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FROM THE ASKE CHAIRMAN
Michael Heap

S

everal weeks ago, while I was out my wife took a call from an elderly gentleman who had enquired with the University of Sheffield about a most unusual experience he was having. (I now have only an honorary appointment at the University but have indicated that I am interested in dealing with enquiries about paranormal or unusual phenomena.)

The gentleman, let’s call him Mr Johnston, informed my wife that for some weeks or months he had been seeing very vivid faces in his field of vision. The faces were very large (some ‘the size of a dinner plate’), bright and colourful. They even ‘shimmered’ and had halos. Mr Johnston explained to my wife that he was a medium and had researched psychic phenomena for 40 years. When he first saw these faces their eyes were closed. He had consulted friends and colleagues about his experiences and one of them, a clairvoyant, had informed him that the faces would soon open their eyes. Sure enough, one of them had already done so. The clairvoyant also predicted that they would start talking to Mr Johnston, but they had yet to do so. Then Mr Johnston revealed a remarkable fact: he was almost totally blind!

I rang Mr Johnston back and listened to his story. My impression was that he was an intelligent and rational man. Visual hallucinations may, of course, be a symptom of mental illness but they are not that common and one would normally expect other evidence of loss of contact with reality if they were of such a nature.

Mr Johnston described to me how, in the years of his involvement with spiritualism and psychic phenomena, he had had many wonderful experiences, but nothing like the faces he was seeing had ever ‘come through’ before. He reiterated his account of what his clairvoyant friend had told him and it was clear that he and his colleagues were fascinated and excited by what was happening. ___________________________

A Google search was very productive and my first thoughts were what a wonderful piece of technology the Internet is.

___________________________
Mr Johnston was hoping to be able to photograph the faces. He explained that his friends had already attempted to do this. He had projected one of the faces onto the back of one of his hands and someone had photographed his hand. No face was present on the print but some wisps of smoke seemed to be coming from the image of his hand. Mr Johnston wondered if they were using the wrong camera and asked me if I, as ‘an expert’ on these matters, could bring the right sort of camera along to take some photographs. 
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My best, though uninformed, guess was that Mr Johnston’s experiences were physiologically related to his blindness and originated in his own visual system, perhaps in the form of sensory aberrations that the higher centres of his brain were elaborating upon, thus giving him the experience of seeing meaningful stimuli. I explained my theory to Mr Johnston but emphasised to him that I had no expertise whatever in this field. I added that if I were correct, then it would not be possible to photograph the faces, as they were not external to him. I also informed him that I knew nothing at all about photography, having never in my life personally owned a camera.  

I then asked Mr Johnston what was the cause of his limited vision. He replied that it was a condition called macular degeneration. I was vaguely aware of the nature of this and later inspection of some basic literature confirmed that it refers to the degeneration of layers of tissue under the macula, the most sensitive area of the retina. I advised Mr Johnston that it would be a good idea for him to have a word with his eye specialist, who would be able to tell him if his experiences were related to his condition and perhaps tell him about the experiences of other patients. I also suggested that one of his friends do an Internet search for him, typing in ‘macular degeneration’ and ‘hallucinations’. Mr Johnston was very receptive to this advice and said that he had a friend who was very familiar with the Internet. He seemed genuinely very grateful for my suggestion.

I was intrigued by Mr Johnston’s account of his experiences and immediately after our conversation I decided to follow the advice I had given him. A Google search was very productive and my first thoughts were what a wonderful piece of technology the Internet is. 

Charles Bonnet Syndrome

Charles Bonnet was an 18th century Swiss philosopher whose grandfather, Charles Lullin, had undergone cataract extraction in both eyes (see Note 1). In 1769 Bonnet reported that his grandfather, at the age of 89, described seeing birds and buildings that were not there. He recognized these as unreal. Since then it has been documented that people with severely restricted vision may occasionally experience visual hallucinations. Amongst these are people with age-related macular degeneration.   

The hallucinations may be black and white or in colour, be moving or still, and may consist of lines, patterns and mosaics or more complex everyday objects such as animals, faces, people, buildings and landscapes. Sometimes the images re-occur so that, for example, the same people are seen at different times and become familiar to the person. The images themselves are largely pleasant but the experience can be frightening for the unprepared patient and the hallucinations may add to the person’s difficulties in seeing his or her way around. Individual hallucinations can last from a few seconds to most of the day. Episodes may occur for periods ranging from days to years, though I understand that generally the hallucinations will have disappeared after about a year to 18 months. There appears to be no treatment of choice, although a psychiatrist colleague informed me that, even though it is not a mental disorder, it may respond to small doses of antipsychotic medication.

___________________________

His final comment was ‘But there’s another angle to it’…..

___________________________
I immediately rang Mr Johnston and told him that his experiences were shared by other people with macular degeneration and the condition is known as Charles Bonnet Syndrome. I said that I would send him some information that I had downloaded from the Internet. He was very grateful but said, ‘So it isn’t psychic then?’ With some discomfiture and hesitation I said no it wasn’t and then he asked, ‘Can you get rid of it?’ I explained that this was something on which his specialist was best placed to advise him.

I wondered afterwards why I felt uncomfortable responding to Mr Johnston’s response that his experience was not psychic after all. Perhaps I felt bad that he would be disappointed that there was a normal explanation for his experiences. But he seemed a very sensible man and I think my unease was simply because I felt I was assuming, or being cast in, the role of ‘expert’ and all I had done was provide him with information that anyone could access.  

Postscript
I duly sent Mr Johnston the information on Charles Bonnet Syndrome. A few days later my wife took another mesaage from him, expressing his gratitude for my assistance. His final comment was ‘But there is another angle to it’……...’ 
Note
1. It is amazing to me that this operation was possible in the 18th century, but in fact eye surgery was being performed 1,000 years ago by Arabian physicians. (I have had a cataract operation that took about 15 minutes in an outpatients’ department, after which I went home and, though temporarily relying on vision in only one eye, carried on more or less as usual.)
---------0---------

( 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?  Or would you like to take over one of the regular features in the Adversaria?

LOGIC AND INTUITION

I

t may be possible to define human beings as animals that are capable of logical reasoning but it is also the case that we are all capable of thinking illogically.
This is not just a case of ‘performance versus competence’. That is, when our reasoning is illogical and our mistake is explained to us in terms that we ought to understand, we may not immediately see the error of our ways but continue to insist that we are correct.

Richard, a colleague of mine from a bygone era, when there was free parking in the streets of London’s St John’s Wood, arrived at work one morning and announced that he had just had a row with a woman who had objected to his parking his car in front of her house. The reason she gave for this was that another motorist looking for a place to park his car would then park across her driveway, since he couldn’t park where Richard had put his car. Richard could not persuade this lady that she was being unreasonable. Well, I suppose that technically you could say she was correct but it did seem to me that there was something lacking about her reasoning. However, if anyone is prepared to defend this lady I would be pleased to hear from him of her.

An argument in favour of capital punishment by the late Mr John Braine has also always stuck in my mind as an example of questionable logic. Mr Braine was a writer and one of the ‘angry young men’ of the 50s and 60s, now remembered chiefly for his novel Room at the Top. His later television appearances revealed him as having descended into a reactionary bigot (cf. Kingsley Amis). During one discussion, when challenged about the possibility of incorrect verdicts, he defended his belief in the restoration of capital punishment by stating that failing to hang a guilty person would be worse than hanging an innocent one. Again I’d be interested in anyone who is prepared to defend the logic of this.  

Dr Wason’s reasoning experiment

When I started my Psychology degree at University College London in 1967, I volunteered to do an experiment on a logical reasoning task. The experimenter was a research student of Dr Peter Wason, one of the lecturers there. Dr Wason (1924-2003) was well known for his experiments on thinking and reasoning. These all-too-often revealed that intelligent humans (usually undergraduate volunteers like me) fail to apply simple rules of logic in their thinking. 

The task in the experiment in which I took part was on the following lines. On the table are four cards, one displaying a blue circle, one a red circle, one a blue triangle and one a red triangle. You are told that each card has a circle on one side and a triangle on the other. You are then asked to select just those cards that you need to turn over to find out whether the following assertion is true or false: ‘If a card has a blue circle on one side, then it has a blue triangle on its other side.’

See page 8 for the answer.

Postscript on the ‘test for 

dementia’

The puzzles in the previous issue of this newsletter provoked a lively discussion on the ASKE email network. Martin Poulter pointed out an alternative answer to Question 2B. The question was ‘You are participating in a race. If you overtake the last person then you are now in which position?’ The answer given was that you can’t overtake the last person in the race. But as Martin noted, there is another answer (see page 8 of this newsletter).

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

ONE OF US

A

n active politician is the choice for this issue’s ‘One of Us’. He is Dr Evan Harris, Liberal Democrat MP for Oxford West and Abingdon and his party’s spokesman in the House of Commons on Science.  

Dr Evans is a physician and has represented his constituency since 1997. His stance on the recent scandal that BSc degrees in Homoeopathy are being offered at some British universities deserves our special commendation.

To recapitulate, many universities (some would say notably the former polytechnics) are less like centres of learning and excellence and more akin to commercial enterprises, in which the need to put more bums on more seats inevitably leads to a dumbing down of whatever is on offer at degree level – namely what takes the customer’s fancy rather than what constitutes a cohesive, and well-developed body of knowledge, sustained by the extensive accumulation of dedicated scholarship and research. Here, courtesy of Nature 23.03.07, is a sample of some Bachelor of Science degrees now on offer at British universities:

· Geography with Mountain Leadership (Staffordshire)

· Hospitality Management (Man-chester Metropolitan)

· Police Studies (Buckinghamshire Chilterns)

· Adventure Recreation (Harper Adams, Newport)

· Community Health and Leadership Studies (Sheffield Hallam)

· Sport Event Management (Leeds Metropolitan)

No doubt informed opinion will vary concerning the appropriateness of these courses, but the principal offence appears to be not that they are taught at all but that they constructed and delivered in the substantial form of science degrees (with honours). Also, there has been concern that, so long as students are prepared to see them through (and many are not), courses like these demand less from them than traditional science subjects such as Physics and Chemistry, one result being that some university science departments have been struggling to remain viable.   

___________________________

If you have a Bachelor of Science degree, it ought to be in something that can vaguely described as science
___________________________
Inevitably then, with the expansion of the quack medicine industry (now calling itself ‘integrative’, formerly ‘complementary’, formerly alternative – you see where the propaganda is taking it) some universities have been unable to resist the temptation to jump on this lucrative bandwagon. According to Ian Sample (22.3.07), science correspondent of the Guardian, ‘British universities are damaging their reputations by offering science degrees in homeopathy, reflexology and other alternative medicines, scientists warn today’. 

The article goes on to say, ‘The recent surge in bachelor of science degrees in complementary therapies is described as a “disaster for reason and education” that is being driven by universities desperately trying to attract students to their campuses. 

‘Figures from the universities admissions service, UCAS, from December last year show there are now 61 complementary medicine courses on offer at British universities, of which 45 are marketed as science degrees’. 

In an article in the journal Nature (22.03.07) David Colquhoun, a professor of pharmacology at University College London, states that many of these courses are teaching ‘gobbledygook’ as though it were science. An example of a degree level exam question on homoeopathy is: ‘Psorinum and Sulphur are Psoric remedies. Discuss the ways in which the symptoms of these remedies reflect their miasmatic nature.’ (‘Psoric’ refers to the skin condition psoriasis and ‘Miasmatic’ refers to ‘foul vapours’.)

According to Prof Colquhoun ‘Most complementary and alternative medicine is not science because the vast majority of it is not based on empirical evidence. Homeopathy, for example, has barely changed since the beginning of the 19th century. It is much more like religion than science’. He singles out the universities of Central Lancashire, Salford and Westminster, the last of which offers 14 BSc courses in complementary and alternative medicine. ‘This is the equivalent of teaching witchdoctory’ he says. ‘If you have a Bachelor of Science degree, it ought to be in something that can vaguely described as science…..I’d like to see vice-chancellors get honest. They’ve lost their way and are happy to teach anything to get bums on seats. They think anything that makes money is OK. We know that these courses are showing bigger rises than any other subject, while maths and other subjects are going down. It’s a disaster for reason and education’.

Edzard Ernst, Professor of Complementary Medicine at Exeter and Plymouth Universities has recently obtained details on complementary medicine courses on offer at universities. ‘From the course material we were able to inspect’ he says, ‘these courses look on the flimsy side to put it very mildly. Universities are currently run like BMW factories. They’re out to make money and the content of courses is sometimes amazing and in complementary medicine, very amazing,’

This is where Dr Evan Harris MP steps in. As a member of the all-party parliamentary malaria group, he has already intervened in the scandal of prophylactic claims for homeopathic preparations in the case of malaria that hit the headlines in July 2006. ‘This sort of outrageous quackery is unacceptable’ he said. ‘Vulnerable people are being duped into handing over cash for useless remedies and are having their health put at risk through grossly inadequate advice. People need to consider homeopathy in the same way as they treat faith-healing and witchcraft - that is not to risk their life or health on it.’

___________________________

Universities are currently run like BMW factories. They’re out to make money and the content of courses is sometimes amazing and in complementary medicine, very amazing,
___________________________
And in September he had this to say about the new rules allowing manufacurers to make unproven health claims for their products: ‘The multimillion-pound homoeopathy industry should not be allowed to make health claims for its products without proper evidence of effectiveness, especially when reliance on ineffective homoeopathic “remedies” may delay access to proper diagnosis and treatment of serious conditions.’

On the latest scam of BSc degrees in Homoeopathy Dr Harris is no less forthright. ‘If the term “BSc” is to retain its credibility’, he says, ‘then it can not be used to give legitimacy to non-scientific subjects, far less pseudo-science or anti-science, including homeopathy’. Dr Harris will be asking the Education Secretary what steps he can take to ensure that non-science is not being dressed as science in our universities. 

Good for him! 

NOT ONE OF US

Step forward Mr Andrew Schlafly
On March 7 Mr Schlafly, an American lawyer, was interviewed on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme, along with Jim Redmond, administrator of Wikipedia, the Internet encyclopaedia. Mr Schlafly expressed his view that Wikipedia has an anti-American bias (and uses non-American spellings), and is anti-Christian and pro-liberal. This, in his opinion, is because it is the work of a ‘mob’. To rectify the situation Mr Schafly has set up an alternative to Wikopedia, namely ‘Conservapedia’. Here is a summary of what the encyclopaedia has to say about kangaroos. 

According to creationist scientists modern kangaroos are descended from the pair that were taken aboard Noah’s Ark. Their descendants migrated to Australia, either over land or on rafts made of ‘vegetation torn up by the receding flood waters’. 

The entry informs the reader, ‘Other views on kangaroo origins include the belief of some Australian aborigines that kangaroos were sung into existence by their ancestors during the “Dreamtime” and the evolutionary view that kangaroos and the other marsupials evolved from a common marsupial ancestor which lived hundreds of millions of years ago’. 

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.
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

’TWAS EVER THUS
I

 came across an interesting article in the Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine entitled ‘Withering’s 1785 appeal for caution when reporting on a new medicine’ and authored by Ulrich Tröhler of the University of Berne.  The paper was previously published on the James Lind Library Website (www.jameslindlibrary.org.

William Withering was a British physician who, in 1785, wrote a book entitled Account of the Foxglove and some of its Medical Uses with Practical Remarks on Dropsy and other Diseases (London: J and J Robinson). According to the article, ‘(A)n old country woman directed Withering’s attention to this plant and . . . he identified and specified the precise indications for it and how it should be administered’.  

Tröhler points out that in his book the author ‘warns against too hasty and potentially misleading publication of a few select cases, either positive or negative’. He was also aware of ‘reporting bias’ (the selective reporting of favourable outcomes) and the ways to minimise it. Accordingly he waited until he had treated over 160 cases before presenting his results. Here’s what the good doctor had to say in the Preface to his book:

‘It would have been an easy task to have given select cases, whose successful treatment would have spoken strongly in favour of the medicine, and perhaps been flattering to my own reputation. But Truth and Science would condemn the procedure. I have therefore mentioned every case . . . proper or improper, successful or otherwise. (page vi).’ 

___________________________

It is salutary to compare what the humble doctor had to say over 220 years ago with all of the drivel that we now have to put up with from the Alternative Medicine industry.
___________________________
Despite his meticulous approach, he urges caution in the reader thus:

‘No general deductions, decisive upon the failure or success of the medicine, can be drawn from the cases I now present . . . (for they) must be considered as the most hopeless and deplorable that exist . . . lost to the common run of practice and only snatched from destruction by the efficacy of Digitalis. (pages vii-viii).’

The paper ends with this quote:

‘It is much easier to write upon disease than upon remedy. The former is in the hands of nature, and a faithful observer, with an eye of tolerable judgement, cannot fail to delineate a likeness. The latter will ever be subject to the whims, the inaccuracies, and the blunders of mankind. (page xix).’

It is salutary to compare what the humble doctor had to say over 220 years ago with all of the drivel that we now have to put up with from the Alternative Medicine industry.

----------0---------


OF INTEREST

13th European Skeptics Congress
This year, for the first time, the congress will be held in Dublin, hosted by the Irish Skeptics Society. It will run from Friday, September 7th to Sunday, September 9th at the Davenport Hotel in Dublin. The theme will be The Assault on Science: Constructing a response. Full details have not been released yet but they will be posted on the Irish Skeptics website –

http://www.irishskeptics.net/

 -as soon as they are available.

Speaker List
The speakers currently confirmed are:

· Professor Massimo Pigliucci (USA)

· Professor Victor Stenger (USA) 

· Professor John Crown (Ireland) 

· Professor David McConnell (Ireland) 

· Dr Brian Hughes (Ireland) 

· Professor Barry Beyerstein (Canada) 

· Professor James Alcock (Canada) 

· Dr Ben Goldacre (UK) 

· Dr Michael Heap (UK) 

Man will not face charges over the death of his wife 

Readers may recall an article entitled ‘The story of Mrs L’ in the June 2006 edition of the Skeptical Adversaria. The account of Mrs L first appeared in the Rossendale Free Press. She was diagnosed with cancer of the colon and liver, but declined conventional treatment for an intensive course of alternative therapy administered by her estranged husband. Several days after the newspaper article appeared, Mrs L died and, following police enquires, a file was sent to the Crown Prosecution Service to consider whether Mr L should face any charges.
According to the Rossendale Free Press, 6.04.07, a CPS spokeswoman has stated, ‘Having considered all the evidence and circumstances surrounding the case, we decided we could not properly proceed with charges. Were the police to submit new evidence we could look at it and review the case again’.

Sceptics in the Pub

Skeptics in the Pub was founded in 1999 by Scott Campbell and for the past 5 years has been organised by Nick Pullar. Nick has worked as an IT Manager, but is now leaving the UK to live in Hungary with his family. ‘Because of the poor customer service culture in the UK, he plans to run a customer services consultancy and website from Hungary’ (Skeptics in the Pub website). 

The new organiser is ASKE member Sid Rodrigues. ‘Skeptics in the Pub caters for all those interested in and/or sceptical of the paranormal, alternative medicine, psychic powers, pseudo-science, UFOs, alien abductions, creationism, Fortean phenomena, cult religions, water-divining, lost civilizations etc. A different guest speaker is invited each month, to talk on a topic of interest. The talk is followed by an informal discussion in a relaxed and friendly pub atmosphere. Real ales and food are available’.

Skeptics in the Pub meets (usually) on the third Thursday of every month starting at 7.30 pm at The Old Kings Head, Borough High Street, London, SE1 1NA. A £2 donation is requested to cover the guest speaker’s travelling expenses and sundries. Sandwiches and chips are provided at about 7.00pm on a first-come, first-served basis. Non-skeptics are welcome. Turn up at any time during the evening. 

17 May: Michael Heap
Suggestion, the paranormal and 

unusual claims 

The presentation concerns suggestion and suggestibility and their relation to certain unusual and paranormal claims. I shall say a little about the nature of hypnosis but will concentrate mainly on ideomotor suggestion. There will be live demonstrations and plenty of opportunity for audience participation.

21 June: Julian Baggini
To be announced

Julian Baggini is a philosopher, writer and journalist who has a regular column in The Skeptic. 

19 July: To be announced

Closure of Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research (PEAR) laboratory

I was alerted to this item of information in Vol 20, No 4 issue of The Psychologist, 2007.  The following are quotes from the PEAR website: http://www.princeton.edu/~pear/

‘The Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research (PEAR) program at Princeton University, internationally renowned for its extensive study of the influence of the mind on physical reality, will be completing its agenda of basic research and closing its physical facilities at the end of February’.

‘The PEAR program was established . . . in 1979 by Robert G. Jahn, then Dean of the School of Engineering and Applied Science, to pursue rigorous scientific study of the interaction of human consciousness with sensitive physical devices, systems, and processes common to contemporary engineering practice. Over the next 28 years, an interdisciplinary staff of engineers, physicists, psychologists, and humanists has conducted a comprehensive agenda of experiments and developing complementary theoretical models to enable better understanding of the role of consciousness in the establishment of physical reality.’ 
‘Jahn and his colleague, Brenda Dunne, a developmental psychologist from the University of Chicago who has served throughout as PEAR’s laboratory manager, together with other members of their interdisciplinary research staff, have focused on two major areas of study: anomalous human/machine interactions, which addresses the effects of consciousness on random physical systems and processes; and remote perception, wherein people attempt to acquire information about distant locations and events. The enormous databases produced by PEAR provide clear evidence that human thought and emotion can produce measurable influences on physical reality. The researchers have also developed several theoretical models that attempt to accommodate the empirical results, which cannot be explained by any currently recognized scientific model.’ 

‘We have accomplished what we originally set out to do 28 years ago, namely to determine whether these effects are real and to identify their major correlates. There are still many important questions to be addressed that will require a coordinated interdisciplinary approach to the topic, but it is time for the next generation of scholars to take over.’ Jahn and Dunne said.’ 

Readers may be aware of the series of experiments carried out by PEAR on the ability of people to influence the output of a random pulse generator by thought alone. These results have been critically reviewed by Stanley Jeffers in the Skeptical Inquirer, 2006, Volume 30 (3), pages 54-57.

Professor Chris French, ASKE member and head of the Anomalistic Psychology Unit at Goldsmith’s College, is quoted in The Psychologist as saying, ‘Within the parapsychology community and among informed sceptics, the PEAR research was respected . . . I wasn’t convinced but I was intrigued’ He is then quoted as saying, ‘While UK parapsychology research is booming, American researchers are struggling for funding. . . The health of UK parapsychology was thanks largely to the late Bob Morris, who in 1985 became the inaugural holder of the Koestler Chair of Parapsychology at Edinburgh University’.  

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

LOGIC AND INTUITION: ANSWERS
T
he answer to ‘Dr Wason’s reasoning experiment’ is as follows.  
You select just two cards, namely the one displaying the blue circle and the one displaying the red triangle. 

Most people choose the blue circle and perhaps also the blue triangle. They rarely choose the card displaying the red triangle.

I believe that the best way of approaching this problem is based on the principle of falsification. That is, you choose the cards that, when turned over, could render the assertion false. Therefore, you turn over the blue circle to check if there is anything that is not a blue triangle on the other side; if there is, then the assertion is false. You turn over the red triangle to check that there is not a blue circle on the other side; if there is, the assertion is false. Since all the cards have a circle on one side and a triangle on the other, turning over the card displaying the red circle cannot result in an outcome that would falsify the assertion. Likewise turning over the blue triangle.

If the assertion is not falsified, then it has been proved if we just consider the set of 4 cards. However, it may help to understand the solution by considering the situation where there is a larger set of cards and even an infinite set. Let’s suppose that there is a machine turning out these cards and they come out in a single file on a conveyor belt. We are absolutely certain that each one has a triangle on one side and a circle on the other. However, we are not sure if, as it is supposed to be doing, the machine is putting a blue triangle on the back of every card bearing a blue circle.

(i) Each time we turn over a blue circle to reveal a blue triangle we observe evidence that is consistent with (i.e. does not contradict) the rule but does not prove it: there might yet be another or other blue circle cards that have a different coloured triangle on the opposite side. We have only to turn over one such card and we can declare the assertion to be untrue. So the logical rationale for turning over blue circles is to ensure there is no exception to the rule.

(ii) The same reasoning underlies the turning over of cards with red triangles on them. A blue circle immediately falsifies the assertion; anything else is simply consistent with it but does not prove it.  

(iii) It is clear whatever is on the back of a red circle is irrelevant to the assertion so we don’t bother turning these over. 

(iv) Now what about blue triangles? A blue circle on the other side is consistent with the assertion but does not prove it for the reason given in (i). Any other coloured circle does not contradict the assertion but does not prove it either. We can spare ourselves the effort of turning these over.

If the machine turns out a finite number of cards, when we get to the end and have found no cards that contradict the assertion, we can say the assertion is true. It has been proved because we have examined the whole population. If the machine is turning out these cards indefinitely (which is, of course impossible in practice) at any stage we can say, ‘So far, the assertion is true’ (if it has not been falsified) but we still cannot be sure that at some point an exception will be found and the assertion disproved. We have not examined the whole population. (Ignore here the idea of changes in the machine itself over time that render it faulty.) If the consequences of turning out cards that disobey the rule are not too serious then you could make life a lot easier by consulting a statistician and testing samples of card.

When I did the experiment I chose not just the blue circle and the red triangle but, after a bit of dithering, the blue triangle also. (I was a bit confused by the experimenter’s wording of the question which was something like ‘What cards should you turn over that are relevant to the assertion…’ I got a bit stuck over the meaning of the word ‘relevant’ and, being obsessional, I decided that what was one the other side of the blue triangle could be construed as ‘relevant’. However I accept now that I was wrong.)

I remember Dr Wason telling us that he had a hard time convincing his participants after the experiment what are the correct answers. In fact, as I recall, one of the participants became psychotic during the debriefing session and medical assistance had to be summoned.

Yet people are able to cope with the idea of falsification in everyday life. We don’t have too much difficulty accepting that the rule, say, that the ‘All crows are black’ is based on our observation of all crows up to the present time, but tomorrow it may be falsified by the confirmed sighting of a white crow.  

Likewise, Popper’s principle that real scientific theories are capable of falsification rather than proof is evident in our everyday behaviour. For example, in the middle of the night we hear a sudden noise. Our first theory is that we have left the kitchen window open. We test the explanation (theory) by going down and looking to see if that is indeed the case, perhaps also shaking the window to see if it rattles. If it is tightly closed, our explanation is falsified and we think of another one. If the window is open this is consistent with our explanation but we can easily accept that there may still be another explanation for the noise we heard.  

Postscript on the ‘test for 

dementia’
The alternative answer is that if you were running round a track and you lapped the person who was last, your new position would be ‘anything but last’. 

---------0---------

	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




NB: Note the new ASKE email address below

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

email: aske1@talktalk.net
;

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