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FROM THE ASKE CHAIRMAN
Michael Heap

T

his is really the March Newsletter, even though it is coming to you in May. As I announced some time ago, some issues will be bigger than others, depending on the availability of material. This is one of the smaller ones.

Tony Youens has forwarded me an email that ASKE received from Mr. Peter Bottomley (not an ASKE member, but that is no matter). Mr. Bottomley’s letter is reproduced below with his permission. Mr. Bottomley takes issue with an article entitled ‘The problem-solving “magic” of quantum physics’, written by Doug Bramwell that originally appeared in this newsletter some years ago and is now reproduced on the ASKE website. (Doug is no longer an ASKE member and we have not asked him for a rejoinder.)

In his article, Doug takes to task those who perceive in quantum physics scientific support for some unusual claims and supernatural ideas, such as channelling and ESP, likewise those who seek answers to fundamental, currently inexplicable phenomena, such as how to explain consciousness. 

As Doug points out in his article, some of the ideas and predictions are extraordinary, counter-intuitive and by the exacting standards of classical physics , ‘spooky’.  

Put very simply, according to Doug’s thinking, some people believe in the existence of mysterious phenomena, and some real phenomena (e.g. consciousness) seem to be mysterious; quantum theory is mysterious but highly successful; therefore quantum theory can successfully explain these mysterious phenomena. 

Well, yes. But however ill-framed, loosely constructed, or even seemingly outlandish the supernatural claims for quantum physics, one can still take the trouble to provide cogent reason why they are wrong. I have provided, on occasions, court reports involving hypnosis in which I have had to explain in precise, first-principles terms, the invalidity of some claims that most people would immediately dismiss as nonsense without further ado.

I have struggled for several years now to try to gain an understanding of quantum theory and admit only to have been (very) partially successful.  Armed with this inadequate knowledge, I venture to make two comments on Mr. Bottomley’s letter.  

Mr. Bottomley states, ‘When Quantum Theory was first propounded it was hailed as heresy. Einstein hated it because it did away with the neat, orderliness of the Newtonian universe’. 

I don’t see it quite like this myself. I don’t think Einstein’s motive for opposing the ideas of quantum theorists (remember, he was one of the earliest contributors to quantum theory) is being well described here. Also, my own reading of the historical evolution of quantum theory (it doesn’t seem correct to refer to a point in time when it was ‘first propounded’) presents me with a different picture. I get the strong impression that those brilliant scientists – Planck, Einstein, Bohr, Pauli, Heisenberg, Schrödinger, etc. - as they developed their contributions to the theory were also disquieted, possibly even frightened at times, by the implications of what they were claiming and where the theory was leading them. It seems that they could be their own severest critics. I understand, for example, that Planck spent years trying to disprove his theory that matter absorbs and emits electromagnetic radiation only in discrete amounts, or quanta.

Whatever the case, it’s inevitable that odd or revolutionary ideas will come in for mockery: it’s human nature. But in science, sound ideas will out. In the 1920s and 30s a minority of scientists were lampooned (on one occasion in no less an organ than The New York Times) for advocating the development of spaceships.  Conventional wisdom said that space is a vacuum so there is nothing for an engine to thrust against.  But who had the last laugh?

I for one am not that impressed by arguments of the type ‘They all laughed at Christopher Columbus’ (well, the song says they did) when some improbable or loopy idea is launched on the world. Isn’t it likely that the vast majority of such ideas end up as bleached bones on the rocky voyage of human discovery? 

I once received a letter from a gentleman who was convinced he had invented an effective treatment for  mental   illness.   His  plan was 


that we should wait until mentally ill patients had fallen asleep and then stand over them chanting messages suggesting that they are getting better. The important feature of the treatment was that the patients should only be in a light state of sleep; should their sleep become to deep, the doctors should shake them until they returned to light sleep.  

I wrote back to this gentleman, politely informing him that that there is overwhelming evidence indicating that when one is in a sate of sleep, the mind is particularly unreceptive to what is being said. I added, for good measure, that if the converse were true, having slept through many lectures in my time, I ought to be an astonishingly erudite person, when such is obviously not the case. 

Was he pleased to receive the benefit of my opinion? Not a bit of it! Back through the letterbox came an indignant letter, telling me in no uncertain terms that it was people like me who, in the past, had insisted that the earth was flat!

Accusers of abuse can get 

away with it

I read some rather depressing news in the Guardian recently. The 


House of Lords has ruled that parents wrongly accused of physically or sexually abusing their children will be unable to sue the accusing doctor, therapist, social worker, etc. for the mental suffering caused by the accusations and the unnecessary removal of their children from their homes. The professionals concerned have a duty of care to the child not the parents. 

According to Lord Nicholls, ‘When considering whether something does not feel ‘quite right’ a doctor must be able to act single-mindedly in the interests of the child.  He ought not to have at the back of his mind an awareness that if his doubts about intentional injury or sexual abuse prove unfounded he may be exposed to claims by distraught parents.’

I cannot speak authoritatively about suspected non-accidental physical injuries. But doesn’t it sound like a ‘nightmare scenario’ when psychologists, psychiatrists, psychotherapists, social workers, etc. are given permission to make the most appalling accusations against parents and take their children away from them, purely on the basis that something does not feel ‘quite right’?


LOGIC AND INTUITION

T

here are four puzzles this month.  Puzzles 2, 3 and 4 are each related to their predecessor in some way (in one case rather obscurely).

The Dual 

Two men have challenged each other to a dual with pistols. At the moment they are facing in opposite directions, one due east and one due west. How are they able to see each other without the aid of a reflecting surface?


In Front and Behind

You are marching in a line of people. How is it possible for the person behind you to be, at the same time, in front of you?

An Odd Question

Of all positive whole numbers, half are odd and half are even. Correct? 


Think of a number….

Think of any number at random. What is the probability that you have chosen any given number, x?

The answers are on the back page of this Newsletter.

QUANTUM PHYSICS AND THE PARANORMAL

Peter Bottomley

I

 have recently read an article on the website of the Association for Skeptical Enquiry. It was ‘The Problem-Solving “Magic” Of Quantum Physics’ by Doug Bramwell.  It is quite clear from the outset that Mr Bramwell has abandoned any attempt at open-minded enquiry and instead opted for the lofty, holier-than-thou, condescending, patronising attitude of those who know better than you.

I quote his opening paragraph: 'Quantum mystery’ and ‘quantum magic’ - both these expressions are used by many physicists when they are trying to explain quantum theory to the layman. Presumably they are trying to convey a sense of the strangeness of quantum theory but, sadly, the rather mystic overtones of the expressions have probably encouraged pseudoscientists and New Agers to find, in quantum theory, a justification for their particular brands of nonsense. There are unanswered questions about quantum theory, and there are unanswered questions about, say, channelling. Therefore quantum theory must explain channelling - easy isn't it?
This is the old ‘All apples are fruit, therefore all fruit are apples’ argument. Having been shown that pseudoscientists and New Agers adhere to their own particular 'brands of nonsense', it becomes quite logical to dismiss it all as nonsense and we can now put the kettle on and call it a night. Or isn’t that what you meant, Doug?

When Quantum Theory was first propounded it was hailed as heresy. Einstein hated it because it did away with the neat, orderliness of the Newtonian universe. He spent the entire remaining years of his life in the search for a unifying element which would restore everything to the simple elegance that existed before. He failed, there is no such thing as a Unified Field Theory. All that is certain is uncertainty and probability.

However, the oddities of Quantum Theory are today viewed as amusing anecdotes that have little to do with ordinary, everyday life. They exist on a sub-atomic level but come back to the ‘real’ world and Newtonian physics still abound. It’s as though there is one rule for ‘them’ and another rule for ‘us’. (Where’ve we heard this before?)

Can people not see that anything which exists at the sub-atomic level therefore exists everywhere? We are all made of matter which is composed of atomic and sub-atomic particles. You can’t say it’s ok for bricks to behave stupidly but houses do not and, more importantly, cannot.

In another quote from Doug’s article, we read - ‘Most readers of this article will probably agree that such speculative efforts to explain phenomena as poorly understood as PSI is unjustified unless it results in predictions which are clearly defined, and can be tested by experiments in which they are clearly distinguished from other phenomena. It would be essential, for example, to distinguish between, say, telekinesis and precognition.’ 
It reminds me of another Doug (Adams) whose Philosopher’s Society demanded ‘rigidly defined areas of doubt and uncertainty’. Mr Bramwell clearly draws a distinction between the rigidly defined Newtonian universe which has been shown to have little relevance and the Quantum universe we now all inhabit. Even Einstein killed off Newtonian space with his curved space hypothesis. It seems that Mr Bramwell ‘wants’ his Newtonian universe every bit as much as the blind believers want their psychic universe. But wants don’t make realities, do they?

Moreover, when a phenomenon is repeatedly observed, such as telekinesis or telepathy, it is of the utmost stupidity to bury your head in the sand and say it cannot exist. What makes more sense is to say, ‘OK, we’ve seen it happen so let’s see if we can discover how it might work.’

The major tenets of the Scientific Method are predictability and repeatability. Alas,  since  events  on

the sub-atomic level are neither predictable nor repeatable, is it now time to go back to God and say, ‘Look, pal, you got it wrong!’ Or should we look at the scientific method and find where its flaws are and see if we can eliminate them?

If you’re trying to drive a nail into a piece of wood but you’re hitting the side of the nail with your hammer, is it the hammer or the nail that’s at fault? Or is it the method?

We are all children playing in the schoolyard. None of us has all the answers, but some of us may have a few. Why don’t we all share our experiences and experiments, and see if we can come up with a few more. We might not like the answers because they’re not be what we expected to find, but they will be answers nevertheless. It makes no sense at all to say, ‘It’s my ball and you’re not playing!’

We have repeatedly been shown how the dead come back with messages for the living containing information that the recipient could not possibly have known. And we have repeatedly been shown how this can be faked. But, because such a thing can be faked does that therefore imply that it is always faked? It is quite easy to fake currency so, by implication, is all currency fake? Neither can it be claimed on every occasion to be wishful thinking.

We watch our much-beloved TV dramas and we’re shown how seemingly innocuous events can build up into a world-shattering conclusion and just as often we are shown the reverse - how a stupendous event can be triggered by trivial beginnings. The point I am trying to make here is that life is always individual. It is not a courtroom drama, or a laboratory experiment. It follows no hard and fast rules but allows its sheer diversity to drive it on. Why are we surprised then when we see this repeated in nature?

I offer the hand of friendship and open-minded enquiry to all sceptics and non-believers - or is the narrow ledge you’re all sat on too small to accommodate one more?

Editor’s note: ASKE would be pleased to receive any carefully considered comments and discussion on Mr. Bottomley’s opinions for publication on the Newsletter.

___________________________________________________________________________________

The Four Puzzles

T
he answers are as follows.   
One answer (and possibly the only one) to the first puzzle is that the dualists are facing one another.

The answer to the second puzzle is that the people are marching in a circle. 

The third puzzle is only correct for a finite even number of positive integers (e.g. 1 to 100). But, of course, there is an infinite number of such integers. So we have: 

1st odd number

1

2nd 

3

3rd 

5

etc.

There is no limit to the numbers in the first column, likewise the second column. Therefore, the number of odd numbers (and even numbers) is the same as the number of numbers. This is also true of the number of integers divisible by 3, 4, 10, 100, etc, the number of prime numbers, and so on.

I actually dreamt up the fourth puzzle, but I am sure it’s been thoroughly debated already, been the subject of learned papers beyond my understanding, and so on.  

By way of introduction, suppose a number (x) is chosen at random from the numbers 1 and 10 inclusive. The probability that x is a certain number, say 5, is of course 1 divided by the number of possible numbers - i.e. 1/10. If x is chosen at random from the numbers 1 to 100, the probability is much smaller, namely 1/100. It’s even smaller for the numbers 1 to 1000, namely 1/1000. So what is the probability when there is no limit to the range of numbers from which x is chosen? Well, the number of numbers is infinite, so the probability that any given number, x, is selected is 1 divided by infinity, which is zero!

Things are no less bizarre when we note the following. Normally x would be twice as likely to be chosen when two different numbers are selected at random. Thus the probability that 5 will be chosen from the numbers 1 to 10 rise from 1/10 to 2/10. The more choices, the greater the probability that a given number will be selected. But with no restriction on the numbers from which to draw from, no matter how many numbers are drawn at random, (2, 10, 100, one million, one billion, etc.) the probability that any given number, x, will be amongst them is still zero.

I am not a mathematician but my guess is that what this all means is that choices cannot be made at random (i.e. all members have the same probability of being drawn) from an infinite set and this is a property of mathematics and not a limitation of the person or device making the selection.

Note: The Infinite Book by John D. Barrow is a curate’s egg of a book, that discusses the history, nature and implications of the concept of infinity (publishers Jonathan Cape).
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