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Active Skepticism

Vicki Hyde

Skeptics can take an active stance in their daily lives, according
to this abridged version of the Chair-entity’s after-dinner speech
from the conference.

It’s been four years since I
stood before a skeptical audi-
ence in Nelson and confessed to
being a dry skeptic who was a
little wet behind the ears. It’s
been an interesting four years,
not least due to the fact that the
following year’s Skeptics con-
ference saw me elevated to the
Chair-entityship.

Since then I've learnt a lot
— in many cases more than I
care to know — about the hu-
man capacity for self-decep-
tion, gullibility and, in some
cases, sheer greed. I’ve been
asked to make pronouncements
on everything from moa sight-
ings to the Maori science cur-
riculum, and have cheerfully
done so while attempting to en-
sure that the Skeptics did not
come across as a dogmatic,
authoritarian bunch of killjoys.
When people ask me who the
Skeptics are, I reply “We’re the

guys that say the Emperor’s not |

wearing any clothes and how
come no-one else has noticed.”
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We do know that the sorts of
things that Denis and I and oth-
ers have done has meant that
the Skeptics as an organisation
have had an effect. That’s rec-
ognised by the number of calls
from journalists I get which be-
gin with “We don’t want to get
the Bent Spoon so we thought
we’d better check with you
guys...” It is gratifying to note
that such calls have increased
over thc past four years.

I’ve also been interested to
see how the development of in-
ternational electronic contacts
has helped various skeptical
causes. The sci.skeptic news-
group on Usenet is woefully de-
ficient in the apparently manda-
tory pornographic pictures and
pyrotechnical instructions, but
it does provide a useful infor-
mation source for the many and
varied idiocies that Man is heir
to. It is useful to be able to drop
a note on the Net asking for in-
formation on the latest visiting
loony and to have that informa-
tion to hand when you’re rung
up and asked to comment on
everything from flying saucer
conspiracies to creationism.

It also means we can be fore-
warned of forthcoming fads

simply by keeping an _, p3
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Skeptical Early Warning System.
One of the arguments presented in favour
of this year's Bent Spoon award was that the
NZ Skeptics increasingly provide an early
‘warning system against strange notions from
abroad. For example, Skeptical activities
helped New Zealand develop some early im-
munity to the worst excesses of the “re-
pressed memory” virus. While many mem-
bers supported the Hitting Home award on
similar grounds, some members may have
wondered whether Hitting Home was no more
than a local aberration and that we were see-
ing international demons where none existed.

It seems not.

In Massachusetts, USA, a feminist coali-
tion has promoted the view that there has
peen a widespread epidemic of violence
against women in the community and have
succeeded in instituting legislative changes in
response. But it tumns out that the range of
violent and abusive behaviour by males
which has contributed to the epidemic in-
cludes the following:

+ claiming the truth

+ emotional withholding

% telling jokes

+ changing the subject of a conversation.

- Given these definitions, it should come as
no surprise that abuse against women has
rreached extraordinary new levels.

The further lesson from Massachusetts is
cance well beyond boosting statistics and
writing reports. They have been applied to the
‘administration of justice through vehicles
‘such such as the Restraining Order legisla-
tion, Section 209A which allows a Massachu-
setts woman “in fear of abuse” to be granted
an emergency restraining order against a
husband or partner which can:

+ order the man immediately out of the home
+ order no contact between the man and the
woman and any children

+ grant temporary custody of children to the

victim

returned if clearly labelled.

clippings.

Deadline for next issue: 1 February
2 New Zealand Skeptic

This is a floppy disc. If at all possible, please
send articles on an IBM-compatible disc in
ASCII text, Wordstar or Word Perfect formats,
or email them (address at right). Discs will be

« order the man to pay child support

Inevitably Section 209A, which was in-
tended to protect women in genuinely violent
and dangerous relationships, has been seized
on as a powerful weapon in divorce and cus-
tody battles within the civil courts, where they
have become weapons of domestic war rather
than instruments of justice.

During the Hitting Home debate, several
Skeptics wondered what could be the point of
extending definitions of violence to include ver-
bal sparring and the like, given that the justice
system has no mechanism to intervene in such
matters. The Massachusetts experience sug-
gests that we were missing the point. These
definitions have found their home in the adver-
sarial legal environment where any weapon is:
legitimate if it assists the prosecution of the
case. -

Many of us have taken comfort from the fact
that we live outside the culture of routine vio-
lence displayed so powerfully in Once Were
Warriors. But only a brave, or foolish, man or
woman could believe that divorce or custody
disputes will never intrude into their family
lives. During the public debate the Minister of
Justice gave an assurance that Hitting Home
(which focused on violence by men against
women) was to be followed by similar studies
focusing on violence by women against men
and on violence within other relationships. The
Ministry’s staff, when pressed on the matter,
revealed that while this was what they had told
the Minister, no funds were available for the
job.

So, in the absence of local evidence, we
must turn to US statistics and studies to test
the common-sense assumption that most do-
mestic violence is committed by men against
women.

In 1975 and again in 1985, Murray A..
Strauss and Richard J. Gelles led one of the
largest and most respected studies in family
violence. They concluded that not only are
men just as likely to be the victims of domestic
violence as women, but that between 1975
and 1985, the overall rate of domestic violence
by men against women decreased, while

Contributions should be directed to:

Owen McShane, NZ Skeptic Editor

50 Te Ahu Ahu Road

RD1 Karekare, Auckland 7
Email:omcshane @deepthnk.kiwi.gen.nz

Please indicate publication and date of any

Opinions expressed in the New Zealand Skeptic
are those of the individual authors and do not necessar-
ily represent the views of NZCSICOP or its officers.
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Wo'mien s Viol'enc'e against men increased' Responding to ac-

;partner. _

 There is no question that men on average are bigger and
‘stronger than women, and hence they can do more damage in
a fist-fight. However according to Professors R.L. McNeely
'and Cormae Rschey Mann "the average mans snze and

endorsed by a 1984 study of 6 20!3 oasee which found that
86% of female-on-male viclence involved weapons as com-
pared to 25% of cases of male-on-female violence. (McLeod,
Jusfme@uaderg/{z} 1984 pp. 171-193.)

Se\ferai »t er US ;aﬁd Canadlan stud;es reaoh S|m[lar con-

“patnaroha!” ;ust;ce system of the US:

- Men Women )

Proportion of murder victims in 55% 45%
domestic violence
Acquitted for murder of a spouse | 1.4% 12.9%
Receive probation for murdering 1.6% 16%
a spouse
Average senience for murdering | 17 years 6 years

| spouse (years)

These statistics and data have been collected off the Inter-
net and are subject to bias or even corruption by those who put
together the material. However, for what it's worth, during the
time 1 lived in the United States | was exposed to only one
example of genuine domestic violence. A recently married
couple living in the apartment beneath me became embroiled
in a typical domestic screaming match. The young wife tele-
phoned her mother seekmg asszstance Mo’[her drove round o

the eon—m~law lnstead she shot her own daughter

“sKmerican women turn to guns and knives. The English and
Europeans appear to favour poison. How do New Zealand
women redress the sexual balance of power? Or have they
been conditioned to literally “take it on the chin”? At present we
do not know and Hitting Home tells us less than half the story.

For me the strongest lesson of the exercise has been that
the scope of such exercises is even more important than the
mtemaf mtegnty of the study atself Telllng half the story may

pub!i.c po ;c.y mthan te!hng no story atall.

2

Owen McShane, Editor
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cye on what’s happening over-
seas and waiting just a bit.
We’ve seen alien abductions,
satanic ritual abuse and re-
pressed memory arrive here fol-
lowing their development in the
US scene. I am glad to say that
it looks like interest in those ar-
eas has peaked as the voracious
US appetite for sensationalism
and voyeurism moves on.

Keep an eye out for millen-
nial sightings — the Holy Vir-
gin appearing in a taro or re-
ports of guardian angels (com-
plete with wings, rather than
red berets) helping out the af-
flicted. That seems to be the lat-
est enthusiasm Stateside.

Practical Skepticism

For those of you who’d like
to try something a little more
practical in terms of applied
skepticism, I have some sug-
gestions for you as to the op-
tions that lie open for the skep-
tic who wishes to be a little
more proactive in his or her life.

I believe that there are many
ways in which we can make a
difference.

Perhaps first and foremost is
demanding from our media that
they treat us as intelligent, ra-
tional beings who are capable
of sitting through an hour-long
television investigation into a
complex subject, who are inter-
ested in reading material that is
challenging and thought-pro-
voking. It’s a delight each year
to be able to select the awards
for journalistic excellence —1
just wish we had more candi-
dates.

By all means complain to the
television people and to the pa-
pers if they run stupid stories or
totally uncritical puff pieces. If
you can, explain why you were
annoyed, suggest things that
could have been included, use-
ful source people for opinions

New Zealand Skeptic 3



or interviews. Make the com-
plaint a constructive one.

But also, please, don’t forget
to write and praise them when
something good comes along.
It’s a sneaky strategy but one
that can be far more effective
— praise is a rare thing these
days and tends to be remem-
bered far longer than just an-
other rant.

We shouldn’t be content
with just taking on the media,
as critical thinking is important
in all aspects of our lives.

Informed Boycotting

I stopped using the chemist
in our local mall when they
started stocking homeopathic
first aid kits. I had managed to
ignore the expanding shelves of
homeopathics, aromatherapy
oils, megavitamins and the like,
but the promotion of a first aid
kit based on homeopathic prin-
ciples was too much. It makes a
mockery of the much-touted
phrase “the health professional
you see most often”.

It also makes me wonder
about the professional ethics of
these so-called health profes-
sionals that they are able to
stock material like this and do
in-store promotions pushing
pseudo-medicine. I presume
that it’s more a matter of igno-

rance in most cases, but which

is more disturbing — a chemist
who apparently doesn’t know
the difference between tested,
regulated medicinal materials
and diluted, evaporated water
tablets; or the chemist who does
know what they’re touting and
doesn’t care?

on aromatherapy, touted as hav-
ing been a part of our medical
history from 2,000 years ago,
when Hippocrates spoke of the
benefits of an aromatic bath.
Now I like an aromatic bath
or a massage as much as any-
one, but I find it difficult to be-
lieve that a trained

...please, don’t forget to write
and praise them when some-
thing good comes along. It’s a
sneaky strategy but one that can
be far more effective — praise is
a rare thing these days and
tends to be remembered far
longer than just another rant

pharmacist can tout
burning essential oil of
lemon for the promo-
tion of clarity, inspira-
tion and to provide ex-
cellent antiviral prop-
erties. I expect to find
these sort of products
and claims in a New

(As an aside, I believe that
sloppiness or ignorance in car-
ing for the health of the public
affects other areas of the phar-
macy involved. On the last
three occasions when I went to
buy something medicinal there,
I noticed that the use-by dates
were well and truly over, in one
case by three years.)

I make an effort not to buy
from Amcal chemists after hav-
ing read the mix of fact and fan-
tasy in a glossy “Healthcare”
advertorial magazine. In
amongst some relatively sensi-
ble pieces on middle ear infec-
tions and coping with thrush,
they had an article and advert

Hold off, ve storms,
&l he hath found the key.

Donald Rooum, Skeptic (UK)
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Age shop of one form
or another, between the mung
beans and the royal jelly, not
from someone who presumably
has some modicum of medical
acumen.

I’m pleased to say that I now
walk down the road to another
chemist which doesn’t foist
these money-spinners onto an
ignorant public. I talked to this
pharmacist about why I support
his shop — he doesn’t have ho-
meopathics or other dubious
items. He does have garlic tab-
lets, vitamin pills and the like
but I can live with that because,
being realistic, there is market
demand for them and there is
some use in them. (He also has

He always thinks h
it's pure chance.
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them tucked down on a bottom
shelf for those who want them,
rather than spilling over every-
thing else in sight.)

I was waiting for a prescrip-
tion the other day, idly picked
up one of the bottles of vitamins
and was startled to find in rather
large letters on the side “These
vitamins are recommended for
use where dietary intake is in-
adequate for some reason — eg
pregnancy, heavy sports train-
ing.”

In effect, the label was telling
the consumer that if you’re eating
properly and your body’s not
stressed, don’t bother with these.
It's an odd thing to have on a
product you’re trying to sell.
Even odder was the fact that this
was on a product from Roche,
one of the supposedly big nasty
chemical companies who are out
to poison the planet.

I checked out the labels on
vitamins from the friendly,
healthy organic companies who
are there to make your world a
better place to live in. Of the
four different manufacturers in
stock, only one of these had an
equivalent label, though it was
less direct, printed in much
smaller type and came after all
the information on how many
tablets you should be swallow-
ing daily.

What does this tell us about
the ethics in operation here? It’s
certainly counter to all the
chemophobic propaganda that
masquerades as advertising, ar-
ticles in the popular press and in
the minds of the general public.

Sure we need to keep an eye
on what those chemical compa-
nies are up to — it’s taken a lot
of concerted action over the
past 30 years to produce at least
some measure of control and
consumer safety issues. But we
can’t afford to let those other
commercial organisations get
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away with things just because
they’re touting a natural, or-
ganic, alternative image.

The same goes for other ar-
eas where organisations want to
take the moral high ground on
certain issues. One such area is
that of environmental issues. I
consider myself a practising en-
vironmentalist -—— though often
I prefer to use the term ecolo-
gist these days, as the former
has gained many connotations
which make me uncomfortable.

Some years back, Heather
Mackay sent me an environ-
mental magazine that had just
started up. The articles were ad-
vertorial on one sort or another,
spelling out the wonders of
guaranteed dolphin-free tuna
next to ads from a large seafood
provider and so on.

One article in particular
which caught my eye was the
one which said that all our aller-
gies and modern ills are being
caused by the decreasing
amount of oxygen in the atmos-
phere. It went on to recommend
that we all consume what it
called “oxygen water” to boost
our flagging immune systems;
oxygen water being defined as
“simply water with an extra
oxygen atom attached”. It
doesn’t take much chemistry to
realise that Hx0 plus O equals
H30;, or hydrogen peroxide.
Some of you may recall the de-
lightful speech we had from
Alan Hart a few years ago on
the dubious benefits to be
gained from this potentially po-
tent hair bleach and rocket fuel.
So Itook alook at the organisa-
tion putting out this publication
and found that they were an en-
vironmental group who focused
on marine issues. Interestingly,
neither the people at the local
DOC conservancy, nor friends
at our local Environment and
Peace Centre knew much about

the group, beyond the fact that
they produced a nice range of
T-shirts.

It’s one environment group
which won’t get my money or
support, and I'm equally dis-
trustful of the advertisers and
products in their publication.
Much in all as I don’t want to
eat tuna which has had a high
sidekill of dolphins, I'd rather it
came from a company which
has put some thought into the
sort of marketing it undertakes.

I’'m also dubious about an-
other group which had been
campaigning heavily against
horticultural use of pesticides.
A group of orchardists had ap-
parently been spraying their
crops and their neighbours in a
new subdivision nearby imme-
diately were said to have come
down with nausea, coughs,
headaches, asthma attacks —
everything short of leprosy it
seemed.

The environmental group
produced a photo as proof that
the spraying was at fault. It
showed a plane releasing a
cloud of noxious looking va-
pour which was obviously go-
ing to pass over the nearby
houses.

A chemical safety consultant
friend of mine identified the
plane and checked things out.
He found out that the contractor
had released a light smoke
bomb to check wind direction
and spray drift — no spraying
had been undertaken at all dur-
ing the period claimed. He told
the group involved that they’d
got things wrong and was told
yes they knew that, no it didn’t
matter — the protest aims were
more important than the truth.
He promptly resigned his mem-
bership.

I didn’t bother renewing my
Consumer subscription after
they got the Bent Spoon award

New Zealand Skeptic 5



a couple of years ago. It was not
so much that they got the award
(everyone in publishing has the
odd “off” issue), it was the in-
jured, rather self-righteous
tones with which the appalling
article was defended that made
me feel the organisation no
longer had sufficient credibility
in my eyes to keep me a member.

I still read the magazine in
the library from time to time,
but I'm a lot more skeptical
about their pieces than I once
was. After all, I do know some-
thing about the alternative
health scene and could judge
for myself how poorly re-
searched the piece was — 1
don’t know anything about
medical insurance or stereo sys-
tems, so how do I know what
they’re writing on those issues
is right?

I remain highly skeptical
about acupuncture and its uses,
but didn’t have too many prob-
lems with it until a mother in
my local baby group announced
that her acupuncturist had said
the best way to treat a baby with
a fever was to bleed it.

“That’s positively medieval”
I gasped, only to be reassured
“oh no, it’s much older than
that, the Chinese have been do-
ing it for thousands of years™.

I knew this woman wasn’t
going to be interested in a ti-
rade, but I pointed out just how
little blood a small baby has to
lose before it gets into dire
trouble. She could see what I
was getting at and even nodded
when I added that she might
like to consider changing her
acupuncturist.

If you can stop and make
people think about an issue, ex-
plain even briefly why you
have problems coming to terms
with something which uses
pseudoscience or shonky sci-
ence, then you’ve done a Good

6 New Zealand Skeptic

Call for Proposals

NZCSICOP Inc. is interested in receiving formal proposals
for the maintenance and upgrading of the World Wide Web site
which was recently established at
http:/www.spis.co.nz/spis/skeptics.htm

Any proposal should include:
1. Researching and incorporating additional links to sites of
skeptical interest around the world
2. Adding online keyword-based access to additional reference
material, including Truth Kits and articles from current and
previous issues of the NZ Skeptic (available on disk)
3. Publicising the site to appropriate parties both online (e.g. other
Skeptics organisations, site index lists) and in other media
4. Updating the page when required to publicise local and
national meetings and other events
5. Adding nomination and results pages for the Bent Spoon
Awards, and other opportunities for visitor feedback and con-
tributions
6. Monthly cost of keeping the site online (not necessarily at its
current location), plus the data transfer costs (per MB) which
would be incurred as a result of national and international

visitors to the site.

Send proposals to:

The Secretary
NZCSICOP
150 Dyers Pass Road
Christchurch 2

Thing. And it isn’t really that
hard to make people think.

If you explain homeopathic
solutions in terms of a tea-
spoonful of gin to a Pacific
Ocean of tonic, people can im-
mediately grasp what you’re
getting at when you’re chal-
lenging the idea of potent dilu-
tions.

When people stop and think
about it, they know that it
doesn’t seem all that likely that
a civilisation immeasurably
more advanced than ours would
want to travel hundreds of thou-
sands of miles across space to
stick things up the noses of neu-
rotic Americans. The idea be-
comes even more ridiculous
when you point out that the fig-
ures being bandied about for
alien abductions mean that one
American has been abducted

every minute every night for the
past 30 years. People know that
there are simpler solutions.

One of the loveliest images I
have come across in trying to
explain the skeptical ideal of
seeking the most likely expla-
nation for strange phenomena is
the one used on our new Skep-
tics leaflets and on our Web
page:

When you hear the sound of
hoofbeats in the night, think
first of horses, not zebras.

The image appeals to me, as
does the fact that it doesn’t rule
out the possibility that it might
just be a herd of zebras canter-
ing past your window, depend-
ing on your circumstances...

That’s the sign of the think-
ing skeptic.

Vicki Hyde is an active skeptic and
a sceptical activist.
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Hokum Locum

Joint Manipulation

An article in NCAHF re-
minded me of past activities
with respect to joint manipula-
tion. Following a one week
course 1 embarked on a short-
lived career in spinal manipula-
tion which is very easy to learn
and causes a greatly inflated be-
lief in one’s ability to “cure”
spinal ailments.

The first problem was that
patients kept coming back re-
peatedly to have their back or
neck “put back.” I soon realised
that if, as the quacks claim, the
spine can easily be “put back”
then it can just as easily “go
out” again. All I had done was
create a perception with the pa-
tients that every time their back
or neck hurt it required a spe-
cific manipulation. If only I was
more unscrupulous...what a
wonderful money-making idea!

What finally cured me of
such activities was the day I
manipulated a patient’s neck
with the usual psychologically
satisfying crack from the spine.
She sat up, went pale and
slumped back onto the couch.
Distraught, and thinking that I
had killed her I rushed through
to get the assistance of my re-
ceptionist who took one look
and said to me “You twit. She’s
only fainted.”

As areformed manipulator, I
was therefore interested in the
following which I will quote in
full:

“The popping sound associ-
ated with ‘putting bones back-
into-place’ (though it may be
accomplished by manipulating
a normal joint) is one of the
cleverest and most effective
forms of suggestive therapy
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ever devised. This has a tre-
mendous psychological influ-
ence over the mind. While the
popping sound itself is quite
meaningless, this influence
might possibly be used to ad-
vantage in curing psychoso-
matic conditions — provided
the patient is informed that the
bone is ‘back-in-place’ and will
stay there. By the same token,
however, such treatment can

| cause a great deal of harm; that

is by perpetuating a psychoso-
matic condition or even creat-
ing a new psychological ill-
ness.”

Manipulative therapy is well
documented as leading to spinal
cord damage and paralysis.
Quacks will claim that this only
occurs in a few cases per
100,000 patients treated but the
easy answer to this is that all of
these conditions get better with-
out the risk of paralysis from
manipulation, therefore any
risk of spinal cord damage is
unacceptable.

NCAHF Vol 18, No 3

Alleged Allergies

Although I don’t see many
children in the course of my
work, I am amazed at how often
mothers allege that their chil-
dren can’t have milk because of
various allergies. In one study,
researchers found that people
who perceive that they are aller-
gic to milk simply misinterpret
ordinary abdominal feelings.
From a group of 30 subjects, 21
were identified who were genu-
inely intolerant of lactose. They
were divided into two groups
and given either normal milk or
lactose-free milk. There was no
difference in the amount of ab-
dominal distress reported by the
two groups.

Full of Wind?

A report on a new breathing
therapy for asthma initially
looked quite interesting until I
came across the following
statement: “by learning to satu-
rate their bodies with carbon di-
oxide, patients can lessen mus-
cle tension and slow breathing
to a normal rate.” After reading
this I was still interested until I
came to the end: “the technique
is also used to treat angina, high
and low blood pressure, piles,
varicose veins and even can-
cer.” This is an absurd range of
indications for any one treat-
ment and such claims are abso-
lutely diagnostic of quack
therapies.

Carbon dioxide is one of the
most potent stimuli of the respi-
ratory centre which triggers
breathing. Any attempt to satu-
rate the body with carbon diox-
ide will stimulate the breathing
reflex so the whole therapy
concept 1s a contradiction in
terms.

Silicon Implants

Are there any American fe-
male actors who have not had
their breasts surgically en-
hanced? 1 was reading a maga-
zine which was profiling Bay-
watch star Pamela Anderson.
Pamela cannot stay in cold
water for very long because her
implants start to solidify and
ruin her mammary profile.

In Skeptic 34 1 outlined how
women could claim for silicon
disease if they had vague symp-
toms such as chronic fatigue,
muscle weakness and memory
loss. A study reported in the
British Medical Journal (Vol
311, p138) found no connection
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between silicon breast implants
and connective tissue disorders.

Gulf War Syndrome

A study of 10,020 Gulf War
veterans found that the range of
complaints they had was no dif-
ferent to the general population.
I imagine that this conclusive
study will not settle the matter
as long as there is the prospect
for compensation. There was
very little actual fighting in the
Gulf War and more Americans
were killed in accidents than in
actual combat.

Like most sensible people in
the military, I am opposed to
ritual combat as a means of
solving disputes. In future wars,
I can see soldiers going into
battle followed by support com-
panies of psychologists and
counsellors, available to give
emotional first-aid following
the shock of finding that the en-
emy are firing live rounds.

The American study con-
firmed a British study of 45,000
soldiers which concluded *“no
evidence has emerged that any
organic disorder has occurred
more commonly in Gulf veter-
ans than in any similar popula-
tion over a similar four year pe-
riod.” Hopefully this will be the
last we hear of “Gulf War syn-
drome.”

GP Weekly 16/8/95, BMJ
Vol 310, p1073

Size Does Matter!

Before being released from
prison, convicted sex offenders
in the UK are being subjected to
penile plethysmography (PPG).
PPG detects minute changes to
the penile blood supply while
the prisoners are shown sexu-
ally explicit material. Sexual
arousal is defined as a “deviant
response”. The psychologist in
charge of this program claims
that the scientific literature says
that the test is “valuable”. An-
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other psychiatrist condemned it
as a “gross abuse of human
rights”. As a rational skeptic
(after Skrabanek) I suspect that
PPG is an unproven and ex-
tremely unlikely test which is
likely to have a very high false
positive response. Sexual
arousal in males can occur at all
sorts of embarrassing moments
and it is likely that most males
would show a degree of arousal
when exposed to sexually ex-
plicit material.

Christchurch Press 1/6/95

Berry Silly

The Auckland Sunday paper
(27/8/95) carried a small article
which claimed that World War
Two airmen improved their
night vision by eating blueberry
jam. This contains “anthocy-
anosides” which are alleged to
improve night vision and treat
visual fatigue. It is no surprise
that a drug company is now
marketing pills containing this
substance. This is another good
situation for Skrabanek’s rules.
Is this claim at all plausible and
is there any more likely expla-
nation for claimed improve-
ments in night vision? Clearly,
the placebo effect is at work
here and no further testing is
warranted.

Quackery and Chemists

If you go into the average
chemist’s shop you will often
see displays of homeopathic
remedies along with vitamins
and other dubious preparations.
Most chemists derive the ma-
jority of their income from
OTC sales and if they didn’t
sell these things, someone else
would. I draw the line, though,
when chemists start promoting
quack ideas and remedies.

A member handed me a
newspaper clipping which
quoted a chemist as saying
“zinc detoxifies chemicals like

alcohol, improves behavioural
problems such as depression,
anorexia, bulimia, fatigue and
loss of libido.”

Prior to rushing off to get
some zinc, readers will be
pleased to know that there is a
simple test for zinc deficiency.
A sip of zinc septahydrate solu-
tion is held in the mouth and
“from the taste the zinc level is
determined.” I tried it and got a
taste reminiscent of bullshit.

I forwarded this clipping to
the Pharmaceutical Society of
NZ and got the following reply:
“whilst not every pharmacist
would share these views, it is
not considered that they bring
the profession into disrepute.
There have been many studies
carried out on zinc which would
appear to support the general
thrust of these claims.”

Sick Building Syndrome
(SBS)

Investigators have finally
done the obvious and looked at
buildings for which there are no
complaints of SBS. Measured
levels of contaminants were
low and the authors found that
complaints about the working
environment were related to
“perceptions about air move-
ment, dryness, odours and
noise.”

As T have said before, SBS,
like CFS and QOS, is based on
a notional but false belief that
psychogenic symptoms have
some exterior cause. The avail-
ability of compensation com-
pletes the picture although, in
the case of SBS, compensation
is not available for any occupa-
tional disease associated with
air-conditioning and this is
probably why there has not
been a flood of claims.

Occupational health workers
continue to perpetuate false
ideas in their own literature be-
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cause they lack a perspective on
history and human behaviour.
The Lancet (Vol 345, p1361)
reviews such a publication
which claims that SBS is due to
environmental factors. It is time
that this false concept of SBS
was laid to rest.

Occupational Health May
1995, p174

Other Readers Write

Thanks to Dr Graham
Sharpe who wrote from Wel-
lington and enclosed some ma-
terial about interesting develop-
ments in midwifery. Homeopa-
thy is popular with midwives
who use it during childbirth. Dr
Sharpe also mentions a case
known to him where a child
died from a brain abscess due to
a delay while homeopathic
remedies were administered.
The other case concerned a case
of poisoning when a naturopa-
thic remedy contained aconite.
Aconite is severely toxic to the
heart and this example shows
why naturopathic remedies
should be subject to the same
restrictions and controls as
other drugs.

Denis Dutton forwarded two
articles as well. One from An-
nals of Internal Medicine (Vol
121, No.10) outlined the well-
known complication of liver
damage which can be caused by
a wide variety of Chinese
herbal treatments, in this case
“Jin Bu Huan” tablets. The
other article, entitled “Bitter
Herbs: Mainstream, Magic, and
Menace™, is an editorial from
the same issue as the journal
above.

The FDA managed to ban
the use of Jin Bu Huan, but
their job will be made more dif-
ficult by the Hatch bill. This is
“The Dietary Supplement
Health and Education Act of
1994” which was shepherded
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through the US Congress by the
quack-apologist Senator Hatch.
Its language is so imprecise as
to be a triumph for the promot-
ers of quackery everywhere.
The editorial ends with a plea
for doctors to spend more time
with patients exploring the “hu-
man interactions that are central
to the physician-patient rela-
tionship.”

Hoxsey
Cancer Quackery

Soon after I returned home
from our annual conference,
Bernard Howard sent me a
travel guide for patients plan-
ning to go to Mexico and gift
their money to a pack of crimi-
nal fraudsters who know that
the Hoxsey treatment is useless.
As well as the airfares to the
US, the Hoxsey clinic charges
are US$1250-1600. Presum-
ably this is to cover the costs of
the “tonics” or as I call them,
Kentucky fried medicine. As I
explained at the conference, we
know what these quack formu-
lac contain and they could be
made up in New Zealand for a
few dollars.

MVA Insurance Fraud

Los Angeles is the capital
for staged motor vehicle acci-
dents (MVAs) where profes-
sional criminals, unscrupulous
lawyers and doctors participate
in phony insurance claims. Un-
til I read about this I was aware
of a problem with “whiplash”
(also known as chronic remu-
nerative neck injury), which

has been a rich source of money
for litigants. Phony claims fail
into several groups: personal
injury, claims for accidents that
never happened or actual
crashes involving unsuspecting
drivers and staged accidents in-
volving previously damaged
vehicles.

Christchurch Press 24/7/95

Faking It?

Vicki Hyde passed on to me
a peculiar letter from a Dr
Hussein of Jordan asking us to
participate in research in the
paranormal immunity of fakirs
to pain. The letter is the usual
mixture of pseudoscience. In
fact, no individuals possess any
“paranormal” immunity to
pain, unless of course they are
lucky enough to lack the spi-
nothalamic tracts which carry
pain messages to the brain.

Humans possess widely
varying responses to pain stim-
uli which are subject to attenu-
ation by cultural factors, condi-
tioning and belief. Slowly ris-
ing pain stimuli can be centrally
blocked. I have seen (and dis-
couraged!) my daughter push-
ing needles through her finger. I
reviewed the question of pain
control in my paper on acu-
puncture which is available
from our organisation.

Dr John Welch is base medical of-
ficer at RNZAF Woodbourne.

Astmnomy or Azstml(ifgy? : '

Ind:a [S home to both the worlds th:rd—iargest smenﬁﬁc

and Pr:me Mmlster Rao was accused of takmg a 10?&1@&

to escape its effects.
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Newsliront

The dilemma at the heart of the;
proposed course on naturop:

maru) applied to the New Zealand

Qualifications Authority for ap-
proval of a Bachelor of Applied
Science (Naturopathy) degree. This
proposal met opposition from individ-
uals and organisations such as the
Canterbury branch of the Royal
Society of New Zealand and the New
Zealand Association of Scientists.
After correspondence in ““The Press”, I
recently visited the polytechnic to
meet the staff of the department of
natural medicine and learn more about
the naturopathy course.

Since it was first proposed the
course has undergone changes which
have moderated some of my concerns,
but several issues remain. My three
core (questions are:

1. Is naturopathy an applied sci-
ence?

2. Is it a degree-level subject? and

3. Is Aoraki Polytechnic equipped to
teach it?

Question 3 can only be answered by
the NZQA accreditation committee, but
the other questions need public debate.

To be at degree level a subject needs
more than just to take three years of
fuil-time study. Degree-level subjects
require intellectual progression from
year one to year three. The material
taught must become more intetlectu-
ally demanding, core subjects should
integrate ancillary material more
thoroughly, and teaching and learning
should be more and more dependent on
research and scholarship. -The
teachers of the course need to be active
in research, and students need o
become critical and independent
thinkers. When the subject is an
applied subject the ancillary and core
material has to be integrated
thoroughly with the practical work.

As [ understand the Aoraki course,
the core applied subjects, taught over
two or three years. are naturopathic
nutrition, phytotherpay (herbal medi-
cine), homeopathy and iridology.
Ancillary subjects, taught mostly for
just one year, are chemistry, biochem-
istry, physiology, anatomy, pathology,
psychology, and pharmacology.

Do the core naturcpathy subjects
become progressively more intellectu-
ally demanding from years one to
three? Do they genuinely integrate the
chemistry, biochemistry, physiology,
and other ancillary subjects? Public
evidence on this is lacking. I have
difficulty seeing how, in my own
subject, introductory level psychology
could be meaningfully integrated with
core topics of naturopathic nutrition
and phytotherapy. DBecause appli-
cartions to the NZQA are treated as
commercial seCreLs, ailswers to these
questions have necessarily been lett to
the NZQA.

IN 1994 Aoraki Polytechnic (Ti-
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Aoraki Polytech has proposed to set up a degree course
in naturopathy which it says it will run with full scientific
rigour. The problem is that the claims of naturopathy are
not accepted by scientists, so what is to be taught in
the meantime? asks NEVILLE BLAMPIED.

The claim that naturopathy is an
applied science has been the most
controversial part of the Aorak
proposal. New Zealand science organ-
isations have responded negatively.

Defining ‘‘science™ is difficult. T
argue that, o qualify as a science, a
subject needs (a) theory about some
natural phenomena, expressed in a
way that makes the theory testable
(falsifiable); (b} systematic and rigor-
ous methods for making observations
of the phenoinena; (¢} a body of data
(facts) about the phenomena, gained
by using the methods; and: (d) a
commitment to developing new
theories when old ones are falsified.
An applied science is one where the
theories and facts together are used to
generate and refine technologies and/
or to guide the actions of professional
practitioners as they deal with natural
phenomena, such as environmental
destruction or human disease.

Applied health sciences are commit-
ted ic the scientist-practitioner model

If the naturopathy course is serious
about training health professionals
then 1t must leave behind the tradi-
tions of naturopathy and adopt the
scientist-practitioner model. Failure to
do so would be a bad mistake. Training
people who will treat heaith problems
is a serous business because mistakes
can be faral. How, other than by
research, is the safely and effective-
ness of any treatment to be estab-
lished?

Given that a treatment has been
found effective, only by research can
its mechanisms of action be dis-
covered. Commitment to scientific
knowledge as the foundation of a
health profession will neither guaran-
tee cures nor prevent catastrophes, but
scientific knowledge is still the most
secure foundation on which to base
practice. Although it is not the only
form of useful knowiedge, “scientific
knowledge is the best and most
important kind of knowledge we have”
{(Sir Karl Popper).

A commitment

of training and

tice. ~ This - A
D eame that prac.  Onice the light of scientific
titioners receive P .

a rigorous and INQUINY is directed at

usually extensive
training in speci-
fic underlying sci-
ence(s) as well as

homeopathy, iridology,
etc, very little of current

Lo seientific
knowledge is es-
sential if practice
is to be kept safe
and, over time,
improved. It is
also essential if
practitioners are

training in pro- dggma and practice may to be accountable
fessional prac- to their clients
tice. Continued remain. and to the wider
scientific re- comanunity.

search is seen as How can a

vitaily important

to extending and improving practice,
and innovations in practice need
scientific verification before their
widespread adoption by the pro-
fession,

The subjects within naturopathy
certainly contain implicit theories (eg,
the homeopathic hypothesis that “like
cures like™) but they have not been
developed as scientific Ltheories nor
systematically exposed to testing by
research. Although aspiring to be
health practitioners, naturopaths do
not seem to have adopted the scientisi-
practitioner ideal characteristic of
other health professions. If they had
done so, naturopathy would have a
continuing commitment to c¢linical
research and fo scientific verification
of practice. Instead, most seem to rely
on client testimonials as evidence of
clinical effectiveness.

practitioner re-
sponsibly charge people for treatments
where there is no reliable scientific
evidence that the treatments work?

How can clients give truly informed
consent to treatment unless made
aware of evidence about it, or lack
thereot? Securing informed consent to
treatment js a minimal ethical
requirement that all heaith prac-
Ltitioners must tollow.

Some are quite willing to admit that
research into naturopathy needs to be
done, and the polytechnic has
emphasised that it has a commitment
to both training its students in
research methods and to having staff
engage in research. These are excellent
aspirations, but will be a difficult
chailenge to fulfil. One major barner is
the immense complexity and difficulty
of doing high-quality health research.

Suppose a person with a health
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problem consults a naturopath, is
preseribed a naturopathic remedy, and *
reports being cured. There are no
fewer than five possibie real outcomes
in such a case. First, all that may have
happened is that the person says he or
she is cured when the health problem
remains unchanged. Nothing has
altered but what the person says about
it. Few would regard this as a genuine
cure. Perhaps, however, there has
been real improvement in the person’s
health problem. What has caused this
treatment effect?

A second possibility is that the
specific  active ingredient of the
treatment was effective — a trae
treatment effect. Or maybe some non-
specific aspect of the treatment was
what worked. Or perhaps there was a
placebo effect. Perhaps the condition
spontaneously recovered and it was a
coincidence that trealment oceurred at
the same time.

Finding out which of these is
actually responsible is often very
difficult. While it is possible to do
sound single-case research, often
investigators need to use many cases,
sophisticated research designs such as
double-blind trials, and compiex
statistical analyses before conclusions
can be reached. Epidemiological and
cost-benefit analyses are even more
difficult. If students are to master such
skills then their teachers must be
liighly competent in research and the
students must have many oppor-
tunities to do research.

As yet, I do not think that the
polytechnic can meet either of these
requirements.

I do not agree with those who say:
“We accept that naturopathy needs
more research, and we are cornmitted
to seeing that more research is done”
and then proceed to teach the current
Jore 1in naturopathy. This is like
proposing to teach, say, lawyers,
before making sure that the advice
they learn to give is soundly based on
New Zezland law and can keep their
clients out of trouble.

The polytechnic and its staff thus -
face an acute dilemma. To responsibly
train health professionals at degree
tevel they must make a commitment to i

P

the scientist-practitioner model and to
scientific research. But once the light
of scientific inquiry is directed at
homeopathy, iridolegy, etc, very little
of current dogma and practice may
remain.

Meantime, while waiting for the
verdict of science on naturopathy,
what are their students to be taught?

M Neville Blampied Is a senior lecturer in
psychology at the University of Canterbury.
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Pair run rings around experts

Duvad”

News
Sept G5
WHILE the originators of Britain's crop circles have
hung up their trampling boards, arable farmers
around the world still face the prospect of artistic
creations appearing in their wheat fields.

Lincoln emeritus professor Bernard Howard told
the recent 10th annual New Zealand Skeptics Con-
ference in Auckland the circles were originally the
work of two

BY ANNETTE TAYLOR

changing the direction of the swirls. This resulted
in the particular scientist complicating his theory
further to allow for the new changes, though even-
tually he had to concede defeat.

Farmer reaction to the circles in their fields was
almost as varied as the number of explanations for
their cause, and ranged from hostility to mercenary.
One farmer promptly set up alittle booth by his farm
gate and charged people one pound to come in and
have a look. He made

men, gener-
ally known
as Doug and
Dave, who
after more
than 13
years in the
field are
now in re-
tirement.
Others have
since taken on the craft and spread it to other parts
of the world — one was sighted near Wanganui as
recently as January this year.

The circles began appearing in the late 1970s and
were quite substantial creations, generally sited on
hillside¥ near busy roads for maximum visibility.
Originally Doug and Dave made the circles on their
hands and knees but soon developed a ‘trampling
board’, that allowed enormous quantities of corn to
be swirled.

Reaction to the circles among the self-appointed
experts gave an example of how to study new phe-
nomena, and how not to, Howard said. The small
group of researchers involved brought with them
their own personality weaknesses and delusions.
Some proposed metecrological explanations while
others favoured visits from alien spacecraft or ‘earth
energies’.

It was Doug and Dave’s intention to make people

believe the circles were caused by UFOs. Inresponse
to one researcher claiming they were the result of
atmospheric vortexes, they began to create more
complicated circles, adding on straight lines and

A crop circle near Wanganui in January this r '

| around 5000 pounds - about
| ten times the value of the
“trampled crop.

* |~ Butby 1991 the two cir-
cle creators were becoming
tired and were aware that
otherpeople were receiving
fame and fortune over the
issue - none of which was
going to the people doing
all the work.

“They decided to come clean and told their story
to the British tabloid ‘Today’ and were denounced
as liars. Some said the pair were MIS5 stooges, told
to tell their story to hide the real nature of cfop cir-
cles.”

When asked to repeat a circle in daylight with a
skeptical audience, Doug and Dave ‘made amess of
it.” Since that time they have made other circles - at
night time, while being filmed by a television crew.
These were subsequently declared genuine by the
experts, or ‘cereologists’ as they preferred to be
called. And judging by the appearance of a circle in
New Zealand this year, the technique is achievable
by anyone with a bit of time on their hands.

Il Convinced

RHA approves Maori healing

Wellington (PA). — Tradi-
tional Maori healing will soon
be available for Maoris in
Hawkes Bay under an historic
new contract signed vesterday
between the Ceniral Regional
Heakth Authority and a tradi-
tional ‘thealing clinic in
Napier.

Central RHA Maori health
manager Rongo Wi Repa said
in a stalement vesterday the
authority wotld be purchasing
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a pilot programme covering
assessment and diagnosis
based on Maori customs, pro-
vision of (raditionzl healing
practices, and counseiling and
support for whanau (the
extended family).

The service would be pro-
vided by a Maori traditional
healer and supporting health
workers (rom Napier's Te
Whare Whakapikiora o te
Rangimarie Clinic.
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The pilot programme will
run for 12 months, and will
then be evaluated to assess its
potential for other traditional
healing services to be consid-
ered.

Mr Wi Repa said the con-
tract was a major break-
through for Maoris as the
authority had recognised they
were entitled to access o Lra-
ditional as well as Weslern

medicine. 4757 2?/5,;(/;

Trish Roberts (Letters, October 21) thinks the
Skeptics have some nerve making rade remarks
about the 74 percent who registered as believers
in a TV2 Nightline viewer poll on the authenticity
of the Roswell incident. For the record, I have yet
to meet a single one of the more than 350 mem-
bers of the New Zealand Skeptics who thinks
there isn't life of some kind beyond the solar sys-
tem. Given the stellar/planetary statistics, it is
almost impossible to imagine otherwise.

It is a-completely different issue whether, since
the phrase “flying saucer” was coined in 1947,
aliens have been buzzing cows, flattening corn
frelds and abducting hapless citizens in order to
perform weird medical and sexual experiments
on them — with or without the connivance of the
US Government and the KGB.

On the evidence so far available, Earth is still
the only planet known to harbour intelligent life.
How much intelligence is a question that contin-
ues to vex the Skeptics.

Denis Dutton
Spokesperson, New Zealand Skeptics
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On a Mission from God

David Riddell

Australian creationist Peter Sparrow toured New Zealand recently.

Peter Sparrow is a black-
bearded, bespectacled, bear of a
man. He is cheery, articulate,
and an excellent spokesman for
the Creation Science Founda-
tion (a “faith-funded” organisa-
tion with a presence in Austra-
lia, New Zealand, the United
States, Canada and Britain), un-
der whose auspices he recently
toured New Zealand. Originally
from Australia, he has been
touring that country for a
number of years spreading a
similar message to the one he
delivered here.

In his travels over a three-
month period, he addressed 53
meetings throughout the coun-
try. My brother John and I
caught up with him on the 50th
such occasion, at the East St
Apostolic Church in Hamilton.
Also present was Graeme Wil-
liams, a temporary maths lec-
turer at Waikato University,
whom I had contacted through
the Usenet newsgroup talk.ori-
gins, and perhaps a hundred of
the faithful.

The talk began with a brief
account of Sparrow’s own con-
version to the cause. At school,
he said, he had been convinced
that science had proven God
did not exist, and that the secret
to success in life was survival
of the fittest. This he under-
stood to mean walking over
everybody else to achieve his
goals. His life became compli-
cated, however, when he met
and fell in love with a Christian
girl, who wouldn’t accept his
arguments.

Confused, (he felt that for
humanists there should be no
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such thing as love, since this
meant giving something of
yourself, making you weaker)
he fled his native Adelaide for
New Zealand where, to cut a
long story short, he was con-
verted to creationism — and
two seconds later to Christian-
ity — by listening to some
creationist tapes while doing
the dishes. The tapes made him
realise, he said, that God had
made him, and therefore owned
him, and had the right to make
rules over his life.

A belief in evolution pro-
vided no such rules for living,
and led to a life of lawlessness,
devoid of meaning, and a toler-
ance of such evils as homo-
sexuality, pornography and
abortion. Creationism, by con-
trast, required an acceptance of
laws and standards, and gave
meaning to life. The story of
Adam’s Fall was also necessary
to provide meaning for Christ’s
sacrifice on the cross: if there
were no Fall, and if humanity
were not born into sin, then
Christianity was without foun-
dation.

The creationist cause was
therefore fundamental to the
church’s fight for its very sur-
vival: according to Sparrow,
evolution represents an attack
by Satan at the church’s foun-
dation. His main message, then,
was that Christians should not
be fighting at the level of is-
sues, such as abortion and ho-
mosexuality, since these were
only symptoms of the underly-
ing evil of evolutionary theory,
whose amorality was progres-
sively eroding society. It was

necessary to get children out of
the state education system into
Christian or home schooling, to
use creationist material in evan-
gelical work, and to show up
the flaws in the evolutionary
model.

This he attempted to do at
first by way of an analogy: he
told a story of a printing press
exploding and a completed
book assembling itself page by
page from the wreckage. Not
surprisingly no-one believed
the story, yet, he maintained,
this was the sort of thing evolu-
tionists expected people to be-
lieve. Chance and random proc-
esses produced only chaos, but
evolutionists clung to the belief
that they could produce order
because the only alternative
was creation and this required
God.

He next produced examples
of apparent design in nature: a
nettle hair that was more com-
plex than a hypodermic needle,
velcro-like hooks on a plant
leaf, and bacterial cells, which
were far more complex than the
needle point (looking very
rough and blunt in the electron
micrograph) on which they
were sitting.

He showed photos of cliffs
and canyons, produced in a day
or two by the eruption of Mt St
Helens, and argued that this
showed that Noah’s Flood
could have created massive
sediment deposits, and carved
out landforms such as the
Grand Canyon. Finally, he at-
tacked the textbook picture of
horse evolution, maintaining
that since all the species of
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varying sizes in one picture he
showed all lived at the same
time, they could not represent
stages in a line of descent, any
more than a girl could be the
same age as her grandmother.

The talk was followed by the
screening of a 1977 film, The
World that Perished, a well-
made if unintentionally hilari-
ous retelling of the Flood story.
(One small point: we were told
how Noah sealed his Ark with
pitch, then later that the petro-
chemical deposiis were formed
as a result of the Flood. Pitch is
a petrochemical: where did
Noah get his pitch from?)

Sparrow then went on to
promote the books, magazines
and tapes he had with him.
These covered three tables, and
included children’s books, the
CSF’s Creation magazine,
books on the scientific evidence
for creation, and one with the
answers to the most frequently
asked questions creationists
have to face. This one, he said,
explained how the tuatara got to
New Zealand from Mt Ararat. It
actually spoke about the platy-
pus in Australia, but, he assured
us, change the name, and the
argument still applied. This I
had to see, so I headed straight
for it. Predictably, it talked
about land bridges. Across the
Tasman Sea? Which is two
miles deep? When according to
the creationists the sea was at
its shallowest during the flood
and has only got deeper as the
land masses rose up and the sea
floor fell?

To his credit, Sparrow al-
lowed plenty of time afterwards
for discussion, and seemed a lit-
tle flustered when I collared
him on this one, hedging that
maybe as things found their
new levels a land bridge could
still have existed temporarily. It
was difficult to pursue any line
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of argument for too long, how-
ever, as there were only three of
us surrounded by several of
Sparrow’s supporters. I feel we
handled ourselves quite well,
and would like to think we
planted some doubts in the
minds of a few listeners. I was
able to point out that descent of
species should not be confused
with descent of individuals, so
comments about granddaugh-
ters and grandmothers, with re-
spect to the horse family, were
inappropriate.

I also went some way to-
wards dealing with the matter
of “random processes” in na-
ture, showing that the notebook
I was holding predictably
moved downwards when re-
leased, rather than heading off
in a random direction. The
point was that there are natural
laws and processes at work in
the universe which make non-
random things happen all the
time, and that this applies to liv-
ing things as well as everything
else. He seemed to accept the
fall-back position which was
offered, that God could be re-
sponsible for these natural laws
in the first place (you will never
get a creationist to abandon be-
lief in God, better to concen-
trate on Genesis), but wouldn’t
accept that this was quite a dif-
ferent matter from asserting the
Book of Genesis was literally
true.

Meanwhile, John was in-
volved in a lengthy discussion
on the validity or otherwise of
teleological and ad hoc argu-
ments. He also pointed out that
whereas scientists argue con-
stantly in journals over how
evolution occurs, there is no
disagreement over whether it
does: to the scientific commu-
nity, creationism is a dead is-
sue. And Graeme had brought
along some very impressive pa-

pers on self-replicating mole-
cules, including DNA strands
of only six bases. These clearly
worried several in the audience,
and completely floored one
fresh-faced creationist who was
about to launch into an argu-
ment on the statistical improb-
ability of long nucleic acid
chains ever forming.

Issues that never got properly
addressed were the proper inter-
pretation of “survival of the fit-
test” in a human context — that
our primary strength as a species
is our ability to get along with
one another in complex societies,
and the matter of the argument
from design. The argument that if
a needle is designed, then any-
thing more complex than a nee-
dle must also be designed, is logi-
cally invalid. What about a snow
crystal? (See previous comments
on non-random processes. )

In any case, most of the
audience had gone home before
this discussion session began,
and it is sobering to think of all
those newly fired-up creationist
evangelists who may have been
spawned by this tour. With
hindsight, I realise that it would
have been better to notify other
Skeptics around the country as
soon as I learned of this, so that
others may have been able to
attend meetings, perhaps find
out Sparrow’s itinerary, com-
pare notes, and prepare sticky
questions for him. I was un-
aware until the night that the
tour was so close to its finish.
The meetings were not at all
well publicised outside of the
churches (I learned of them
from a friend’s home-schooling
newsletter), and were clearly
targeted at the converted. Hope-
fully next time an event like this
happens, we may be better pre-
pared for it.

David Riddell is a Hamilion Skeptic.
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Bent Spoon Debate

Rebuttal

Walter C Clark, Chuck Bird
and Nicky McLean criticise
Hitting Home for not investi-
gating women’s violence to-
wards men, that is, for not be-
ing another piece of research al-
together. When biologists can
produce papers about the hairs
on the legs of one species of
fruit-flies, this does not seem
excessively specialised. One
reason that that was not done is
simply money. To have
achieved the same accuracy
would have required interview-
ing 2,000 women, doubling the
cost.

According to the Center
Against Sexual and Domestic
Violence in Seattle, 95 percent
of all domestic violence is men
beating women. Analysing vio-
lence along ethnic lines would
likewise have doubled the cost,
since presumably only about
200 of the present sample were
Maori. It would cost as much
again to interview 2,000 Pacific
Islanders, also commonly char-
acterised as violent.

Greg Newbold’s references
to Maori in prison are disin-
genuous. He of all people
should know that Maori are
more likely to be imprisoned
not because they are intrinsi-
cally more violent than Pakeha
but, among other things, be-
cause they are disproportion-
ately in lower socio-economic
groups and less well-educated,
and (in consequence) less able
to manipulate the system to
produce the outcome they want.

Again, Hitting Home did not
look for or find the specific ex-
tent of Maori men’s violence
against women because that is
not the piece of research it was.
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All that research certainly
should be done, but it is to the
credit of Hitting Home that it
didn’t pretend to attempt it.
This was, after all, primarily
about men’s atfitudes towards
violence, not about which men
are violent.

As for Bird’s proposal that
men be asked if they were
abused, what would that prove?
The most violent men might
also claim to be the most put-
upon, so?

Clark’s and McLean’s
elaborate discussions of
“provocation” are taken care of
by the wording of the question-
naire (p 224) which specifies
“ways of settling differences”.
“Banging the table” (Clark) is
not mentioned, nor “restraint of
a spouse intent on mayhem
with a French cook’s knife.”
They seem to think some lower
threshold of abuse, one that
they think justified, should be

{ ignored. That it is not does not

fault Hitting Home, it just
shows their places on its spec-
trum,

Does Nicky McLean really
think that a man who thinks it is
okay to take a knife to his wife
would draw the line at shouting
at her? The more items he
agrees to, the more abusive/vio-
lent he is. There is no sugges-
tion in Hitting Home that the
different levels of abuse and
violence are equivalent. Obvi-
ously the scale is quasi-loga-
rithmic, like the Richter and
decibel scales, and hence more
sensitive at the lower end. Once
that is understood, “number of
types accepted” is a perfectly
valid measure.

Chuck Bird confuses de-
facto marriages with reconsti-

tuted families: it is step-parents
who are more likely to abuse
children than natural parents,
regardless of the legal status of
the marriage. This seems to be
biological and has nothing to do
with men’s violence toward
WOMEN.

Pace McLean, it will be
news to co-author Robin Ran-
som that he 1s a woman.

Hitting Home does have a
significant flaw (as well as the
truthfulness problem I men-
tioned in my main submission),
not mentioned yet by its sup-
porters or opponents. The level
of non-response is very high,
with only 60% of men con-
tacted agreeing to be inter-
viewed. It is hardly a way-out,
New-Age supposition that vio-
lent men are less likely to talk
about their violence than non-
violent men. Therefore, Hitting
Home probably significantly
under-reports male violence
and abuse against women.

Hugh Young, Porirua

More Comments on
Hitting Home

Definition of Abuse

It could reasonably be ex-
pected that the term “abuse”
would have been defined and
its parameters explained at the
beginning of the report. Instead
it is not until p.30 that any defi-
nition is given — when it is, it
is found to embrace a long list
of behaviours (physical and
psychological) of varying lev-
els of seriousness. This does
have the effect of trivialising
the subject and of diverting at-
tention from the more serious
cases. The data would appear
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far less confusing and a far
greater reliance presumably
could be placed on the results if
the more serious aspects had
been separated from the less se-
rious from the start.

Lack of Balance

On p.31 we are informed
that “in this study ‘domestic
abuse’ is used to mean the
abuse of women by male part-
ners”. Such a restriction seems
misguided given that behav-
iours in a partnership are never
restricted to one partner. And
often other people are involved.
Such an approach to the subject
resembles that of a biologist
who decides to study the dy-
namics of a parasite-host rela-
tionship by concentrating on
only one of the participants.

Exclusion of Ethnicity

A basic criterion of any sur-
vey which purports to be scien-
tific is that all avenues are fol-
lowed which are likely to pro-
vide vital information. If this
means disregarding claims that
following this or that line of in-
vestigation “would lead to un-
helpful, inappropriate and in-
sensitive cross-cultural com-
parisons”, so be it. To maintain
that the survey’s methodology
was inappropriate for making
such comparisons does seem a
way of avoiding the issue, par-
ticularly when we are informed
that an ethnic analysis became a
significant issue in the consult-
ations made during the devel-
opment stage (p.35).

Questionable Methodology

A number of the most puz-
zling and questionable aspects
of the study appear in the sec-
tion: The findings of Study 1 —
a survey of 2,000 men. We are
told that “most New Zealand
men do not approve of a man
hitting a woman,” and that nine
in ten do not approve of hitting
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in any of twenty different cir-
cumstances (p.62). It seems this
clear indication of a high level
of disapproval did not satisfy
the researchers. A “ten-point
scale of disapproval” was ap-
plied from which each man was
given “an approval of hitting
score”. Suddenly “non-ap-
proval” becomes “approval” in
relation to hitting a woman.

The conclusion drawn from
this questionable methodology
is “that New Zealand men do
not strongly disapprove of hit-
ting”. Somehow what began as
a strong positive has become a
strong negative, to the detri-
ment of New Zealand men in
general.

Contradictions

On p.98 it is stated: “as in
our research, the Dunedin study
found that domestic abuse was
more likely to occur when the
male partner was young and
when he was poorly educated,
of low socio-economic level,
and unemployed”. Yet a major
conclusion from the study is
that “a man’s socio-economic
level, educational level and per-
sonal income group give us no
clue of the likelihood of his be-
ing abusive to a woman part-
ner.” (p.146). Also little is
made in the report of the fact
that this “finding” was contrary
to that arrived at in the majority
of overseas studies.

How can questions be “less
direct” and, at the same time,
“more specific”? (p.35).

Major Conclusions of the
Report

There seems no justification
for concluding (a) that there is
an underlying male acceptance
of abuse in New Zealand, and
(b) that a substantial proportion
of New Zealand women are
abused by their male partners,
both physically and psycho-

logically (p.21). The results of
the survey, particularly when
taking into account the wide
definition of “abuse” and the
suspect methodology, do not
warrant these conclusions. It is
worth noting that a desire to fit
data to preconceived notions is
a characteristic of pseudo-
science.

Conclusion

The NZ Skeptics Society is
opposed to pseudoscience in
any of its manifestations. There
seems little doubt that vital
parts of Hitting Home can be
described as pseudoscientific. It
is therefore a fair target for
skeptical attention. I have to
agree with those critics of the
report who have concluded that
it trivialises domestic violence
and conveys a level of abuse
perpetrated by men which is not
supported by the evidence. I
support fully the awarding of
the Bent Spoon for 1995 to the
report, Hitting Home.

Warwick Don, Dunedin

I have carefully examined
the Department of Justice re-
port on domestic violence enti-
tled Hitting Home. 1 feel that
this report fully deserved being
made recipient of the 1995 Bent
Spoon award.

Robert Woolf, Auckland

Correction

Despite the third paragraph
of my contribution to the Sep-
tember issue, I would like it to
be known that I do distinguish
affect from effect (and impact
for that matter), and an issue
would be assessed rather than
accessed, such as men’s abuse
rather than man’s. And in the
last paragraph I wrote few per-
sons rather than four persons.
But otherwise, my scribblings
must have been clear enough.
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As for the report, I too had to
stare long and hard at some
paragraphs, including the one
quoted by Mr Clark in his letter
[September, p.25, first para-
graph]. I think the authors mean
that when asked about “abuse”
people disapprove readily, but
if asked less directly about gen-
eral abuse by being offered spe-
cific actions not labelled as
abuse, many more say that they
might do that, or could under-
stand someone doing it. My
bafflement peaked on p.148 of
the report with “...most likely
to agree with this statement
were the non-abusive men” ...
“a clear relationship between
seriousness of abuse and level
of agreement with the state-
ment” ... “four out of ten in the
most serious abuse group
agreed...two out of ten in the
least serious group.”

After a lot of thought, and
checking with my father, I con-
cluded that the paragraph was
saved from literal self-contra-
diction thanks to overlapping
definitions of “non-abusive”,
“most serious” and “least seri-
ous” groups. A plague on the
whole business!

Nicky McLean, Lower Hutt

Support for Award
Hugh Young writes, “Hit-

ting Home is careful, thorough, |
g gh, | where 1 encountered a qumber |

mainstream scientific re-
search.” And later, “It is social
science, not “hard science’...”

It seems to me he is using
definitions of “careful”, “thor-
ough”, “mainstream”, *“scien-
tific”, and “research’” which are
quite different to those com-
monly used in the community
of “hard science”.

Hitting Home is a muddle.
One could give numerous ex-
amples but Page 88 is a classic.
It lists a “Seriousness of Abuse
Scale (SOAS)” although this
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seems to have become contami-
nated with frequency. What to
make of this sentence explain-
ing the scale? “Where two
types of abuse had the same fre-
quency, the one with the lower
number of times in the past year
was given the higher ranking.”

Some time last year a young
couple from next door came to
use our telephone. Later the
man shot and killed the woman.
According to the SOAS that
ranks as less serious than
“Threatened her with knife or

”

gun”.

Hugh Young seems so cer-
tain of things which he cannot
know as established facts. “Any
torturer will tell you that the
“best’ torture is purely mental.”
How many torturers does he
know? Has he consulted a ran-
dom sample?

Hugh Young again writes,
“It is a truism among anti-vio-
lence workers (but apparently
unknown to the critics) that do-
mestic violence cuts across
class boundaries, and a high
court judge or cabinet minister
is just as likely to beat his wife
as a freezing worker or opos-
sum [sic] trapper.” This gets us
to the real point: how do they
know? This is just political cor-
rectness.

I spent 25 years in teaching

of families where there was

domestic violence was very
strongly correlated with socio-
economic class and ethnic
group. Furthermore most of the
serious stuff was inflicted by
men.

Now I am quite prepared to
be shown to be wrong (I cer-
tainly did not encounter a ran-
dom sample), but this will re-
quire evidence; I will not be
convinced by a politically cor-

| violence against children and |
wives. My experience was that

rect truism common among So-
cial workers. Just how many
wives of cabinet ministers and
high court judges are to be
found in women’s refuges for
example?

Hugh Young again writes, ““-
the report came to this counter-
intuitive conclusion by careful
scientific study...”. It did not. It
confirmed a “truism among
anti-violence workers” by
means that will naturally con-
firm prejudices.

The statistic that I found
least believable is that 67% of
New Zealand men had personal
knowledge of physical abuse by
a man or a woman. Because this
implies that 37% have no such
knowledge and I find that in-
credible. What kind of shel-
tered life do these people lead?

Jim Ring, Nelson

No Evidence

I enjoyed reading the oppos-
ing points of view regarding the
Bent Spoon Award, but was
surprised to be advised by
Hugh Young on p.24 that “We
Skeptics are now on record as
thinking it beyond question that
once a woman has struck a
man, he need take no responsi-
bility whatever for all his sub-
sequent violence”.

I have personally never seen
a scrap of evidence to support
that statement and can only
conclude that someone has
been “behaving like a tabloid
newspaper”’ having “taken in-
formation out of context, re-
written it in a biased way, and
generally put the kind of spin
on it that we so often accuse our
opponents of doing”.

John Turner
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Bent Spoon Summation

Since the call for responses
to the awarding of the Bent
Spoon to the Justice Depart-
ment’s Hitting Home report,
we’ve received responses from
16 people, some of which of
which have been published in
this and the previous Skepric.
Others were in the form of pri-
vate commentaries or conversa-
tions. One member contacted
the authors of the report di-
rectly for clarification and fur-
ther comment, and passed on
the correspondence that ensued.

Our thanks to those who
took the time to find and study
the report and respond.

Five committee members
have taken a closer look at the
report and the award, and have
supported the decision. While
noting that it would not be possi-
ble to canvass all members about
Bent Spoons (or get all members
to necessarily agree), they have
also made suggestions for broad-
ening the decision-making proc-
ess in the future.

Of the formal responses re-
ceived, 14 supported the award,
with comments ranging from a
single sentence to a five-page
analysis; two argued against the
award (one of these came from
a non-member).

In three responses, criticism
was levelled directly at the
press release announcing the
Bent Spoon, primarily for poor
choice of wording. Without be-
ing overly defensive, it is diffi-
cult to tackle a major, detailed
report such as this one within
the confines of a standard, 500-
word press release using the
pithy phrasing that the media
will take note of.

While I could argue the
points individually (surely one
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can still use the term “fine
print” metaphorically), that
would not be appropriate at this
stage, given the general support
for the award. We do try and be
as professional as possible in
our media dealings — if some
members feel that we could
have done better in this case,
then we acknowledge that criti-
cism and will strive to do better.

The selection process for the
awards (outlined in the last
Skeptic) appears to have met
with general acceptance. Sug-
gestions for broadening the se-
lection group have been noted
and we look forward to a more
inclusive process — and a
greater number of nominations
— in the coming year.

The controversial and, in
some respects, highly emotion-
ally charged aspects of this de-
bate — from the AGM discus-
sion on — could well have seen

this process disintegrate into a
very messy, personalised fight
that would not have done any-
one, individually or the Skep-
tics as a whole, any good. But it
has not.

A couple of responses sug-
gested that this discussion
should not have taken place,
raising concerns that it could
damage the credibility and ef-
fectiveness of the Skeptics as an
organisation.

However, that we are able to
have major differences of opin-
ion, yet remain willing to argue
rationally and reasonably, is, I
believe, a reaffirmation of the
sorts of principles for which the
Skeptics stand and makes me,
for one, proud to be a member.

Vicki Hyde
Chair-entity
NZCSICOP Inc.

“You thought they were FREE, didn't you Jimmy..? Well,
NOTHING in this Universe is really free, Jimmy, NOTHING.
We want payment for the steak knives...”
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Psychic Stuff-Ups

The world’s best psychics seems to have cracks in their crystal balls, says the Skeptical Inquirer.

Top psychics who published
their prognostications in US su-
permarket tabloids such as the
National Enquirer, the Na-
tional Examiner and the Weekly
World News, indicated 1995
was supposed to be the year
Rush Limbaugh was forced to
go on welfare, Whitney Hous-
ton married Mike Tyson, Peter
Jennings became the first jour-
nalist in space, and Disney
World was wiped out by a hur-
ricane.

“Once again, even the most
talented psychics seem to have
had trouble predicting the ma-
jor unexpected events of the
year,” said Gene Emery, who
compiled the 1995 predictions
for the magazine

The National Enquirer‘s sta-
ble of psychics predicted in the
tabloid’s January 10 and June
20 issues that:

¢« The president’s cat would be
kidnapped and held for

$1,000 ransom by a home- |

less driver who would be
captured after he also tried to
snatch the Vice President’s
poodle.

» Burt Reynolds and Loni An-
derson would remarry.

« Peter Jennings would do the
evening news from orbit
aboard the Space Shuttle.

» “A child genius will stun
judges at a 7th-grade science
fair when he presents a
working time machine”
made from parts of a micro-
wave oven.

» Jay Leno would become
David Letterman’s sidekick
on Letterman’s Late Show.

o “Scientists will discover a
beneficial virus that can turn
ordinary rocks into a pro-
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tein-rich food. And some ex-
perts will predict the find
will lead to the end of world
hunger.”

« Tonya Harding would be
“denied permission to open
the nation’s first all-nude ice
skating rink.”

The National Examiner’s
top psychics said 1995 would
be the year that:

+ President Clinton was shot
in the jaw by a disgruntled
postal worker.

+ “A meteor the size of a
Buick will strike a used car
dealership in Las Vegas. No
one will be injured in the
crash, but the crater will
open up a vast underground
reservoir of drinking water,
solving the desert town’s
water shortage.”

« Basketball player Shaquille
O’Neal quit basketball to be-
come Rookie of the Year in
baseball.

% Michael Jackson’s “already

weakened schnozz” would | Hefner would give up his Play-

“permanently collapse” after

an outraged mom punched
him in the nose during a

public appearance.

+ Rush Limbaugh would “lose
his fortune and become des-
titute. Forced on welfare,
Rush will become a Demo-
crat.”

The psychics at the Weekly
World News predicted that in
1995 a volcanic eruption would
create a new land mass that tied
the United States to Cuba, frog
legs would become the rage in
fast-food restaurants, and 80%
of Americans would totally
shave their heads.

Jeane Dixon, one of the
country’s best known psychics,
in the July 25 issue of the Star

forecast “a stunning outcome to
the O.J. Simpson trial will bring
a result no one predicted. I can
see that O.J. will walk.”

She was right. But Dixon
could just as easily claim suc-
cess if Simpson had been found
guilty or the jury had failed to
reach a decision.

“A guilty verdict or hung
jury will keep O.J. Simpson in
jail through most of this year,”
she predicted in the January 17
issue. “I don’t see him walking
away a free man until an ap-
peal,” she announced in the
April 25 issue. And in the Octo-
ber 10 issue, published after the
verdict, Dixon predicted that
“0. J. will be released from jail,
but there will be a second trial
and he will be incarcerated at
least one more year.”

As always, there were the
typical forecasts: celebrities
taking new occupations (psy-
chic Shawn Robbins said Hugh

boy empire and become a sun-
flower cultivator); promises of
cures for AIDS, arthritis, diabe-
tes and Alzheimer’s disease;
and predictions that space ali-
ens would be discovered.

Also, there was the usual
crop of vague predictions that
left plenty of wiggle room in
case they didn’t come true.

In the December 13, 1994,
issue of the Globe, for example,
Mystic Meg forecast that Liz
Taylor “will stumble across a
formula that could spell an
AIDS breakthrough.” Jeane
Dixon said, “A scandal in a re-
ligious cult could lead to mur-
der, suicides, and a doomsday
vigil in the spring.”
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Sometimes the predictions
are laughable because they re-
flect so little knowledge of the
real world, such as when psy-
chics predict that someone will
be elected president during the
years when a presidential elec-
tion isn’t scheduled.

Dixon falls into that cate-
gory with her prediction in the
January 17 Star, saying, “A
new, antibiotic-resistant strain
of influenza causes coast-to-
coast misery in early winter and
again in early spring. Scientists
will trace the virus to polluted
water.” Antibiotic resistance is
hardly surprising — antibiotics
don’t work on viruses, which is
why you don’t prescribe them
for the common cold, flu,
AIDS, etc.

Unfortunately, the psychics
gave no warning of the Okla-
homa City bombing, they ha-
ven’t been able to find the Un-
abomber, and they apparently
had no inkling of Christopher
“Superman” Reeve’s tragic ac-
cident.

As for 1996, the psychics
have already said it will be the
year Hawaii sinks into the
ocean, banana peels are found
to cure cancer, Rush Limbaugh
becomes the Republican nomi-
nee for President, Lance Ito be-
comes Chief Justice of the US
Supreme Court, the federal
government decides to turn the
Grand Canyon into a nuclear
waste dump, and all the athletes
in the ‘96 Olympics are forced
to undergo species tests — after
officials learn that a woman
who won the gold medal in the
shot-put is really a girl gorilla!
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Forum

Chelation Study

Tan McWilliam’s comments on the Dunedin Chelation Study in
the September NZ Skeptic indicates the many difficulties in under-
standing medical research papers. In consideration of his critique
of the study:

Re the number of patients:

1. Whilst 32 is not many, they were all typical claudication
sufferers, being mainly smokers, male, and average age 67.

2. Van Ryj et al arrived at this number in the correct method:
using “power” and type error and allowing for detecting a pre-
dicted significant improvement in the order of 10% in terms of
walking distance. Thus the study would easily detect the sorts of
improvement that would be clinically significant (ie the 50-100%
touted by some chelation clinics).

Re Mr McWilliam’s doctor friend’s analysis:

1. His statement that only 12% of the controls achieved 100%
walking distance improvement versus 26% for the chelation group
is poor presentation of statistics: We don’t know how many of the
controls achieved 99% or similar walking distance improvement.

2. Van Rij et al quote a change in the average walking distance
to pain (ie how long before the patients stopped walking because of
pain) in the order of 25 metres improvement for the controls verses
only 12 metres for the chelation patients. In other words the chela-
tion group did worse. An average is a better statistic in this case
than the ones quoted by Mr McWilliam.

3. Mr McWilliam’s statistical analysis (95% confidence limits)
18 irrelevant given no explanation of the statistical method used and
who performed the test.

Comments that “Those who supply the expensive drugs, equip-
ment and surgery would lose much if research into other simpler,
less expensive...” ignores the extensive research by the “heart
industry” into the likes of aspirin and warfarin, hardly expensive
medications.

I'have found the results of the Dunedin Chelation Study signifi-
cant for my clinical practice: It has reaffirmed my clinical observa-
tion of several patients who have undergone chelation; they all feel
significantly better for the extensive attention they receive and the
improvements they achieve in their lifestyle — i.e. enhanced pla-
cebo effect. Unfortunately the cost of this “placebo” is excessive,
its long-term effects questionable and I have a degree of unease
when I consider the number of chelation-treated patients I have had
die from their heart and circulation disease within two years foi-
lowing therapy.

Jim Vause
Blenheim
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Moving Around?

There may be psychics out there, but none of’  }
them help with the Skeptic. If you change ~ H# 4

address, please tell us. We want you to enjoy Sfis 4
bomy

e

your magazine.

(Has anyone seen Mike Dickison...7)

Eagle-eyed skeptics may note that
this issue is labelled “Summer”
rather than “December”.

With everything closing down for
Christmas, you won’t be receiving this
before January. Sorry about that.

Gill VA
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