In Memory of Rob Nanninga

On May 30, 2014, skeptic Rob Nanninga, founding member of Skepsis in the Netherlands, and editor-in-chief of its periodical Skepter, died aged 58. No one else had so much influence on Skepsis, both by setting an example and by his method of work. 

Rob Nanninga (his official name was Roelof Hendrik, but from childhood on everybody called him Rob) was born on August 6, 1955, in Groningen in the north of the Netherlands. He was an only child of a furniture seller. After finishing highschool, he attended a teacher training college, and obtained a diploma as highschool teacher Dutch and English. Afterwards he was called for military service, but after one month he was declared medically unfit. His ensuing career as junior highschool (‘Mavo’) teacher also lasted not very long. He was idealistic, tried hard to make his lessons interesting, but he had a discipline problem. He adhered to Skinnerian principles, for example giving rewards rather than punishment, but this was wasted on rural kids who faced unemployment after leaving school. 

At the time CSICOP was founded in the USA, namely 1976, Rob got involved in what one might call a skeptic discussion club. Actually, it was some sort of school project of the college. This was the time that Uri Geller attracted attention with his spoon bending act. Rob used to tell the other club members that he exactly knew how Geller did it, but he kept - in style with magic traditions - the method secret. Around 1979 Rob got interested in sects, and this meant that he established another group ‘Emerging religions.’ The group members tried to visit their study objects. In this group he met Jolanda Hennekam who has been his steady girl friend ever since then. Two years afterwards his father died, aged 58.

Beginning of Skepsis

One evening in the fall of 1987 a little over two dozen subscribers of Skeptical Inquirer, the magazine of CSICOP, met in the old building of the Dutch Humanistic Association in Utrecht. Their aim was to establish an organisation similar to CSICOP. There had been such plans before. Journalist Piet Hein Hoebens (1948-1984) had been a very active skeptic, in the 1970s he had unmasked the most famous Dutch psychic Gerard Croiset and his equally famous promotor professor Wilhelm Tenhaeff as a pair of charlatans (see SI 6(1) and 6(2)). But Hoebens had died October 22, 1984, and the plans had come to naught. The Americans had arranged for the famous astronomer Kees de Jager (then just retired as professor astronomy in Utrecht) to lead the organisation. So the collected SI-subscribers were told that De Jager would be the chairman. Rob was there too, and his first reaction was: ‘Sir, who are you? Please tell a little more about yourself.’ Kees lived in the old Utrecht Observatory and whenever people saw something unidentified in the sky, he had to answer theire excited telephone calls. At a certain time even De Jager’s little daughter knew what to say if someone reported a just risen and twinkling Sirius on a frosty December night. 
In 1987 Rob was working hard on a book dealing with research on the paranormal (spiritism, Geller, psychics, out-of-body experiences, astrology and experimental parapsychology). Rob, as I already noted, did more than reading books and papers. Long before the book appeared, he told me an anecdote of an investigation somewhere in the beginning of the 1980s. It is on page 15 of his book.

Belief in the paranormal is mainly based on subjective interpretaties. Self-delusion plays a big role. A striking example was an adherent of Transcendental Meditation. He told me that he could make forward jumps of one meter while sitting in meditation position, and without pushing himself off. He thought normal people could not even clear the ground at all while sitting cross-legged. That turned out to be not that difficult. I myself could make jumps of one and a half meter. The TM practitioner was willing to demonstrate that he could jump without pushing himself off. I promised him a reward. I let him sit on a plywood board that rested on marbles, and asked him to jump onto a mattress half a meter in front of him. Earlier I had discovered that it is completely impossible to push yourself of from a rolling board. The TM practitioner was also confronted with this merciless truth. Before that he was quite satisfied with the ‘feeling of flying’ that meditation gave him. It is difficult to understand that some people have such an absolute trust in their subjective experiences. 

Physics students are probably not surprised about this application of the law of conservation of momentum to the case that someone wants to push off against a piece of wood that is 20 times as light as himself. The piece of wood gets 20 times the energy and 20 times the speed of that person (that is, with regards to the horizontal component of motion). This anecdote was an inspiration for me to test another TM practitioner in Eindhoven. This guy claimed that he could float motionless in the air for one whole second - given the proper atmosphere. No need to try out beforehand. Well, about 800 university students breathlessly watching his effort in a packed auditorium surely was the right atmosphere, but the Galilean law of falling bodies prevailed.

The book (333 pages) appeared in the fall of 1988. Its title was Parariteiten, which translates roughly as ‘Paroddities.’  It hardly mentioned Skepsis. Only the preface by Kees de Jager said something about it, and half a sentence on page 286 mentioned Skepsis too. Much more attention was paid to parapsychologists, not only the Parapsychological Association (9 members in the Netherlands), but also a smaller research group called Synchronicity Research Unit was discussed.

Acually Skepsis did an experiment together with this SRU. The idea was to check whether one could change random bits after they had been put onto a floppy disc. If a human mind hasn’t yet observed these bits, then maybe the act of observation and the concentrated will to change their statistics might change them retroactively. Well, it turned out that it didn’t (at least not to a statistical significant level), but organising the test was quite complicated. We had to control for the possibility that the physical random generator wasn’t altogether perfect, and of course the procedure should be absolutely immune to any criticism that the procedure had left some kind of loophole for either Skepsis or the SRU to exert some kind of improper influence. The magazine Skepter of December 1993 reported the final result.  One SRU member had a DTP-company and he designed the layout formula for the magazine and also did the layout for the first eleven years. Another SRU member was  on the board of Skepsis for some time.

Apart from parapsychology, Rob had also interest in various border areas of psychology such as near death experiences, meditation, hypnosis, lie detectors and so on. The website of Skepsis contains many examples.

Religion and sects

Important was the Moget affair in 1994. Wies Moget was a paranoid therapist who talked her clients into believing a horrible past as incest victim. For this she used a method concocted by herself, the Video Gestalt Therapie. The lives of these people were ruined. She also gathered them into a small sectarian commune. The worst part of it was, that this lady got her clients from the Groningen social service. Rob exposed her, and then she sued (and lost, because Rob had meticulously documented all his statements).

I think that the fellow Skepsis board members hardly knew about his intense interest for sects in general or about his practical investigations. In 1997 he helped establish a magazine about the subject titled Religie Nu (= Religion now). The following informations are from cultural anthropologist and Jehovah Witness expert Richard Singelenberg. Rob was very interested in the sometimes strange beliefs of these New Religious Movements. Of course, being a true skeptic he didn’t quite believe those miracle cures and other supernatural claims of charismatic gurus in the name of an exotic pantheon. He was primarily interested in the social controversies that surround sectarian religions more or less by defnition, and that almost always involve conversion. For instance, what was the truth about the viewpoint that one had to be brainwashed to become member of a crazy and even dangerous movement?

Rob wasn’t particularly fond of atheists who are battling religion all the time and who are forever thinking up new arguments to prove their favorite adversaries wrong. As far as he was concerned that last word was said by Bertrand Russell in his essay ‘Why I am not a Christian.’ On the other hand he was genuinely concerned about for example the case of ‘Job’ (also 1995). Job had become a member of a minisect. Then he was kidnapped by deprogrammers hired by his rich parents. As soon as Job saw an opportunity, he escaped and went back to the sect. Rob was indignant about the way this adherent of an innocent religion was treated while police and justice just looked the other way in a clear cut case of kidnapping and unlawful detention.

In the Netherlands there had been a biannual magazine called Religieuze Bewegingen in Nederland (Religious movemenets in the Netherlands, 1980-1994), but it had stopped. The idea was that Religie Nu would be more popular, easy to read and commercially viable. However, the authors were all real academics who loved to write long scholarly articles with lots of footnotes. The new magazine only gathered 300 subscribers (or 300 printed copies per issue) and after one and a half year the publisher pulled the plug. There are lots of magazines about religion, but they always represent just one religion. Rob thought that the magazine failed because it was longwinded, lacked actuality and made a pathetic impression. 

Various investigations

The Groningen skeptic club remained active for a long time. Rob was often taking the initiative. One club member (who contributed the following story) said that Rob was very good in making others enthousiastic. The members visited paranormal fairs or watched movies like Signs. One nice adventure was how they made a crop circle somewhere in Noordlaren, a small village ((pop. 430) to the southeast of Groningen. Rob wanted to find out how long making such a circle would take. Journalists often asked him about the claim that making those formations was humanly impossible. They found a farmer and asked him if they could use a piece of his wheat field, of course for payment. Rob already had prepared a board with a rope. They had decided to do a simple circle with a diameter of 20 meters. First Rob put a rope around his neck and remained standing while someone else walked around at the other end of the rope to indicate the outer edge. But that didn’t work out too well. If you are pulled this way and that way it is hard to  avoid motion, and as a result the edge of the circle wasn’t very smooth. Fortunately the farmer’s wife came to their assistance with a heavy parasol stand, calling them: ‘You are doing it completely the wrong way!’ The weather was nice and sunny and they were working only a few meters away from a narrow dirt track, at two o'clock in the afternoon. Every now and then people strolled by who were curiously watching them, but not saying anything. Within one hour the whole circle was flattened. The next day it already was in the local newspaper, with a picture too. When the circle making party had left, some people had reported it to the farmer, who immediately said it had been done by Skepsis people with his approval.

Rob also took the initiative in other Skepsis experiments, such as the pendulum experiment (1992, candidates had to detect the presence of a precious object in closed boxes) and the astrotest (1995, http://www.skepsis.nl/astrot.html), where about 44 experienced astrologers had to match seven extensive life and personality descriptions to the corresponding birth dates, and two muscle tests (2005, 2006) where the candidates claimed that they could diagnose the contents of small bottles by the so-called O-ring test.

In 2004 the Dutch minister of health publicly announced that he thought homeopathy silly. A spokesman of an association of lay homeopaths challenged him. If the minister would be so kind as to just try out the effect of Sulphur 200C, namely severe itch and hot flushes, he would change his opinion. Then Rob and I objected to an unblinded uncontrolled trial with one test person (who would become subject of public speculation about his state of mind whatever the outcome), and proposed a serious test, properly blinded and randomized with 80 test persons, to be jointly performed by Skepsis and the homeopaths. Rob went into discussion with the spokesman, who thought it at first a good idea, but then backed out. The homeopaths had at first suggested that a single test person would suffice, but in the discussion they claimed it was impossible to estimate the succes rate in the verum group. Another problem was that supposedly the testees would know what symptoms to expect - also something that didn’t matter when they challenged the minister.

Many people have testified how Rob always remained polite and respectful in his contacts with people he disagreed with. For example the TM practitioner mentioned above commented on the Dutch version of this article and explicitly confirmed this point.  

Editor-in-chief

Towards the end of 2002 things changed in Skepsis. The then editor-in-chief wanted to publish a chapter ‘What shall we tell the children?’ of a new book by the British psychologist Nicholas Humphrey. As it was in English and too long, he asked me to translate and condense the article. Then he sent it to Rob, who was doing the Skepter layout since 1999. A discussion ensued. Rob thought that this broadside attack on religion was just a collection of political opinions, strong on rhetorics and scientism and without any scientific support. The author came into a hair’s breadth advocating forced sterilization of all religious people. The editor-in-chief claimed it was meant to start a discussion, but it wasn’t clear how he thought Humphrey was going to join in. At that stage I heard from Rob that it was actually a well known Amnesty lecture that had been available on the internet for five years already. That clinched it for me. I thought it was correct to not print the article after all in Skepter (later the Dutch atheistic freethought association printed it). The result was that the editor-in-chief immediately resigned. His growing lack of interest in Skepter and Skepsis, and increasing interest in religion bashing had already become apparent.

That Rob had started to do the layout of Skepter, was partly to to save money for Skepsis and partly to earn a litlle more money himself. Doing the layout meant that Rob also had to find suitable illustrations. So now he became editor-in-chief as well. Rob’s interpretation of this job was that ‘editing’ articles often meant that they had to be rewritten completely, and often expanded too. He was a perfectionist. His legacy is about 600 pages of thoroughly researched articles. For example his last article about the so-called natural theistic beliefs in children had two dozen references to scientific literature, among which three books, all collected and read by him. This meant that the bar for other Skepter authors was raised rather high. The fact that Skepter went from quarterly to biannual in 2007, was partly because of a lack of contributions.

He had been Skepsis secretary since 1988, and told me I would have to take over from him. After 2004 he never visited our congresses anymore. He disliked going to lectures and congresses and I have been given to understand that he even didn’t enjoy birthday parties. The time spent going to a congress or listening to a lecture or engaging in small talk could be better used by reading a book. I told him more than once that congresses are for meeting people and that lots of Skepsis adherents would love to talk to him, but he remained adamant.

In 2005  there was the case of Robbert van den Broeke. This was a 25 year old psychic who even cheated his parents with primitive crop circles and silly photographic tricks (holding small cutouts in front of the lens or surreptitiously creating ‘orbs’). He got into contact with a tv presentator named Irene Moors, and impressed her with his psychic gifts which led to her making a series of tv shows with him. The idea was that he visited various customers. One of the things he did was telling about their previous lives. One of the things he disclosed was the profession of some guy in his previous life ‘genverbrander’ (gene burner??). It turned out to be a typing error for ‘geneverbrander’ (geneva distiller) on a genealogical website. This was too much even for RTL (which broadcasts a lot of superstitious nonsense) and the show was discontinued. Not everybody was happy and a well known actress confessed that the gynaecologist chairman of Skepsis was a terrible man who tried to destroy Robbert van den Broeke in the most horrible way. However she confused the chairman of the Association against Quackery with Rob (at the time the Skepsis chairman was a retired theoretical physicist). Incidentally Robbert van den Broeke hasn’t been destroyed at all. Nowadays he claims that Michael Jackson, the former Dutch queen Juliana and Jesus appear to him and he shows transparently faked photographs to prove it. I wonder who’s next.

Shortly after that Rob payed a lot of attention to the show Het Zesde Zintuig (The Sixth Sense, 2006-2007), shown by the Catholic Broadcasting Organisation KRO. At the end of the show two of the five participants of the pilot, among whom the organiser of the show, turned out to be among the three winners. It is hard to imagine clearer evidence that it was all rigged. The KRO pretended not to take notice of criticisms, but the following year the show was continued by RTL.

When Rob started editing Skepter, he also put up a Skepsis website, which he filled with mainly articles of the magazine Skepter. But it also contains an extensive library about cults and new religions. Robs idea was that the information provided by the magazine should be available for the lowest possible price, both for the subscribers and for the general public. The site attracts about 3000 views a day, and the magazine has 2300 paying subscribers. The financial situation of Skepsis is healthy, but Rob shortchanged himself, by allowing himself to be grossly underpayed. Actually he hardly thought about money, except when his banking account was empty. He was working on Skepter day and night. It’s ironic that the enemies of Skepsis claim that we are handsomely rewarded by Big Pharma. 

Objectives of Skepsis
Rob was in a sense the skeptic’s skeptic. Many skeptics and rationalists have a tendency to preach for the converted, but this wasn’t Rob’s style. He was strict in his views, urban legend researcher Peter Burger wrote to me, but mild in his statements and communications. He was typically a reasonable and cooperative man. Rob saw Skepsis as an organisation for giving neutral information about dubious knowledge pretenses. He sympathised with serious parapsychologists, but when they started behaving like charlatans he got angry. A typical example were the Therapeutic Touch practitioners. Therapeutic Touch is revamped mesmerism or psychic healing. He proposed that they tested their explicit claims with a simple test. When they refused, he henceforth considered them as commercial frauds.

In a certain sense Skepsis does what according to me and Rob the university should do. Only, researchers in the university are so busy producing scientific output, that they never get around to explain the public at large why certain things are nonsense and fraud.

Take for example the case of Thiandi, a girl that was brain damaged at birth (brain hemorrhage followed by hydrocephalus that went untreated for too long). She couldn’t talk at all, just grunt. Suddenly she turned out to be a genius by Facilitated Communication, acquiring full command of both English and Dutch in reading and writing, just from watching tv with subtitles, her parents said. She even went to the University of Amsterdam and obtained a bachelor’s diploma. Rob also discovered that somewhere in the countryside in Friesland in the north of the Netherlands there was a university that handed out fake diplomas on a grand scale. He had discovered it when he was researching an international network of other diploma mills. I think that behind those articles there was a network of informants that for several reasons couldn’t afford to speak out in public.

Rob sometimes explained that when he started on a subject, he often didn’t know anything about it, but then he studied it until he knew it thoroughly. You can imagine this was hard work, with sometimes surprising results. For example, he discovered that modern yoga was a result of the introduction of Western body culture and gymnastics in India, starting around 1920. He always was worried that he would make a mistake that would cost Skepsis its scientific reputation. After all Skepsis has a Committee of Recommendation consisting of prominent scientists.

A caring music lover
In the morning of May 30, he was found - seemingly asleep - sitting in front of his computer. The diagnosis was cardiac arrest (possibly asymptomatic hereditary HCM as underlying cause). I have informed the readers of Skepter at once. Many have mailed me how they had enjoyed his clear thoroughly researched articles. The last subject he was working on was the Salvation Army, a Christian sect that rakes in enormous amount of Dutch government subsidies and that strongly discriminates against non-Christians. (In this context it should be mentioned that the Netherlands long ago abolished state support for churches; confessional education is subsidized on the same basis as public schools, but most confessional schools don’t bother anymore about the creed of their teachers and pupils: one can spend six years in a Roman Catholic highschool without getting the foggiest idea what is meant by a mass - otherwise than that it involves a lot of singing.) But he also was doubting all the time whether he knew enough about it to write a good article about it. He actually wasn’t very satisfied with his own article about the Maya calendar, but all the same it got altogether over 300,000 hits on our website until the end of 2012.

The readers of Skepter didn’t know the sweet and caring side of his character. He was the prop and stay to his aged mother, who lived upstairs. Something of this side of his character you can see in the endlessly patient way he discussed with for example an astrologer.

He had other sides as well. He was for example very fond of a certain kind of folk music. The Incredible String Band was his favorite, but he liked German neo-folk too. Not long ago he had found a song that he immediately shared with a circle of other music lovers (not me). It was Fliegergedicht on the CD Schicksalsfahrt of Darkwood. When you listen to it, or read the lyrics, you may think it strange that an atheist thinks that going to heaven is so great. But it is about a solo flyer, who would really like to fly to the stars, and who describes the feeling of getting - with some effort - above the storm clouds and then comes in a serene bright environment above the clouds and snowcapped mountains in the sunshine. 

The song says:

Wir treiben kein leichtes, vermessenes Spiel,
Wir haben ein stolzes, ein köstliches Ziel:
Wir weisen den Weg aus Taumel und Tanz
In einsamen, ewigen, silbernen Glanz!

(We don’t play an easy or arrogant game / we have a proud and precious aim/ we point the way out tumble and dance / into lonely eternal silvery radiance )

This quote was picked out by Rob in an e-mail to a friend. That is in a nutshell what we want to do in Skepsis. It’s not a game, there is no arrogance, it is not purely for own amusement. We can be proud of what we are doing, because it has a noble and precious aim. We point the way out of confusion, onwards to the clear, simple, radiant truth.

And if you look at our website, with its austere style without frills, then you see there the  ewigen, silbernen Glanz of the lonely pilot Rob. The least we can do is trying to work more on the realisation of his ideals. Fly to the stars, if possible. 

