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A New Age Myth:
the Kaimanawa ‘“Wall”’

Neville A. Ritchie

The media love to manufacture a mystery, and the Kaimanawa
Wall is a great example of this. Watch closely, as a perfectly
natural rock formation becomes a megalithic structure...

In the 4 May 1996 issue of
the NZ Listener, an article titled
“Megalith Mystery: Are giant
stones in the Kaimanawa Forest
Park evidence of an ancient
New Zealand culture?” (Chap-
ple 1996:28-29) appeared. It
centred on Barry Brailsford’s
contention that the “Kai-
manawa wall” was “the best
(physical) evidence so far” of
the pre-Maori “Waitaha nation”
which he alleges flourished in
New Zealand over 2,000 years
ago. Shortly thereafter I was
telephoned by Jim Mora of
TV1 and asked to give a “tradi-
tional archaeological perspec-
tive” on the matter as part of an
item on the Holmes Show aris-
ing from Brailsford’s conten-
tions about the “wall”.

That phone call was the be-
ginning of an amazing media
frenzy which lasted for about a
fortnight. The Department’s
Taupo and Tongariro based
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field staff and I received over
100 phone calls about the
“wall”, in addition to being
asked to participate in several
national and regional radio in-
terviews (including three from
Australia) and to appear on
TV1 and TV3 news. During
this time (mid May 1996) the
“wall” was a major topic on
talk-back radio. The issue drew
arange of views right across the
spectrum.
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Until the late 1980s,
Brailsford, then a Canterbury-
based archaeologist and histo-
rian, supported the generally
accepted view that New Zea-
land was first colonised about
1,000 years ago via a series of
Polynesian canoe landings. He
published two popular books,
The Tattooed Land (1980) and
Greenstone Trails (1983),
which helped him gain an MBE
for services to Maori scholar-
ship. These books did not chal-
lenge the conventional theories
of New Zealand’s first settle-
ment based principally on his-
torical and archaeological evi-
dence, and to a lesser extent on
Maori traditions. However, in
the interim, Brailsford, at the
invitation of some South Island
Maori elders, has gone on to
publish two further books, Song

of the Waitaha (1994)  _,
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At the Skeptics’ conference we were
treated to one official’s view of the status of
‘scientific medicine relative to alternative treat-
ment systems and beliefs. This presentation
reinforced many of our fears that modern
medicine is truly the victim of its own success.
Now that so many of us live to old age, and
find that pharmaceuticals and surgery can do
fittle to prevent inevitable decline, we are en-
couraged to tum to away from “Western or-
thodoxy” towards “alternative” systems of
other, more “spiritual and *holistic cultures”,

Although these treatment systems have
been remarkably unsuccesstul in delivering
health and longevity to their own people, it
seems that when added on to “Western ortho-
doxy” they can deliver the health, beauty, and
‘sexual vitality which we obviously deserve -
and which Mrs Shipley so stubbornly refuses to
give us. Even if you want your cultural sha-
‘mans, now it seems that the RHAs are ready o
deliver. Next time | am admitted, | plan to de-
mand that my bed is showered with shamrocks
and that | consult my personal leprechaun.

There is one exception to this widespread
‘belief in the ability of ancient remadies to cure
our nagging pains with herbs, needles and
beads. | am sure that | shall never see Any
naturopathic dentistry. (If P.J. O'Rorke didnt
‘say that, he should have.)

Many in the audience must have wondered
‘where the pressure for medicine to abandon
its self-confidence is coming from. When
someone is run over by a bus you will not
‘hear them cry “Take me to my naturopath!”

Of course not, they want the full orthodox
treatment from the full western works.
~ My own experience in the world of busi-
ness is that some pharmacists are pushing
these ancient barrows for all they are worth.
They fear der on and so are working
hard to find new markets. It is no accident that
their shelves are beg nning to burst with the
‘ministrations of homeopathy, aroma‘therapy,
‘and any other New Age magic they can lay
'the:r healing hands on,

mg the health system isto prowde a netwark mf
“wellness centres” in which “well informed”
people, rather than your “hidebound doctars”,
will direct people to the range of healers in the
network, who will then encourage customers
to explore their own “wellness”. If they should
be genuinely sick, then they can experiment
with & wide and diverse range of health sys-
terns from around the ancient world, and which
happen to have been distilled into convenient
little bottles on the pharmacists’ shelves.

One of the obvious advantages of “weliness
centres” is that they dramatically increase the
size of the market. Instead of being restricted
to the sick, these "wellness centres” can target
the millions of worried-well suffering from ad-
vanced Woody Allen Syndrome and similar
i nc-u rable complaints.

I's good thinking, and it's probable that
many athers have identified the same opportu-
riity. No doubt they are pressuring the RHAs to
bring ail these alternative treatments into the
public health system so as to break the medi-
cal profession’s monopoly over treatment and
to prewde greater censumer thnce* A p@pular

stel

thmg wh;cﬁ the conspmhg m&rﬁep@itsﬁc 'drug§
companies will presently not allow.

!\Jiy prabtem is that lf semecme is gcmg t0 be

very Ieast means that there should be some
evudence that the treatmeni wc}rks g_r tha t*'
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-. public system, the whole
system would have to be pri-
vatised.

But this raises another set
of dilemmas. Health care is
tricky in that it often ends in
death — as the Prime Minis-
ter so foolishly pointed out on
television. So when the aro-
matherapist fails to cure your
nearest-and-dearest's can-
cer, who sues whom? And
how do we regulate the mar-
ket to control the charlatans?
Are we destined to end up
with a private health system

“matched in size and expendi-
ture by an army of civil ser-

vants, lawyers and TV pro-
ducers all determined to give
the survivors a “fair go™?

While the enthusiasts for
alternative medicine hold up
the drug companies as their
enemies, these research
based organisations are
finding that an ever-expand-
ing web of regulations and
open ended-liabilities are
making it increasingly diffi-
cult to bring new drugs to
the market. When they see
how easy it is to bottle up
diluted-water or mandrake
oil, and charge the same
price as FHA registered
pharmaceuticals, their
shareholders will demand
that they join this immensely
profitable game.

Therefore | suspect that
where the pharmacists lead,
the pharmaceutical compa-
nies will not be far behind.
And if the presentation to the
Skeptics conference is any-
thing to go by, new-age
health administrators seem
only too ready to open the
door — or even to lead the
charge.

Depressing isn't it.

Owen McShane
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and Song of the Stone (1995),
and further books of a similar
ilk are in the offing. These latter
books, according to Brailsford,
are based on “ancient knowl-
edge given direction by his
words”. They tell of “a Waitaha
nation” — by Brailsford’s
reckoning some 200 tribes re-
puted to have settled in New
Zealand 2,000 years ago, only
to be obliterated some 700-800
years ago by the arrival of a
warrior culture. Incidentally,
Brailsford, in part, equates the
Waitaha with the “moa hunt-
ers”, a term widely used in the
past to describe the earliest
Polynesian settlers in New Zea-
land, but puts their arrival back
at least another 1,000 years.

Criticism of Brailsford has
revolved around his lack of evi-
dence, beyond quotations from
a few elders who claim Waitaha
descent and recite a genealogy
going back 70 generations,
rather than the record of 40 gen-
erations or so claimed in most
Maori accounts. He has contin-
ued to assert that certain hard
evidence does exist, unrecog-
nised, such as stone altars re-
worked from natural forms,
“some of them over 100 feet
tall”. Others see them as natural
formations (Chapple ibid.).

But the Kaimanawa wall, ac-
cording to Brailsford, is the real
clincher, “the best evidence so
far”, of a pre-Maori civilisation
in New Zealand, partly because
“in terms of Maori culture,
there is nothing like it [in New
Zealand]” (Brailsford quoted in
Chapple 1996:29). From his
observations, he contended the
wall was too old to be Euro-
pean, and the style was not
Maori.

Not surprisingly, Brails-
ford’s assertions, publicised for
the first time in highly accessi-
ble national media (the Listener

and the Holmes Show), sparked
considerable public interest,
with attention focused on the
age of the “wall”, whether it
was built or natural, and the
possibility of a major re-write
of the history of human settle-
ment in New Zealand.

The Site

The “wall” is located at the
toe of a relatively steep spur on
the south side of Clements Mill
Road within the Kaimanawa
Forest Park (NZMS 260 map
sheet U19 Kaimanawa, GR
864457). It is almost at road
level and about seven metres
back from the road, being vis-
ible without leaving one’s car.

The ignimbrite outcrop of
which the “wall” forms part is
covered with soil composed of
a clay-coloured ash and fine
pumice overlain by 30cm or
more of humus. The composi-
tion and depth of the overbur-
den was determined from the
soil composition evident in a
single small test pit excavated
on the upper slopes of the spur.
Without recourse to extensive
testing, the average depth of the
soil-ash-pumice appears to be
about one metre. Nearby road
cuttings have exposures, up to
four metres thick, of layered
pumice deposits from the AD
185 Taupo eruption. Therefore
some form of preferential non
deposition or erosion process,
probably attributable to local
topography and the steepness of
the spur, has resulted in the
relatively thin soil-pumice ve-
neer over the outcrop. The test
pit in front of the wall revealed
a similar clayey pumice soil. A
large red beech (Nothofagus
fusca), estimated to be at least
70 years old, is growing on the
outcrop immediately above the
“wall”. Its roots have caused
some displacement of the
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blocks which make up the
“Wa‘ll,,‘

Research, Inspection
and Assessment

Following the request from
TV1, I checked out available
geological literature on the
area, particularly with regard to
ignimbrite and the nature of
jointing in the rock, and re-
searched past human activity in
the area, in both pre-European
and more recent times. As a
first step in the process, the pos-
sibility that the “wall” was in
any way connected with the
nearby site of Clements’s saw-
mill had to be eliminated. The
mill was established in 1937 by
Jack Clements, a timberyard
owner in Hamilton, and closed
in 1963.

I first examined the “wall”
on 7 May 1996, accompanied
by Owen Wilkes (now with
DoC Historic Resources in
Hamilton), several Tongariro
Conservancy field staff, and the
TV1 news crew. Anticipating
meeting only with Barry
Brailsford, David Childress and
the NZ Archaeological Asso-
ciation’s Taupo filekeeper,
Perry Fletcher, at the site, we
were surprised to find about 30
people gathered there. It soon
became apparent that many of

those present, following the
media publicity, had come to
see the “wall” with their own
eyes. At times it was difficult to
see the rock for the people mill-
ing in front of it.

I conducted a bit of a straw
poll among those present —
about 50% believed the feature
was a wall or were unsure be-
cause “they couldn’t see how
nature could create such perfect
blocks” (symmetrical frac-
tures).

The size of the “wall” varies
depending on how one meas-
ures it. Brailsford (quoted in the
Listener article) states that the
four visible stones in the front
were a uniform 1.9 metres wide
by 1.6m tall, and one metre
wide [deep]. “In one place you
can insert an arm into a root-
ridden cavity and feel the back
face and the front face of the
next tier”. Brailsford surmised,
based on surface probing, that
the wall was part of a stepped
pyramid-like structure made of
cuboid blocks stepping back up
the hillside. He contends the
“blocks” are evident (by prob-
ing) to a height of 6-7m above
the base of the wall (i.e., the
structure is at least 4-5 blocks
high).

When I first saw the forma-
tion, I had no doubt that the
“wall” was a small portion of a
natural ignimbrite outcrop
based on its general configura-
tion and size, although I would
be the first to agree that the re-
markable symmetry of the
blocks exposed at ground level
at the front of the outcrop
looked very wall-like at first
glance, especially when the
jointing pattern was obscured,
as it was initially, by ferns,
mosses and other vegetation.

However, it didn’t stand
scrutiny. Close inspection im-
mediately revealed several
natural features such as per-
fectly matching micro-irregu-
larities along the joints. In most
instances, it was obvious (with-
out recourse to measuring) that
most of the fracture planes be-
tween the blocks were neither
straight nor truly horizontal or
perpendicular. In other words,
the “blocks” which make up the
supposed wall were not regular
in size, nor perfectly worked
building blocks as Brailsford
implied (measurements taken
by Owen Wilkes confirm the
discrepancies).

On the contrary, the forma-
tion overall not only looked
natural, there was nothing to

SPRilE

UNEXPLAINED, THE
COTTINGLEY FAIRIES.

BUT ELSIE EXPLAINED
HOW SHE FAKED *EM,
ON TELEVISION IN 1988,

Donald Rooum, Skeptic (UK)
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suggest it had been modified,
that the stone was stacked (with
one exception the joints are not
staggered) or that it had been
used for any human purpose
such as a platform, altar, retain-
ing wall or loading ramp.

A Geologist’s Opinion

Because the issue was un-
likely to settle down or be re-
solved to most people’s satis-
faction without further re-
search, Dr Peter Wood, a geolo-
gist with a specialist knowledge
of local ignimbrites employed
by the Institute of Geological
and Nuclear Sciences at Wai-
rakei, was commissioned by the
Department of Conservation’s
Tongariro Conservancy to give
an independent professional
opinion on the “wall”. By the
time Dr Wood visited the site
on Monday 13 May, a much
larger area of the outcrop had
been exposed through an illicit
excavation in front of the for-
mation by persons unknown
during the weekend. I quote
from his report (Wood 1996):

In my opinion the so-called
“Kaimanawa Wall” in the
Kaimanawa Forest Park is a
natural rock formation. It is
an outcrop of jointed Rangi-
taiki ignimbrite, a 330,000
year old volcanic rock that is
common in the Taupo Vol-
canic Zone.

The regular block shapes
are produced by natural
[fractures in the rock. These
fractures (joints) were in-
itially produced when the
hot ignimbrite cooled and
contracted after it had
flowed into place during the
eruption. Near vertical and
horizontal joints are com-
mon in welded ignimbrites
of this type. The forces of
erosion, gravity, earth-
quakes and tree growth
(roots) probably have all
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contributed to the movement
and displacement of the
blocks over time.

The apparent regularity and
“artificial” aspect of the
Jjointing is spurious. Most of
the joints are not cuboidal.
The eye is deceived mainly
by one prominent horizontal
Jjoint which can be traced al-
most continuously along the
outcrop into an area (re-
cently excavated) where it is
but one of an interlocking
series of irregular joints.
Even where the joints are
most “block-like”, detailed
inspection of the joint sur-
faces showed they were
natural, with small matching
irregularities in opposing
surfaces which would not be
produced by artificial block
laying.

Previous Reports and
Events Involving the
“Wall”

Despite the publicity
Brailsford’s recent claims about
the “wall” have engendered, it
has been the subject of at least
one earlier non-conventional
investigation. In 1990 Bruce
Cathie, a former Air New Zea-
land pilot who uses mathemati-
cal calculations to explain UFO
phenomena and the relationship
of ancient sites (e.g. Stone-
henge and the Great Pyramid)
and world-wide cosmic energy
grids, contacted Perry Fletcher
after being shown photographs
of the wall (Fletcher 1990).
Cathie is the author of several
books on harmonics and related
topics. According to Fletcher
(ibid.), Cathie checked the loca-
tion of the “wall” (grid co-ordi-
nates N103 650056) against his
grid system and concluded
“that the place had significance,
and was of a much older time
than that of any known civilisa-
tions”. Further discussion of

Cathie’s contentions are be-
yond the scope of this paper.

Conclusions

The conclusions of the De-
partment of Conservation in-
vestigation into the “Kai-
manawa Wall” are straightfor-
ward and unambiguous. The
“wall”, despite its remarkable
symmetry at first glance, is a
small part of a large ignimbrite
outcrop created some 330,000
years ago. It is not a megalith.
Neither the “wall” nor its parent
outcrop appear to have been
modified by human activity,
but the possibility that some
loose blocks have been re-
moved from the front of the
“wall section” (most likely in
European times) cannot be to-
tally ruled out. The “wall” is
not a unique natural feature.
Similar block-like jointing pat-
terns are known to exist in other
ignimbrite outcrops in the Kai-
manawa-Taupo region.

Despite contentions by some
visitors that the “wall” is
aligned directly north-south,
and therefore its orientation is
or must be significant, accurate
measurements revealed that it is
orientated in a general east-
west direction (trending 93 to
98 degrees true), making the
face about five degrees off true
north. While some might in-
voke divine providence to ac-
count for its position and gen-
eral alignment, the more pro-
saic scientific explanation is
that the proximity of the “wall-
face” to true north is a coinci-
dence, the result of natural
processes (outlined earlier) and
the topography which existed
when the ignimbrite outcrop
was formed.

The “stepped pyramid’ form
of the structure which
Brailsford deduced from prob-
ing merely reflects the natural
steep ridge-like profile of the
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outcrop (as far as could be as-
certained without extensive ex-
cavation). It is broad at the base
and narrows towards the top of
the spur.

Brailsford’s original conten-
tion that the formation is part of
a pyramidal structure is wishful
thinking based on surmise and
spurious interpretation of the
physical evidence. His conten-
tions that it was built by the
Waitaha (pre-Maori settlers) by
some sophisticated and lost
means of conveyance and con-
struction are just right off the
wall. There is no evidence at
this location, nor any substan-
tive archaeological evidence
elsewhere in New Zealand, that
the country was settled by any-
one other than the Polynesian
antecedents of the Maori about
1000 years ago.

In media statements, repre-
sentatives of Tuwharetoa, the
tangata whenua, stated they had
“strong oral traditions” associ-
ated with the place. Such places
are called kohatu. They refused
to reveal more.

The public debate engen-
dered by the “wall” resulted in
the widest range of views being
expressed publicly. Many (in-

cluding a few Maori) were ada-
mant or hopeful that the “wall”
was evidence that an earlier
people (i.e. non-Maori) settled
these islands first. At the other
end of the spectrum, the rock
formation is regarded by some
(of New Age persuasion) as a
“power node” or special place
in a greater universe.

As 1in other instances where
maverick researchers have sud-
denly burst into print with ex-
treme or poorly researched
claims, the Kaimanawa wall in-
cident highlighted a number of
difficulties which arise for sci-
entists when they are expected
to draw quick and under-re-
searched conclusions on the
spot for the media. Likewise,
the presence of the public be-
fore a scientific assessment has
been satisfactorily concluded
(or started in this case) is also
an added pressure most scien-
tists can do without. Laypeople
can get the wrong idea about
removing overlying vegetation,
sampling, test pitting or similar
activities which are often per-
ceived as destructive. The tan-
gata whenua’s expressed disap-
proval of any further excava-
tion would have been a major

constraint in this case if it had
not been possible to confirm or
refute Brailsford’s contentions
without more extensive subsur-
face testing. However, one re-
mains optimistic that had more
subsurface investigations been
deemed necessary to resolve the
matter, the tangata whenua fol-
lowing further explanation and
discussion about the situation,
would have approved such ac-
tions as were required to set the
record straight.

The Kaimanawa Wall inci-
dent is a classic example of a
modern media “beat up”. The
story had the right ingredients:
a maverick researcher challeng-
ing conventional theories (in
this case, the time and source of
the first human settlement of
New Zealand) with a claim that
he had at last found something
(the “wall”) which was proof
positive of the settlement of
New Zealand (and by implica-
tion the Pacific) by a pre-Maori
people. With this inbuilt ele-
ment of controversy, it didn’t
matter to the media whether it
was a wall or not, it was just
great “public interest” material
for selling newspapers or at-
tracting viewers. Within the
space of a couple
of days it was a

" STRANGE. s:ems_ IN_OUR_SOLAR_SYSTEM...

mg:on. gél_ ,
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= major news story.
The Department of
Conservation was
inundated with
calls. However,
once we obtained
independent cor-
roboration, media
interest waned rap-
idly. In general
most media didn’t
even bother to re-
port the outcome.

Nevilie Ritchie is Re-
gional Archaeologist

with the Department
of Conservation in
= Hamilton.
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Can Science Be Taught In Schools?

Judy McDonald

It often seems as if home schooling is the domain of hard-line Christians. In fact, they're not the
only people who feel that their children are better taught at home than in school.

Most people are skeptical
about homeschooling. We
claim instead to be skeptics
who are homeschooling.

We suffer from a goodly
dose of skepticism about the
virtues of education as she is
practised. In recent years
schools have been turned into
businesses, but businesses
staffed by people whose talents
and enthusiasms do not lie in
that direction. The most com-
mon complaint from my
teacher friends is they don’t
have time to teach — they’re
too busy filling in forms and
doing riot control. While I
could go at length about the in-
dignities done to the education
system, I have to remember this
is a skeptics conference focus-
ing on education, and primarily
science education. In fact, one
of the come-ons in the confer-
ence advertising was “can sci-
ence be taught in the home, and
to what level?”

I’d like to put the reverse
question: “Can science be
taught in schools?” We both
feel the essence of a scientific
training, and the essence of a
skeptic, is the development of
an enquiring mind — an inter-
est in “how do we know that?”
and the ability to evaluate evi-
dence and ask questions so the
answers have meaning.

Teachers in primary schools
are often anything but scientifi-
cally minded. The selection
procedures, employment condi-
tions and general low status of
teaching select against people
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with analytical or scientific
minds.

By contrast, parents who are
scientifically inclined may do
better by keeping their kids at
home. Having time to potter
and to indulge your own enthu-
siasms is a very strong compo-
nent in the background of many
eminent scientists — and
where better to achieve that
than at home? If an enthusiasm
strikes, it can be pursued unin-
terrupted for days if necessary,
without being wrenched apart
because now we have to go to
PE or assembly, or because sci-
ence is over until next Thursday
morning.

I’m not suggesting such a
nurturing environment exists in
all, or even most, homeschool-
ing situations. Homeschooling,
perhaps more than most educa-
tional environments, is beset
with fringe groups, notably fun-
damentalist Christians. How-
ever, for those who, like us, are
agnostics or worse, with an in-
terest in the way the world
works, I suggest home school-
ing may give the best chance to
foster a truly enquiring scien-
tific mind.

As for the equipment, the
chemicals, the pipettes, we
agree with Prof Witten who
said schools don’t need com-
puters to teach computer liter-
acy. What people need is think-
ing practice, plus a pencil and
paper. The same applies to sci-
entific thinking. A lot of good
thinking work can be done us-
ing basic household gear.

A fundamental concern we
have about school science is
that it is pretty much an exer-
cise in getting the right (already
known) answer. Which is about
as far as you can get from the
actual practice of science,
which is muddled, messy, seat-
of-the-pants stuff. School sci-
ence is like analytical science
— can you accurately deter-
mine how much lead is in this
sample, what pH is this lig-
uid... I am not denigrating the
importance of analytical sci-
ence, but it may be less impor-
tant in the average person’s
comprehension of the world,
and their ability to interpret
what they see and hear, than the
other kind of science: the prob-
ing sort of scientific thinking,
which takes risks and works lat-
erally, linking to other ideas.

The latter is the kind of sci-
entific thinking we believe is
best fostered at home. You need
the security of being able to
spend plenty of time thinking,
plenty of time pottering with
ideas, the freedom to get it
wrong. The school system, with
all respect to the great work
done by the science education
research team at Waikato Uni-
versity, cannot provide this, no
matter how hard it tries, if for
no other reason than the exami-
nation system and “the sylla-
bus” constantly hangs over eve-
ryone’s heads.

We believe that interest and
motivation are of great impor-
tance in science, as indeed they
are in everything else. We have
been interested in comments
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from a variety of sources to the
effect that homeschooled kids
are generally regarded as highly
attentive and emotionally ma-
ture. Our seven year old and
two of his homeschooled
friends (aged six and eight) re-
cently attended beginners class
in pottery. This class was in-
tended for adults, doing a three
hour session every Friday. The
tutor and the adults students
were astonished at their endur-
ance and enthusiasm, and the
quality of their work. Maybe
it’s because the kids are accus-
tomed to interacting with
adults, and to treating each
other as individuals. Peer pres-
sure has a lot to answer for. Some
of us feel we would rather avoid
it, and take our own chances on
producing a thinking, creative,
skeptical adults.

In conclusion, we have been
led to believe that a child’s abil-
ity to think rationally and skep-
tically about the world is
largely dependent on their fam-
ily life, regardless of whether
they got to school or not. If
they’re too tired, or you're too
tired, to discuss the workings of
the world after school, maybe
you should consider taking
them out of school

Judy McDonald is a Hamilion
skeptic with an interest in educa-
tion.

Flying into the Future

A skeptical look at the Natural Law Party provided to journalists
in preparation for the election.

Dear Journalist,

The Natural Law Party, the
political party that makes
McGillicuddy look really seri-
ous, 1 again running candidates
in the general election. The
Natural Law Party has received
$35,000 from the electoral
commission to run its cam-
paign.

The Natural Law Party is the
political front organisation for a
religion: Transcendental Medi-
tation, founded and still orches-
trated by the Maharishi Mahesh
Yogi. The Beatles made the
Maharishi famous in the 1960s
and he has followers all over
the world, including thousands
of Americans. One of the ways
they have devised to promote
their beliefs is to form the Natu-
ral Law Party.

That TM is a religion is
something the Natural Law
people will probably deny, but
it has been ruled so by a judge
in an important American court
decision. That decision came as
a result of the attempt to intro-
duce TM into a public school
curriculum; as the US Constitu-
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tion forbids the teaching of re-
ligion in tax-supported public
schools, the courts had to de-
cide whether TM was a relig-
ion. After very careful consid-
eration, the decision, upheld on
appeal, 1s that TM is a religion.

The Christian parties in New
Zealand are promoters of relig-
1ous beliefs too, and there may
be other such parties. The New
Zealand Skeptics have no ob-
jections to religion or to relig-
lous-based political parties. But
it is especially important to un-
derstand this about the Natural
Law Party because the party
would have us think its claims
are based in legitimate science.
These claims need to be under-
stood.

+ Yogic crime busting
The party has claimed that
large number of meditators
sending out their magical
vibes en masse can lower the
crime rate. Some Natural
Law people insist that they
lowered crime in Washing-
ton DC by a mass meditation
of followers in Washington.
In fact, the murder rate rose
significantly during their
most recent Washington ex-
ercise, and the general crime
rate was unchanged. The
Mabharishi himself has re-
peatedly claimed TM would
reduce crime but has also de-
nounced Washington DC as
a “pool of mud” and admit-
ted defeat with his project
(Washington Post, Decem-
ber 16, 1991). If Natural
Party people make these
claims about crime, demand
proof not from Natural Law
Party publications, but from
recognised local law en-
forcement authorities. So far
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as we can see, the only effect
meditation has on crime is
that the crime rate among
TM meditators drops to zero
while they meditate. You
can’t rob a bank in the lotus
position.

Flying

Recently in the US, Robert
Kropinski was awarded
$137,890 by a jury because
the Transcendental Medita-
tion organisation had not
taught him to levitate
(“yogic flying”) as it had
promised. The court found
the TM promoters and the
Maharishi International Uni-
versity guilty of fraud, ac-
cording to American press
reports. The ultimate claim
of Transcendental Medita-
tion is that if you study long
enough, and pay enough
money to the TM folks,
you'll be able to fly. Whether
by “yogic flying” they mean
cross-legged hopping or ac-
tual levitation is something
we’ve never been clear omn.
In the US, they have shown
Jevitation videos and photos
(taken over trampolines
which are cropped out in the
prints), but nobody has ever
seen them in person do any-
thing but hop in the lotus po-
sition. (Quite funny, inci-
dentally, if you get a chance
to witness it.)

« Health
“Studies show” — to use the
phrase beloved by medical
medical salesmen the world
over — studies show that
people who practice Tran-
scendental Meditation are
admitted to hospital less
often than the general popu-
lation, and enjoy a generally
higher level of health than
the general population. And
it’s true! Studies would also
show that journalists and
university lecturers are ad-
mitted to hospital less often
than the general population.
The reason for this is not be-

>
o
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cause being a journalist
makes you healthy but be-
cause middle-class people in
gainful employment are al-
ways healthier than the
“general population”, which
includes the chronically ill,
the medically disabled, the
very young, and the very
old. The kind of thirty-some-
thing, self-obsessed people
who take up TM (Seinfeld
characters perfectly fit the
mould) are always going to
be healthier than the total av-
erage for any national popu-
lation. So what?

Pseudoscience

Many of the “scientific stud-
ies” supporting the Natural
Law Party’s claims originate
from the science depart-
ments of the Maharishi In-
ternational University in
Fairfield, Jowa. This “scien-
tific” research has exactly
the same degree of credibil-
ity as the anti-Darwinist re-
search carried out by the
fundamentalist-backed
Creation Research Institute
in San Diego. According to
John Knapp, an ex-TM in-
structor who makes informa-
tion available on the In-
ternet, “In sworn court docu-
ments Anthony DeNaro,
MIU professor of economics
and business law, alleged
TM-research fraud at the
school in 1986. One year
later, Dennis Roark, MIU
dean of faculty and chair of
the department of physics,
claimed he had seen routine
suppression of negative data
collection in movement re-
search studies.”

+ The Germans

The Institute for Youth and
Society in Germany has
come up with some truly dis-
turbing findings about Tran-
scendental Meditation. They
say that long-term medita-
tors experienced psychologi-
cal disorders (76%) and that
26% have nervous break-

downs. According to
Knapp’s summary, “Re-
searchers found a startling
drop in honesty among long-
term meditators,” and “70%
recorded a worsening ability
to concentrate.” We have no
idea whether this is all true (I
wonder if these figures are
about the results of medita-
tion or the kind of people
who are attracted to TM); in
any event, it’s not the sort of
thing you’ll get out of “re-
search” conducted at the
Maharishi International Uni-
versity. It is a very unsettling
report.

There is now a wealth of in-
formation available on the In-
ternet at the web site run by
John Knapp, who was for
twenty years a TM practitioner.
He has a Web site at
http://www.trancenet.com.

Internationally, the Mahar-
ishi and his TM movement,
along with the Natural Law
Party, is said to be a multi-bil-
lion dollar organisation. It is
very important that journalists
know the background of this
group: always demand inde-
pendent proof of any claims
made on behalf of TM or the
Natural Law Party policies.

It is the right of every politi-
cal party in New Zealand to
have its claims tested in open
debate. The Natural Law Party
is no exception. The attached
material is provided with the
hope that it will generate more
informed discussion of the
claims of this unusual political
party.

" Copies of the 20-page infor-
mation package, with clippings
and articles, can be had for the
paltry sum of $5 from:

Denis Dutton
Fine Arts Department
University of Canterbury
Private Bag 4800
Christchurch.
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Newsfront

Sex abuse trainin;

Counsellors taught much that has no ba

Over the past decade or so, New
Zealandérs have become mcreasmgly
aware of an area of crime which for
many years has been obscure: that of
child sexual abuse. And as we have
realised the size of the matter, so have
we become concerned about the devas-
tating effect that such abuse can have
on the development and life chances of
children.

As our knowledge of this topic has
developed, we have also sought ways of
combating this endemic problem. New
Zealand is woefully short of experts
able correctly to diagnose and treat
genuine cases of child sexual abuse, and
we are equally short of qualified people
to train workers in the field.

Since 1992, the Mental Health Train-
ing Service at Green Lane Hospital in
Auckland has offered a course entitled
“certificate in sexual abuse counselling
— approaches to practice.” An average
of 50 people a year corplete the train-
ing. It is the only Govemment-funded
course of its type and it has accredit-
ation from the Qualifications Authority.

It lasts 12 days, af. the rate of one day
a week. The training service c¢laims that
the programme is balanced and that it is
“an introductory one which basically
makes people aware of the different
theories and methodologies in this
field.” It is also claimed that “academic
freedom” to explore any valid subject is
an important aspect.

With Government funding and
Qualifications Authority endorsement,
one might expect the course to conform
to accepted standards of science and
scholarship.

A perusal of the curriculum, supplied
reading ranaterial, recommended refer-
ence texts and student lecture notes,
however, raises doubt that these stan-
dards are being met. The concerns of a
number of people who have seen this
material and written about it to the Min-
ister of Health are several.

First, students in the course are
taught that “13 per cent of all American
sexual abuse survivors are survivors of
ritual abuse by satanic cults.”

They are also instructed on “key
" words” such as magic surgery, marriage
rituals, mind control, and forced perpe-
tration, and on the ritualistic impregna-
tion of children, and the birth, murder

lGREG NEWBOLD

3 Sociologist

and

; \GORDON WAUGH

Retired military officer

and cannibalism of babies. The alleged
perpetrators of such heinous acts are,
they are told, “invariably very respected
members of the community, usually part
of institutions such as businesses,
Churches and clubs.”

These claims are unsupported by any
research or facts, and they will encour-
age graduates in practice to arrive at
outrageous conclusions when faced
with everyday human problems.

Secondly, the course relies on such
widely discredited books as Bass and
Davis’ Courage to Heal and Secret Sur-
vivors, among others. These titles pro-
mote the idea that it is common for
sexual abuse victims to repress
mernories of childhood sexual abuse
which can then be recovered years or
decades later by appropriate therapy.

Repressed memory is, in fact, one of
the core themes of the course. One read-
ing, titled, Treatment of Women Sexual-
ly Abused in Childhood: Guidelines for
the Beginning Therapist, claims that,
“between 19 per cent and 45 per cent of
adult women have [a history of child-
hood sexual abuse]” and that “most

women with severe abuse histories have -.

repressed  all
experience.”

Examples are given of a woman who
had intense headaches, a woman who
suffered from nausea, a woman who
had rages against her husband. All “dis-
covered” under therapy that their prob-
lems were caused by repressed
memories of child abuse.

Another reading, Facing the Truth
About False Memory, tells of a man
whose sexual relationships kept failing

or part of their

and who “discovered,” after more than

six months of therapy, that he had been "

sexually abused by his older cousin.

One young woman took almost a
vear of therapy to recall that her airline
pilat father and his “flying buddies™ had
gang-raped her at the age of six. Her
mother never noticed.

This material is presented in spite of
the fact that scientific evidence for a
mechanism for repressed memory is to-

-tally lacking. A growing catalogue of

former therapeutic clients now realise
that their “memories” of abuse pro-
duced during therapy were false.

A number of American therapists
have been successfully sued for
implanting memories in clients about
things that never happened, and courts
in the United States, Canada, Australia
and New Zealand now regularly reject
testimony based on so-called “repressed
mernories.”

Aware of its unreliability, in 1994 the
American Medical Association, and in
1996 the Canadian Psychiatric Associ-
ation, both strongly and clearly warned
against the use of “recovered memory
therapy.”

Thirdly, although there is no scientif-
ic evidence to suggest a causal link
between sexual abuse and any specific
psychiatric or psychological condition,

¥
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students are taught to recognise at least
10 possible “indicators” or “symptoms”
of sexual abuse. A small sample of these
ncludes low self-esteem, bed-wetting,
romiscuity, frigidity, impotence, un-
vanted pregnancy, prostitution,’
ddiction, sleeping too much or too

ittle, unspecified relationship diffic-

dties and nightmares.

.The list of “indicators” is so broad
hat it could be applied to almost
inyone on the planet. To assume, these
yroblems commonly arise from child-
wod sexual abuse is nonsense.

Finally, emphasis is given in -the
ourse to the necessity of uncritically
iccepting the validity of a child or
idult’s allegations (whether elicited
efore or after therapy). Courage to
{eal, for example, informs the reader
hat “Many women don’t have memories
of abuse] — this doesn’t mean they
veren't abused ... If you are unable to
emerber any specific instances ... but
till have a feeling something abusive
appened to you, it probably did ... You
nust believe your client was abused,
ven if she doubts it herself.”

Students doing the “certificate” are
aught that children and adults are
arely mistaken when they talk about
exual abuse. But we know that they are
ften mistaker.

0"’ KEYPOINTS

. The countrys only Govern— L

- mentfunded centre for training
‘Sexuat abuse counsellors uses -
material that may be unscientific. .

® Study texts talk of satanic
practices and promote ‘belief in
“repressed memory” which ¢an be
“recovered” under therapy.

~# North American. authorities

~ warn ggainst recovered memcary" .
therapy. ]

® The course regards some

- very common behaviour as “indic-
ators” of sexual abuse. it encour-
ages alfegations to be accepted
uncrttacaliy

® The course has been
approved by the New Zeatand

| Qualifications Authority. : o

& The public has a right ica :

- expect that anyone working in the
‘area of sexual abuse will have
received training that is scientif-

"lcatiy sound.

There is now undeniable clinical
proof, from New Zealand and the United
States, that young children who are
subjected to repeated questioning or to
certain verbal and non-verbal cues can
be induced to say almost anything. They
can also easily be persuaded to believe
that things happened which never hap-
pened at all. So can adults.

Many of the allegations made by
child and adult “survivors” of satanic
abuse, both here and overseas, have
been no less preposterous than those of .
the medieval witch crazes five centuries
ago.

In her reply to several members of
the public (Including the authors) who
expressed concerns about the Green
Lane course, an Associate Minister of
Health, Katherine O'Regan, suggests
that its critics have misunderstood it.
She declares that the course is “profes-
sionally designed, delivered, accredited
and monitored,” and concludes that
there is no need for further
investigation.

The Assaciate Minister’s general and
non-specific response to such an impor-
tant issue is unsatisfactory. The public
has a right to expect that any person

HWM 5 Sept9e

nsense

working in the complex, sensitive and
emotionally charged area of sexual
abuse will have been trained on the
basis of scientific, ethical and testable
knowledge.

It also has the right to expect that any
publicly funded training programme,
particularly if it carries the Qualifica-
tions Authority credential, will with-
stand the tests of ordinary common
sense and professional scrutiny.

The Mental Health Training Service
programme presents a strange paradox.
At its best it provides students with
useful information about the detection,
treatment and prevention of child abuse
in families. At its worst it exposes them
to a panorama of supposition, distor-
tion, fantasy and fallacy.

It is this aspect of the programme
which is dangerous. The damage which
the application of pseudoscience can do
to clients and to those whom the clients
may implicate, is immeasurable.

Already, innocent New Zealand fam-
ilies have been torn apart by unfounded
allegations of sexual abuse made on the
basis of “recovered memories” by
disturbed people after counselling by
zealous, misguided and poorly trained
therapists. Such counsellors have been
unable to distinguish good sense from
nonsense.

Aspects of the certificate in sexual
abuse counselling course thus propa-
gate a pernicious dogma. By funding the
course in its present form, the Ministry
of Health endows belief systerns which
we know to be false with an undeserved
mantle of credibility.

For this there is no excuse. No
responsible Government can atlow cant
and fantasy to invade an area so greatly
In need of reason and sobriety. The
public purse, the public good, and the
credibility of the psychotherapeutic pro-
fession itself, all demand that our health
system become responsive to the wis-
dom of contemporary science.

As it does that, it must eradicate the
madness from the sexual abuse
industry. _

® The Mental Health Training Ser-
vice declined an mv1tat10n to answer
this article.
® Gordon Waugh is a foundation

member of Casualties of Sexual

Allegations; Greg Newbold is a

senior lecturer in sociology at the

University of Canterbury.
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tural safety

‘bars virus probe’

CULTURAL safety issues were pre-
venting thousands of hepatitis B car-
riers from getting help, the Maori af-
fairs select committee was told yes-
terday. ) .

Hepatitis Foundation director
Sandor Milne told the committee
there were about 40,000 hepatitis B
carriers in New. Zealand, almost half
of whem were Maori and Pacific Is-
land males. .

Howe:_rert,h most carriers were 11111;
aware of -their status because .1
Health -Ministry wis ‘stow séttsgup
a national screening and follow-up
programme.

Mr Milne, said Health Minister
Jenny Shipley had unnecessarily re-
convened a working party into hepa-
titis B, for the. third tirhe, to look
into setting up a pilot screcning pro-
gramme for 10,000 people.

“Tt’s off the wall. We [the founda-
tion] already have the figures on how
much it costs, but they [the Health
Ministry] .are setting up another
working party.” .

He said concerns about whether
screening apparently healthy people
was culfurally unsafe were funda-
mentally.. immoral, particularly if
they were '}being used as an excuse
for withholding screening and moni-
toring of people at risk.

The foundation had 1600 carriers
“on its records and was struggling to
help a further 1000 carriers “sitting
on the shelf” because of lack of re-
Sources. _

He saidjof the 1600 carriers the
foundation/ was dealing with, most
were more concerned with staying
healthy thim cultural safety.

School scienc

By ANNA KOMINIK
Health Reporter

Auckland Medical School clinical
biochemistry professor Garth Cooper
said in a written submission: “T am
persuaded by scientific- evidence - I
have reviewed that hepatitis B poses
a major on-going health prgblem for
Maori -and other high-risk popula-

" tions in New Zealand.”
,Sale Ly vagcination ‘pro¥”
.. gramfies for children and. mothers!
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. United NZ’s MP fo§, Wellington-
Karog, Pauline Gardin®, told The
Dominion the ministry was employ-
ing “delaying tactics™ becguse screen-
ing would find carriers *and when
they find carriers they are going to
have to do something abaut them”.

But Health Ministry general man-
ager of public health Gillian Durham
said the working party was carrying
on from work it had done previ-
ously.

She said screeming programmes
for pregnant women, blood donors
and people close to known carriers
had been set up, as well as immun-
isation and community education
programmes, in response to that
work. :

Concerns about cultural safety
were just some of the issues the
working party was grappling with to
come up with practical suggestions
on how a screening programme
could work, she said.
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ERO: Many teachers not
- adequately trained

WELLINGTON — The Education Review Office
believes many teachers are inadequately trained
to teach the new science curriculum, which was
introduced last year.

In a report issued yesterday the office said
some schools relied too much on centrally pro-
vided training to get teachers up to speed with
the curricalum.

The report, Science in Schools, said it was
alarming that some schools were not planning
further science training for teachers. '

“Training in the teaching of science must
clearly be a continuing priority for both Govern-
ment and individual boards of trustees if the
science curriculum is to be implemented as ex-

12 New Zealand Skeptic

pected,” said the office’s national manager of
evaluation services, Frances Salt.

She said the science cwriculum statement
itself was unclear on how science should be
taught and might be thé biggest barrier to the

“successful implementation of the curriculum.

Another barrier was the relatively low level of
teacher expertise and confidence in science.

Frances Salt said the ERO was concerned
about the small amount of time devoted to sci-
ence in many primary schools compared with
other subjects. '

“The fact that it is integrated into other sub-
jects means that children develop the attitude
that science is not important,” she said.

“However, science is one of the seven areas of
learning deemed to be essential. High levels of
achievement in science are seen as vital for the
economic well-being of the country.”
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A little touch of nonsé
to make lite more bearabﬁ

A DICTIONARY OF SUPERSTITIONS by lona Opie and
Moira Tatem. Oxford University Press, 494pp, $27.95.
Reviewed by Peter Lange.

Years ago I had a job demolishing a beauty parlour
— three entire walls were lined with mirrors, 20 or
so, that had to be smashed off the wall. My mate
wouldn’t touch them, I was the sceptic and got the
job, but it made me uneasy.

One hundred and forty years’ bad luck is a lot to
take on before morning smoko, but I figured the
sentences might be concurrent, so I crossed all my
fingers and spat on a spectacled man straight away
after, and, apart from a bit of bad luck with the
spectacled man, so far, touch wood (or iron, or a
frog’s heart with bent pins sticking in it — just hang
on, I'll '‘be back in a sec) the sentence has been
suspended. My mate got the sack for skiving.

Even the clearest-thinking and technologically
comfortable and dependent of us .is touched by
superstition (imagine Neil Armstrong taking off
without his fingers crossed). This book clarifies the
sociological and historical context of superstitions of
the British Isles in a fascinating study of the capacity
of the human mind for irrationality, creativity, and
sometimes pure looniness (“It is good luck for a dairy
farmer to use a corpse’s hand to stir the butter’”) in
the face of what must have been unbelievable fear
and desperation as family and friends succumbed
constantly to disease, crop-failure, mining and fishing
accidents, toothache, spinsterhood and death.

The dictionary traces each superstition in
chronological order many are remarkably
unchanged through the centuries: the 1507 promise of
good luck from a four-leaf clover is almost identical
to that of 1993. Many are contradicted.across county
lines. In Kent a black lamb in a flock is good luck, in
Shropshire, bad.

Some are fairly self-evident: “It is unlucky to
volunteer for a job”, and “it is unlucky to tumble
down the stairs”. Some have a familiar New Zealand
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flavour, raising the question of where the original
came from: “A fantail in your house signifies death”,
and its sequel: “Good luck if it rains at the tangi”,
both Maori but also both here as 17th-century British
versions. i '

My six-year-old daughter once happily took seat
number 13 in an aeroplane explaining to the
stewardess that, in the event of a crash, it was fairly
unlikely that seat 13 would be the only casualty, and
then had the good luck to be given extra lollies.
Surprisingly, Friday the 13th has no reference before
1909,

Miners are mcredlb]y superstitious. No work on
days when: you pass a cross-eyed woman, or a
broken bottle, or someone whistles in the mine, or
your boots fall-over in the night, or it's the last day
before a holiday — the list goes on and on. It would
have to be one of the more difficult employment
contracts to draw up. Ironies abound — Donald
Campbell refused to drive a car painted unlucky
green in his land-speed record attempt, sending it
back to be replaced with a blue one.

It is a well laid out book with an additional
analytical cross-reference index at the back, and
there is no strong editorial stance or guarantee, only
a keen interest in the subject. Many of the recent
quotes are out of the pages of women’s magazines
and they, along with New Age literature, will ensure
that this completely unreliable, charming and mainly
harmless folk-lore will survive. But consider — the
modern equivalent of passing a child nine times
under a piebald horse as a cure for whooping cough
is the .crank cure for cancer.

It is essentially a book of nonsense, but the sort of
nonsense that can sometimes add an unpredictable
and often enjoyable emotional blip to our daily
routines. Want the rest of the day to be lucky? Tip
your hat to a virgin. I just made that up but it may
catch on, although probably not in Auckland —
there’s a shortage of hats.

‘Creation science’ attacked

Ci’dl)a
By John Gibb-
Advocates of “creation
science” were trying to
infiltrate their beliefs
into New Zealand schools,
Prof Ian Plimer, of Mel-

bourne University,
warned in Dunedin yes-
terday.

Prof Plimer, the head of
the Melbourne School of
Earth Sciences, is a geologist
and author of the best-selling
book, “Telling Lies for God:
Reason Versus Creationism.”

He, gave an opern lecture
titled  “Creation - ‘Science’:
Divine Revelation dr. ‘an
Abuse of Science?” at Otago

p—— w
_’ M
‘University last night as part

5 M N

of a national lecture tour
funded by the New Zealand
Rationalists organisation.

Prof Plimer said in an
interview that “ecreation
science” denied evolution
and falsely claimed scientific
backing for the view that the
world was created a mere
6000 years ago.

A few people with higher
university degrees, none still
holding university posts, had
deliberately flown in the face
of their own scientific knowl-
edge to promote “creation-
ism”, he said.

“Creation science” was
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now mandatory in many
schools in the southern
United States and was taught
in more than 100 primary and
secondary schools in Austra-
lia, mainly in Queensland.

Since the “creation
science” movement had been
established in New Zealand
five years ago, it had quietly
“infiltrated” several Auck-
land schools, he said.

Creationists had found a
“sophisticated way of selling
snake oil to kids” by trying to
add their message to the cur-
riculum on a school by school
basis.

Despite its  spurious
claims, “creation science”

was totally unscientific, mer-
ited no place in the science
curriculum, and was confus-
ing and damaging to vulnera-
ble youngsters.

“We don't teach ‘witch doe-
tory’ in a medicine course,
we don’t teach cannibalism
in a human nutrition course
and I see no reason why we
should teach documented
fraud to our schoolchildren,”
he said.

New Zealanders should
insist on maintaining a
strictly-monitored national
curriculum to thwart local
infiltration and should avoid
complacency, given the rapid
growth of creationism in the

United States and Australia.

“Creation science” was a
form of religious fundamen-
talism which also op
traditional biblical scholar-
ship, and was in turn
rejected by mainstream
Christian churches.

Although creationists ini-
tially sought a toehold in
schools by appealing for tol-
erance, they often used
“stand-over” tactics towards
other views after achieving
dominance.

Teaching creationism
would damage the ability of
future adults to think ratio-
nally, and would ultimately
create a hostile, intolerant
society, he said.
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1996 Annual Reports

This year has seen one of the
most significant discoveries
ever made — the announce-
ment that there are solid indica-
tions of life having once existed
on another planet. The implica-
tions for us all, whether scien-
tific, philosophic or religious,
are tremendous.

I was intrigued, and a little
saddened, to note that most me-
dia people contacting the Skep-
tics over this issue expressed
surprise that we were delighted
and hopeful that the reports
were correct; that we weren’t
dogmatically dismissive of the
possibility of other lifeforms.
Those who know us know that
we aren’t dour, down-in-the-
mouth cynics — we’re still
working on changing that gen-
eral image.

Following on from the dis-
cussion at last year’s AGM, we
ensured that the Awards deci-
sion-making process was made
more transparent by distribut-
ing the nominations for the
Bent Spoon Award and the
Bravo Award to all the commit-
tee members and calling for

Chair-entity

their comments and recommen-
dations. I was pleased to see
nominations come in from the
membership and would encour-
age you all to keep an eye out
for the occasional excellent
item as well as the inane — we
take nominations all year.

I also urge you to take the
opportunity to send material in
for the NZ Skeptic, particularly
locally sourced material or top-
ics close to your heart.

There were good atten-
dances at the April lectures of
Australian geologist, skeptic
and creationist-savager lan
Plimer, who really ripped into
one of the more insidious areas
of anti-science. I would like to
think that the issue of creation
science is not as great a prob-
lem in New Zealand as in Aus-
tralia or the US, but I have my
doubts...

We’ve undertaken one of the
more ambitious tours in recent
years by coordinating the New
Zealand visit of eminent British
scientist Richard Dawkins. His
presence in the country is cour-
tesy of our Australian counter-
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parts and their burgeoning bank
account, and we have had very
generous support from the Brit-
ish Council as well as from the
various universities which are
hosting Richard’s lectures next
month. I urge you to get to one
of his talks if at all possible for
an entertaining and thought-
provoking evening.

There are, as usual, people to
be thanked for their hard work
and enthusiasm over the past
year, including (but not neces-
sarily exclusively):

+ our hard-working Secre-
tary/Treasurer Bernard
Howard and his ever-patient
assistants and tea-makers
George Errington and Molly

% the frenetic Denis Dutton,
whose 36-hour a day life-
style has been partially ame-
liorated by the help of Jay
Mann in the local lecture cir-
cuit

« our conference organisers
Annpette Taylor and David
Riddell

the NZ Skeptic editor Owen
McShane and the NZ Skeptic
cartoonist Nick Kim for
keeping us all aghast, in-
formed and amused at the
foibles of humanity

*,
L1

» our far-flung committee
members and meeting or-
ganisers and assistants

+ my own staff for ably field-
ing media calls every Friday
13th without losing their
good humour
And finally, thank you to

you all for your support for

critical thinking.

Vicki Hyde
Chair-entity, NZCSICOP Inc.
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New Zealand Committee for the Scientific Investigation of
Claims of the Paranormal (Inc)

Income

Income and Expenditure Account
Year Ended 31 December 1995

At the AGM, and in a sub-
sequent letter from a member,
the question was raised “what
are we saving money for?”.
Certainly the Skeptics bank ac-
count is a reasonably healthy
one, after ten years of frugal
saving on the part of Treasurers
past and present.

Last year, in the Chair-en-
tity’s Report, T asked members
for suggestions as to activities
or measures which the society
should undertake, mentioning:

+ increasing the page count in
the NZ Skeptic

providing school informa-
tion kits

*,
o

< promoting a paranormal
challenge with a prize
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still stand, and any others are
welcomed.

At the AGM, members ap-
proved a $2,500 donation to the
Peter Ellis Trust which is look-
ing to lodge anm appeal against
Ellis’ conviction on child sex
abuse charges in the Christ-
church Civic Creche case. The
main reason for this, judging
from the comments made dur-
ing the discussion, was concern
over the use of inappropriate in-
vestigation methods and claims
of ritual abuse paralleling many
of the now-dismissed cases
overseas. (For an excellent arti-
cle on the concerns that have
been raised, see North and
South, August 1996.)

Memibers' Subscriptions 6,353.41
Interest Received 1,150.14
Surplus from Conference 397.89
Net Sundry Sales 36.02
Total Income 1.937.46
Expenditure
Newsletter production and distribution 4,895.09
Clerical, secretarial and editorial expenses 1,576.21
Audit fee and bank charges 53.85
Net cost of meetings 87.58
Total Expenditure 6.612.73
Excess Income over Expenditure 132473
Balance Sheet as at 31 December 1995
Sundry Creditors 5,670.10 Bank Account 584.85
Total Members Funds 18.110.43 Deposits 16,600.00
Sundry Debtors 7,195.68
23,780.53 23.780.53
What Do We Spend We haven’t had any sugges- We also spent some money
Money on? tions to date, but these ideas | on the recent tour by Richard

Dawkins, but this was well-
covered by our first try at gain-
ing sponsorship, thanks pre-
dominantly to the British Coun-
cil and the Royal Society of
New Zealand.

A third item of recent expen-
diture was the production and
distribution of an information
pack on the Natural Law Party
and their “scientific” claims
(see p&). This has been sent to
major media outlets, print and
broadcast, for their files so that
they will have some real infor-
mation when interviewing the
flying candidates.

So, what else should we be
doing?

Vicki Hyde
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NZQA Qualifies for Bent Spoon

The organisation responsible for setting exams for New Zealand secondary students receives the
Skeptics’ annual rap on the knuckles for bad science.

The New Zealand Qualifica-
tions Authority has won the
1996 Bent Spoon Award from
the New Zealand Skeptics for
its failure to understand the dif-
ference between good science,
bad science and shonky science.

The NZQA was roundly
criticised by a number of indi-
viduals and organisations re-
garding flawed questions in last
year’s 5th Form Science exami-
nation, but it was predomi-
nantly the authority’s reaction
to the criticism that saw it win
the award.

“One could understand an
examination body having prob-
lems with getting the questions
right in organising a series of
exams — though you’d hope
that a ‘qualifications authority’
would have a decent quality
control programme in place.
What disturbed us, and ulti-
mately saw the Bent Spoon
awarded to NZQA, was their
very public reaction that in-
volved ad hominem attacks, an
apparent lack of understanding
regarding the basic science they
were supposedly assessing, and
a callous disregard for the stu-
dents they had disadvantaged
thereby,” comments Vicki
Hyde, Skeptics’ Chair-entity.

“We found it particularly sad
that, on commenting on the
flawed questions they had ap-
proved, the authority blithely
said that only students with an
advanced understanding would
have been puzzled. Surely our
education system isn’t requir-
ing students to have to second-
guess the examiners’ inten-
tions?!”
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“We weren'’t the only ones to
be concerned over the attitude of
our national qualifications body,”
says Hyde. In Christchurch, an
editorial in The Press saw the
NZQA’s response to criticisms as
“complacent, disturbing and bad-
mannered”. The New Zealand
Institute of Physics has expressed
concern about misleading advice
and the lack of a promised re-
sponse on the part of NZQA.

In commenting on the
NZIP’s involvement, NZIP
President Geoff Stedman, noted
that “since the NZQA has
roundly failed this exam (as a
test of its quality control) on all
fronts, the omens for the larger
issues are bleak indeed”.

In its response to the criti-
cisms, NZQA accused Profes-
sor Stedman of having some
form of hidden agenda and in-
dicated that science was a muta-
ble concept which attracted
various viewpoints. The Skep-
tics are concerned that if NZQA
truly believes this, then it has
major implications for how it
operates as a qualifying body
for science courses.

Two years ago, the NZQA
was asked to approve a Bache-
lor of Applied Science in
Naturopathy, treating naturo-
pathy as having the same re-
search basis and credibility as
anatomy, physiology or physio-
therapy. Naturopathy is a
branch of alternative medicine
which uses a variety of gener-
ally untested, unresearched
techniques and materials.

“As far as we can find out,
NZQA are still considering the
application. By dithering for

this long, not only has NZQA
shown itself incapable of distin-
guishing between science and
pseudo-science, but it has also
severely disadvantaged those
students who took up what they
thought was going to be a de-
gree course.”

“If people want to pay
money to study naturopathy,
that’s fine,” says Hyde, “but
there should have been no ques-
tion of it being part of an Ap-
plied Science degree unless it
can satisfy the research require-
ments, the rigour, the experi-
mental evidence that is de-
manded by a science. NZQA
should have been able to decide
on that almost immediately.”

One critic has compared the
proposed degree to allowing a
Bachelor of Commerce in Nu-
merology or a Bachelor of His-
tory in Astrology.

The Skeptics are also keen to
reward well-researched report-
ing.

“We’re delighted that this
year marks the largest number
of nominations for our Bravo
Award ever,” says Hyde.
“There is such a great deal of
poorly thought-out interview-
ing and writing in our media, so
we appreciate those who make
an effort to actually inform and
educate the public with
thought-provoking interviews
and articles. ‘

Kim Hill of National Radio,
and her production team of
Maryanne Ahern and Heather
Church, headed the list this
year.

“Kim Hill is well-recognised
for her excellent interviews, but
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we also wanted to acknowledge
the input of her producers in
helping to ensure that Kim has
the background information vi-
tal to take a critical look at is-
sues of public interest, ” says
Hyde.

The particular interview
which prompted the nomina-
tion for the Bravo Award was
on the so-called Kaimanawa
Wall, where careful, considered
questioning helped to explicate
an issue which was dealt with
by most other media in a super-
ficial, sensationalised fashion.”

Also winning Bravo Awards
this year were:

+ Simon Collins of City Voice
for a March 21 article on the
“Tabaash phenomenon”, an
investigation into a Welling-
ton channeller

+ David McLoughlin for his
television documentary on
questions concerning the
Christchurch Civic Creche
case and for a follow-up
North and South (August
1996) article

« Mark McNeill of First Hand
Productions for his televi-
sion documentary on recov-
ered memory or false mem-
ory syndrome

+ Diana Dekker for her well-
researched Evening Post ar-
ticle on the claims made by
an alternative healer to be
able to treat cancer using
magnets
The awards will be officially

presented at the Skeptics’ an-

nual conference at the Chanel

Conference Centre in Hamilton

at the end of the week.

The Bent Spoon Award is
named in honour of Uri Geller,
the former nightclub magician
who claims he can bend metal
with his bare mind. The Skep-
tics have their doubts....
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Helping Students Understand

Malcolm Carr, from Waikato University’s Centre For Science,
Mathematics & Technology Education Research, talks to Annette
Taylor about the nature of science education and the new science

curriculum following his address at this years’ conference.

The whole thrust of the sci-
ence curriculum is to help stu-
dents to use their developing
scientific knowledge, skills and
attitudes to make better sense of
their world. This frequently in-
volves challenging their prior,
often instinctive, ideas.

This is a vital, but sometimes
misunderstood, feature of the
new science curriculum. The
reason why the new curriculum
proposes real world contexts to
explore, the development of the
notion of fair testing, and sig-
nificant exploration of the na-
ture of science and technology
is that these all contribute to
getting these ideas out and
working, and to their review
and development.

In very simple terms, we
could describe some science
education approaches as: sit
down, you’ve got nothing in
your heads, we’ll tell you all the
right ideas, learn them, and
everything will be fine. What
actually appears to happen in
that process is that a lot of these
prior ideas survive unchal-
lenged and get in the way of
understanding.

So the challenge to the view
that learning science is acquir-
ing a whole lot of these facts
and exactly reproducing them
comes from an international un-
derstanding about the way stu-
dents’ ideas can be very resis-
tant to change. A common mis-
understanding of an alternative
approach which seeks learners’
understandings and works from
them is that their ideas are
somehow therefore accorded
equal worth to those of scien-

tists. On the contrary, while it is
important to realise the prior
ideas of learners — to value
them and try to understand
them — this is to provide the
basis for challenging them be-
cause there are some better
ideas which the learners are en-
couraged to understand and ac-
cept.

In my contribution to the
conference, I suggested that sci-
ence educators need to help stu-
dents understand that there are
some rules that scientists use in
developing their explanations
and that these are worth think-
ing carefully about. The rules
that I suggested we place high
value on are that the explana-
tion should be tested against ex-
perience — which brings in the
whole tangled philosophical de-
scription of reality. Does it exist
out there, is it objective, is it
subjective and so on.

As far as science education
is concemed, that philosophical
discourse which people get into
violently opposed camps over
15 almost rrelevant.

If you say to kids: “You've
got this idea. Can we set up a
fair test of it, and what do you
make of what happens?”, you
Jjust have to ascribe a reality to
the physical world and use it as
the arbiter. This is why the the
new science curriculum talks a
lot about using fair tests to ex-
plore ideas.

This procedure of changing
prior ideas is complicated. I"'ve
spent a number of years with
classroom-based research and I
wouldn’t underestimate the dif-
ficulty of getting kids to change
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some pretty fixed ideas that
they have, because often the
scientists’ explanation is a bit
difficult for them to understand
or it does not connect well with
their world of experience. For
example, it’s difficult to per-
suade young learners that
something will continue at a
constant speed without a force
acting on it, because this does
not fit their everyday world.
The concepts of heat, of gravity
and of energy which learners
bring to the classroom are often
rich and amazing.

Science education is then a
matter of quite subtle and com-
plex interaction with learners’
ideas, helping them to develop
explanations that serve well
against their experience and to
connect up these explanations
into coherent knowledge.

In this context we should
recognise that in a lot of areas
of science, we In some ways
idealise the world, downplay-
ing real world complexities and
inventing our explanations on
that basis. The learners’ real
world lacks this simplicity.

Other rules of the game put
high value on the explanation
being elegant, unjversal, and in-
terconnected.

As far as being elegant,
throughout the history of sci-
ence people have been pleased
when explanations are aestheti-
cally satisfying. Ideas such as
the Sun being the centre of the
solar system and material sub-
stances being made of a limited
number of atoms, replaced
more complicated theories, in
part because of their elegance
and simplicity.

The universal aspect is very
interesting. I recognise the
power of many ideas in science
which are accepted in many
cultures. We do not need to re-
invent mechanics for different
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environments. This is not to ar-
rogate science a “closed shop”
on explanations. There is a ex-
citing discourse at the moment
about the validity of other ex-
planations of the world.

The Aboriginal culture in
Australia had an understanding
of the environment, and human
interaction with it, which de-
serves serious consideration.
The Aborigines were puzzled at
the way the arriving white peo-
ple used the environment, often
seriously damaging areas
which had been productive for
centuries. So the universal as-
pect should incorporate other
perspectives, if they make a
valid contribution to our under-
standing of the world.

I’'m uncomfortable with the
sequence “Is there a Maori sci-
ence? No, there isn’t, there’s
only science.” If there are
Maori understandings of the
way the world operates, that tell
us more about the world, as uni-
versal descriptions of the
world, then science should find
a way to incorporate them.

The last aspect is intercon-
nectedness. A group of people
who call themselves skeptics
should be interested to pursue

this, since challenges to scien-
tific understanding often ignore
the value and strength of the in-
terconnectedness of science.

Consider the debate about
creationism versus evolution-
ism. If a creationist may high-
light a “missing link” or an un-
explained detail, and then sug-
gest that the Theory of Evolu-
tion falls down, there is a mis-
understanding here of the inter-
connectedness of evolutionary
explanations. A single chal-
lenge may highlight areas
which remain to be explored
further rather than be a crucial
test. Unless a better, more ele-
gant, universal and intercon-
nected proposition is provided,
science tends to “repair and fill
in” ideas rather than discard
them.

In this context it is valuable
to remember that science hasn’t
explained everything, there re-
main huge areas to be consid-
ered and make up good ideas
about. This notion of science as
an exciting set of ideas to ex-
plore and develop is embedded
in the new science curricula.

Haden falls

] uma*ﬂ-
into trap s

S A skeptic at the Skeptics
Aconfcrcnce, Frank Haden

(September 8) can some-
times still manage to hear what he
wants to hear.

The Bent Spoon Award he re-
ported well and factually, but re-
porting on -the last of the
presentations he fell into the speak-
er’s trap, perhaps because her mes-
sage was subtle. It was that we can
be so entrapped within our own
cultural mindsets (even Westerners
do have them!), and trained to
sneer at.non-Western superstitions,
that we can undermine our efforts
to be of help.

Often other people will only
want to take proper advantage of

our “Western” medicines if they
are offered within the comfortable
frame of reference of their own
culture. This is not easy, but is
certainly being tried within New
Zealand. With more open minds it
is also possible we may learn
something leading to greater scien-
tific understanding of our own
health needs. .
Unfortunately Frank Haden is n
Spinoza. The following quotation
from this 17th century Dutch phi-
losopher concluded an importart
article in the latest New Zealand
skeptics magazine: “I have made
ceaseless effort not to ridicule, not
to bewail, not to scorn human ac-
tions, but to understand them.”
JEANNE YAN GORKOM
New Plymouth
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Believe It or Not!

One of the interesting things about the Skep-
tics is the wide range of opinions that can be
found in our group — not to mention the ever-
readiness to express them. So I was interested
to read Frank Haden’s column on the confer-
ence and how he found it.

Of particular interest was Frank’s interpreta-
tion of two speakers who, although speaking on
different topics (science education and health eth-
ics) nonetheless expressed a common thread. At
least that’s my view — Frank heard something
quite different. So just to show that there’s more
than one side to a coin, here’s my penny-worth.

I think that at the heart of both presentations
was the intention of having us recognise the
need to take into account the beliefs and
knowledge that a student or patient brings to
the classroom/surgery if you are to edu-
cate/treat them appropriately.

This doesn’t have to be a cop-out for trendy
constructivist approaches to education or a mad
rush to take on jungle cures (and I don’t believe
either speaker was advocating such). What it
does recognise is that people do bring along
their own ideas and concepts and that these can
have a major effect on the way in which they
react, whether it’s a child who is firmly con-
vinced that the world is flat or an adult who is
convinced that a chicken sacrifice is the best
possible treatment for their illness.

If you are to teach that child, you have to
have some idea of what they think they know
— we're all aware of the dangers of hidden
assumptions. I recall one example (at another
meeting) where students were happy to apply
the classic MRS GREN mnemonic for living
things to fire (after all, it moves, reproduces,
grows, eats and excretes etc). By not being
aware that they believe this, getting children to
differentiate between living things and non-liv-
ing things is made more difficult. Science is
full of difficult concepts, made all the harder by
the weird and wonderful “knowledge” we ab-
sorb from parents, friends, television etc.

If you want to challenge beliefs, you have to
know that they are there in the first place
whether within ourselves, our children/stu-
dents or our patients. That’s something on
which I think all Skeptics would agree.

Vicki Hyde
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Education these
days 1s not
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scientifically correct

HE decline of the

education system with the

Qualifications Authority
imposing what the New Agers
call holistic knowledge,
choppmg all teaching up into
tinier and tinier units with
equivalent value no matter
what the subject, got a
thrashing at last weckend’s
Skeptics Society meeting.

The NZQA is a spreading -
mass of prejudice and social
evangelism, exercising a baleful
influence on educatl,on generally
but science lessuns,
particular. It is dedicated to the
idea that competition should be
removed from education, even
though graduates will enter a
world of competition and those
who don’t compete don’t eat,

That’s why the community is
indebted to the Skeptics this
year for their much-feared bent
spoon award. It went to the
NZQA for seriously considering
proposals for a degree in
naturopathy, which has no basis
in science, and for looney
School Certificate science
examination guestions.

The Skeptics were
particularly incensed by the
NZQA’s reaction Lo scientists
who ridiculed the looney exam
questions: The body charged
with ensuring that young New
Zealanders become qualified by
international standards loftily
told the scientists to mind their
own business. The kids knew
what sort of answers were
expected, the NZQA explained,
because they were used to that
sort of sloppy, unscientific
phraseology from their teachers.
Kids who chose to be picky and
pointed out the questions were
scientifically wrong deserved to
be penalised.

It would be hard to imagine
an educational approach more
calculated to arouse the ire of
the Skeptics, most of whose
members are either qualified in
science or keenly interested in
getting facts straight. The
conference was larded with
papers and off-the-cuff
commentary aimed at making
the NZQA squirm, if only in
absentia. As for the
naturopathy, the Skeptics are
naturally furious that the
NZQA would give house room
to New Age mumbo-jumbo,
Naturopaths claim to know
better than doctors. They reject
drugs and treat patients by
rubbing their backs, changing
their diet and making them do
exercise — all things that do no
harm to healthy people and
probably do them good but
endanger sick people who could
benefit from science-based
medicine.

But the NZQA is under the
influence of the New Age
theory that all ideas about the
world are equally valid, that

Frank

HADEN

scientists and teachers should
be “open-minded” and take due
note of witch-doctors, primitive
herbalists, ufologists and flat-
Earthers. The conference heard
about this from good sources:
A couple of Hamilton
professionals in positions of
considerable power in education
and medicine. What they had to
say is a dreadful warning of
trouble ahead for science
education,

One gave a presentation on
new approackes to science
education, which among other
trendy flights of unscientific
fancy said in effect that since
the concept of energy is hard to
get a handle on intellectually, it
is OK for individual pupils to
have their “beliefs” about
energy accepted. Never mind
about ing a scientifically
honest stand and saying you
can’t grasp what is
demonstrably true and other
people fully comprehend: Just
say you have BELIEFS about it
and your irrational position will
be accorded equal standing!

The other, in a position to
influence the course of medical
treaiment, mounted an
extraordinary attack on
“traditional medicine”, saying
wonderful cures happen in the
jungle that Western doctors
shouldn’t laugh at.

This presentation warned that
the “doctrine of the omniscient
doctor” is on the way out. On
the way in are the new
concepts of “values” and
“patient choice”, where the
patient is “empowered” to
know better than the doctor
and take the advice of a2
tobunga, a colour therapist or a
man with a bent stick. The
spirit of the New Age,
according to this presentation,
is to take a “holistic” approach,
to consider not just the
gangrenous toe in isolation but
the whole body of the patient
along with “social factors”, the
environment and, presumably,

. .his or her.star sign, These

were received in polite
but horrified silence.

The most tfelling
condemnation came from
Auckland University’s professor
of geophysics. He told the
conference of his disgust that
students from high schools
arrive almost without exception
burdened by a quasi-religious
belief in the global warming
myth.

REMEMBER: The NZQA is
to blame, no matter how much -
it tries to wriggle out of
responsibhity.
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them help with the Skeptic. If you change
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