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Well, thank you for that generous introduction, and one that I fear will raise expectations which I will not be able to meet. I am honoured to have been asked to speak to this convention and I must say that I am delighted that the society has chosen Tasmania as the venue for this convention, eh, the first time, I understand. 

But, with all due modesty I do think that Tasmania can be seen to be an especially appropriate venue for holding a convention of the society which adheres to the values upon which the Australian Skeptics Society was founded. Tasmanian society and its institutions, including of course especially this University of Tasmania, have a strong commitment to intellectual and cultural values, which goes right back to the earliest days. It was here that the first books in Australia were written and published, the first art exhibition was held, the first learned journals were published and the first, and the second and the third scientific society was established, including, incidentally, the first Royal Society in the world outside the United Kingdom. And another distinguishing character of Tasmanians (unclear) . . . tremendously modest about . . . (unclear) . (audience laughter)
Now, in this address, I’d like to make some preliminary observations about the concept of skepticism. And then move on to a discussion of some problems about the methods, and perception, and application of science today, with particular reference to environmental science.

For professional philosophers the concept of scepticism takes various, what I may call, “technical forms”, the most stringent of which questions our being justified in having real knowledge about anything at all. Now, I understand that the Australian Skeptics doesn’t go quite as far as that. It does accept that knowledge is possible but it’s rigorous about the conditions under which we should do so. And I see scepticism, and I think this is broadly the way the society see it, as having two main components. The first is that we should not accept as true theories or explanations for which there is insufficient or ambiguous evidence. Now that sounds straight forward enough but being a skeptic also demands consistency, and that requires us to observe the converse proposition, that if the evidence does support a particular conclusion then we must accept the possibility that that conclusion is correct, even if it seems to support beliefs or superstitions which skeptics usually reject.
For example, for some people, there are difficulties in understanding how Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection accounts, amongst other things, for the development of entire systems, such as the nervous system, which requires the simultaneous development of several new, inter-dependant organs, none of which provides any selective advantage by itself. 

Now I’m not saying that impugns Darwin’s theory. But if skeptics are to be consistent, they will not be deterred by a fear of being labelled as creationists or proponents of intelligent design or something like, from acknowledging gaps or difficulties of that kind in the application of Darwin’s theory.
The other main component of scepticism that I see is the application of Ockam’s Razor. That is, “the principle of parsimony”, which favours simple, rather than complex explanations of phenomena and requires that when describing or explaining systems, entities should not be multiplies beyond necessity. But once again, we must be rigorous in applying that principle and recognize that it’s only a way of approaching the processes of explaining phenomena. It can’t be elevated to an immutable law that a simpler explanation always has a greater claim to validity than a more complex one. However, having said that, I do think that Probability Theory in fact does support the principle of parsimony – the greater the number of the propositions upon which a scientific statements depends, the greater the possibility of that statement being falsified. 

We should also recognize that it’s not only occultists and mystics and other of a like complicated tendency who should be subject to the disciple of Ockam’s Razor. Some inhabitants of academia need to be reminded of it, too. I was recently introduced to Richard Dawkins’ wonderful, “Law of the Conservation of Difficulty”, which stated that, “Obscurantism in an academic subject expands to fill the vacuum of its intrinsic simplicity.” (audience laughter)
I’d like now to talk or move to the main part of this story. In the whole of human history, there’s never been a phenomenon comparable to the advances in science and technology and the corpus of knowledge generally, which started at the beginning of the scientific revolution in the seventeenth century and is continuing tody at an accelerating rate. But impressive as those developments have been, we cannot be complacent about it. In fact, as a society, we’re not as intellectually sophisticated or mature as we would like to think we are. Even in this twenty first century we are subject to influences which can impair or even corrupt the doing or application of science. And this is the case especially in the field of environmental science. 

Now, this morning I want to discuss three kinds of such influences. First, the corruption of science by dogma or ideology; secondly, a failure to understand the essential nature and limitations of science; and thirdly, a principle which is a product of a combination of both of those classes. 
Dogma is one of the oldest and most insidious threats to the advancement of science. Famous examples include the church forcing Galileo to recant his claim that the earth is not the centre of the world but moves around the sun; an injunction which the church imposed, not because it had scientific evidence to the contrary but simply because Galileo’s assertion was in conflict with the doctrines of the church. Recall, too, the extent to which, in the nineteenth century, the violent opposition to Darwin’s theory of the origin of species was not based on scientific argument but was derived from religious doctrine. And that conflict between science and religion is still with us today. In the United States, especially, there is continuing debate about attempts by schools to give the teaching of creationism equal status, equal time to the teaching of evolution.

Now, I make no comment at all about the place of religion in the lives of human beings, or about the right of churches, or schools, or parents or anyone else to promote or pass on religious beliefs.
