
were as random as for the public at
large.
Are some signs relatively more
compatible or incompatible with each
other. as astrologers maintain? Professor Bernard Silverman. a psychologist
at Michigan State. obtained the records
of 2.978 couples who married and 478
couples who divorced in Michigan in
1967 and 1968. He found no correlation
with astrologers' predictions. Those
born under "compatible" signs married - and divorced - just as often as
those born under "incompatible" signs.
In order to look for trends favoring
astrological signs ruled by Mars (courage and aggression) as opposed to signs
ruled by Venus (love and beauty). James
IJarth and James Bennett at George
Washington University examined the
horoscopes of men who re-enlisted in
the Marine Corps between 1962 and
1970. No such correlation was found.
What about the often-heard claim
of famous astrologers that they have
made countless correct predictions over
the years') Astronomers Roger Culver
and Philip lanna examined 3.01 I specific predictions by well-known astrolo-

gers and astrological organizations. The
results indicated that only 10% of these
predictions were realized. The public
reads the predictions in newspapers and
magazines: the fact that 90% of these
predictions never come true is not publicized.
Newspaper charts and horoscopes
deal primarily with the sun signs rather
than with other so-called planetary
influences. Even astrologers admit that
the sun-sign astrology featured in newspaper columns has little reliable basis
for prediction of the day's events. Incidentally. very few astrology columns
agree on what is supposed to occur.
Why then do so many people
believe that astrology works? Careful
inspection of astrological predictions in
a typical newspaper column shows that
the statements are so general and vague
that they can apply to anyone.
The results of one experiment show
why these statements sometimes seem
to work. C. R. Snyder, a psychologist
at the University of Kansas. and .his
colleagues drew up a personality
description that incorporated the
characteristics they found most people
believed they possessed. They ·s howed
this description to three groups of people, each of whom was asked to rate,
on a scale of I to 5. how well they were
described by it. The individuals in the
first group were told it was a universal
personality sketch. and the average
rating was 3.2. Individuals in the second
group were asked for the month in
which they were born and were then
told the statement was a horoscope for
their signs. On the average, they rated
it 3. 76. The individuals in the third
group were asked for the day on which
he or she was born and were told that
the description was his or her personal
horoscope. This group rated the same
description an average of 4.38. Apparently those who want to believe will do
so!
We respectfully ask that newspapers let their readers know that astrology columns should be read only for
their entertainment value and that they
have no reliable basis in scientific fact.•
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Our attitude to Disclaimer
The CSIC0P disclaimer was considered by
the joint meeting of the National and
State committees held in conjunction
with our first National Convention.
It was decided that the National
and State committees should take action
along the lines of the CSIC0P announcement and try to persuade the media to
warn readers, listeners and viewers not
to take astrological forecasts seriously.
Initial action should be taken by
approaches to individual newspapers and
magazines by the state branches to test
reactions before issuing any
press
release to the whole print media.

The Canberra branch was the first
to get publicity on the issue gaining
front page coverage in the "Canberra
Chronicle".
There
is
a
need
for
further
research
into
how many
Australian
papers and magazines carry such columns
and also whether the attitude of the
Australian public differs greatly from
that of the American public.
The
initial
CSIC0P
announcement
was
American centred and would need to be
re-written before releasing it in an
Australian press release.
Astrology
columns should be analysed, not just in
their possible harm to Americans, but
to science education world-wide.

Skeptics question stars
The secretary of the Canberra Skeptics,
Dr William Grey, has written to the Editor
about the column 'Watching Your Star·s, with
Florence'.
"Skeptics acknowledge that astrology columns
are fun and provide the majority of readers with
harmless amusement. However, we believe there is
a small minority of readers who are quite susceptible to suggestion, and are inclined to interpret the
column as more than fantasy entertainment.
"Skeptics believe that as responsible journalists
you should include a public disclaimer to the effect
that the column is presented solely for entertain-

ment, and that astrological predications have been
shown to have no factual basis. Perhaps you could
also include the column in the entertainment section of the paper.
"Canberra Skeptics would like to see all physhic
and paranormal claims balanced by dispassionate
and rational inquiry. We believe that such claims
should be approached with an open but critical
mind. Canberra Skeptics place themselves at your
service should you require a critical voice on
psychic and paranormal claims "
CANBERRA CHRONICLE -

MAY 8, 1985

Survey of Astrology columns
To ascertain the number and extent of
astrology columns in Australia, we will
carry out a survey for the period
July 14-20 inc.
We ask Skeptics to check their
papers and magazines for columns in
that week and to forward to Box 1555P,
Melbourne, 3001 the whole page on which
the column is printed, clearly showing
the date and name of the paper.
In the case of monthly magazines,
please forward the column from the July
issue.
We will then check those received
against a list of Australian magazines
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and newspapers and try to obtain a full
coverage.
Please keep a special watch for
suburban newspapers, local magazines
and magazines with a limited circulation.
Could you also let us know of any
newspapers and magazines that do not
have an astrology column in them. This
will enable us to exclude these from
our check of all Australian papers and
magazines.
The success of our survey will
depend upon the degree to which you
participate.
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Geoff Dean Comments
The Kurtz/Fraknoi statement is specifically aimed at newspaper horoscopes.
The problems are:
1.

No serious astrologer believes in
newspaper horoscopes.
A manifesto
denouncing
newspaper
horoscopes
could as easily be signed by leading
astrologers
as
by
CSlCOP
skeptics.

2.

There have been a handful of good
controlled studies of
newspaper
horoscopes,
all
with
uniformly
negative results.
But none are
cited.

3.

The statement actually addresses
serious
(i.e.
non-newspaper)
astrology.
This is a different
situation entirely.
The arguments
presented
are
naive
and
could

easily be demolished by astrologers.
The studies cited are
outdated .and should be replaced
with the much better (and equally
negative) studies that now exist.

4.

The disclaimer could be differently
worded.
Do all skeptics feel that
'astrological forecasts should be
read'?
Also 'no reliable basis in
scientific fact' tends to be too
heavy.
Why not something that the
ordinary reader can understand?
For example:
Warning - astrology
forecasts are no more reliable than
simply guessing and are for entertainment only.

(What do other skeptics feel?
Please
send in your views on this subject Mark Plummer.)

Attitude of Australian Astrologers
by Keven w. Barrett
(National President)
The F.A.A. does not recognise Sun Sign
Horoscope columns
in newspapers or
magazines as "Astrology", and places it
in the same class as "Dorothy Dix"
columns.
Also the media at times do
publish some true astrology work in
their own way.
Research has shown that the general
public does not treat these columns
seriously and uses them as entertainment in social discussions with a "fun"
attitude.
The zodiacal position of the sun
alone cannot give factual interpretation or forecast events and those who
write these columns know this. We hope
in time to have these writers explain
this in the headings of their columns,
and
therefore
our
organisation
is
better qualified to do this than any
other.
We are not an organisation to force
acceptance of our ideals, only to set
an example and help those interested to
learn all
methods
of
astrological
interpretations and the public awareness of our integrity.
Astrology
cannot
be
logically
explained to those who have not studied
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the basic concepts seriously.
It is
like explaining where electricity comes
from by saying it is the motion between
two metals called a generator, then try
to explain how the electricity gets
into the generator. It works and thus
is accepted without the knowing why.
Astrology texts handed down through the
ages are still valid today as was
2 + 2 = 4, even though many have tried
to discredit the subject to bolster
their own belief systems.
In past
times
the
ignorant
did
stop
the
development of astrology in the western
world
and
in Asia
the
conquerors
s4ppressed it, only later to become its
ambassadors.
Skepticism is necessary in testing
any concept you do not understand
before you accept new knowledge that is
basically a belief system, and so it
could be said that skepticism is the
first stage of awareness to know if
indeed one's perception is not in turn
a belief system of ignorance that
hinders
man's
growth
into
unknown
knowledge.
My best wishes in your endeavours
to
expose
charlatans who use
the
ignorance of others, and hope you watch
out for this type who can also use your
own platform to promote ignorance.

,Tuly 1985

page 34

Southern Californian Skeptics

M

EETING ALONG-FELT need,
there is now a local CSICOPtype group in the Greater Los Angeles
metropolitan area, a major progenitor
of fringe-science claims. Al Seckel, a
physicist and teacher of intellectually
gifted children, has formed the Southern
California Skeptics.
Organized subsequent to CSICOP's
conference at Stanford in November,
which Seckel and a number of other
Southern Californians attended, it has
a Board of prominent scientists and
investigators: Ronald Crowley, professor of physics at Cal State-Fullerton
and an investigator of psychic claims;
Murray Gell-Mann, professor of physics
at Caltech (and 1969 Nobel laureate);
Roderick Gorney, M.D., professor of
psychiatry at UCLA; Al Hibbs, senior
staff scientist, Jet Propulsion Laboratory, Pasadena; Joe Kirschvink, assistant professor of geobiology, Caltech;
Edwin C. Krupp, astronomer and director of Griffith Observatory, Los
Angeles; Gerald Larue, professor of

biblical history and archaeology, USC;
Dennis Marks, magician, mentalist, and
psychic investigator; Paul MacCready,
aeronautical engineer and president,
AeroVironment, Inc., Pasadena
James Randi, magician (the only nonCalifornian on the Board); Ronald K.
Siegel, psychoanalyst and psychopharmacologist, UCLA; and Gordon Stein,
physiologist and editor of the American
Rationalist. Gell-Mann, Krupp,
MacCready, and Randi are CSICOP
Fellows.
Seckel says the group will not have
members but will have subscribers to a
newsletter. The address: Al Seckel,
Chairperson, Southern California Skeptics, P.O. Box 7000-39, Redondo Beach,
CA 90277. Telephone (213) 540-0915.
The first two meetings, on January
6 and February 3, with Robert Sheaffer
and Larry K usche as guest speakers,
each drew a capacity audience of 350.
-K.F.

Southern Californian Skeptics Logo
The Psi "'I'" sign has long been connected with the field of
parapsychology. The trouble with the field of parapsychology,
however, is what at first inspection looks real and convincing
turns out to be false and illusory on a closer inspection. With
that in mind, chairperson Al Seckel designed the logo. The logo
at first glance appears to be a psi, but the more you look into it
you find that it isn't right, it is an optical illusion.
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The Committee for the Scientific Investigation
of Claims of the Paranormal
Paul Kurtz, Chairman

Scientific and Technical Consultants
William Sims Balnbrld&e, professor of sociology, University of Washington, Seattle. Gary Bauslau1h, dean of
technical and academic education and professor of chemistry, Malaspina College, Nanaimo, British Columbia,
Canada. Richard E. Berendzen, professor of astronomy. president, American University, Washington, D.C. Barry
L. Beyenteln, professor of psychology, Simon Fraser University, Burnaby, British Columbia, Canada. Richard
Busch, musician and magician, Pittsburgh, Pa. Charles J. Cazeau, associate professor of geological sciences, SUNY,
Buffalo. J. Oath, professor of engineering, Ecole ·Royale Militaire, Brussels, Belgium. Sid Deutsch, professor of
bioengineering, Rutgers Medical School. J. Domman1et, astronomer, Royale Observatory, Brussels, Belgium .
. Natham J. Duker, assistant professor of pathology, Temple University. Frederic A. Friedel, philosopher, Hamburg,
West Germany. Robert E. Funk, anthropologist, New York State Museum & Science Service. Laurie Godfrey,
anthropologist, University of Massachusetts. Donald Goldsmith, astronomer; president, Interstellar Media. Henry
Gordon, magician, broadcaster, Toronto. Norman Guttman, professor of psychology, Duke University. Clyde F.
Herreid, professor of biology, SUNY. Buffalo. I. W. Kell.v, professor of psychology, University of Saskatchewan.
Richard H. Lanie, chief of nuclear medicine, Ellis Hospital, Schenectady, New York. Gerald A. Larue, professor of
biblical history and archaeology, University of So. Californi.t. David Marks, professor of psychology, University of
Otago, Dunedin, New Zealand. Joel A. Moskowitz, direc10r of medical psychiatry, Calabasas Mental Health
Services, Los Angeles. Joe Nickell, technical writing instructor, University of Kentucky. Robert B. Painter, professor
of microbiology. School of Medicine. University of California. John W. Pattenon, professor of materials science
and engineering, Iowa State University. Steven Pinker, assistant professor of psychology, MIT. James Pomerantz,
professor of psychology, SUNY. Buffalo. Daisie Radner, professor of philosophy, SUNY, Buffalo. Michael Radner,
professor of philosophy, McMaster University. Hamilton, Ontario. Canada. Robert H. Romer, professor of physics,
Amherst College. Millon A. Rothman, professor of physics, Trenton State College. Karl Sabba&h, journalist,
Richmond, Surrey, England. Robert J. Samp, assistant professor of education and medicine, University of
Wisconsin-Madison. Stuart D. Scott, Jr., associate professor of anthropology, SUNY, Buffalo. Erwin M. Se1al,
professor of psychology. SUNY , Buffalo. Elle A. Shneour, biochemist; president, Biosystems Assoc., Ltd., La Jolla.
California. Steven N. Shore, astronomer, Space Telescope Science Institute, Baltimore. Barry Slncer, psychologist,
Seal Beach. Calif. Dou1las Stalker, associate professor of philosophy, University of Delaware. Gordon Stein,
physiologist, author; editor of the American Rationalist. Waclaw Szybalskl, professor, McArdle Laboratory,
University of Wisconsin-Madison. Ernest H. Taves, psychoanalyst , Cambridge. Massachusetts.

Fellows of the Committee
James E. Alcock, psychologist, York Univ., Toronto; Isaac Asimov, biochemist, author; Irvin& Biederman, psychologist, SUNY at Buffalo; Brand Blanshard, philosopher, Yale; Mario Bun1e, philosopher, McGill University;
Bette Chamben, A.H .A.; John R. Cole, anthropologist, Institute for the Study of Human Issues; F. H. C. Crick,
biophysicist, Salk Institute for Biological Studies, La Jolla, Calif.; L. Spra1ue de Camp, author, engineer; Bernard
Dixon, science writer, consultant; Paul Edwards, philosopher, Editor, Encyclopedia of Philosophy; Antony Flew,
philosopher, Reading Univ., U.K. ; Andrew Fraknoi, astronomer, executive officer, Astronomical Society of the
Pacific; editor of Mercury; Kendrick Frazier, science writer, Editor, THE SKEPTICAL INQUIRER; Yves Galifret,
Exec. Secretary, !'Union Rationaliste; Martin Gardner, author, critic; Murray Gell-Mann, professor of physics,
California Institute of Technology; Stephen Jay Gould, Museum of Comparative Zoology, Harvard Univ,;
C. E. M. Hansel,. psychologist, Univ. of Wales; Sidney Hook, prof. emeritus of philosophy. NYU; Ray Hyman,
psychologist, Univ. of Oregon; Leon JarolJ, sciences editor. Time; Lawrence Jerome, science writer, engineer; Philip
J. Klus, science writer, engineer; Marvin Kohl, philosopher, SUNY College at Fredonia; Edwin C. Krupp, astronomer, director. Griffith Observatory; Lawrence Kusche, science writer; Paul MacCready, scientist/ engineer, AeroVironment, Inc .. Pasadena, Calif.; David Morrison, professor of astronomy, University of Hawaii; Ernest Na1el,
prof. emeritus of philosophy. Columbia University; James E. Ober&, science writer; W. V. Quine, philosopher,
Harvard Univ.; James Randi, magician, author; Carl Sapn, astronomer. Cornell Univ.; Evry Schatzman, President, French Physics Association; Thomas A. Sebeok, anthropologist, linguist, Indiana University; Robert Sheaffer,
science writer; B. F. Skinner, psychologist, Harvard Univ .; Robert Steiner, magician, author, CPA, El Cerrito,
California; Marvin Zelen, statistician, Harvard Univ.; Marvin Zimmerman, philosopher. SUNY at Buffalo. (Affiliations given for identification only.)

Subcommittees
Astrolou Subcommittee: Chairman, I. W. Kelly, Dept. of Educational Psychology, University of Saskatchewan,
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan S7N 0W0, Canada.
Education Subcommittee: Co-chairmen, James E. Alcock, Glendon College, York University, 2275 Bayville Ave. ,
Toronto, and John R. Cole, 3500 Hamilton St., Philadelphia. PA 19104.
Paranormal Health Claims Subcommittee: Co-chairmen, William Jarvis. Chairman. Department of Public Health
Science. School of Allied Health Professionals, Loma Linda University, Loma Linda. CA 93350, and Stephen
Barrett, M.D .• 842 Hamilton Mall, Allentown, PA 18101.
Parapsycholo&Y Subcommittee: Chairman, Ray Hyman, Psychology Dept., Univ. of Oregon, Eugene, OR 97402.
UFO Subcommittee: Chairman, Philip J. Klass. 404 "N" Street S.W .. Washington. D.C. 20024.

International Committees

(partial list)

Bel1ium: J . Dommanget. Observatoire Royal de Bclg,que, Avenue Circulaire 3, B-1180 Bru$sels. Canada:
James E. Alcock (chairman). Glendon College, York University, 2275 Bayville Ave .. Toronto; Henry Gordon
(media consultant), Box 505, Postal Station Z, Toronto M5N 226. Ecuador: P. Schenkel, Casilla 6064 C.C.I .,
Quinot. France: Maurice Gross and Yves Galifret. !'Union Rationaliste, 16 Rue de !'Ecole Polytechnique, Paris 5.
Great Britain: Michael J . Hutchinson, JO Crescent View, Loughton, Essex. Italy: Cesare Baj, Newton, Pigreco
S.R.1., Via Volta 35, 22100 Como. Mexico: Mario Mendez-Acosta, Apartado Postal 19-546, Mexico 03900, D.F.
New Zealand: David Marks, University of Otago, Dunedin. Norway: Jan S. Krogh. Norwegian Institute of Scientific
Research and Enlightenment, P.O. Box 990, N-9401. Harstad . Sweden: Sven Ove Hansson, Box 185, IOI 22.
_S tockholm I.
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