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Human Belief and Skepticism

by Page Stephens
Part 2 -- Adaptation and Belief

\_ /)

If as noted in part one of this The question which now ideals have been wrong all
article, human beings learnedarises is what happens to aalong and that they have to
culture perfectly, there could socio-cultural group when it discover a new path to truth.
be no socio-cultural change.is faced with change, whether One fascinating area of an-
In fact we don't just learn; we sudden in terms of conquestthropological study is that of
learn imperfectly and intel- or more slowly in terms of the movements which come
lectually innovate. In general, technological evolution, envi- into existence when one soci-
however, faced with similar ronmental  disruption  or ety is conquered by another.
technological / socio-cultural / whatever. With the old cultural certain-
environmental situations, we If the group's ideology is not ties in disarray, people in the
tend to produce similar socio- directly contradicted by the conquered group often form
cultural formations at least on requirements of the new envi-groups based on new cultural
a functional level. Thus we ronment, it may slowly adapt formulae or resuscitations of
find socio-cultural formations to the new situation. If the older forms. Some spectacular
world wide which are broadly new situation directly contra- cases of this have occurred in
similar, a similarity which can dicts the demands of the exist-the Pacific where groups of
not be attributed simply to the ing ideology then a different islanders have invented "cargo
exchange of ideas since manyset of forces come into play. cults" which basically insist
groups existed in isolation They pray to the gods orthat their conquerors have
from each other. propitiate the spirits which magical control over the ships

| won't deal with such simi- they think control their soci- and airplanes which bring the
larities in particular except to ety, but these entities no long-cargoes they use to subjugate
say that anthropologists haveer answer. They use the oldthem. Therefore they attempt
used such terms as "band,"non-religious cultural formu- to control the airplanes them-
"tribe,” "protostate,” and lae that used to do them soselves beseeching them to
"state" to name them althoughmuch good, but they no long- bring the cargoes to them and
these terms are very inexacter work. This can be, to put it not to their overlords. One
Such terms as "family,” "line- mildly, very disconcerting. It group suggested that the mis-
age,” ‘"class,” "clan," etc. is obvious that the old ideassionaries who had taught them
have been used to describeno longer work, but how do the magic of the Bible had cut
similar ~ formations within they find new ones which do out the pages that showed
larger societies. work? One thing they can dothem how to control the cargo

In general, social divisions - is to suggest that their societycarriers before they had given
there are analytical exceptionsis failing because they and orit to them. There are other
- are associated with ideolo-others, more probably others,variations on this theme in-
gies that define their existencehave failed to keep to the cluding the advent of proph-
and socio-cultural limits. good old ways. Another is to ets, etc. but the process is

suggest that their cultural very common.
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In some cases, of course, rerevolution which overthrows he had to marry his deceased
vitalization movements do not the society in terms of new older brothers' wives as per
come into existence but nev-social formations. commands in The Old
ertheless as per Dr. Richard But what if only some peo- Testament.

Lowenthal's study of the Tha- ple with differing positions What the people of these
raka in Kenya, the conquestand cultural norms find them- groups do is to mistake their
situation can lead to profound selves dissatisfied. own life styles and cultural
changes in social structure. One of their options is to ideas as objectified in their

This leads us to a consider-abandon the more general naown cultural practices as "bi-
ation of more complex state tional ideology and try to uni- blical” when in fact they are
societies which are more versalize the ideology thatanything but. They are not
deeply divided internally. represents the ideals of theiralone in this because other

In general, as long as thingsparticular subgroup. This ex- socio-cultural subgroups do
are going well most membersplains the reason so manythe same thing in terms of
of socio-cultural subgroups people in the US have recent-their own ideologies. Thus we
adhere to the dominant, i.e.ly become enamored ofhave not only born again
most  generally inclusive ideologies which suggest thatChristians suggesting the ab-
ideology of their society "the family" as they define itis solutism of their beliefs but
whatever it might be. They the basis of US society, thatalso born again members of
also have their own subgroupthe only true family is the one every existent form of religion
cultural norms which define defined by the Bible, that the and for that matter those who
them as different from other US has been taken over byreify the non-religious ideals
people in society. subversives, etc. It also ex-of their own socio-cultural

This is all right during times plains the reason that biblical group.
of "normalcy” or whatever literalists have decided that It is in this context that we
you want to call it when a they are under attack by ahave to deal with the problem
subgroup finds that its ideals secular government which hasof the “creation science"
and the more general nationalabandoned the religious movement. For a variety of
ideals do not directly contra- ideals purportedly believed in historical reasons evolution
dict each other. by the founding fathers. has become a touchstone for

The problem comes when The interesting thing about the opposition to changes in
for any number of reasons thethese claims is that they, like US society which directly af-
higher level society fails to the claims of the Salem witch fect many groups. One inter-
satisfy a significant number of hunters need have no relationesting example of this process
people with different positions to reality. As noted previous- begins with the "Boy Orator
in society. We now have a sit- ly, the family is not and never of the Platte,” three time
uation similar to the one we has been the basis of US sociDemocratic candidate for
find in conquered societies. ety and even if it had been, itpresident, William Jennings
The old cultural ideals no had no relation to that of a Bryan. Bryan was not only a
longer work and have to be polygamous group which populist reformer but also the

replaced. practiced the levirate as perforemost defender of Biblical
Once again there are severatifferent passages in the Bible.creationism of his time. Thus
things people can do. What do you think that a born he combined progressive poli-

If enough people are dissa-again social reforming Chris- tics with conservative religion.
tisfied, of course, you have atian might say if he were told
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The thing you have to re- culturally defined - doesn't some special knowledge of
member about Bryan is thatlive up to their expectations the nature of the universe
his constituency consisted ofbut to whom their socio- which men do not share, and
farmers who had been underculturally defined traditional that the some ancient goddess
economic pressure almostvalues are the most importanthad given them special pow-
continually from the 1870s to things in their lives. ers that men do/did not have.
for that matter today. They The latter group tends to There is no archaeological
were being forced into bank- consist of more educated peo-or socio-cultural evidence
ruptcy at ever increasing ratesple who are aware of the in- whatsoever which suggests
and had legitimate complaintsadequacies of the nationalthat ancient matriarchies ever
about the ways they were be-ideals. These people tend toexisted or that if they did
ing treated by the banks, thecreate de novo new ideologieswomen would have been any
railroads, etc. This led Bryan which represent their point of kinder or more gentle than the
and his followers to adopt anview. This is the reason thatmen who dominated such so-
ideology which combined re- we find the feminist move- cieties would have been.
forms necessary to preservement has spawned so manyThere is also no scientific evi-

their way of life with a reli- New Age ideologies. dence that women have heal-
gious conservatism based on Some years ago Ms. Maga-ing powers men do not have
their cultural ideals. zine devoted an entire issue toor that women have or ever

Today's creationist move- goddess worship and otherhad any special knowledge of
ment on the other hand noforms of irrationalism such as a godhead whether male or
longer consists of farmers New Age. The authors of the female.
who need to reform govern- various articles in that issue of What this part of the wom-
ment but on groups which noMS suggested not only thaten's movement did in this case
longer share common com-women had special powerswas not to study the scientific
plaints. Thus they have noth-men did not have but their evidence for or against the ex-
ing except their cultural ideals special insights into the natureistence of ancient matriarchal
to preserve. This brings theof the world via their healing societies, but rather to distort
conservative nature of their powers etc. had been sup-whatever evidence does exist
ideology to the forefront, and pressed by the males who hadn order to create their own
they tend to be socially andtaken over the control of soci- new age mythology which ex-
politically as well as religious- ety from the ancient matriar- plains to them the reason that
ly conservative. chy which had once been thethey are not merely victims of

The obverse side of this coinstatus quo. a contemporary sexist society
consists of those who find not The writers for that issue of but because of women's innate
only the national ideologies Ms. were correct when they powers they are better than
inadequate but also thesaid that women had beenthe males they consider to be
ideologies of their subgroup. treated unfairly by both his- their oppressors. A similar
Therefore they create new torical and contemporary so-thing is going on in the cur-
ideologies which explain the cieties. They were wrong, rent revitalization movement
world better to them. The for- however, when they sug-among some Americans of
mer group tends to include ingested that there ever wasAfrican descent which sug-
its membership less educatedsuch any such thing as an angests among other things that
people who are aware of thecient matriarchal society, thatwithout the help of African
fact that the world - socio- members of their sex haveimmigrants to the Americas,
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native Americans could never American revitalization move- This means that any
have built pyramids and for ment. As a friend of mine of officially recognized god of
that matter that the ancientAmerindian descent once saidthe US must be by its very na-
Egyptians were Black and not"What these people are sayingure remain undefined so that
White, whatever those latteris that my ancestors didn'tevery person who worships it
two terms mean in biological have enough intelligence toin that society can add their
terms since neither the termlearn how to pile stones onown content to the term in or-
"black" nor "white" has any top of each other until the der to allow Jews, Christians,
definable relationship to ge- Africans taught us how to do Muslims, Buddhists, new ag-
netic reality any more than theit." ers, etc. to consider them-
terms "Caucasian” or "Negro” On the other hand, there areselves to think that they
do. similar movements among na-worship the same entity or
One of the more interesting tive Americans based on spu-cultural ideal.
ideas this movement suggestsious claims of the tribal and If you observe closely, such
is that ancient Greek philoso-cultural affiliations of prehis- issues as  constitutional
phy is nothing more than atoric populations. These haveamendments to allow school
pale imitation of ancient Afri- lead to lawsuits against vari- prayer do all right until some-
can religious ideas. ous museums in the US de-one tries to specify the prayer.
There is no evidence for this. signed to force them to return Creationists can even get into
The people who lead both native American remains for atrouble when they try to
movements represent sub-"proper” burial according to specify the exact details of
groups in US society and notthe practices of the group creation, age of the earth or
higher and thus more inclusivewhich brings the lawsuit. length of the seven days of
levels of socio-cultural in- This movement is similar to creation, and people like Jerry
tegration. These subgroups inone in Israel which suggestsFalwell and Pat Robertson
US society depend for their that every human bone founddisagree fundamentally on is-
existence on cultural claimsin Israel from neanderthaloid sues of theology.
which they and only they on up should not be studied In doing so, all of these

know to be true. but reburied according to con-groups give us anthropolo-
Both groups as per thasti- temporary Jewish funerary gists a lot of interesting forms
tute of Quotation Sciencg@s ceremonies. of human behavior to observe.

some of us call the Institute of A final note on the nature of

Creation Science) rely for the ideology in complex societies.

validity of their ideology not Subgroups get in trouble Ms. Torassa wrote a story
on either a scientific or his- when they suggest that thelast year in the Plain Dealer
torical study of the phenome- gods or cultural ideals they regarding two physics teach-
na under discussion, but onbelieve in should be substi-ers at Lakewood High School
either long since discarded an-tuted for the official, and of that had been presenting cre-
thropological texts - this part necessity general idea of anationism viewpoints during
of the women's movement re-undefined god or cultural their instructions in physics.
lies heavily on 19th century ideal since a god of all the =—070797
anthropology - or broad basedpeople has to include the be-

comparisons of native Ameri- liefs of everyone not merely a continued on page 10

can pyramids with the pyra- single subgroup.

mids of Egypt - the African



Lakewood Creation Controversy
Review by Bill Bazik

A talk byUlysses Torassgiven at Balwin-Wallace College, Berea, Ohio, January 21, 1997 for the South Shore
Skeptics.
Ulysses Torassa is a science and technology writer for The Cleveland Plain Dealer (Ohio's largest daily
newspaper.)
The story caused an uproarcopies were supplied for re-"evolved" by breeders for cen-
among teachers and con-searching the topics. turies. Sigrid Miller argued
cerned parents. South Shore It should be noted that stu- physics should be taught as
Skeptic's Page Stephens im-dents not accepting creation-knowledge while creationism
mediately called activist ism  views were not should be taught as
Charles Hughes who, it turneddiscriminated against grade philosophy.
out, was already planning awise. It should also be noted One member noted two ver-
campaign to correct this abuseMs. Torassa believes instruc-sions of "evolution” are given
of Lakewood's curriculum. tor Mark Misniewski is abso- in Genesis. Others cited that
Members William Voss and lutely sincere in his beliefs andif the principle of teaching
Calvin Wight joined Hughes truly believes the material of- "both sides" is to be observed,
at an open-to-the-public meet-fered stimulated thinking. She should it not be applied to the
ing at the School. Due to also feels about 50% of theHolocaust? Should not En-
their speaking out, along with students sided with creation-glish instructors insist on con-
many others, this situation atism and, for example, believetinually making comparisons
Lakewood High has been that oil is only 6,000 years old to other languages? Page
corrected. and that the speed of light isnoted that biology texts of the
Ms. Torassa was alerted toslowing down. And these are 1950s and 1960s did not fea-
this misuse of teaching posi-college bound students! ture evolution; it was the Rus-
tions by a friend that called When Ms. Torassa asked forsian Sputnik that stimulated
her attention to an article in questions, Page found it diffi- improvements in teaching
the Lakewood High School cult at times to restore order.science. Another commenter
newspaper. Apparently a Among the points made by expressed the view that the
"World View" teaching con- talk attendees was that cre-study of physics is the most
cept has been given as part oftionists often appeal to thedangerous threat to religion.
the physics course. Studentdypical American's sense of Have you ever wished for a
had been told evolution fair play by claiming really good explanation of ra-
doesn't make sense and told'shouldn't both sides of the tionalism that you could show
human footprints had beenstory be told?" Dr. Bauer re- to people? Have you ever
found alongside of fossil dino- plied to this by asking which wanted a summary of some
saur footprints. In fact, on a other side - how about Indian particular skeptical topic?
list of topics given students to accounts of creation? Cal You'll find both at the James
stimulate thinking, only the Wight said he has found it dif- Randi Educational Foundation
speed of light topic dealt with ficult not to believe in evolu- =————————————
pure physics. Since creation-tion when dogs, plants, etc.,  continued on page 11
ism books are hard to find, have been purposely
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( Surfin' For Skepticism
Meaty Reading on the Web

by Jim Kutz
Web site fwww.randi.org), wastes of time on paranormalcsicop.org/s). There's also a
and a great deal more. endeavors." search engine for the back-

Randi's summary of rational- As a gift for your neighbor- issues, and a preview of the
ism is illustrated by links to hood psychic, you can print next issue's table of contents.
the Skeptic's Dictionary by out the Randi Challenge, The Skeptic Society Web
Robert T. Carrall, which is ac- which now carries a prize of page (www.skeptic.con) car-
tually a mini-encyclopedia of one million, ninety seven ries selected articles from
over 180 short articles on ev-thousand dollars "to anyone Skeptic magazine, and links to
erything from firewalking to who can demonstrate any psy-~various local skeptical groups.
psychic surgery. The entire chic, supernatural, or paranor- Reason Magazinevivw.
collection of articles can be mal ability of any kind under reasonmag.com carries
downloaded for easy refer- satisfactory observing skeptical libertarian articles.
ence, along with "The Skep- conditions." The Journal of Irreproduc-
tics  Refuge”, including Interestingly, the successfulible Results \ww.jir.com) is
comprehensive resource lists. psychic wouldn't have to wait mainly satire.

Randi's Web page also offersfor the pledges to be col- Anson Kennedy of the Geor-
a laconic guided tour down lected. The challenge rulesgia Skeptics maintains an ar-
the paths of "Non-Science state: chive of skeptical newsletters
and Non-Sense" "The total pledged amount from various groups

Not only does Randell you will be paid within seven days (currently under revision)
about paranormal claims --by the J.R.E.F., and the ftp:/ftp.netcom.com/an/ans
you can click on names like J.R.E.F. will attempt to obtain on/Skeptic_Newsletters/

Uri Geller and the Maharishi, the pledged funds from the For those interested in learn-
to read their own claims on pledgors. This will facilitate ing more about scientific in-
their own Web pages (somethe payment of the pledgedvestigation and scientific
of which you have to see tosum to the claimant.” method, the Society For Ama-
believe). If your spoon won't If you prefer Randi's more teur Scientists
bend afterwards, Randi will anecdotal notes, they're ar-(www.thesphere.com/saj/

tell you how to bend ithis chived at: takes a hands-on approach,
way (the comedic method).  www.mindspring.com/~anso with an emphasis on locating

The Randi Foundation is n/randi-hotline/ or you can the know-how and tools need-
also offering prizes of up to subscribe by e-mail at ed for do-it-yourself research
$500 for the best studentrandi-hotline-request@ssr.c on any subject. This site in-
essay. Their Web page will om. cludes a great many links to
also carry announcements of The CSICOP Web site car- free scientific information pro-
the coveted Pegasus flying pigries selected articles from thevided by various institutions in
awards, for "the most inane Skeptical Inquireryww. specific fields.



A variety of ‘voice in the

-www.mj12.com/~anson/geo

wilderness' publications, a few rgia-skeptics/ Georgia

of them skeptical, offer sam-

Skeptics Newsletter

ples through The Electronic -http://paul.spu.edu/~jlowde

News-Stand
(www.enews.con

r/sr/sr-index.html The

Skeptical Review

The South Shore Skeptics-www.duke.edu/~dpk/iufog/
discussion forum is accessible zines/sgj.html Swamp Gas

from the Web
(telnet://freenet-in-a.cwru.e

du), choose the "guest" op-

Journal
-www.skeptics.com.au/
Australian Skeptics

tion, 'go skeptic' and select the-www.wimsey.com/ British
open "discussion" area. Over Columbia_Skeptics
14,000 articles have been-www.paradise.net/~bejar/c
posted by users since 1990, airp.htm CAIRP

many skeptical of unwar-

(Argentina)

ranted assumptions in public-http://ourworld.compuserv

policy.

e.com/homepages/ctskeptic

Here are some additional / Connecticut Skeptics
Web addresses. This list is by-http://iquest.com/~fitz/fmsf

no means complete, but you'll

quickly find links to other
sites not listed here.
-http://hugin.imat.com/bas.
html San Francisco Bay
Area Skeptics
-www.xnet.com/~blatura/lef
t hem.shtml The Left
Hemisphere (many links)
-Wwww.sincity.com/~penn-n-t
eller Penn & Teller's
Skeptical Inquiries
-www.urbanlegends.com
Urban Legends Homepage
-http://home.earthlink.net/~
danielsabsay/ E. Bay Area
Skeptics (Berkeley)
-Wwww.concentric.net/~slaroc
he/NEWAGE.HTM New
Age Beliefs
-www.cs.man.ac.uk/skeptic
British Skeptics

False Memory Syndrome
Foundation Home Page

-www.rpi.edu/~sofkam/ISU

NY/ Inquiring Skeptics of
Upper New York (ISUNY)

-http://members.aol.com/mt

rsn/ Montana Rationalists
and Skeptics Network</A>
NEW!I</LI>

-www.natcenscied.org/

National Center for Science
Education

-www.primenet.com/~ncahf/

National Council Against
Health Fraud

-www.liii.com/~nyask"/

New York Area Skeptics

-www.utdallas.edu/orgs/ntsk

eptics/ North Texas
Skeptics

*WWW.SpIS.co.nz/spis/

NZCSICOP (New Zealand

-ftp://ftp.primenet.com/pub/

lippard/ Phoenix Skeptics

-www.reall.org/ Rational

Examination Association of
Lincoln Land

-http://bcn.boulder.co.us/co

mmunity/rms/ Rocky
Mountain Skeptics

-www.cse.ucsd.edu/users/dn

oelle/sdari/ San Diego
Association for Rational

Inquiry

-http://libertel. montreal.qc.c

al/info/sceptiques/
Sceptiques du Quebec

-http://libertel. montreal.qc.c

al/info/sceptiques/internat.
htm"> Montreal Skeptics

-www.helsinki.fi/~sjhiltun/s

kepsis.html">Skepsis
(Finland)

-www.physto.se/~vetfolk/ind

ex.html Vetenskap och
Folkbildning (Sweden)

-ftp://ftp.netcom.com/pub/a

n/anson/Skeptic_Newslette
rs" >Skeptical Group
Newsletters

-ftp://ftp.rmii.com/pub2/fact

net FactNet Cult
Information FTP Site

-news:bit.listserv.skeptic/

BITNET SKEPTIC mailing
list

-www.junkscience.com/ The

Junk Science Page</A>
NEWI!</LI>

-WWW-usacs.rutgers.edu/~tr

ott/books Skeptics Used
Book Exchange

The following was a letter to
the editor published in the
Mansfield,  Ohio News-

-www.forteantimes.com/
The Fortean Times

Skeptics)
-www.skepsis.no/english/
Norwegian Skeptics
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Journal, February 8, 1997, totally at random. The muta- new species have ever
p.6A. It seemed to be intions are produced randomly,developed.
keeping with the SSSe& but the Selection process is Evolution, and its theories

January meeting topic, not random. Natural Selec-are not fairy tales. They are
"Lakewood Creation Contro- tion and other evolutionary in- well  confirmed  scientific
versy." fluences cull out unbeneficial principles.

This responds to Mr. Molli- changes, give beneficial Andrew 0. Lutes
ca's letter of Dec. 15. changes the reproductive and Mansfield

What is a mutation? One statistical edge, enabling evo-
definition is a large-scale cata-lutionary chance to occur
= within the space of the
Evolution not a fairy tale ~ universe. | have given you a few ex-
by Andrew Lutes To repeat: even if most amples of the ways that hu-
mutations are harmful, geneticman cultural ideas are related
diversity —enables enoughto the socio-cultural |
beneficial ones to occur toformations in which **
drive evolution. The error in they exist in my two
strophic change, as in thesaying that there couldn't bearticles.
cited two-headed snake. Buténough beneficial mutations
scientists also use the term td© produce evolution is in as- ~ Human Belief and
refer to small scale geneticSuming that all mutations have Skepticis m
changes at the microscopican equal chance of occurring.  continued from page 6
level. Most of the small They dont Harmful muta-
mutations are neutral, neithertions end a line of occur- “gejieve me when | say that |
harmful nor beneficial. When r€nces, V‘_’h”e b(_aneflmal ONeShave only begun to deal with a
enough accumulate to becomekeep a line going, enabling ¢,y of the problems which
apparent on the overall Organ_further_ beneficial ones to OC- face anthropologists every day
ism1 then the Organism's Cir_ cur Wh||e the harmfl.” ones d|e When they try to discover the

cumstances and use of theoff: o nature of human socio-
change determine its effect. Punctuated Equilibrium ¢ 11ural formations.

An apparent defect may betheory, formulated by S.

turned to good use. Gould and N. Eldredge, which

He cites statistics to show Predicts changes taking thou-
that mutations acting totally at Sands of years followed by this article expresses the
random could not produce Millions of years of SaMenNess, 5o sonal views of Page Ste-
enough beneficial change toiS not the same as R. Goldsch-phens’ Ph.D.
form new species in the. spaceMidt's hopeful monster theory,
of the universe. But the fig- Which  predicted  radical
ures proceed from a falsechanges more rapidly. Punc-
premise. They assume thatiuated Equilibrium does have
all mutations have an equal€xa@mples of new creatures oc- a yjew was offered that
chance of occurring in an ex-Curing, as in types of snails 0y of the papers written by
ponential fashion, as in a to-and trilobites. ANti-  creationists could be o
tally  random  process. evolutionists are wrong when yien as from the “Inst- ’
Evolution does not proceedthey say they know that no e for Quotation Research.”
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"magic.” The battle did not 216-999-4842; Fax 999-4927;

Lakewood Creation end at Lakewood High, it E-mail: ulysses@torassa.com
Controversy continues across the nation.
continued from page 7 A brief account of this con-

troversy appears in an article

Another cited that the entire by Page Stephens in the

cosmology of the Christian SPring 1996 (Vol. 16, No. 1)
Bible consists of five words: issue of NCSE (National Cen-

"He made the stars also."ter for Science Education)

Why do creationists avoid cit- Publication.

ing the Tibetan Monkey God?

Dr. Rickards suggested the
crux of the issue is that evi-
dence is evidence and faith is
faith.

With 90% of the population
ignorant regarding science
and some tenured teachers es- _
pousing creationism, how can |f You have an idea for a
schools preserve intellectualStory regarding science or
integrity'? Only history will technology (particularly |f_|t
record if science continues tohas a Cleveland connection)
improve the world or if we re- contact Ulysses Torassa at
treat to fixed views and The Plain Dealer:

L X4
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