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The Newsletter of The Association for Skeptical Enquiry

FROM THE ASKE CHAIRMAN
Michael Heap

Creationism and Evolution

I

 suppose it’s an advanced sign of aging when one increasingly finds oneself looking back and asking why so many things that didn’t appear to be broken at the time have since been ‘mended’.  This insight came to me when it was announced that a school in Gateshead is supposedly teaching the biblical account of the universe’s origin as part of its Biology syllabus.

When I was at school we too were taught this, but only as part of our religious education, or as we called it then ‘Scripture’.  We were also taught the same at Sunday School.  Actually, I myself and many of my schoolmates were never formally taught Darwinian evolution at all; I dropped Biology at the age of 14 years as it was so badly taught.  I assume that evolution was on the O-level or A-level syllabus.  Most of my own knowledge of evolution has been derived from hearing other people talking about it, reading about it for myself, watching television programmes, and so on.  

I can’t see why children cannot still be taught biblical accounts of the origin of the universe and humankind in their Religious Education classes and evolution in their Biology lessons.  At least, I do not see why people committed to science should have any objection to this arrangement.  I can well understand, however, why it doesn’t suit the creationists.  It certainly doesn’t suit Sir Peter Grady.  Nor does is suit him that he has apes for ancestors.  ‘I don’t believe my ancestors were monkeys’ he protests.  ‘Where do monkeys come from?  If we come from monkeys – where did they start?’  Well, if he read about evolution he would have his question answered.  Of course he’s got a right to believe whatever he wants, but he’s also got something the rest of us don’t have.  He’s got £75 million.  And £2 million went to the school in Gateshead.  

I suppose there was a time when, in a way appropriate to my age, I ‘believed’ the story of Adam and Eve.  The second stage in my relationship with this story was to believe that whoever wrote it must have been some kind of half-wit; why seemingly intelligent people were willing to give it the time of day was beyond my understanding.  It was only much later that I entered a third stage; namely astonishment that some thousands of years ago a person was inspired to write this story that, even today, raises profound questions about morality, the relationship between man and woman, humans and animals; about sex and sin, the power of knowledge to corrupt, and so on.  The story can only convey the power of its message if it is interpreted as a fable and not a as literal account of the creation of the universe.

From the Journal of the Royal

Society of Medicine

Every month I receive the Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine and most of its contents are unintelligible to me, as, as I have already stated, I do not even have an O-level in Biology.  I have noticed that the term ‘evidence based’ is making an increasingly frequent appearance in the Journal’s pages.  ‘Evidence based’, though a worthy aspiration for any treatment offered to the public, should not be interpreted as the sole justification for the promotion of that treatment.  Nobody would buy a car solely on the basis that ‘it has passed its MOT’.  

The risk is that this particular selling point will in due course come to serve more the interests of the supplier than the consumer, rather like ‘holistic’ and ‘natural’ in the case of alternative medicine and ‘organic’ and ‘low fat’ in the food industry.  

Amongst the papers in the latest issue of the journal is a study of dowsing in homeopathy.  (As an aside, this set me thinking what could be the sceptic’s ‘headline from hell’ – e.g. ‘Astrologer’s psychic pet in past-life mystery’ or ’Uri’s UFO crop circle drama’).  I had not realised that some homeopaths claimed to be able to distinguish homeopathic from dummy preparations (the paper’s authors use the term ‘placebo’ which I do not like in this context) by dowsing.  In this particular study six dowsers attempted to distinguish Bryonia in a 12c potency (a dilution of 10-24 and therefore unlikely to contain a single molecule of the starting material) from a dummy preparation prepared in an identical manner using distilled water as a starter.  The trial was double-blind.  None of the six homeopaths performed better than random selection on 26 trials, despite the high level of confidence in most cases.

Another paper of interest to sceptics is entitled ‘What’s the Point of Rigorous Research on Complementary/ Alternative Medicine?’ by Edzard Ernst, Professor of Complementary Medicine at the University of Exeter.  Professor Ernst lists eight arguments that he has encountered against applying the principles of science to complementary or alternative medicine.  I shall not list them here, but suggest that you guess what these are.  (If you can’t get the paper, email me and I will list them for you).  

Skipping the paper on ‘Psychiatry, Post-Modernism and Post-Normal Science’ by R. and J. Laugharne, which I have yet to get round to reading, I must mention ‘The Dangers of Wearing an Anorak’ by six ophthalmologists from the Birmingham and Midland Eye Centre.  This is not the cryptic title of a speech at a conference of train spotters or UFO buffs.  It is a serious analysis of the visual field restriction caused by the anorak hood and thus the ‘theoretical’ increased danger of the wearer’s being knocked down by a vehicle whilst crossing the road.  The article concludes, ‘Anorak wearers should turn their heads to look sideways when crossing the road’.  Ah yes!  But the anorak hood that the authors studied could be drawn tightly around the face.  The anorak I wore until last year had a very roomy hood with no such facility.  Whenever I turned my head, all I saw was the inside of the hood, since it stayed in the same place.  I eventually gave the anorak to a jumble sale, but maybe I should have had it incinerated. 


TALES FROM THE BIG BROWN LAND 

Mark Newbrook

I

’ve just returned to the UK after 13 years as a linguistics lecturer and researcher in Australia (mainly at Monash University in Melbourne), during which time I came to be linguistics consultant to Australian Skeptics, with a regular column in their quarterly journal.  My main focus has naturally been on fringe/non-standard linguistic ideas, especially but not exclusively those involving the history of languages and their writing systems.  In conjunction with these matters, I’ve considered many associated historical and archaeological issues, and also some philosophical issues (I have strong undergraduate backgrounds in all these subjects).

Language is central to human life; many people (non-linguists) deal with language issues in their work and/or have an interest in the subject.  But without technical knowledge there’s considerable scope here for advocates of fringe positions to create confusion.  Now it’s obviously better in general terms if people are given authoritative information and come to accept more plausible analyses rather than less plausible ones.  But in some cases there are in fact more serious issues involved, notably political/cultural issues (e.g. nationalistically-inspired non-standard ideas about the antiquity and ‘purity’ of languages) and the potential for misguided counselling, unwise investment, etc).

These are some of the main recent cases of interest in Australia.  You’ll see that we’ve had a lively time!

1. Reverse Speech 

David Oates, an Australian writer, who spent much of the 1990s in California, claims to have discovered ‘Reverse Speech’ (henceforth RS), a previously unreported human language phenomenon.  He believes that as the brain is constructing and delivering the sounds of speech, two messages (normally in the same language) are communicated simultaneously: the normal forwards message, which is what everyone hears and responds to consciously, and a second one in reverse, which people hear and respond to unconsciously.  RS can be heard as clear, grammatical statements (usually brief) which are mixed in amongst some gibberish (though in Oates’s latest work he suggests that there really is no gibberish, only messages which we cannot yet recognise).  RS is accessed by recording a section of forward speech (henceforth FS) and playing the recording in reverse.

The content of reversals is nearly always related to the equivalent FS dialogue: RS often gives additional information to accentuate or strengthen the FS speech.  RS also tends to reveal an individual’s unspoken thoughts, which may be in total contradiction to their conscious FS.  Therefore, RS can be used as an effective tool by counsellors, legal professionals, parents, teachers, politicians, etc., to discover unspoken truths.  However, many less transparent RS sequences involve metaphors, which require elucidation by RS analysts.  According to Oates, very young children begin to produce coherent RS (in the form of reversals of ‘babbling’, etc.) well before they produce normal FS in their first language (as early as midway through their first year).

Oates’s organisation sells teaching materials, courses, counselling, etc., and its practitioners give advice based on RS – without necessarily having had any other relevant training (phonetics, psychology, etc.).  On the other hand, they are involved with NLP (Neuro-Linguistic Programming), a prominent recent outgrowth of Korzybski’s ‘General Semantics’ which owes only a little to linguistics proper, and with various more obviously ‘New Age’ ideas.  All this is rather alarming!  Indeed, we know of several individual cases that are very scary indeed.  For instance, we heard from a man in the USA who reported that after attending an RS course his wife analysed their infant daughter and decided that the child was saying (backwards) that her father had sexually interfered with her.  The mother reported her husband to the relevant child protection agency and when that failed she sought custody of the child and tried to have him banned from having any access to her.

If RS really existed, the consequences for our view of human linguistic and mental activity would (as Oates himself says) be very major.  However, Jane Curtain and I examined Oates’s claims, and found that they were implausible and not supported by the empirical evidence.  There are major methodological and theoretical problems.  Notably, Oates makes a misbegotten attempt to distinguish between ‘genuine’ RS and phonetic coincidence, the accidental occurrence of very short sequences which are (almost) the same in FS and RS (i.e. ‘phonological palindromes’, e.g. dad) or where the reversal of the FS sequence yields another equally possible sequence (so that there is a pair of corresponding forms, each of which is (approximately) the reversal of the other; e.g. say/yes).  These phenomena (both types) are labelled constants, and Oates does not regard them as genuine RS.  It is actually very important for him to exclude such sequences, because his theory implies that different speakers (even with the same accent) may produce different reversals of the very same utterances, depending on their, often covert, attitudes, and so on.  This is also very convenient for Oates in that it reduces the reproducibility of his investigations!  Now, Oates is not actually consistent as to which sequences do and do not count as coincidental reversals; but, more importantly, the distinction between ‘genuine’ RS and coincidental reversals is simply incoherent.

There are several other major problems for Oates’s theory, mostly involving his lack of familiarity with linguistics.  All of his criteria for identifying ‘good’ reversals run aground on these.

As well as considering the theory of RS on these fronts, Jane & I replicated (with refinements) Oates’s initial experiment, which he says showed that RS could be readily heard by naïve listeners. Because Oates continually prompts listeners with the RS sequences he says they should hear, we set out to establish how far the sequences can be heard without prompting.  We used Oates’s own favourite examples, as they appear on his own tapes.  We were able to show not only that unprompted listeners cannot generally hear the RS sequences but also that it is quite possible to induce them to hear any of a range of different sequences in the same reversed material, as long as the sounds, and especially the vowels, in the successive syllables are similar.

More recently, Oates has tried to rebut our criticisms, but his remarks are incoherent.  There are some further tests which could be done, one of which could be decisive: if Oates is right, it should be possible to obtain otherwise unknown, specific information from RS data alone.  But we believe that the basic case for RS is so weak that the onus to demonstrate a case lies with its advocates (we have offered them advice).

2. The early Settlement of

Australia

The controversial historian Keith Windschuttle and his colleague Tim Gillin recently revived the theory of a pre-Aboriginal negrito population in Australia, as promoted by the equally controversial archaeologist Grahame Walsh.  Many sceptics applaud Windschuttle’s defence of traditional scholarly principles against postmodernist/relativist excess; but that does not mean that he is always right on specifics (as he himself acknowledges), and in this present case he and his fellow author appear to have got out of their depth.  Colin Groves responded, arguing forcefully against the claims made, and Gillin responded in turn, denying the validity of some of Groves’s points and citing some more material by Harpending & Eller - including new linguistic arguments.  These latter are partly based on Ruhlen’s near-fringe theories and are much less persuasive than Gillin suggests – although there certainly are unanswered questions about the origins of the Aboriginal languages.  One problem here is that views like Windschuttle’s are ‘politically incorrect’ because they may be seen as threatening standard beliefs about Aboriginal priority of settlement; whether justifiable or not, they struggle to get a fair hearing.

Another thinker who is not afraid of being ‘politically incorrect’ is Tony Kelly, a sociologist, philosopher and theologian with long experience of Aboriginal groups, who argues that ‘full-blood’ Aborigines think differently from others, notably by lacking the capacity for logical reasoning; they should therefore be treated specially by the government!  I do not think he is right, but he should be heard.

Then there is a group called ‘Viewzone’, consisting of several fringe writers including the Australia-based John McGovern, which promotes the idea that ancient inscriptions (definite or putative) found around the world constitute a ‘world alphabet’ that was used between 8000 and 4000 years ago (i.e. much earlier than the earliest known alphabets, and for the most part earlier than any writing system).  They maintain that the Panaramitee rock-art tradition of Australia also represents this world alphabet (and is therefore not of Aboriginal origin).  But this does not hold up.  The symbols in question – circles, crosses, etc. - are so simple that they predictably crop up all over the world with many meanings, linguistic and other!  And Panaramitee symbols are typically of varying sizes and spread all over a cave wall, with no order in which one might read them; they are not a script!

In my view, Aboriginal thinkers and organisations could help their own cause by not regarding (or appearing to regard) traditional ‘dreaming’ accounts describing the creation of their peoples in Australia as factual and therefore rejecting the strong anthropological and archaeological evidence that they arrived by way of migration around 60,000 BP or earlier.  (Some also claim, quite seriously, that early Aboriginal people were capable of astral travel and possessed vast astronomical knowledge!)  In Australia, respect for aboriginality is at an increasingly high level; it does not depend upon the embracing of false theories of origin, which might indeed undercut the sympathy and support of other Australians including scientifically aware or educated Aboriginal people.  And no one gains by branding careful, honest scientists as racists.

3. Diffusion!

In Australia there are many ruins (nineteenth century, etc.) and many rock formations identified by some as ruins.  Many of these are proclaimed by Rex Gilroy and others as Egyptian or Phoenician in origin; they accept a diffusionist account of early history rather like that of the early twentieth century ‘Manchester School’ of archaeology.  For example, in Queensland we find the Gympie Pyramid.  This is probably the remains of nineteenth century vineyard terracing; but a local author, Brett Green, believes that the ruinous structures which survive and surviving photographs of now-vanished structures, together with artefacts associated with the site or with neighbouring areas, do indeed suggest early settlement of the region by seafaring peoples from Asia and Europe.  But – though he is better than Gilroy - Green is very uncritical in handling the evidence.  This includes linguistic evidence: like so many other such writers, Green relies heavily on impressionistic comparison of isolated, superficially similar forms, in this case forms in local Aboriginal languages on the one hand and in ancient Mediterranean and Indian languages on the other.  (Gilroy and others think they have found Egyptian and Phoenician inscriptions around Australasia, but these contain undergraduate-level errors and are surely fakes!)

But Gympie is not far from Sarina, where Val Osborn claims to have found a Phoenician port.  We may yet hear more of the ancient seafarers who supposedly reached Australian shores long before the seventeenth century Dutch or even the dreaded sixteenth century Portuguese who supposedly left the (so far undiscovered) ‘Mahogany Ship’ buried in the sand on the coast of Victoria and provided input to the Dieppe Maps, which allegedly show Australia (as ‘Jave la Grande’).

4. Talking to the Spirits
I was approached by a man in Victoria identifying himself as a psychic/spiritualist medium.  He had a tape-recording of himself talking at some length in what he believes to be an unidentified language.  He claims no understanding of the material, reportedly experiencing it as channelled from a Native American spirit figure.  He had some grounds for thinking that it might be Iroquoian, more specifically Seneca, and I located some American experts on these languages.

Well, it is clearly not Iroquoian - for a start, there are very many tokens of [m], a sound which simply does not occur in these languages – and no one has so far offered any other identification.  Indeed, all of the linguists who have listened to the material are agreed that it is probably not linguistic at all, but merely phonetic.  In fact, it is similar to glossolalia (‘speaking in tongues’ in a Christian context) as normally analysed: a near-haphazard sequence of syllables which are mostly phonologically possible in languages known to the speaker.  If the material is indeed similar to glossolalia, a psychological explanation seems likely (although glossolalia itself is admittedly not at all well understood). 

5. Creationist Linguistics in

 Outer Melbourne!

In Kangaroo Ground, north of Melbourne, the local branch of the Summer Institute of Linguistics trains linguists in fieldwork methods, so that they can analyse unwritten languages around the world, develop writing systems, prepare dictionaries and grammars……and translate the Bible into each such language!  Yes, this otherwise worthy enterprise is linked with Wycliffe Bible Translators, an arm of fundamentalist Christianity!  Indeed, many of its qualified linguists and instructors are creationists.  One of them, Kevin May, wrote an article which appeared in Creation Ex Nihilo.  For a linguist, May is remarkably ill-informed on historical linguistics and his summaries of orthodox views are wildly outdated.  And he actually accepts the Tower of Babel narrative as literally true.  Same old story?

Oz also has its share of semi-crazy spelling reformers, Theosophists, etc., etc.  But enough of the Big Brown Land; in future issues I’ll furnish similar surveys of the nutters of New Zealand, India and other countries of the region.  

Bye for now!

THOUGHTS ON SCEPTICISM

Jason Snowden

Sceptics and Religion

A

s a new member to ASKE I would like to say I have been extremely pleased with my first two issues of Sceptical Adversaria.  Of particular interest was Doug Bramwell's excellent article on religion (Issue 6).  It is a sorry shame that the majority of sceptical organisations shy away from criticisms of traditional religions.  I agree with Doug that there are strong arguments against religion being treated as a special case.

Firstly, the sceptical movement enshrines its thinking in the superiority of the scientific method - application of this to religion shows it failing the first hurdle: self-consistency.  

Simply put the ideas of the Christian god do not hold water.  For the sake of brevity, let's look at just a few of God's supposed attributes (a more thorough summation of these arguments can be found in the very readable ‘Atheism: The Case Against God’ by George H Smith).  

God is usually described as being all knowing and all-powerful – knows everything and can do anything.  But this makes no sense: what would any entity wish to do if it already knew the outcome?  If you know everything that can happen, what can you do to change the state of things?  You would surely already know the outcome and have done it.  The very process of doing, of having an intention as we understand it, conflicts with the idea of knowing everything.  Doing presupposes goals toward which action is directed.

Of course, there is a standard rebuttal to this: God's omnipotence and omniscience are beyond our understanding, unfathomable in human terms.  But if this is the case, what exactly is the point of using human terms to describe these features?  If they can't be explained in ways we can understand, using human concepts, why use them?  It is surely misleading to use such concepts if they don't give any explanation in a way we can understand.  Furthermore, this argument merely accepts the contradiction: only by redefining the concepts as unknowable themselves can the contradiction be avoided.  Thus whether empirically provable or not, the existence of any being with such attributes cannot be true as currently formulated, as the description is self-contradictory. 

Many sceptics, it seems, are in complete agreement with the above and are atheists for this and a wealth of other reasons.  Still many shy away from promoting an outright rebuttal of traditional religious beliefs.  This is, I feel, foolhardy.  As Doug Bramwell explains in his column, religion is no different in essence from the New Age beliefs that sceptics are so keen to attack.   

With this attitude it can be no wonder that, in a supposed age of science, the decline of traditional religion has not led to a rise in secular beliefs.  If scepticism is to offer an alternative to superstitious thinking then it must surely be thoroughly applied. 

Even more importantly, it is my own experience that the vast majority of sceptics come from a scientifically interested background (though, like myself, this may be through popular scientific works and not formal education).  This often seems to be behind the main thrust of sceptical canvassing - encourage an interest in science and this will lead to an appreciation of the scientific method and rational thinking.  But recent evidence suggests this does not necessarily lead to increased application of rational thinking (see the Skeptic column in Scientific American, September 2002 for a fuller explanation and references).

In my estimation, there are many people who would show an interest in scepticism were there to be a more aggressive approach to religion.  Also the arguments are good examples of rational thinking and are easy to follow, as everybody in the western world is familiar with the ‘God’ idea.  Specifically, I think two main groups of people would be better engaged through this: first those who do not believe in God, but do believe in, e.g., alien visitations or ghosts, and second, those who are well educated in making general arguments but, through lack of experience with atheistic arguments and rational thinking, are agnostic.

The first section of people have already rejected traditional religion but see no commonality with traditional scientific views of the world; indeed many reject both as part of the larger ‘establishment view’.  By putting the same emphasis on the irrationality of religion as that of New Age views, a view such people may associate with gives a link to the ideas of rational thinking.

Admittedly, as the second group is defined in terms of a lack of knowledge of atheism, I am presupposing some of such a group would be ‘won over’ to atheism.  This mainly stems from my personal knowledge of colleagues who are interested in theistic discussions but are unfamiliar with atheism.

Though I must admit this is a generalisation of people and their views, hopefully it expounds my point.

In short I believe rational critiques of traditional religion would open sceptical ideas and rational thinking to people who would otherwise not be aware of the arguments.  So long as the debate is rational and soberly put forward, I feel there is a real possibility of it increasing the profile and support of sceptic organisations. 

Scepticism in the Media

As we all know, the vast majority of media presentations give little or no time to rational points of view.  From prime-time programmes on the supposed Moon landing hoax (thanks Channel 5 – both times!) to daytime TV Astrology shows it seems that the more sceptical, scientific point of view is given short shrift.  Indeed the very image of scientists today seems as bad as ever.…..but that’s for another discussion.

While the above is generally the case for most of the day-to-day programmes that the media put out, there are a few rays of sunshine to be found.  I don’t mean the usual science programmes most of us probably watch – Horizon, Attenborough’s various BBC series, Channel 4’s ad-hoc series covering cosmology, history, etc.  I’m thinking of Dave Gorman’s Astrology series and the recent BT adverts lampooning such things as fire walking.

For those that missed it, Dave Gorman’s Astrology Experiment was a most amusing look at what difference it would make to your life if you lived it according to the advice from regular newspaper astrology columns.  Though this was never intended as a serious programme, given the type of advice given by astrology columns it didn’t have to make much effort.  This was what made it so enjoyable: just reading out advice such as ‘Leave no stone unturned’ in a serious tone is amusing enough.  The ending was a bit of a cop out: having spent the whole series losing out owing to following the astrological advice, Gorman made it all back on the last day.  It could be that the producers dared not give astrology the definitive fail it deserved; more optimistically maybe the ‘big turn-around’ on the last day merely mirrored the whole ridiculous nature of the series.  

Either way I think any viewer who had the usual ‘even-handed’ attitude would be at least a bit more sceptical of astrology in the future.  And in these New Age times, a bit more scepticism is really quite a lot.

Though adverts aren’t exactly the main source of most people’s general knowledge, it’s no bad thing that BT’s latest adverts have pulled the rug from some of the latest in woolly thinking.  Obviously chosen to sell the idea that BT’s business advice is grounded in rational thinking, these adverts started with some woolly idea like fire walking as confidence-building; or white water rafting for team-building.  As each one ends in disaster, a suitably official sounding voice promotes BT’s rationally based business advice services.  While I can’t say I can be sure of the quality of these, I’m always happy to hear someone poking fun at the supposed benefits fire walking.   

Sceptical Dilemmas

Sceptics are, it seems, in the minority and being a vocal sceptic is no easy task.  Not only does scepticism require rigorous self-analysis, but also dealing with the unsupported ideas held by so many of the people we meet every day.  Dealing with these situations can be quite difficult.  Even one’s close friends and family may confront us with ridiculous ideas that make the choice between expressing the rational point of view, or just keeping the peace, a difficult one. 

Exploring how to deal with these situations is the subject of this column.  However, rather than present this in a purely theoretical manner, I would like to explore this mainly through the practical experiences of ASKE members in real situations.  Not only do I think this would be educational, and perhaps somewhat cathartic, but I think there’s also some humour to be found in our encounters with outlandish beliefs.  Although even letters to Adverseria seem uncommon, I think it would be great if members could write in with their experiences - sharing how they’ve dealt with them.

That said, I’m sure I can give quite a few examples myself: my Mum's a raving New-Ager, my boss is a creationist, and my brother's mother-in-law believes UFOs are alien spacecraft.  So you can expect a few tales of dealing with the irrational from me!  Actually, on presenting the idea of this column to Tony Youens he told me that his father-in-law is very prone to come out with outlandish claims and both he and Tony’s mother-in-law are happy to believe in all sorts of nostrums that ‘someone tried’.  Tony too has a creationist for a boss.  So I’d expect he has a few stories himself – not wishing to put any more pressure on for contributions from him, of course!

So, let me begin in earnest by giving an overview of my approach to such dilemmas.  I have to admit that the overall setting influences whether I feel I can voice an objection to a baloney-ridden idea.  Generally, if I’ve just met somebody, I’ll not launch into an attack on his or her ideas. Before disagreeing with someone I feel that a certain degree of trust and respect has to have built up in the relationship.  

This can be particularly the case in work situations where, for various reasons, voicing my opinions can seem inappropriate.  For example my creationist boss – SMP, as I’ll refer to her – recently displayed a poster advertising a lecture on creationism and evolution.  At this point, though I knew SMP was a Christian, I didn’t know how fundamentalist she was.  So, it was only after researching the speaker’s name that I found he was indeed a raving creationist!  As we’d never discussed religious issues I decided that it was inappropriate to raise the matter and simply ignored the poster; to be honest, I didn’t think it was entirely appropriate for her to advertise the lecture at work at all.

Hearing nothing for a couple of weeks, I thought I’d avoided a potentially difficult situation; none of my friends at work (who are well aware of my sceptical viewpoint) had raised the issue so it seemed over before it started.  However, a few days before the day of the event, SMP emailed an advert for the lecture to everyone in the office!  Immediately this made it the topic of discussion for everyone.  SMP’s office was far enough away for this to be quite an open debate, with several people thinking the email was very inappropriate - even though they were not outspokenly scientific in their opinions.

Still I did not raise this with SMP.  On the day after the lecture SMP raised the subject in the course of a ‘What I did yesterday’ chat.  Though I wasn’t immediately prepared, I had of course been half-waiting for the subject to be discussed.  As my interest in science is as clear as the Hubble image on my computer desktop, I began by describing myself as a complete neo-Darwinian.  The discussion was very polite, though not restrained, as SMP is a very nice person.  Thus I prided myself on being courteous but firm in my opinion, as I feel that an aggressive debate will not win people over and will more likely make them more decided in their opinions.  I feel my most winning argument (courtesy of the US Skeptic magazine, admittedly) was that faith shouldn’t need evidence.  

Though I’m sure she’s still an evolution denier, I could see that at least this made her think.  As I explained to friends at work who were expecting a more vehement attack, creationists are mostly beyond help; it’s the people they try to influence that we should worry about!  Overall I’d say it’s the people without a specifically scientific or non-scientific viewpoint that should hear of the facts and lessons of science.  These are the people who will accept creationism’s being taught in schools and homeopathy’s being available on the NHS.

Thus I felt the experience was an education in staying true to my scientific viewpoint, without resorting to ranting.  But more on that problem next time!

________________________________________________________
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WRITE AN ARTICLE FOR THE �SKEPTICAL INTELLIGENCER





The 2004 edition of the Skeptical Intelligencer will be out towards the end of 2004.  The issue will be devoted to pseudo-history and pseudo-archeaology.  Articles can be of any length and depth.  If you have already an article in print, we would be interested in reprinting it in the Intelligencer with discussion commentaries by other members.  





Please send your articles to the editor, Mike Heap (� HYPERLINK "mailto:m.heap@sheffield.ac.uk" ��m.heap@sheffield.ac.uk�).














FIFTH WORLD SKEPTICS CONGRESS





This will be held in Padua, Italy, from October 8 to 10, 2004.  It is organised by CICAP (the Italian Committee for the Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal) and CSICOP.  The congress website is <� HYPERLINK "http://www.cicap.org/congress/" ��http://www.cicap.org/congress/�>.  More details will be given in the next Adversaria.








AFIS, SCIENCE ET PSEUDO-SCIENCES


Revue de l’Association Française pour l’Information Scientifique





I am kindly sent copies of this quarterly journal, which is entirely in French.  If any ASKE member wishes to inspect them (and perhaps even pen a column for the Adversaria on any article that he or she finds interesting) please contact Mike Heap. 








SKEPTICAL INQUIRERS FOR SALE





Anthony Garrett is selling a complete set of Skeptical Inquirers.  He is inviting offers ‘significantly into three figures’.  His email address is anton@scitext.com.
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