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he 12th European Skeptics Congress was held in Brussels from the evening of Thursday October 13, 2005 to lunchtime on Sunday October 16. The congress was organised by the Belgian skeptical society, SKEPP. The title of the congress was ‘Pseudoscience, Alternative Medicine and the Media’. The congress website is <alpha.uhasselt.be/~gib/esc2005/>. The following is an account of the congress based on the abstracts of papers augmented by my own observations.  

Presentations began on Friday morning. The whole day was devoted to ‘Alternative Medicine and the Media. Marie Prins was the first speaker, with a talk entitled Herbal fraud in the Netherlands: LibidFit. She reported that with the appearance on the market of Viagra and later Cialis and Levitra, the market for traditional herbal potency pills all but collapsed. But it recovered after a while because seemingly effective herbal pills appeared, most of them, but not quite all, Chinese. However, after chemical analysis one after the other was found to contain Viagra or, somewhat later, Cialis. In the Benelux, LibidFit appeared, based on a 400-year old recipe used by the Royal Court of the Emperor, but now made according to the latest scientific methods. It turned out that LibidFit did not contain straight Viagra, but an analogue. The manufacturers claim that the analogue is safe, since it was obtained by natural processes. (It is sold as a food supplement, not as a medicine.) The case is still going on. 

The next speaker was Barry Beyerstein of Simon Fraser University. His talk was entitled Errors of perception and reasoning that make bogus therapies seem to work and addressed the question why so many intelligent, well-educated people continue to believe in discredited medical and psychological practices when they consistently fail objective tests of their efficacy. He remarked that a small percentage of those who sell worthless therapies do so in the full knowledge that they are bilking an unsuspecting and vulnerable public. The majority of those who sell bogus products, however, are not deliberate frauds, but what he calls ‘sincere but self-deluded.’ 

A telling anecdote passed on to us by Dr. Beyerstein is that Dr. Steven Struass of the NCCAM was offered $100M to name a single alternative treatment that had been proved to be valid, safe and effective. He did not claim the award.

Dr. Beyerstein reminded us of the disease–illness distinction, the former term being more concerned with the objective presentation of the disorder, the latter being more to do with how it is experienced by the individual. He makes the point that placebo is more effective with illness than disease.  

Dr. Beyerstein described some remedies from The Pharmacopoeia of 17th century London. Unicorn horn was available for the equivalent of $600,000 in modern currency. Powdered Egyptian mummy was also on offer. The point to emphasise is that people who took these remedies swore by their efficacy. Dr. Beyerstein reminded us of the maxim ‘Those who ignore history are doomed to repeat it’ (George Santayana).
Dr. Beyerstein also reminded us of two websites that are of interest to those seeking information on the objective assessments of the efficacy of alternative remedies, namely www.sram.org (the website of the Scientific Review of Alternative Medicine) and

<www.healthwatcher.net>

which is a more informal and consumer oriented than the former.  

James Alcock of York University, Canada, continued the theme with his talk, The appeal of alternative medicine. He presented a brief history of the practice of medicine, with particular reference to the scientific method, noting the contributions of the ancient Greeks, the move away from science during the Roman period and the Dark Ages, the contributions of the Arabs and the Persians to the development of the modern approach, and the revival of science with the Renaissance. He also summarised the struggle in Canada and the US to establish uniform standards in the scientific teaching of medicine, which, following the Flexner Report (Flexner A. Medical Education in the United States and Canada. New York, NY: Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching; 1910) required the closing down of 80% of the medical schools.  

Dr. Alcock argued that despite all of the above advances the appeal of alternative (non-scientific) medicine is not dissimilar to the appeal of evidence-based medicine as it was traditionally provided by family physicians in the past; the family physician of yesteryear delivered much more than treatment per se. However, those important additional elements are much less likely to be forthcoming from modern-day physicians, whilst they are generously provided by alternative practitioners. He listed 10 factors that together account for the continuing appeal of alternative practices, namely the dehumanising tendencies in modern medical practice, dissatisfaction with ‘power-based medicine’, the fear that the (orthodox) cure is worse than the disease, ‘information overload’ (contributing to the rise of the ‘worried well’), the promise of a cure, the offer of hope, the blurring of lines between orthodox and alternative remedies (natural, but, in my opinion, something that is deliberately promoted by the alternative industry), promotion and persuasion (though I think this is possibly one that could be argued on both sides), anti-science, and lack of critical thinking (e.g. ‘Children are taught to challenge but not criticise’).

For me, one of the most memorable take-home vision bites (as opposed to sound bites) of the congress was presented by Dr. Alcock. It is a film, taken in China, of a Qi Gong master and a female patient whom he has cured of chronic disabling back pain. The patient, a rather large woman, is lying front down on an examination couch, with the Qi Gong Master standing behind and at some distance. Following the introduction and preliminaries, the Qi Gong Master begins frantically moving his arms up and down, sideways, round in circles, and in all directions. Impressively, though somewhat comically, the woman’s arms and legs behave likewise (within the limits of what would be physically possible). We are led to believe that the Qi Gong Master is controlling his patient by some form of energy that connects his arms to the woman’s body. But the enquiring mind intervenes. Dr. Alcock disclosed that when the film is slowed down it is apparent that the Master’s movements are not leading the patient’s but are lagging just behind them. In other words, it is the woman’s movements who are controlling the man’s! (‘Twas ever thus.) Indeed, Dr. Alcock informed us that when the Master removed himself to an adjacent room, there was no synchrony at all in the duet; indeed, solo performances appeared on the programme. 

Savour the irony of it all! A group of highly qualified individuals travel thousands of miles to sit in a room and watch a man and a woman flinging their limbs around in unison and then in random fashion. There is neither art nor science in it. Isn’t there something in this little drama that is profoundly emblematic of the absurdity of life?

Next, Cees Renckens of the Netherlands spoke on the policy of some Dutch medical-scientific societies towards their members, practicing alternative medicine: reproachable negligence. His paper described the responses of four prominent medical-scientific societies (of internists, neurologists, clinical chemists and dental surgeons) when the Dutch skeptics informed them about practices and statements of some of their members who were using or advocating fringe practices or collaborating with alternative therapists. These included ‘biological dentist’s’ who were claiming that amalgam is a deadly poison, causing thousands of unnecessary deaths in the Netherlands, and that all patients with amalgam fillings should be tested by electro-acupuncture and treated homeo-pathically or even have their fillings replaced by 'non-toxic materials'. In their initial response, all four societies said they could not do anything about this.  However, the society of clinical chemists decided to speak out against the practice of one of their members and to sharpen the admission-criteria for its membership.

Dr. Renckens reminded us that at some point in the 19th century, the Lancet decided to stop publishing papers on homeopathy (cf. recent events). It was also revealed in the discussion that (in the Netherlands at least) the greatest users of alternative medicine are also the greatest users of orthodox medicine. Contrary to the theory in the recent review of fringe medicine commissioned by Prince Charles, it has not been the Dutch experience that alternative therapies are cost-effective.  

Also from the Netherlands, Frits van Dam presented data illustrating Fluctuations in the use of alternative cancer therapies through the years, the influence of mass media. He informed us that diets have always been the most important alternative treatments for cancer in the Netherlands. Two diets have dominated the field: the Moerman diet, originating in the 1950s, and its successor, the Houtsmuller diet, which was invented in the 1990s. Both inventors were charismatic medical doctors. Recently, Houtsmuller, who had promoted his diet by claiming that he had cured himself of a metastasised melanoma, was exposed on television by the chairman of the Dutch Society against Quackery and was forced to admit that he never had metastases of a melanoma in the first place. Much publicity furthermore was given to the tragic death of a well-known actress who avoided regular therapy for her breast cancer and the death of the wife of a well-known politician who used the Kushi diet for her gynaecological cancer. 

Since 1987 a survey has been held regularly to determine the use of alternative diets and other alternative treatments among all patients visiting the outpatient clinic of the Netherlands Cancer Institute/Antoni van Leeuwen-hoek Hospital. Patients’ use of diets has declined from a high of 13% to 2% in 2005. The use of other alternative practice has also declined although there has been a slight rise most recently. However, very few patients believe that an alternative cancer therapy has an effect on his or her tumour. Users of alternative medicine tend to be younger and better educated than non-users. Of 18,000 cancer patients surveyed, less than 1 in 1000 abandoned their orthodox treatment for unconventional treatment.

Mention was also made of the use of multivitamins (C, B and E) at levels many times the daily recommended dose. 

Willem Betz, a Professor of Family Medicine and President of SKEPP is well-known to skeptics in Europe for his opposition to attempts by the alternative medicine industry to obtain special status in the European Union, In his presentation, entitled The WHO and Homeopathy, he reported, ‘Organisations that sell or promote unscientific or anti-scientific medicine have infiltrated the decision making levels of the WHO’. In particular he criticised ‘a dishonest…..propaganda pamphlet’ that presents homeopathy as a scientifically authenticated treatment.  

As I have previously reported, ECSO has been alarmed by favourable developments for homeopathy in the European Union and the World Health Organisation. In fact, since the ECSO Council’s meeting in Italy last year, homeopathy has suffered a number of setbacks. British newspapers, at least, have been carrying headlines to the effect that ‘Homeopathy is just placebo’, thanks to the meta-analysis by A. Shang, et al. (Lancet 2005; 366: 726-32). Since the European congress, Amardeo Sarma, Chairman of ECSO and the German Skeptics Society GWUP has emailed member societies to announce that in early September the most renowned consumer protection agency in Germany, the Stiftung Warentest in Berlin, published the new edition of its alternative medicine handbook (Die Andere Medizin), evaluating a number of alternative therapies. One third of all examined applications of all the alternative therapies listed in the book showed some positive effect. This means that fewer than one third of these alternative therapies are effective, because not all therapies have been tested for all indications. Moreover, and unsurprisingly, most of the positive results were obtained in the case of various relaxation techniques such as autogenic training, yoga, meditation and hypnosis. The contents of the book are reviewed by Edzard Ernst. 

Will China see a third Qi Gong craze? was the question asked by the next speaker, Li Sheng-Xian (his paper being read by Jan Nienhuys). He clearly approached his subject from a skeptical angle. He informed us that from 1949 to 2000 there were two Qi Gong crazes in China. As I understand it, although it is based on ancient ideas, it is a recent phenomenon; Chinese people tend to be very strongly committed to their cultural heritage and are ‘prone to fads and fashions’. The speaker remarked that any movement such as this in China has two rival factions. He expects that China will see a third Qi Gong craze. 

Michael Heap (for it is he), a psychologist from the UK, was the final speaker of the day with a paper entitled Let's wave goodbye to the unconscious mind. This gist of the argument was that the unconscious mind does not exist as an entity. Believing otherwise, and investing 'the unconscious mind' with agency, power, and mystery, leads to unusual and misleading ideas and claims. It is accurate, however, to use the term ‘unconscious’ to refer to ‘activity of the nervous system that is not consciously expressed’ (and ‘conscious’ to refer to activity that is). Likewise, just as an arm is constructed to engage in the activity of waving, so a brain is constructed to engage in the activity of perceiving, thinking, imagining, remembering, dreaming, and so on. But just as there is no such THING as a wave that exists somewhere, even when on is not waving, so there is no such THING as a percept, a thought, an image, a memory, a dream, and so on that exists in one’s brain. The implications for this line of reasoning for the concept of ‘repression’ were discussed.

The programme on Saturday was entitled ‘Pseudoscience and the Media and opened with a paper by Chris French, Editor of the The Skeptic (UK) and Professor of Anomalistic Psychology at of Goldsmith’s College.  His paper was entitled The ‘Haunt’ project: Can we build a "haunted" room?  He reviewed the environmental factors that are often associated with reported ‘anomalous sensations’ in susceptible individuals in ‘haunted’ locations. These sensations include a sense of presence, shivers running down the spine, and inexplicable smells. On rare occasions, full ‘apparitions’ have been reported. Factors that have been reported to be associated with such sensations include fluctuations in the electromagnetic field, the presence of infrasound, and variations in light levels.  The ‘Haunt’ project is an attempt to construct an artificial ‘haunted’ room by systematically varying such environmental factors. The room was constructed in a private house. It was completely white and circular with few furnishings. Two variables were investigated, namely the presence or absence of an electromagnetic field (cf. Persinger’s work) and ultrasound.  Presence or absence of these conditions generated a 2x2 factorial design. Some interesting individual differences in reported unusual experiences were found but there was no evidence for any effects due to the two independent variables.

At this point there was a change in the order of the papers but I shall keep to the original order, as the next scheduled paper concerned psychic claims.  This was by Krissi Wilson, a postgraduate student supervised by Chris French.  Her presentation was entitled Striking a happy medium (or why some people would like to punch self-satisfied TV psychics!). This was an account of the antics of spiritualist groups, mediums and psychics in the UK.  It was noted that the popularity of these groups appears to be compounded by the largely uncritical coverage of such activities by the media. On a typical evening on British television for example, it is possible to watch allegedly psychic performances such as Crossing Over with John Edward, Britain's own Colin Fry, the star of the programme Sixth Sense, or to watch Derek Accorah allegedly contact the dead in a selection of Most Haunted locations.  Krissi explored the nature of media coverage of such programmes and reviewed recent critiques of some of the leading players. Unfortunately, because of technical problems, she was unable to show clips from some of these shows that reveal just how bad a psychic can be and still maintain acceptance from a credulous audience. 

In fact, since the congress the Daily Mirror (28.10.05) has exposed the trickery and deceit that goes on behind the production of Living TV’s ‘Most Haunted’, which features the so-called psychic abilities of Derek Acorah. This was made possible by Dr. Ciaran O’Keeffe, Lecturer in Psychology at Liverpool Hope University College and the programme’s resident psychologist. The article (‘The most haunted con exposed’) describes how it is not mysterious forces that cause the spooky experiences of the film crew, such as feeling they are being touched or pushed in the dark, but Acorah himself. And when the viewers hear a mysterious sigh that the introducer, Yvette Fielding, describes as ‘like an arrggh’, it is none other than Ms. Fielding herself who is the responsible party. More interesting is Derek Acorah’s possession by a long-deceased South African jailer by the name of Kreed Kafer on a visit to Bodmin jail. Re-arrange the letters of the name and you come up with ‘Derek Faker’. Yes, Dr. O’Keefe invented the man and asked a member of the film crew to mention him to Acorah before filming. And what about the highwayman Rik Eedles, who ‘came through’ at Prideaux Place, Cornwall? You’ve guessed it. 

The title of the next presentation was 2 + 2 = 4, or whatever you want, the speaker being Professor of Mathematics John Paul van Bendegem from the University of Brussels. By way of illustration, the speaker first presented us with an example of a harmonic series in the form ‘If I give you one euro, then half a euro, then a third, then a fourth, and so on, how rich will you eventually become?’ Mathematicians would express this problem in notation form and provide a proof for the answer, which is that you would be infinitely rich. (Of course this is only ‘in theory’; in practice, you would soon run out of legal tender. But does the answer not seem counter-intuitive if you are not a mathematician?) He asserts, ‘There is something strikingly odd and paradoxical about mathematical data and knowledge: the further it moves away from the mathematical research community, the quicker it seems to lose its certainty. What is totally convincing evidence for a mathematician, say, a mathematical proof, becomes either incomprehensible or something arbitrary for the layperson ("You can prove anything if you're clever enough!")’. 

Many explanations have been put forward to explain this curious phenomenon: (a) the growing innumeracy of the general public (see the work of the same title by John Allen Paulos), (b) the curiously mistaken intuitions we seem to have about numerical data (see, e.g., the well known work of Tversky and Kahneman, the Monty Hall problem [see ‘Logic and Intuition’] and such like), or the misrepresentation of data, wilfully or not (see the famous "How statistics lie"; cf. also Disraeli: ‘There are lies, damned lies and statistics’). Professor Bendegem adds another important element: to evaluate mathematical evidence is basically to learn a set of practices, partially explicitly, partially implicitly, as is the case for any practice. The implicit part can (obviously) only be transmitted through a sharing of these practices. In a sense you have to be a bit of a mathematician to get the mathematical ‘feeling’. But, and this is the core problem as the speaker sees it, how could the media transmit this kind of knowledge? Professor Bendegem’s suggestions include translating mathematics into other channels such as literature or art (cf. Adolphe Quetelet) and turning mathematical proofs into stories. 

It is apposite now that we arrive at presentations by three journalists. The first, entitled Man Bites Dog - Dog Sells Story : On Ethics and Credibility in Newspaper Journalism, was presented by Dirk Volckaerts from Belgium. He first described an extraordinary story that once featured in the international press concerning some Russian soldiers who stole some cows from a farm and took them on board a military aeroplane. They were then forced to eject them, much to the consternation of the populace over whose territory they were flying. This in fact was only a scene from a Russian comedy film, but somehow an account of the plot was interpreted by one journalist as a factual report and other journalists took up the story. When the explanation was announced it was interpreted as ‘a cover-up’ by the military. Another example given by the speaker was a panic in Finland when newspapers there announced that 100.000 Finnish people were starving because of the economic situation. What this story referred to was a survey of 1000 people, 57 of whom answered affirmatively to the question whether, over the previous year, they had felt hungry at least once, owing to the economic situation.

Mr. Volckaerts, in his abstract, refers to recent polls in the UK and other European countries revealing that newspaper credibility has never been lower. He considers that this lack of credibility is due to a general neglect of elementary ethics in journalism. This arises from newspaper editors who have to cope not only with in-house competition - the struggle for the scoop - but also, and more importantly, with ever-more-demanding publishers, who consider newspapers (and the media in general) not as vehicles for unveiling the truth, but as mere commercial products. He has a number of tips for skeptical societies, including emailing their newsletters to the press and having one email address and one telephone connection operated 24-hours a day.

Paranormal in the press. A skeptical point of information for millions of readers was the title of the presentation by the next science journalists Luis Alfonso Gámez, from Spain. He informed the audience how it is possible to present skeptical newspaper articles about the paranormal that appeal to ‘millions of readers’. Mr. Gámez displayed slides of some of his own articles that have appeared in the Spanish press. Topics familiar to readers of skeptical journals and magazines were all featured, including homeopathy and Catherine Howard’s ghost at Hampton Court.  He insisted, ‘The scientific journalists can be the best allies of the skeptics’. His website (in Spanish) is: 

<www.circuloesceptico.org>

The third journalist was Hans van Maanen from the Netherlands. In his talk, Sex and science, he described some ‘fun’ or ‘sexy’ stories that appeal to editors of newspapers. Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence; journalists understand this and no longer believe in UFOs, the Loch Ness monster or even homeopathy. However, they ignore the warning when it comes to ‘sexy’ or ‘fun’ claims. The speaker illustrated his point with a story in 1996 that, following a missed penalty by the national football team in a crucial match, there was an increase in the incidence of myocardial infarction and cardiac arrest in the population in Holland. In fact, this increase was typical for any Saturday, likewise a reported increase in the sale of contraceptives following an important victory by the team. Other examples provided by the speaker included reports of increases in the birth rate associated with electricity blackouts in the US and Canada; a 'Coffee causes liver cancer' scare; 'Left-handers have advantage in fight'; and 'Women with narrow hips have attractive voices'. The speaker warned us that with such stories as ‘X causes Y in Z’ and those beginning ‘According to a report released today…’ everyone should take extra care, and scientists, PR officers and journal editors have to raise their standards. 

Jean Bricmont of the University of Louvain, Belgium, then presented his talk, From the Sokal affair to the Teissier affair. The former refers to the 1996 paper by the New York physicist Alan Sokal, entitled ‘Transgressing the boundaries: Towards a transformative hermeneutics of quantum gravity’, that appeared in a cultural studies journal, Social Text. The text was densely filled with obscure references to modern physics, quotes of famous French and American ‘postmodern’ authors, and embraced quite openly a radically relativist attitude with respect to scientific knowledge. The author revealed later that the article was a hoax, whose goal was to test the willingness of the editors to publish blatant nonsense. The second ‘affair’ occurred in 2001 when the astrologer Elisabeth Teissier was awarded a Doctorate in Sociology at the University of Paris V, for a thesis entitled ‘Situation épistémologique de l'astrologie à travers l'ambivalence fascination/rejet dans les sociétés postmodernes’, which claimed to be a sociological study of astrological beliefs but in reality was essentially a defence of astrology. (This thesis was the subject of a paper at the 2001 European Congress in Prague.) 

These two ‘affairs’ are quite different (at least in the intentions of their authors), but both reveal hostility to science and a sympathy for the pseudosciences that is surprisingly present in certain academic and intellectual circles that can loosely be described as postmodernist. 

Dr. Richard Monvoisin  of the University of Grenoble next presented any account of the work he and his colleagues have been undertaking in teaching students to adopt a critical approach to articles in the popular science press and magazines that tend to be influenced by commercial demands. His talk was entitled Forewarned is forearmed - How to use examples of pseudoscientific gaps and insidious philosophical trends in science magazines to teach critical thinking. He presented a very interesting taxonomy of shortcomings, distortions, logical errors and so on that the reader can use to analyse such articles. He refers to these as ‘gaps’ or ‘interstices’ and classifies them into four types, semantic, logical, rhetoric and ‘philosophical trends’ (e.g. teleology – cf. intelligent design).  

This paper concluded the Saturday afternoon session.

I missed the first two papers on Sunday morning and I am afraid the reader will have to be satisfied with the abstracts.

Paranormal beliefs: The psycho-logical approach was the first of these, the speaker being Jean-Michel Abrassart of the Catholic University of Louvain. He presented some results of some questionnaire studies of personality and belief in the paranormal. The latter is widely defined and ranges from such things as spiritualism and astrology to mythical monsters such as Nessie. He and his colleagues used the ‘Paranormal Belief Scale’ of J.J. Tobacyk and G. Milford (1983). The author’s abstract states, ‘We were seeking to demonstrate certain pre-dispositional and situational factors which influence belief in the paranormal, such as is routinely practised at the Centre for the Psychology of Religion for other domains like religiosity, spirituality, or even adherence to sects’. 

The second paper I missed was by Fadel Liang of l’École Supérieure Polytechnique, Senegal and entitled Pseudosciences, libertés médiatiques et esprit critique en Afrique de l'Ouest. I understand that this was highly appreciated by the audience. The subject matter was the widespread and uncritical coverage of superstitious, paranormal and pseudoscientific beliefs and activities in the newspapers, magazines, and by private radio and television stations that has come in the wake of increasing freedom and democratisation in countries of West Africa.
The final event of the congress was an invited lecture by Rupert Sheldrake, who is well known for his research into the possibilities of telepathy in birds and animals, including humans, and his theory of ‘morphic resonance’. (Dr. Sheldrake’s most recent book, The Sense of being Stared at and other Aspects of the Extended Mind, Arrow Books, was reviewed in the Autumn 2005 issue of British journal The Skeptic.)

Dr. Sheldrake began by referring to the concept of ‘the perinormal’ as described by Richard Dawkins – i.e. phenomena that are not explained as yet, but which science is investigating. As an example he gave the search for extraterrestrial intelligence. He considers telepathy to be another example. He believes that if telepathy between animals, including humans, exists, then it conveys an evolutionary advantage. As an example he cites a flock of birds making a sudden turn in unison. He stated that the collective movement is too sudden for it to be mediated by normal processes involving the nervous system (see note 1). He has proposed that it is achieved by the presence of a ‘morphic field’ that exists in social animals and he cited wolves as another example. He maintains that telepathy is a process that occurs between animals with social bonds.  

He used as an analogy the phenomenon of quantum non-locality in asserting that telepathic communication is instantaneous and that the effect does not weaken over distance – i.e. it does not obey, for example, the inverse square law normally characteristic of physical forces and energy.

He then reviewed the modern laboratory study of telepathy, mentioning some meta-analytic studies that have yielded phenomenally small statistical probabilities for the combined effect over the studies reviewed. The main ones are the studies on card guessing, dreaming, and the Ganzfeld effect. He acknowledged that the observed effects are sometimes very small, but he considers that this is because experiments have tended to examine communications between strangers. He asserted that the effect is either stronger or only present at all when there is a social or emotional bond between the two parties, as with, for example, family members.

He then presented a summary of his own work. The first phenomenon that he described was telepathic communi-cation between pets and their owners. He informed us that around 5,000 members of the public had written to him at his request reporting their belief that their pets have telepathic powers. An example that was often cited in the survey was when cats ‘know’ that their owners are going to take them to the vets. He and his co-workers therefore rang 65 veterinary practices and 64 of them stated that this was a serious problem which accounted for unattended appointments because the cats would hide from their owners.

More well-known are his studies of dogs and cats that appear to be aware when their owners make the decision to return home. He states that he has done over 100 experiments on this. He mentioned some household surveys of this in Los Angeles and the famous case of the dog Jaytee in Lancashire, which was also investigated by Richard Wiseman. He maintained that Wiseman and Smith, in a paper entitled ‘Can animals detect when their owners are returning home?’ (British Journal of Psychology, 1998, Vol. 89, 453-462) had replicated his findings, but the media carried the story ‘Psychic Pets are Exposed as a Myth’ (e.g. Daily Telegraph, 22.8.98).

Dr. Sheldrake then went on to describe his studies of humans. He gave as an example of telepathy between humans with a social/emotional bond that of mothers who lactate when their baby is hungry, even when they are separated and unable to communicate normally. He stated that the results for this are ‘astronomically significant’. Another phenomenon that is commonly reported by the public is the correct anticipation of the identity of a telephone caller before the receiver of the call has picked up the receiver. He stated that this was the commonest kind of telepathic phenomenon reported by the public, and women appear better at this than men. A typical method of investigation is to videotape the subject sitting at home waiting for the telephone to ring. Four close friends or relatives have been picked as possible callers; one is selected at random to make the telephone call.  The subject guesses who that person is when the telephone rings. Dr. Sheldrake stated that he conducted some ‘loosely controlled trials’ initially and then tested the more successful subjects in a more rigorous fashion. He cited studies in which the average hit rate was 40% (unfilmed) and 45% (filmed), the p-values being extremely small. (The hit rate achieved by random guessing would, of course, be around 25%). He stated that these studies have been replicated at the University of Amsterdam.    

Dr. Sheldrake has also performed similar experiments on ‘email telepathy’. Significant results have been obtained and accuracy is not affected by distance; for example, the identity of an email sender in Australia commu-nicating with somebody in the UK is correctly anticipated just as often as when the email is from somebody within the UK. He stated that the effect is only significant when the two people in communication are familiar with one another and that females are more accurate than males, girls in particular.  

Dr. Sheldrake informed us that anyone can participate in these experiments online at: 

<www.sheldrake.org>

He claimed that some subjects achieved near maximum scores. However he did admit that there was a possibility of cheating in these experiments and he said that he is planning an automated telephone online telepathy test.  

Dr. Jan Nienhuys, formerly of the University of Eindhoven, then gave a rejoinder to Dr. Sheldrake’s talk.  He made it very clear that he did not believe in telepathy. The first reason he gave was that it is ‘physically impossible’. To support this assertion he relied on fundamental physical laws such as the fact that two atoms cannot be in the same place at the same time. He did not consider that Dr. Sheldrake’s analogy with quantum non-locality was at all appropriate. He noted that the continuous presence of thermal motion in molecules and random fluctuations thereof cause changes, for example, in the neurons of the brain that give rise to spontaneous changes in cognitive experience. He stated that thought processes themselves cannot affect this effect, no more than they would be able to affect the throw of a die; that neurons cannot distinguish thermal noise; and that the nervous system is very well protected against it. It seems that what Dr. Nienhuys was saying, and which he went on to make clear, was that for the kind of sophisticated detection that Dr. Sheldrake is proposing, one would have to have an extremely sensitive and sophisticated organ or tuner. However, no such detection device has been located in the nervous systems of animals and humans. Dr. Sheldrake would also have to explain why this detection mechanism is only sensitive to telepathic communication between people who are emotionally or socially bonded. He also asked why the signal is not received when a skeptic is present and why it is independent of distance. He considers that people ascribe certain events to telepathy when they make the mistake of confusing coincidence with causation. He also considers that the source of the illusion of telepathy is often the presence of non-verbal communication.  

Dr. Nienhuys also considers that, unlike in other realms of science, such as the study of electromagnetic radiation, there is no progressive accumulation and specialisation of knowledge and no experimental work that can be reliably replicated in, for example, laboratory classes at universities.  

Dr. Sheldrake in his response, provided examples of ideas and theories which are now accepted, but of which people once said, ‘These are impossible’. He disputed the ‘presence of a skeptic’ effect (the absence of paranormal phenomena when a non-believer is present). He also pointed to the progression of work from the original card-guessing studies to his own work to dispute Dr. Nienhuys’ assertion that there has been no accumulation and progression of knowledge in the study of telepathy. He made the point that in many of the experiments that have been reported on telepathy, extraordinary statistically significant results have been obtained and contrasted these with the acceptance of medication based on much higher p-values. He stated that, as in other good scientific research, papers on telepathy are subjected to the peer review process.

Dr. Nienhuys, who is a mathe-matician, in his second response, played down the import of the minute p-values that have been reported in experiments on telepathy. His argument was that if you perform an experiment and obtain results that are inconsistent with or impossible in terms of current knowledge (i.e. their a priori probability is very small), then your significant results are much more likely to be due to your having made a mistake (mistakes having a much higher a priori likelihood of occurrence).  

There was then an open discussion. One member of the audience referred to experimental work that showed that telepathy is at its most potent at 13.00 sidereal time. Dr. Sheldrake was aware of this but referred to conflicting results. Amardeo Sarma, the Chairman of ECSO, stated that, as a communications engineer, he could not see any way that the kind of sophisticated neural hardware that Dr. Sheldrake’s proposals require could be so illusive in the brains of animals and humans. He pointed out that, with several billion people in the world, and no weakening of the signal over distance, the human brain must be bombarded with a colossal volume of telepathic signals and the device would have to be extraordinarily sensitive and complex to be able to detect the target signals.

While I was very excited to hear about Dr. Sheldrake’s experiments (and I would certainly like him to be proved right) I started to worry when he replied to a questioner who asked him if he had done any experiments on identical twins. He stated that he would like to but it is very difficult to obtain a large enough sample. Why does he need any more than one pair? To demonstrate that humans can detect information from another human being in the form of a light signal requires one pair of subjects; you don’t have to have a group of subjects and do a test of statistical significance. The same goes for information in the form of sound, chemical properties (taste and smell), and pressure (touch). If humans and other animals possess a sixth sense by which they can detect thoughts and feelings of others to whom they are bonded, and this has survival value, you would expect it to be demonstrable in any given individual.    

In fact, as we have seen, Dr. Sheldrake does claim that some individuals perform reliably better than chance on his tests. Indeed, it was natural that someone should ask why Dr. Sheldrake has not subjected any of his demonstrations to the Randi Challenge. He stated that he had been in touch with James Randi but had little good to say about the man and doubted whether he would get a fair test. He also expressed misgivings about the association of serious scientific research with a reward of this kind. My reactions to this are firstly that it is not so unusual for a monetary prize to be offered to the first person (perhaps a scientist) to demonstrate some phenomenon or solve some problem. Secondly, it is the person who demonstrates a paranormal ability who receives the $1,000,000 prize not the experimenter. Therefore any of Dr. Sheldrake’s subjects (man, woman or beast) who scored a high rate of hits in, say, his telephone telepathy or psychic pet experiments is welcome to enter for the prize.

All in all, this was a conference that was well worth attending. Some eyebrows were raised concerning Dr. Sheldrake’s being invited to present his work but it appeared to me to be entirely consistent with the scope and aims of the conference. The next meeting will be in September 2007 in Dublin, courtesy of the Irish Skeptical Society.

Note
1. Coincidentally, I was recently transfixed one afternoon by the behaviour of a huge flock of birds (species unidentifiable) in flight around the derelict pier at Brighton, presumably prior to roosting. The elegant shapes and patterns made by the flock were extraordinary. One of the delegates at the congress, Richard Hardwick, who is a botanist, has written a report on the meeting that is available at:

<www.skepticalinvestigations.org>

According to him, a paper in Nature (May 24, 1984, Vol. 309, pp. 344-345) by Wayne Potts and entitled ‘The chorus line hypothesis of manoeuvre co-ordination in avian flocks’ provides an explanation of this phenomenon that does not rely on morphic resonance.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

	STOP PRESS!!

Dr. Rupert Sheldrake will present an account of his latest research in the Ben Pimlott Lecture Theatre, Goldsmiths College, London, 

4.30 pm on Wednesday January 11, 2006

For details contact the Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit, Dept. of Psychology, Goldsmiths College, New Cross, London, SE14 6NW

Tel: 0207 919 7882


_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

LOGIC AND INTUITION

I
n an earlier Newsletter I commented that many interesting puzzles concern the number 3 (3 cards, 3 numbers, 3 people, 3 options, etc.).  Probably the most celebrated of these, and deservedly so, is the Monty Hall problem.  It is one of those puzzles for which intuition and logic (or, if you like, very simple mathematics) give different answers and, as is usual when they do, logic wins.  That, of course, makes it of interest to skeptics.  Another reason for this interest may be found in back copies of the Skeptical Inquirer.  But for another account you can read The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Mark Haddon (Vintage 2004).  

I am very grateful to ASKE member Jan Nienhuys from the Netherlands for assisting me with this task. Any existing errors are entirely due to me.

The problem

I expect that most, if not all, readers will be familiar with the problem and know its solution. If you do, please read on: there are some challenges ahead!

I prefer to present the problem in the form of the familiar 3 shells game of chance. I show you 3 shells, under one of which is a gold sovereign. You are to guess which shell (the ‘target shell’) covers the sovereign, and if you guess correctly, the sovereign is yours. However, the rules dictate that I must know which is the target shell and once you have made your choice, before you look under the shell, I must reveal to you one of the two remaining shells that does not cover the sovereign. Having done this, I must then offer you the chance of changing your mind, that is sticking with your original choice or switching to the shell that neither you nor I have indicated. What do you do – stick or switch? 

If you do not know the answer, stop here while you work it out.

The answer
Before I give the answer, for those of you who are unfamiliar with this problem I shall express it in a form that makes the answer obvious. 

Let’s label the shells A, B and C and suppose you choose shell A. Clearly you have a 1 in 3 chance of winning the sovereign. I then say to you, ‘If you wish, you can instead choose both shell B and shell C’. This raises your chance of winning to 2 in 3, so obviously you are going to accept my offer. But now I say, ‘Incidentally, don’t bother with shell B, I know the sovereign isn’t under there’. Obviously you then switch to shell C, still having a 2 in 3 chance that you will win the sovereign.

This variant on the earlier instructions clearly indicates that the answer to the problem in the original form is that you switch to the third shell every time and this doubles your chances of winning the sovereign.

I prefer the above explanation, but there are other ways of showing that switching is the correct strategy. One is to extend the number of shells to 100; once you choose a shell, out of the remaining 99 I turn over 98 that are empty. Obviously you switch to the remaining unselected shell.

For other proofs, enter ‘Monty Hall’ in Google and you will discover a host of websites. Or (unless you are averse to sentences that begin ‘And’) why not read The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time? Supposedly written by a very bright autistic boy, one of the strong impressions the story conveys is the selfishness and stupidity of the so-called ‘normal' adults in his life.  

But there is more to the Monty Hall problem. Why is it that intuition strongly objects to the logical answer? One reason may be as follows. You already know that one or both of the two unselected shells must be empty. Hence it does not seem that I am giving you any extra information about the shell you have chosen by revealing to you one that is empty. 

Let’s add to the intrigue by thinking about the situation in which before you make your choice I turn over an empty shell. For example, suppose that at the outset I reveal to you that shell B is empty. Have I given you useful information – i.e. information that will inform your choice of shell? Of course I have: now you only choose one of the two remaining shells. Let’s say you choose shell A, so your chance of winning has now increased from 1in 3 to 1 in 2. But if I reveal that shell B is empty after you choose shell A, your chance of winning with shell A is still only 1 in 3 but 2 in 3 with shell C. To put it another way, revealing an empty shell before you make your choice increases your chance of winning to 50%; revealing an empty shell after you have made your choice increases it by substantially more, namely to 67%, provided you switch!

Now, before you finally declare which is your chosen shell, any indication as to the identity of one of the empty shells must provide you with useful information that will affect your final choice. If this information is given before you make your choice, then you can only make good use of it by choosing one of the two other shells. But there is still uncertainty – the two shells are equally likely to cover the sovereign. So you still have a choice to make. If the information is given after your choice, the only way you can make good use of the information it is to switch to the third shell. 

(Note: if I reveal an empty shell before you choose, I have a choice of 2 shells to identify. If I reveal an empty shell after you choose, in 2 out of 3 trials I have no choice as to which shell I reveal to be empty. Hence there is less uncertainty in the information I give you than if I indicate an empty shell before you choose.)

Variation 1

Suppose you are playing the Monty Hall version of the 3 shells game but before you make your preliminary choice I give you the following information. The shell allocated the sovereign has not been chosen purely at random (i.e. with a 1 in 3 probability) but so that the probability that it is shell A is 10%, shell B 40% and shell C 50%. Which shell should you choose first?

Variation 2
Suppose we play the Monty Hall game with more than 3 shells – 4, 10, 100, 1000, or whatever. There is still only one sovereign, and after you have made your preliminary choice, I reveal to you just one of the other shells that I know does not cover the sovereign. Do you still switch? If so can you work out a simple formula that expresses the advantage to you of switching over not switching when n shells are used?

Variation 3

Consider the case where there are just 3 shells. Suppose now that each time we play the game I have no idea under which of the shells the sovereign lies. I still turn over one of the two shells that you have not chosen. Obviously, sometimes I will turn over the shell that covers the sovereign, in which case you must lose. What should you do when I turn over an empty shell? Do you switch to the remaining shell or stick with your original choice?

See the back page of the Newsletter for all solutions to the above variations.   

ONE OF US

T

he following extract is from the Guardian, 24.11.05, in a piece by Catherine Bennett with the title ‘Leave the worried well alone – complementary therapies will cost the NHS a fortune’. 

After all her department has done to indulge this country’s hypochondriacs, it was cruel, indeed, to hear the health secretary, Patricia Hewitt, turn on the ‘worried well’–as malade imaginaires are known these days–and accuse them of stealing flu vaccine from the deserving.

No doubt Ms Hewitt was correct to identify this army of calculating malingerers–which now has a dedicated phone-line to keep it quiet–as a major burden to the health service, and one that can only increase as more and more patients cultivate their worst fears online or discover that homeopathy, aroma-therapy, and many other treatments specifically designed to treat people who have nothing wrong with them, are increasingly available on the NHS.

With Prince Charles campaigning for the provision of state-funded magic through his Foundation for Integrated Health, a responsible health secretary should certainly be pointing out the cost of introducing the entire country to Samuel Hahnemann’s watery potions, or, better still, inviting us all to write to Prince Charles at Highgrove, asking him to explain how it is that complementary medicine can ‘help unlock the individual’s inner resources to aid the healing process’.

Note from the Editor: Readers are invited to send extracts from newspapers, magazines, etc. in which the writer gives a readable skeptical critique of a topic of interest to members of ASKE.  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

MISCELLANEOUS

Press Release on Intelligent 

Design

From the Co-Directors of the ‘Brights’:

<mailto:the-brights@the-brights.net>
Sent to ASKE on 30 October 2005 22:12 

‘Please feel free to use this (or a portion) in your newsletters and bulletins, especially the Statement on Intelligent Design endorsed by 3,739 Brights (the central entry marked before and after with a dashed line). We would appreciate it if you would include pertinent information from the contact entries at the bottom of the document’. 

The Brights' Net Comments On Science Education: Teaching Intelligent Design is Moving Citizenry to The Back of The Bus in Science 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE SACRAMENTO, Calif./EWORLDWIRE/Oct 28, 2005

The courtroom controversy in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania concerning "Intelligent Design" and evolution spurred 3,739 individuals from across the globe to craft a collective position statement. What motivated them to sit down at their keyboards? 

They fear the citizenry is losing sight of what science is and how it works. The public is framing this controversy as a debating contest between two opposing teams. It is commonly argued that, if both sides were presented in science classes, "then children could make up their minds." 

That fact alone demonstrates an enormous lack of understanding of science. 

The scientific approach dwarfs all others in its ability to yield practical benefits to mankind. Almost daily, science produces new medical advances, new information about outer space and the universe, and new knowledge about the DNA that produces and regulates all of life.  Even these achievements will pale in comparison to what lies ahead as science continues its quest for accurate, verifiable knowledge. 

However, the widespread misunderstanding and confusion surrounding the Intelligent Design controversy makes it clear that people are ignorant of how those engaged in scientific enterprise produce knowledge.  Developments taking place are undermining support for teaching of sound science in schools. 

Brights are in 137 nations and connected only by Internet. They see scientific literacy and human welfare at stake in this courtroom contest. That's the reason 3,739 of them individually authorize this statement against any further weakening of science education by treating Intelligent Design as if it were some scientific alternative to evolution. 

=============================

Statement on Intelligent Design Endorsed by 3,739 Brights 

Various school boards and communities in the United States are trying to introduce Intelligent Design (ID) into public school science classes. ID advocates may, by and large, believe ID to be scientifically credible. Then again, perhaps some of the proponents are trying by essentially surreptitious means to introduce religious beliefs into science programs. Whatever the impetus, the ID endeavor disregards the definition of science and must be rejected. Intelligent Design has no valid place in a science curriculum. It is not science. 

Science deals empirically with reality. In fact, central to scientific method is that its ideas about the natural world can be tested, replicated, and verified. Unlike science's account of the evolution of life on earth, the ID explanation postulates ideas that can not be observed or confirmed. By looking upon a designer as necessary to account for the origin and development of life, ID breaches science as a discipline. 

The scientific process, with its rigorous methods of confirmation, is the best means to understanding our world, and no nation can expect to fare well if its citizens are confused about or misinformed in science.  The Intelligent Design movement presents an impediment to educating students for our scientifically-oriented world. It is a grievous threat to the academic integrity of education. 

=============================

Who are the Brights? These individuals are part of an international Internet constituency of individuals with a naturalistic worldview (free of supernatural beliefs). Brights stand on the side of the fruits of reason and science as first presented to the world during the Enlightenment. 

The Brights' Net was formed on the Internet a little over two years ago and quickly gained international participation. It is a nonprofit educational organization working to develop a society that offers a level playing field for acceptance and civic participation by individuals of all worldviews, supernaturalistic and naturalistic. 

Contact:
Mynga Futrell

Brights Net

P.O. 163418 Fort Sutter Station

Sacramento, CA 95816

PHONE. 916-447-2170

FAX. 916-447-2170

EMAIL: the-brights@the-brights.net 

Brights Net Website: http://www.the-brights.net 

Brights Net Media Kit:

http://www.the-brights.net/action/documentation/press_kit.html
--0--

Received from Martin Mahner, PhD, ECSO
Dear Members,

In case you haven’t heard yet, here is some interesting news from Paul Kurtz:

Dear Friends,

We are pleased to report that the Center for Inquiry-/Transnational/ has been recommended for appointment as "Special Consultative Status" to the United Nations -- as a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO).  

Our application (of two years standing) was unanimously approved last week in New York by the appropriate UN body comprising some 30 countries (including the US delegates) and it has been recommended to UNESCO, which must ratify it. This will be acted upon in mid-July. We anticipate no problems.  

We consider this to be a great honor and it should boost the effectiveness of our various affiliates, including CSICOP, CSH, and our Centers worldwide. From what I understand, people at the UN were intrigued by an organization devoted to reason, science, and free inquiry. This is confidential until formally ratified (it is now official-MH), but you should know that each of the Centers and affiliated organizations will be represented at the UN.  

This appointment will enable us to send delegates to all UN meetings in New York, Geneva, Paris, Vienna, and elsewhere. Most of the major international organizations are represented in this way. Our skeptics groups in Europe should find this of special importance, since they are constantly attempting to influence the European Commission and Parliament, particularly in opposition to alternative medicine.  

Paul Kurtz

_______________________________________________________________________________________

LOGIC AND INTUITION: ANSWERS
T
he solutions to the variations on of the Monty Hall problem are as follows.   
Variation 1 

The answer is that you choose the shell with the lowest probability of containing the sovereign, namely shell A, with a 10% chance of winning. You thereby stand a 90% chance of winning because, once either shell B or shell C is revealed as empty, you can switch. Even though the initial chances of winning are greater with shell C (50%) than with shell B (40%) your chances of winning remain the same, at 90%, whether shell B or shell C is revealed as empty.

Note that if you were tempted to make shell C (50% likely to cover the sovereign) your initial choice, your chance of winning on switching would still only be 50%: switching conveys no advantage in this case, whether you’re left with shell A or shell B. If you initially choose shell B (40% likely to cover the sovereign) switching would convey a modest advantage (60% likelihood of winning whichever shell remains).  

Variation 2  

Let’s consider the case where there are 4 shells, A, B, C and D (and still only one sovereign). You choose one, say, A. Your chance of winning is 1 in 4, or 25%. The probability that the sovereign is under one of the other 3 shells is 3 in 4, or 75%. Say I turn over shell D, knowing it to be empty. The probability that the sovereign is under the remaining shells, B and C, stays at 3 in 4. But if you switch, you can only choose one of these, you can’t have them both. Whether you choose B or C, your chance of winning is half of 3 in 4, namely 3 in 8, or 37.5%, better than your original 25%. 

So what is the general formula for n shells? The probability of winning with your initial choice is 1/n. The probability that any one of the other (n–1) shells covers the sovereign is:
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When I eliminate one of these shells the probability that any one of the remaining shells covers the sovereign is still:
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There are (n–2) of these shells; therefore if you choose one of them your chance of winning is:
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Clearly this reveals that the probability of winning when switching is always higher than when not switching (1/n) for any number of shells of 3 or more [(n–1) being greater than (n–2)]. Of course the advantage of switching diminishes with an increasing number of shells. For example, with 100 shells, your chance of winning if you do not switch is 1 in 10 or .01. If you switch, this rises to 99 divided by 100x98, which is .010102, hardly any advantage at all.

In fact, it can easily be shown that the increase in probability of winning by switching is:


[image: image4.wmf])

2

(

1

-

n

n


Variation 3

The answer is there is now no advantage in switching. At the outset, the probability that your chosen shell covers the sovereign is 1/3. The probability that my choice of shell covers the sovereign is also 1/3. (For random choices like this there is no advantage for whoever goes first.) Clearly the probability that the remaining shell covers the sovereign is also one 1/3. There is no way according to the present rules that you can increase your chance of winning. (Of course, if I choose an empty shell, the betting at that point is that your shell has a 1 in 2 probability of being the target shell-but so has the remaining shell. (Note that the probabilities are no different than when I turn over an empty shell before you make your choice.)

Another way of looking at this is to say that if my choice of shell is uninformed by my awareness of the identity of the target shell, then I must be conveying to you less information than when I turn over a shell that I know does not cover the sovereign.

In the next Newsletter we shall have some more variations on the Monty Hall problem. Readers are welcome to submit their own variations, comments, questions and criticisms.

_____________________________________________________________________________________

	IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT FROM ECSO

THE ECSO DISCUSSION LIST

There is now a general discussion list to which members can subscribe, i.e.:

<https://lists.sceptics.org/mailman/listinfo/etalk>

This members’ list is intended more for formal issues.

Technical discussions should take place via the email list:

<etalk@sceptics.org> (note the ‘c’ instead of ‘k’).




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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