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Skeptical Adversaria

2006, Number 3 (September)


The Quarterly Newsletter of The Association for Skeptical Enquiry


FROM THE ASKE CHAIRMAN
Michael Heap

I

 begin this feature by drawing your attention to the centre pages of this Newsletter, which reproduce a statement from Professor John Garrow, Vice-chairman of HealthWatch.  The statement expresses great concern about the new regulations concerning homoeopathic medicine.  I am sure all ASKE members will endorse Professor Garrow’s statement and will wish to sign the electronic petition on the ‘Sense about Science’ website.

Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit meetings
Please make sure you take note of the exciting series of monthly talks that are being held at the Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit at Goldsmith’s College, London. Speakers include Richard Wiseman, Rupert Sheldrake, and Caroline Watt. Go to the ‘Announcements’ section on the back page of this newsletter for full details.

Controversy at the September 2006 meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science

The inclusion of a session devoted to Parapsychology at the above meeting of the BA caused a bit of a row among delegates, including some noted scientists. 

The session included a paper by Dr Rupert Sheldrake on his research suggesting that some people know telepathically who is calling them before they answer the telephone.  According to Mark Henderson, Science Editor of the Times:

‘Critics including Lord Winston and Sir Walter Bodmer, both former presidents of the BA, expressed particular alarm that the three speakers (the other two were Peter Fenwick and Debora Delanoy) were allowed to hold a promotional press conference. Some said telepathy has already been found wanting in experiments, and had no place at a scientific meeting’.

Here’s what Peter Atkins, Professor of Chemistry at the University of Oxford had to say: 

‘Work in this field is a complete waste of time. Although it is politically incorrect to dismiss ideas out of hand, in this case there is absolutely no reason to suppose that telepathy is anything more than a charlatan’s fantasy’.
Sir Walter Bodmer, a geneticist and cancer researcher, said: 

‘I’m amazed that the BA has allowed it to happen in this way. You have got to be careful not to suppress ideas, even if they are beyond the pale, but it’s quite inappropriate to have a session like that without putting forward a more convincing view. It’s extremely important in cases like this, especially for the BA which represents science and which people expect to believe, to provide a proper balancing counter-argument’.
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Fertility specialist Lord Winston said:

‘It is perfectly reasonable to have a session like this, but it should be robustly challenged by scientists who work in accredited psychological fields. It’s something the BA should consider, whether a session like this should go unchallenged by regular scientists’.

Continued on page 7, column 1
LOGIC AND INTUITION

T

here are two puzzles this month that do not appear to have much in common yet seem to go together well.  Neither is original.  

The domino trick 
A friend gives you a box of dominoes and asks you to play the game yourself. As usual, you lay down the double six to start with.  You then choose the next domino and immediately your friend correctly predicts what the two numbers at each end of the chain will be when you have completed the game (e.g. ‘3 and 4’). How does he or she do it?  

The handshake puzzle

Of all the people who have ever lived up until now, is the number of those who have shaken hands an odd number of teams even or odd?  

See the back page of the Newsletter for the solutions to these problems. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

ONE OF US

S

ince the last newsletter I have been spoilt for choice in deciding what to include in this section.  This is all very gratifying.  Is it just my own impression or is scepticism now occupying the centre ground?  

Not long ago, the media seemed to feel obliged to give the benefit of the doubt to any loopy idea that launched itself into the public arena. Anyone who expressed misgivings or disbelief, often someone eminently qualified to provide an authoritative opinion, would be portrayed as a closed-minded establishment fuddy-duddy. Now, with so many bizarre claims being made and so much advice being handed out about what is supposed to be good for us in every facet of our lives, I believe that we are witnessing a backlash, and journalists and other commentators are less restrained in their scepticism about unusual and untested ideas. (Part of this is a healthy scepticism about ‘scientific breakthroughs’ in the treatment of illnesses and similar claims about the health-giving benefits of certain foods.) 

I doubt if a few years ago a comedian on a popular radio programme could delight his or her audience by lampooning homoeopathy. But it happened recently. (Because practitioners of alternative medicine need to take themselves very seriously at all times, they are peculiarly hypersensitive to the exposure of the absurdity of their practices by satire or caricature. Contrast orthodox medics: not only do they laugh the loudest at any joke at their expense, they often tell the best of them!)    

Homoeopathy: voodoo on the NHS

This was the title of a first-class article by Jamie Whyte in the July 15th issue of the Times. Not only did he give homoeopathy the drubbing that it deserves; he also made a forceful appeal for the regeneration of the spirit and values of the Enlightenment.

________________________________

Taxing us to fund homoeopathy is outrageous. It is no better than forcing us to pay for a space programme based on Aristotelian physics or a meteorological service based on numerology.

________________________________

His article was penned in the wake of the scandal concerning ineffective prophylaxes that are being sold by homoeopaths, notably for malaria. Mr Whyte first ridicules the rationale on which homoeopathy is based and then mounts a vigorous attack on the idea that it should be used to complement conventional medicine. 

‘This is a peculiar conclusion’, he writes. ‘After all, many procedures will do nothing to protect you against malaria, such as jumping up and down on one leg or reciting three times “Mother Earth protect me”. Yet no one ever recommends these as complements for conventional medicine.’

Mr Whyte takes to task the NHS for ‘knowingly (promoting) this kind of quackery’ by, for example, the NHS Direct website. He states, ‘Human folly should be permitted when it is only the fools themselves who suffer from it’. 

Developing this theme, he says, ‘Yet, no matter how much private nonsense should be tolerated, state-sponsored nonsense is never acceptable. For the State’s actions always involve compulsion, if not in what we receive, at least in what we pay for. And no one should be compelled to pay for nonsense. Taxing us to fund homoeopathy is outrageous. It is no better than forcing us to pay for a space programme based on Aristotelian physics or a meteorological service based on numerology.’

Scepticism, for all its vulnerability, is not simply about taking pot shots at people with whacky ideas. It is a profound and worthy cause to pursue and Mr Whyte, in his article, tells us why:

‘The Enlightenment idea that beliefs should be based on evidence and reason is losing ground. Many Westerners claim a right to believe whatever they like – from Christianity to astrology to homoeopathy – whether or not their views are supported by even a shred of evidence’.

‘We live at the historical high point of human civilisation. It is neither a fluke nor a miracle. Our liberty and prosperity flow from our commitment to Enlightenment values. Our leaders should never forget it.’

Note: Jamie Whyte is a champion of clear thinking and has written several books on this theme, notably Bad Thoughts - A Guide to Clear Thinking (2003, Corvo Books). 

‘Magicians make the best sceptics’

This was the title of a gem of a letter in the Times, Friday 8th September 2006, page 18: It is a comment on the furore concerning the session on paranormal phenomena at the September 2006 meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science (see ‘From the ASKE Chairman’).

Sir, As a member of the Magic Circle for 55 years, may I offer some advice to the British Association for the Advancement of Science (report, Sep 6, letters, Sep 7)? In any assessment of claims of telepathic or paranormal powers, the panel should always include a magician with a specialised knowledge of this branch of his art. The occult committee of the Magic Circle for many years offered a reward if any such phenomena could be shown to be genuine, but this reward was never claimed and the committee was disbanded. As any magician will tell you, scientists are some of the easiest people to fool.

J Walford Taylor

Farnham, Surrey

I think all members of ASKE will endorse these sentiments.

NOT ONE OF US

On this occasion, the distinction of being ‘not one of us’ is bestowed upon:

The British Psychological Society

The British Psychological Society (BPS) is the organisation to which all people in this country who work professionally in academic or applied psychology are expected, and often required, to belong.

The BPS has numerous divisions and sections dedicated to the rational and scientific study and understanding of human and animal behaviour and the psychological processes involved, likewise the application of such knowledge in everyday life. To this end it holds numerous conferences, seminars and training workshops, publishes learned books and journals, provides rules and guidelines on the professional conduct of its members, and so on. ________________________________

Therapists learn how to access unconscious material through ideomotor cueing (muscle testing), and how to move energy through the body's major energy centres (chakras) to eliminate symptoms, their cause and after-effects.

________________________________

Now, you would not expect the equivalent national body that represents, say, the field of Astronomy – i.e. the British Astronomical Association - to be organising training courses in astrology for its members. Similarly, you wouldn’t think that the Institute of Physics would run courses promoting the art of water divining. Would the Royal Institute of Chemistry be offering its members workshops on alchemy? I think not. And what would we have to say if the Botanical Society were to advertise training programmes on how to communicate with plants?

Well, the BPS’s Division of Clinical Psychology has recently invited its members (amongst whom is numbered yours truly) to sign up to two 3-day workshops in something called Seemborg Matrix Work™. These are to be held at the BPS’s London offices in November and December of this year. Each will cost you (or your NHS employers, etc.) £295 if you wish to enrol, or £570 for both workshops.

According to clinical psychologist Phil Mollon, ‘Seemorg Matrix is an important member of the family of Energy Psychology methods that combine a focus on the psyche with attention to the energy fields of the body’.

It may be useful, before you continue, for me to remind you of the maxim ‘Ideas tend to be expressed in the language they deserve’. Now read on. 

The leaflet publicising these workshops informs us that ‘Seemorg Matrix Work™ is a powerful synthesis of cognitive, psychodynamic, trans-personal, and body-centred therapies that uses the movement of energy in the body to quickly and lastingly treat trauma, psychological disorders, psychogenic illness and spiritual blockage while fostering individuation and spiritual development. Starting from the understanding that all upsetting events are types of trauma, and that they are housed within the body, mind and spirit, Seemorg Matrix Work™ quickly removes the after-effects of such traumatic events and clears disturbing emotions, negative beliefs and attitudes, destructive desire and fantasies, addictions, compulsions, obsessions, dissociation, spiritual blockage, physical abreaction, sensitivities and disease. Seemorg Matrix Work™ transforms negative character structure and successfully treats personality disorders, dissociative disorders, non-psychotic paranoid disorders, and obsessive-compulsive disorders.

‘Therapists learn how to access unconscious material through ideomotor cueing (muscle testing), and how to move energy through the body's major energy centres (chakras) to eliminate symptoms, their cause and after-effects.

‘The two seminars will be led by Dr Asha Clinton, the originator of Seemorg Matrix Work’. 
Note from the Editor: Readers are invited to send extracts from newspapers, magazines, etc. in which the writer gives a readable sceptical critique of a topic of interest to members of ASKE or, conversely, in which the person hasn’t a clue what he or she is talking about.
The Medicines for Human Use (National Rules for 

Homeopathic Products) Regulations 2006

HealthWatch is a small independent charity (No 1003392) set up in 1990 to promote the proper testing of all forms of treatments, whether “Orthodox” or “Alternative”.  Patients are entitled to have reliable information about the treatment they are offered - has it been shown to work or not? The Medicines Act 1968, which followed a review of the thalidomide tragedy, required controlled clinical trials to provide scientific evidence of the safety and efficacy of medicines, and applied strict controls on the marketing of medicines and the medical claims made on them.  To protect the public the UK’s licensing body, the MHRA was set up to “enhance and safeguard the health of the public by ensuring that medicines and medical devices work~ and are acceptably safe.”
Tragically, the MHRA has now failed to do what it was set up to do.

From 1st September 2006, new regulations have come into force for marketing authorisation of homeopathic products, with the specified aim of removing barriers to the expansion of the homeopathic industry.  In recognition of homeopathic products being unable to meet standards of clinical efficacy required under the Medicines Act, these separate rules set out safety requirements (in accordance with Directive 2001/83/BC) but reduce requirements for efficacy, accepting homeopathic ‘provings’ as sole evidence of efficacy.

Homeopathic ‘provings’ are not in any way a proof of efficacy or safety.  They are based on the observation that quinine (for example) when taken in normal dosage may cure malaria, but it can also cause symptoms similar to those caused by malaria.  In the 1790s Dr Samuel Hahnemann applied the Hippocratic theory that “like cures like” and reasoned that quinine could cure malaria, but if sufficiently diluted should be free of side effects.  Not surprisingly, controlled clinical trials in the 20th century have shown that the almost infinitely diluted homeopathic remedies are free from side effects, but unfortunately do not cure malaria, or any other disease.

The new regulations also permit new homeopathic products to indicate on the label their intended use for relief of minor conditions or symptoms, as was the case prior to the Medicines Act 1968.  For over thirty years it had not been possible to make medicinal claims for new homeopathic products other than those still around from before the Medicines Act (i.e. products known as PLRs).  Such claims, however worded, imply that efficacy has been proven, which is simply untrue.

In the past Health Watch has often criticised alternative treatments (as well as orthodox ones) when they made health claims that were untrue or misleading.  The response from alternative practitioners has always been that we are mere puppets defending the commercial interests of the pharmaceutical industry.  This is untrue, and in the case of the new regulations about homeopathic treatments it is the exact opposite of the truth.  The MHRA has accepted homeopathic ‘provings’ as evidence of efficacy in order to protect the commercial interests of the homeopathic industry, and with disregard for the truth, or the health interests of the public.  It was under no obligation to do so.  Under Directive 200 1/83/EC, national governments are permitted to make their own regulations stipulating efficacy requirements and labelling authorisations of homeopathic products.

HealthWatch has no vested interests for or against homeopathy, but a duty to tell the public the truth about treatments The MHRA has a similar duty, but their shameful betrayal has been achieved furtively, while Parliament was in recess.  The new regulations should be rescinded when parliament reconvenes, and all homeopathic products, including those with PLRs, should be required to submit to the requirements of the Medicines Act 1968 in order to seek authorisation to be marketed as a medicine with indications.

What can we do to reverse the effect of these misleading regulations?

The way in which the regulations have been presented meant that they have never been debated in Parliament, but if there is sufficient evidence of public concern it would be possible to call for a debate when Parliament convenes on October 9th.  If you are concerned (as you should be) please go to the “Sense about Science” website at http://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk/index.php/site/project/106 and sign up to the protest.  Please act now, before it is too late.  It is the thin edge of a very dangerous wedge if the MHRA is allowed to bow to political or commercial pressure to the detriment of truth and public safety.

Professor John Garrow

Vice-chairman, Health Watch,

On behalf of the Committee: 18th September 2006


MORE MUSINGS ON PARAPSYCHOLOGY
R

eaders will recall the series ‘Britain’s Psychic Challenge’ which Channel Five ran earlier this year.  In the March newsletter, Tony Youens gave us the benefit of his observations.  

During the series itself, three experts oversaw and provided discussion on the tests conducted, namely Chris French, Philip Escoffey and Jackie Malton.  As Professor and Head of the of Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit at Goldsmith’s College London, Chris is no stranger to sceptics and some while ago I asked him for his afterthoughts on the series.  He has provided me these in the form of a letter he wrote to one of his colleagues afterwards.  

From Chris French

For the record, neither Philip Escoffey nor I (nor Jackie Malton, for that matter) were involved in any way in designing the tests. In terms of the actual set-ups on the testing days, my impression was that the programme-makers generally did their best to control the conditions but inevitably they did not meet the standards of strict scientific control. The most obvious breach was the presence of the film crew (plus others) on all tests, allowing for multiple opportunities for leakage. In my opinion, everyone involved (with one exception) was doing their utmost to carry out fair tests, but that simply isn’t good enough, is it? I’m afraid I would not feel comfortable going into details regarding the one person who I felt was biased (in favour of the psychics, of course!) in his approach, but this person was not involved in all tests. Of course, if someone was actually engaged in deliberate cheating, it is unlikely that they would not have made it obvious (unlike the bias on the part of the person I was just referring to). Neither Philip nor I were in a position where we could guarantee that no deliberate cheating was taking place, but equally we have no evidence that anyone did cheat.

________________________________

I think it is reasonable to be impressed by success on a test which was not strictly controlled, if by ‘impressed’ we mean sufficiently intrigued to believe that the claim merits serious further scrutiny under properly controlled conditions.

________________________________

Bearing all of the above in mind, none of the tests was sufficiently well controlled to carry much weight in strictly scientific terms. However, I was genuinely impressed by Diane Lazarus’s performance on a few of the tests, especially the ‘hide and seek’ tests, one of which I was present at. As far as I can see, there are only four possible explanations for her finding the hidden targets so quickly:

(a) lucky guesswork (but she did it twice, making her double success harder to explain in such terms);

(b) deliberate cheating (there are hundreds of ways that the effect could have been achieved by cheating especially if one or more collaborators were involved – but I have no evidence whatsoever that any cheating did take place);

(c) unintended sensory leakage (a real possibility – but if this is the explanation, Diane’s ability to pick up on such subtle cuing is itself remarkable. I watched her closely during the test that I was involved in; she did not appear to be looking at the film crew or anyone else for cues but she may have been);

(d) an unexplained power as yet not recognised by science.

I think it is reasonable to be impressed by success on a test which was not strictly controlled, if by ‘impressed’ we mean sufficiently intrigued to believe that the claim merits serious further scrutiny under properly controlled conditions. I would certainly be interested in doing so but I confess that I have been too busy since the series to find time to contact Diane. I suspect that her reaction may be a certain reluctance to take part in any such further tests. Although this might seem strange to a sceptic, who would see the opportunity to prove the existence of a strange new ‘paranormal’ power as being of paramount importance, it is not unreasonable when considered from Diane’s own perspective. Assuming she is not a deliberate fraud (and I don’t think she is), she already knows she is psychic and, as far as she is concerned, she has even proved it in televised tests. She would never claim to be 100% successful – indeed, her performance on most of the tests in the series was abysmal. So, from her point of view, why should she risk her currently successful reputation by running further tests that she might fail? 
( Call for Contributions

If you have attended a conference or presentation, watched a programme, or read an article or book that would be of interest to readers, why not write a review of this, however brief, for the Sceptical Adversaria or the Skeptical Intelligencer?

Controversy at the BA (continued from page 1)

And finally, according to Professor Richard Wiseman: 

‘The issue is about controversy and balance in science. This is not a balanced panel. Whether paranormal phenomena are a reality is an intellectual discussion. But it is the principle that is important. If the issue was race and intelligence, and you had three people saying one race are less intelligent than another, that would be outrageous’. 

________________________________

In answer to the oft-raised question ‘Should scientists investigate claims such as telepathy?’ my answer is yes.

___________________________

I imagine that there would be quite a bit of sympathy amongst the lay public for the three contributors to the session. ‘The paranormal’ is of great public interest and many people, as Dr Sheldrake has himself has demonstrated, believe in the existence of paranormal phenomena such as telepathy. I would hazard that most people would want scientists to take these possibilities seriously and investigate them properly. As regards the actual point at issue at the BA conference, I am not taking any particular side here, but in answer to the oft-raised question ‘Should scientists investigate claims such as telepathy at all?’ my answer is yes, and I shall give one argument in favour.

Dr Sheldrake’s approach is to take a commonly held belief in a particular paranormal ability and to test its validity. Examples are the ability of pets to detect when their owners have decided to return home and the ability of people to sense who is telephoning them before they pick up the receiver. 

Now, because belief in these abilities is quite common, this constitutes a valid topic for research by social scientists. Most of them will opine that the phenomena can be explained by non-paranormal effects such as, in the case of predicting the telephone caller, having some unconscious anticipation that the person is due to ring, overestimating the proportion of times they are correct, or underestimating the probability of coincidence. Again, all of these are interesting and valid topics for scientific research but before you can be confident that any or all of these explain the phenomenon in question, you must conduct the appropriate research. 

So, for example, you must observe the effect when the opportunity for non-paranormal influences is present and when it is not. The effect should be present in the first condition and disappear in the second. 

But what do you do when the effect persists in the second condition? You carry on with your investigations, putting forward testable hypotheses and converging on one that best accounts for your results and which is consistent with current knowledge in the wider sphere. Perhaps eventually you will arrive at a ‘paranormal’ explanation that can be accommodated within existing science.
_________________________________________________________________

ANNOUNCEMENTS
Programme of seminars at the Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit, Goldsmith’s College London

On Tuesdays at 4:10 pm, Room 309, Richard Hoggart Building, Goldsmiths College, New Cross, London SE14 6NW. For further information contact Krissy Wilson (k.wilson@gold.ac.uk; Tel: 0207 078 5025).
Autumn Term

10 Oct: Professor Richard Wiseman

Psychology Department, University of Hertfordshire

Things that go Bump in the Mind
This talk will be followed by free refreshments and mind-boggling entertainment by Philip Escoffey (alias the grey man: www.thegreyman.com).

24 Oct: Dr Caroline Watt

Department of Psychology, University of Edinburgh

What Parapsychology can Contribute to Psychology
21 Nov: Dr Rupert Sheldrake

Perrott-Warrick Scholar and Fellow of the Institute of Noetic Studies

What if Telepathy Really Happens?
5 Dec: Dr James Ost

Department of Psychology, University of Portsmouth

The Recovered Memory Debate: A Collective False Memory?

Spring Term

16 Jan: Professor Irving Kirsch
Department of Psychology, University of Plymouth
Placebos and the Power of Belief
30 Jan: Dr Peter Naish
Department of Psychology, Open University
Hypnosis and Psychosis: The Temporal Connection

20 Feb: Dr Jason Braithwaite
Department of Psychology, University of Birmingham
Are we the Haunters of Houses? Towards a Cognitive Neuroscience of Haunt-Type Experiences

6 Mar: Dr Ornella Corazza
Department of Study of Religions, School of Oriental and African Studies

Experiencing near-death states through the use of chemicals
LOGIC AND INTUITION: ANSWERS
T
he answers are as follows.   
The domino trick 

Were you misled by the reference to choosing the next domino? I confess that I put this in an attempt to throw you off the scent. The answer has nothing to do with your choice of this domino. Unbeknown to you, your friend has already removed one of the dominoes. If, say, it is the 3/4, then these two numbers will be at the two ends of the chain when you have finished. 

At least this is what I am led to believe and I would be grateful to any reader who can prove that this is so.

My wife drew my attention to this puzzle, which is presented as a magic trick in a book entitled The Master Book of Magic by J.C. Cannell (Published by Quaker Oats Limited, London, 1935). It is dedicated to ‘THE BOYS AND GIRLS OF GREAT BRITAIN whose energy and enthusiasm require a cereal with extra nourishment which will sustain them throughout the day’. (But not if the mothers of Rawmarsh, South Yorkshire, had had their way!) 


The handshake puzzle
I heard this puzzle on the radio two or three years ago but not the answer.

Taking an inordinately long time I managed to solve it, but like many a good puzzle I have since come across it in one of Martin Gardner’s books (More Mathematical Puzzles and Diversions, Penguin Books, 1966). The following is the method I used to solve it but there is another one in the book.

Let the number of people who have at any moment shaken hands an odd number of times be N. Start with Adam and Eve and their sons Cain and Abel (no, the solution does not require a belief in Creationism). Adam shakes hands with Eve for the first time.  

Denoting the number of times each person has shaken hands as odd, even or zero, we have:

Adam
odd

Eve
odd

Abel
zero

Cain
zero
N
even (2)


From then on, taking zero to be an even number, you can easily show that N will always remain an even number, because: 

Whenever two people who have shaken hands an even number of times shake hands, N is increased by 2 (and therefore remains even); and

Whenever two people who have shaken hands an odd number of times shake hands, N is decreased by 2 (and therefore remains even); and

Whenever a person who has shaken hands an even number of time shakes hands with a person who has done this an odd number of times, N is increased by 1 and decreased by 1 (and therefore remains even).

As I have said, if we take zero to be an even number, the above holds true. (We need to take into account the fact that everyone will at some point shake hands for the first time.  Also, it appears possible in certain circumstances for N to drop to zero.) 

And now I think it’s time for the Quaker Oats.

	About ASKE

ASKE is a society for people from all walks of life who wish to promote rational thinking and enquiry, particularly concerning unusual phenomena, and who are opposed to the proliferation and misuse of irrational and unscientific ideas and practices. This is our quarterly newsletter and we have an annual magazine, the Skeptical Intelligencer. 

To find out more, visit our website (address below).
If you share our ideas and concerns why not join ASKE for just £10 a year? You can subscribe on our website, write to us at the address below, or email m.heap@sheffield.ac.uk




ASKE, P.O. Box 5994, Ripley, DE5 3XL, UK

email: aske@talktalk.net
;

website: http://www.aske.org.uk or http://www.aske.clara.co.uk
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