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The Need to Tell a Good Story
T

here is a theme that connects most of the main articles in this issue of the ASKE newsletter, namely storytelling.  We are all storytellers and most of the time the stories that we tell others, as well as ourselves, are intended to be true accounts of real events.  In this instance the storytellers are journalists, other people employed in the media, and academics.  

Like other sceptics, I do not feel the need to believe that there is no true reality and that the different stories that are told about the same events are all equally valid. Of course we may intentionally lie or be mistaken. More importantly here, the stories we tell may be constructed to accord with our own beliefs, hopes and prejudices and to fulfil our own needs. Some would say that this is inevitable: there is something akin to the Uncertainty Principle at work whenever we engage both in observing and in describing events that take place in the world of shared experience. Thus, accounts of reality can at best only be approximations, stories ‘based on events that actually happened’ as old films were sometimes described. 

Nevertheless, to strive to ‘tell it like it is (or was)’ is not a precept to which sceptics would claim exclusive rights. Honesty is a universal virtue. That is, to an extent that depends on the circumstances, there is a responsibility on the storyteller to do what he or she understands is required to convey the reality of the situation. Whilst the facts can never really 'speak for themselves' we can endeavour to be their faithful representatives.   

In this issue, the contributors discuss (I could say ‘tell some stories about’ but I don’t want to labour the point unduly) some stories that have appeared recently on television and in the press. In the former case the stories are those told in the three Horizon documentaries on ‘alternative medicine’ introduced by Kathy Sykes who is a Professor of Physics, and the Channel 5’s series ‘Britain’s Psychic Challenge. Before I say anything more on these, I would like to discuss an article that I recently read in a local newspaper. I want to make it clear that in the discussions, unless I state otherwise, I am at all times talking about the characters in the stories and not the actual people on which these characters are based. 

The newspaper in question is the Rossendale Free Press. Although I live in Sheffield I have this newspaper delivered every week; I grew up in Rossendale (in Lancashire), and have been reading the Free Press on and off for 50 years now. 

The story of the enchanted dog

The article is entitled ‘Connect with your Pets’ and features Ms Pam Smart of Ramsbottom. Pam was the owner of a dog called Jaytee, now deceased.

According to the story, a decade ago ‘The terrier became renowned for his proven telepathic ability. He could sense, with uncanny precision, when Pam had set off for home wherever she was – distance was not a factor’. 

The story goes on to describe how Pam’s parents had noticed that Jaytee would suddenly go to the window a short time before she got home. Dr Rupert Sheldrake (‘regarded as one of the world’s most innovative biologists’) became involved and ‘travelled from London to carry out the first of hundreds of experiments with Jaytee, which invariably proved that he could indeed sense when Pam thought about coming home’.

As a result of this, ‘Pam and Jaytee went on to feature in numerous TV documentaries, books and periodicals’. According to Pam - ‘who had previously worked as a secretary’ - ‘Having Jaytee completely changed my life. I took part in things I could never have dreamed of, and learned about topics I could barely imagine before. It opened my mind up’. 

Pam is now working as Dr. Sheldrake’s full-time research assistant. They are keen to hear from people who think that they are able to wake their pet just by staring at it, ‘perhaps with the thought in their head that they’ll take them for a walk soon’. ‘I’d love for other pet owners to feel as privileged as I do’, Pam says. 

The moral of the story

This is a wonderful story. In it are clear echoes of the dreams and fairy tales of our childhood. There is just a hint of Cinderella. Thanks to a benign wizard, who turns out to be a Prince, her dog is found to be enchanted and her life is transformed. The story is complete. Hero and heroine ride off together with more magical escapades ahead. No doubt readers will be hoping for a sequel; meanwhile, they can digest the moral of the story: there is hope for all; magic does happen, even in the most mundane of circumstances, and it can really turn frogs into princes and princesses. However, unlike most fairy stories, there is no wickedness to overcome, no monster to slay, no villain to be banished from the land.

Enter more heroes

But there are different stories based on these events, and sequels that see the emergence of more characters assuming various roles. The authors of one such story are Richard Wiseman, Matthew Smith and Julie Milton. In their story, the authors put to the test Jaytee's claimed psychic abilities, namely that he runs to the porch (or in some cases a window) whenever his owner starts to return home. The investigators do their best to 'let the facts speak for themselves' by presenting to the reader tables that list the times that Jaytee does this while his owner is away on four separate occasions. Also given is the duration of each visit and the possible reason (e.g. other dogs were walking past, otherwise 'No obvious reason').  

I think it fair to say that, with the best will in the world, the reader will be hard pressed to detect in these data the presence of any ‘uncanny precision’ on the dog’s part to sense when its owner ‘thought about coming home’. And this represents the conclusions of the authors.

This story is rather more akin to those in which there is some mystery and the reader is at first uncertain as to whether this is to be explained by supernatural powers or whether more mundane influences are at work. Enter the heroes, by whose efforts and integrity the mystery is, in this case, found to be the result of simple human error and self-deception. And if such can be thought of as a monster, so the monster is slain. 

The emergence of The Villain (or villains)

Now more instalments, sequels and versions of the story are told. The main ones are by Dr. Sheldrake himself who describes a series of tests on Jaytee proving that the animal is indeed enchanted. In these stories Wiseman, Smith and Milton are revealed as mere apprentices of their trade and are castigated for failing to realise that Jaytee was indeed demonstrating magical powers when they visited him. But our erstwhile heroes are unbowed and they mount a counterattack. Now gauntlets are not so much thrown as hurled upon the ground, lances are sharpened, armour reinforced, trumpets sounded, and the battle lines are well and truly drawn. 

Will good triumph in the end? Will the true prince be crowned? Will the real villain or villains be vanquished? I fear that in the modern vernacular ‘This one will run and run’.

Thus our story of Jaytee now becomes the saga of Jaytee. Cue for songwriter. 

Notes
Let me add my tuppence-worth. Sheldrake's experiments are more thorough and extensive than Wiseman et al.’s who only did four experiments (one of which, incidentally, is ignored by Sheldrake in his rejoinders). Wiseman et al. argue that the tendency for Jaytee to wait longer at the door or window when his owner is returning (the ‘telepathic’ effect claimed by Sheldrake but different to the original one claimed for Jaytee, namely that he signals his owner’s decision to return) is plausibly explained by the length of his owner’s absence. Sheldrake disagrees, pointing out that his own data do not indicate that Jaytee waits longer with an increasing period of absence. I am wary of applying those data to the data of Wiseman et al. and I think they still have a valid point so far as there own results are concerned.
But I don’t imagine that an experimental behaviourist will be at all impressed by any of this research. Remember the Skinner box? An animal or bird (usually a rat or a pigeon) is placed in a restricted environment and a specific behavioural response (the ‘operant’) is rewarded, say by the press of a lever or the peck of a key. An operant compatible with the Jaytee phenomenon would be the animal’s occupying a particular part of the cage.

In the operant conditioning paradigm the favourite measure is the occurrence or rate of responding over time but in Jaytee’s case, the duration of response is also of interest. These indices will be determined primarily by the consequences for the animal of the response; in the Skinner box this is usually the delivery of primary reinforcement (food) or secondary reinforcement (tokens, the appearance of the person feeding the animal, etc.). Potent variables that affect the frequency and duration of responding include the reinforcement schedule (e.g. how regularly the response is reinforced), the presence of discriminating cues (i.e. the presence of other stimuli that correlate with the probability that a response will be rewarded), certain bodily states - hunger, satiety, fatigue etc. -distracting rewards, potential sexual partner, and so on). In any experiment, all possible influences should be controlled so that the effect of the independent variable on the targeted response is unambiguous.

I don’t think that the Jaytee studies meet these standards. Wiseman et al.’s investigations are very limited. Sheldrake’s methodology and design are far too unwieldy; duration of owner’s absence, time of day, day of week, season, and even the time since the dog was fed may be potent variables and neither study provides convincing controls for these. 

I would go for a much simpler design that allows better control of these factors and that, while not very ambitious, would provide a clearer-cut test of a true anticipatory, effect. I would want to be able to sample the dog’s behaviour at a specific time of day (e.g. 14.00 to 14.15) when the absent owner is not on her way home and compare it with the same time period when she is, keeping all other relevant factors constant, especially time of owner’s departure from the house. Apart from perhaps studying just two or three such periods I would attempt nothing more ambitious than this. Could I have some research money please?

Incidentally, Sheldrake also examined Jaytee’s behaviour in the 10-minute interval prior to his owner’s setting off back home. Although I cannot find any reference to his original reason for doing this, logically one would consider this to be a test of the telepathic hypothesis: the dog should not show evidence of any increased tendency for anticipatory behaviour during that interval since the owner is not even aware when she is going to head off back home. In fact there was an increase in duration of time spent at the window during this period over the preceding period of absence, though not as much as after the decision to return home.  

The scientific method attempts as much as possible to explain new observations according to present knowledge without making additional assumptions of which there is little existing evidence or any known rationale. In other words, when new data and observations arrive we must put them with all existing evidence and knowledge and attempt to frame our explanations from a consideration of the whole and not just our latest observations. Hence, explanations of new data that are improbable from a consideration of the a priori evidence should still be considered as improbable; explanations consistent with the entire body of evidence should be offered whenever possible. 

For example, the above unexpected finding should alert us to the likely effect of factors already known to influence occurrence of responding, such as the interval schedule of the delivery of reinforcement. Sheldrake’s explanation is that in the period prior to the signal for his owner to return, Jaytee was responding to her expectation that she would soon be receiving the signal from the researchers. In the case of Wiseman et al’s experiments, the experimenter who accompanied the owner (PS) on her excursions out ‘could well have communicated his anticipation to (PS) unconsciously, for example through an increasing tenseness as the predetermined time approached’ and this is then relayed telepathically back to Jaytee some miles away.

Is this science? I don’t think so.
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Footnote
With appreciations to Rupert Sheldrake, Pam Smart, Richard Wiseman, Matthew Smith, Julie Milton, and last but not least, the late Jaytee: outstanding individuals who, as the real-life versions of the characters portrayed in this newsletter, are truly heroes and heroines of our time. 




COMMENTS ON THE BBC SERIES ON ALTERNATIVE MEDICINE

T

he BBC, in conjunction with the Open University, recently featured a three-part series on ‘Alternative Medicine’ in which Kathy Sykes, Professor of Physics at the University of Bristol explored acupuncture, healing and herbal medicine.  
In accordance with the theme of the first article in this newsletter, once again a story is told that chimes with the fairy tales of our childhood. 

Once upon a time there was a young princess who was imprisoned in an ivory tower by a clever, powerful, well-meaning, but utterly conceited wizard called ‘Modern Science’. Thus our heroine lived out her narrow and self-deceiving existence, content in her search for truth but unaware that truths at least as wonderful and profound lay undiscovered to her outside her ivory tower. 

One day she is called upon to make three journeys to three mysterious worlds. She meets some strange and doubtful characters - witches, wizards, sorcerers and the like - but also others with astonishing gifts and powers. On each journey she unearths a pot of buried treasure (although in the case of the Healing journey this turns out to be something else, called ‘Placebo’) and by the end she is a wiser but humbler person. 

And now we are all going to live happily ever after.  

But does the story remain faithful to the facts? Wouldn’t a story that did so tell us that the evidence for acupuncture is that, far from curing a wide range of ailments, its clinical effectiveness is at best restricted to easing pain in a small number of conditions; that while placebo is certainly present in any system of medicine and should be exploited, dramatic effects are the exception rather than the rule; and that traditional herbalism is only likely to play a very limited role in modern medicine? A pretty boring story all in all.

The following are some comments on the first of the three programmes (acupuncture), particularly with reference to the heart operation, apparently performed with acupuncture as the anaesthetic.

--0--

From Willem Betz

Willem Betz is Professor and Head of Family Medicine at the University of Brussels VUB. He is a Member of the Council of ECSO and chairman of the ECSO working group on alternative medicine. He is a founding member and secretary of the Belgian Skeptics SKEPP.

I have just watched the BBC program (Open University) on acupuncture and their ‘amazing discovery’, and I am not impressed. Some brief comments.

The program was announced as having made some amazing discoveries on the effect of acupuncture in the brain. The program pretends to be sceptical but in my honest opinion it was too credulous. There were some testimonies by persons who claimed a miraculous cure (e.g. migraine and arthritis), but no explanations were offered why it does not seem to work when tested under controlled circumstances. 

Re: operations in Shanghai with acupuncture as anaesthetic. The Chinese lady who had thoracic surgery with acupuncture anaesthesia also had local anaesthesia of the chest wall (that information was kind of casually mumbled).  She also had an IV drip but no mention was made of the content of that drip. She was connected to a heart-lung machine. No details were given how the thorax wall was anaesthetised. A specialist in the field can confirm that major surgery can be done under just local anaesthetic. Once inside the chest wall, the internal structures feel little or no pain, so this not so exceptional. Her ‘short recovery’ was no shorter than after normal anaesthesia: no miracle there. 

Is acupuncture effective against pain? Sceptics have never denied that sticking needles in a body (preferably with some kind of ritual) can have a strong effect on pain; every old-fashioned family physician knows this. Sending electric current through parts of the body also has a pain-killing effect; it has been practised by Western physiotherapists for almost a hundred years and is considered a bit old fashioned now. One can wonder what the connection is with old Chinese wisdom. 

The BBC show ended with an MRI test that demonstrated a different effect in the brain when the acu-needle was inserted deeper. The control was a needle in the same spot but not so deep. Brain areas that were stimulated at first then became attenuated. This is quite acceptable, but does not prove that acupuncture points or meridians exist, only that sticking in a needle has an effect on pain areas in the brain, and that pushing it deeper (or leaving it in a longer time?) has a different effect. The programme suggested that this needling could have a very long lasting pain diminishing effect, but that certainly was not proven by the MRI.
--0--

Quote from Simon Singh

The heart operation is also referred to by Simon Singh in an article on the programme in the Daily Telegraph. He says:

For example, the scene showing a patient punctured with needles and undergoing heart surgery left viewers with the strong impression that acupuncture was providing immense pain relief. In fact, in addition to acupuncture, the patient had a combination of three very powerful sedatives (midazolam, droperidol, fentanyl) and large volumes of local anaesthetic injected into the chest. 

With such a cocktail of chemicals, the needles were merely cosmetic. In short, this memorable bit of television was emotionally powerful, but scientifically meaningless in building a case for acupuncture. I have spoken to several experts who say that the procedure was neither shocking nor impressive, but it was unconventional because the Chinese surgeons seemed to have used a higher level of local anaesthetic to compensate for the lack of general anaesthetic.

When I put this to Professor Sykes, she replied: “The suggestion that the operation could have taken place without the acupuncture and it would have been fine is an interesting idea and might possibly be the case.”

The full article may be accessed on the Internet as follows:

<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/connected/main.jhtml?xml=/connected/2006/02/14/ecnaccupunct.xml>.

From Niall Taylor

ASKE member Niall Taylor (veterinary surgeon) points out:

There is a known history of fraudulent claims for open-heart surgery being performed using acupuncture dating back to the 70s. Some types of open-heart surgery are possible in a conscious patient with high epidural (spinal) local anaesthetic, sedation and a heart-lung bypass machine. It’s not an ideal technique and can be more risky than using positive pressure ventilation but it can be done and has nothing whatsoever to do with the merits or otherwise of acupuncture. Prof Sykes’s claim that this technique was uniquely attributable to acupuncture was unjustified and its presentation as such in the programme was misleading.

--0--

From Lynette Davidson

Dr Lynette Davidson MA DPhil, sent the following email message to ASKE after seeing our website. Dr Davidson is an historian and civil servant. The radio programme she refers to (‘Stop the Week, introduced by Andrew Marr with politician Clare Short amongst the guests) featured a discussion with Prof Sykes on the television series. 

I am a regular listener to ‘Start the Week’ when my commuting schedule permits. I generally appreciate the easygoing discussion and the positive contributions of Andrew Marr. This morning I found myself appalled at the nonsense I was hearing and the way it went unchallenged by rational criticism.

The discussion of placebo effect strongly implied that positive responses to placebo effects equalled ‘healing’. While Mr Marr’s suggestion that GPs ought to pay more attention to their patients, and that eye contact might have a salutary effect, was healthy, the rest was not.

Nobody on the show suggested that the placebo effect has limitations: that placebos do not have antibiotic effect or anti-carcinogenic effect. 

Nobody on the show suggested that ‘healing’ from faith or spiritual ‘healers’ in the absence of proper proven diagnostics might allow the patient to feel ‘healed’ while an undiagnosed condition was killing her.

Nobody suggested that faith ‘healers’ might produce a short-term ‘healing’ effect, but no long-term therapeutic value. Indeed, recent studies conducted with American Christian sponsorship have shown that the ‘power of prayer’ has no clinical effect.

Kathy Sykes, a physicist talking out of her field, was (we are told) a sceptic, but is no longer. Well and good for Kathy Sykes, but the opposite of scepticism is credulity. I expected scepticism, or at least context, from someone else; at least from Mr Marr. Mr Marr is certainly not so uncritical of politicians. It has been shown again and again that intelligent, critical people working outside their fields can be thoroughly misled by the claims of ‘healers’ and charlatans. While one hopes that her (so conveniently trailed) BBC2 show will be sceptical and critical in spite of the presenter’s lost scepticism (or gained credulity), one faces the prospect with some dread.

Clare Short’s bizarre nostalgie de la boue, calling physicians ‘witchdoctors’, made the programme worse.  Modern medicine, which has made childbed fever a thing of the (apparently romantic and environmentally-friendly) past, has made childbirth survivable for women, and has made infant mortality rare and shocking. The life expectancy statistic cited by Ms Short (30 years in Europe, a statistic valid before 1800 or so) does not represent a world in which adults died at 30, but rather a world in which infants died in the first weeks and months of life. This has improved because Ms Short’s ‘witch doctors’ have become effective at using clinically proven therapies to save and improve life.

‘Alternative’ and ‘complementary’ therapies are by definition those which are not supported by medical evidence. The evidence that certain medical conditions respond to treatment by placebo, presented out of context, seeks to support the counterproductive idea that clinically proven therapies are somehow comparatively ineffective. If Mr Marr is not able to provide this sort of critique when the discussion is about health rather than about politics, then he should invite participants who can.

--0--

From Lynette Davidson again

Dr Davidson has also provided us with her assessment of the third programme in the series, which concerned herbalism.

The presenter is Professor Kathy Sykes, the Collier Professor of Public Engagement in Science and Engineering at Bristol University. It's certainly wonderful that there is such a chair and I confess to a sneaky pleasure that it's held by a woman. 

She starts off by showing a guy who has serious circulation problems which he says have been solved by taking gingko. So far, so anecdotal; but keep your eye on the gingko. Then she goes to a herbalist, who appears to be very professional, who takes her pulse, who examines her tongue, and then diagnoses her as having 'heat damp'. He gives a glib and meaningless explanation of what heat and damp mean in context (using the term 'toxins', as one must). Like so many patients must, Prof Sykes interprets the diagnosis in a way she can accept: 'If you mean by "damp" that I'm disposed to illness ...' 

The herbalist then starts to talk about Prof Sykes's personality type, and both she and the viewers lose interest. 

At this point Prof Sykes specifies what she's looking at. She acknowledges that some drugs are or have been derived from herbs (a term used throughout the show to refer to any plants), such as aspirin and morphine. She's looking for something else by way of medically effective herbs, but she doesn't specify what. So at this point, we have to keep an eye on gingko and something about herbs other than the presence of a medically active chemical. 

Now we go to South Africa (where the President doesn't admit that HIV causes AIDS), and where a herb called Sutherlandia is used by a woman called Anne Hutchings, identified as a 'medical researcher and herbal practitioner'. Anne Hutchings presents a patient who claims in her presence that Sutherlandia restores appetite and relieves pain. Sisters from a hospice claim that out of 800 patients who have passed through the hospice in an unspecified period of time 'over 50% have improved'. They claim that Sutherlandia boosts immunity, increasing white blood cell count, which doubles in some cases to 'near normality'. 

Prof Sykes tells us that these claims are 'not documented yet' but makes a point of telling us that 50% of patients diagnosed as moribund, and sent to the hospice, leave and live for up to three more years as they continue treatment with Sutherlandia. They appear to have no control group (you can't deny a dying patient the wonder herb, can you?) and they don't say how long people lived before they started to give Sutherlandia. Another obvious possibility is that overcrowded hospitals send HIV/AIDS patients to the hospice when they have three years or so to live. 

Now this part is classic herbal medicine: scattergun claims for a herb supported by anecdotal evidence and undocumented statistics. If you look at the Sutherlandia website you will see that Sutherlandia is a cure-all herb used for conditions as divergent as asthma, diabetes and rheumatoid arthritis. Like so many herbal medicine claims, the herb's powerful effect is entirely positive: no mention is made of side effects though the site

www.gaiaresearch.co.za/sutherlandia

seems less convinced. Later in the show the point is made that powerful herbs can have powerfully negative effects, but the halo is left around Sutherlandia. Only in the next segment does Dr Vivian Nathanson of the British Medical Association tell us, 'If something is effective, it's also potentially dangerous.'

Prof Sykes now goes to Germany where herbal medicines are part of mainstream treatment. Gingko (remember gingko?) is the second most popular over-the-counter remedy in Germany. 

Prof Sykes is in a cafe in Germany, working with her laptop and a book which is conveniently printed in English. It's the Commission E Monographs, which discusses 300 herbs and approves 190 of them 'from Arnica to Yarrow'. She points out, however, that the 'approval' is based on anecdotal or 'historical' (i.e. legendary) evidence rather than on clinical testing. 

So now Prof Sykes puts on a lab coat. We're getting scientific. She uses a chromatograph to analyse gingko. (remember gingko?). Gingko, she tells us after looking at the chromatograph trace, contains gingkolides which, the professor says, have no known medicinal uses. She does, however, tell us that polyphenols which come from hawthorn leaf (not gingko) can affect heartbeat. This is a bit of a bait and switch, but we're willing to accept this from her because she's wearing a lab coat. Anyway, the whole thing is just meant to explain chromatography and to keep us from forgetting the gingko as we go on to the next herb. 

We're introduced to anecdotal evidence that tells us that St John's Wort is effective in relieving depression. Those of us who already know that St John's Wort is available on the NHS might have already guessed that it has been subjected to some sort of clinical trials, but we go back to Germany where a man from Schwabe Pharmaceuticals tells us that St John's Wort contains a chemical which they hypothesised would relieve depression in humans. Schwalbe's study, we are told, was placebo-controlled and involved human volunteers (though we aren't told how many). German man tells us that 'a considerable amount of people are completely cured.' Although we are not told how St John's Wort compared with a placebo, we are given some cheerful statistics comparing it with 'conventional drugs'. (This ignores the fact that when St John's Wort is proven in clinical trials it becomes a conventional drug.) 

How, I asked myself, is this different from aspirin? It's a chemical derived from a plant which proves to be medically useful. 

Then we have a herbalist treating a girl with severe eczema. She gives her a scattergun full of herbs made into a cream. Her parents say she's still itching but 'she's calmed down so much.' Then we move on, but like the gingko we're not finished with the girl. We see the girl after six months of this cream, and her skin still itches but has "more moisture" according to her mother. Prof Sykes points out that eczema switches on and off and the condition 'could flare up again'. 

At this point, while I'm still feeling pretty grim about using this family's awful eczema predicament to make herbalists feel useful, Prof Sykes tells us that after hundreds of trials on dozens of herbs there is no scientific evidence that ginseng gives energy, evening primrose oil helps menstrual symptoms (oops – you can get that on the NHS!), or that echinacea boosts the immune system. There are, however, 'at least a dozen' herbs – 'The Superherbs' – which have proven effect. She lists seven, pretty much all of which fall into the aspirin category: each contains a known compound which has proven clinical effect. 

And remember gingko? Gingko has proven effects on some circulatory problems and tinnitus. So even though mere minutes earlier WHILE wearing a lab coat Prof Sykes hadn't known of any medically effective compounds in gingko, now we have discovered some! 

And now we go back to Sutherlandia. 

Sutherlandia has flavonoids in it. Flavonoids have been shown to be effective against cancer and HIV in the lab, but the molecules are too big to penetrate cell membranes. There's another component in Sutherlandia which changes cell membranes to permit the flavonoids to penetrate. So this South African guy hypothesises that Sutherlandia contains a synergistic system in which one chemical present enables another to have a medical effect.

This is it! This is the difference between a drug found in a herb and a REAL HERBAL MEDICINE: it's not the one chemical it's the whole herb! 

Now we look at a herbal cocktail proposed by Dr James Warner of Imperial College which works against Alzheimer's disease. Prof Sykes is apparently helping out in the lab because she has her lab coat on, and she has some pipettes! Even now she's putting goo into little tubes, and we can expect results in the Spring of 2006. Guess what this potentially synergistic herbal shotgun is? Can you guess? GINGKO! 

So now after visiting the girl with eczema, and strongly hinting that putting cream on her has made her skin more moist, we finish up. Here's where the Prof earns her pay. She says that if herbs are effective, then they're potentially dangerous, and that there is potentially little control over quality and safety. The solution to that? Legislation. Her main conclusion, she says, is that herbs as medicines ,as opposed to medicines derived from herbs, offer the chance of synergistic combinations of compounds with new and exciting effects. 

She's said all the right things from a scientific point of view: caveatted the things that need to be caveatted and hedged the things that need to be hedged. She makes no unsupported claims. However, after watching the show somebody who wants to believe in the general efficacy of herbal medicines will assume that the alleged medicinal properties of herbs are based on work done by professors with white lab coats, by sweet African nuns and by warm, cuddly herbalists. 

In the end, her point about provable herbal synergy probably outweighed the hint that if gingko is effective, so many others on the shelf at the health food shop must be effective too. Yet nowhere was the suggestion that most of the herbs in the big German book are just so much salad, while the next 'superherb' is just some ditch weed from Saskatchewan with no traditional reputation at all.

_______________________________________________________________________________________
LOGIC AND INTUITION

I

n the last edition of the Newsletter (December 2005) I promised readers another variation on the Monty Hall problem.  By way of compensation to readers who may be familiar with this or who are simply not interested in this kind of problem, I include a completely different problem involving no maths at all.  

Variation on the Monty Hall

puzzle

Once again I am indebted to ASKE member Jan Nienhuys, this time for drawing my attention to the following variation. As usual, any errors are entirely due to me.

In the last issue I expressed the puzzle 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. In the standard Monty Hall puzzle, the rules dictate that I must always 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? 

Well, we’ve already been through all that, so let’s look at the variation. It’s actually simpler than the usual version.  

As before, I know exactly where the sovereign is but before you make your choice I draw to one side two shells at random and I have then to point to one of them under which I know for sure that there is no sovereign. Now, what should be your strategy when playing this game and why?

Incidentally, why have I stipulated that the two shells should be chosen at random?

Having solved that, demonstrate what the general formula is when there are n shells (n>2) and each time I randomly draw aside m of them (where 1<m<n) and I again indicate one of the m shells that I know does not cover the sovereign. 

The puzzle of the red and green

hats

You are standing in a field with, let’s say, 100 other people. Connecting this field with the adjacent one is a narrow style. Everyone is to proceed over the style into the adjacent field. As each person is climbing over the style either a red or a green hat is placed on his or her head. As they enter the second field, people must immediately divide off into those with red hats and those with green. No one can see his or her own hat (directly or through a reflecting surface) and no one, either in the group or observing, must inform other people of the colour of their hat.

What simple instruction could you give to the group on how they can perform this task?

Once the whole task is completed, is it guaranteed that everyone will know the colour of his or her hat? 

See the page 11 of the Newsletter for the solutions to these problems. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

ONE OF US

T

he following extracts are taken from the free newspaper Metro which is distributed on our public transport networks. 

The first extracts come from the 13.2.06 edition in a full-page spread entitled ‘METROMYSTERIES’. The main article concerns prophetic dreams, and features the opinions of ‘experts’ who believe in such phenomena but also quotes the sceptical viewpoint of Dr Susan Blackmore who remarks that no one predicted the destruction of the Berlin Wall or such disasters as 9/11 and the Tsunami. The article ends ‘Don’t believe her?’ and gives a website ‘where psychics can log on their dreams’:

<www.ukpsychics.com/prem2.html>

Commendably, the article adds, ‘You’ll find firmly dated predictions of a hydrogen bomb in Trafalgar Square, a man shooting Tony Blair and a plane hitting the Eiffel Tower – none of which, so far as we have noticed – took place when they were predicted to do so’.

However, the real praise is reserved for a small piece on the same page, with the innovative title of ‘MYTH TAKES’. This deals with the myth that ‘We only used ten per cent of our brain’. The article goes on as follows:

‘If we only use ten per cent of our brain, would you be happy to have the other 90 per cent removed? Scientific studies show that even damage to a relatively small area of the brain, such as that caused by a stroke, can cause severe disability. One of the reasons for the perpetuation of the myth could be down to cod psychics (are there any other sorts? – Ed.) who want to explain the paranormal and ESP by claiming the powers come from the 90 per cent of the brain we supposedly do not use’.

NOT ONE OF US

Unfortunately, in an earlier issue of the newspaper, there is not much evidence of any grasp of science at all.

The following is taken from ‘60 Second Interview’ in the 3.1.06 issue of Metro. The interviewee is Wendy Bristow, the newspaper’s new astrologer. Ms. Bristow is asked, ‘How does astrology work?’ (It doesn’t – Ed.) This is Ms. Bristow’s expert reply.

‘The short answer is it’s a mystery but it does work. I see it all the time. Without wanting to sound too much like a hippy, we’re part of the universe and it’s all connected. If the Moon can influence the tides then, as we’re 70 per cent water, maybe it can affect us, too. There’s a cutting edge movement in astrology now that looks at quantum physics. It seems to fit better with astrology than anything else we’ve had in science so far’

‘In what way?’ asks the interviewer.

‘Quantum physics’, Ms Bristow replies, ‘is all about things making patterns – fractals that you can draw. You can see the same patterns in a snail’s shell as you see in the stars of the universe. It’s as if they’re the same. Astrology is about patterns in time.’

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. However if you come across anything that surpasses the last item as an example of someone who hasn't a clue what she is talking about, you are welcome to send that too.  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

COMMENTS ON ‘BRITAIN’S PSYCHIC CHALLENGE’

A

nd so to the Channel Five series ‘Britain’s Psychic Challenge’ which, following a pilot programme in December 2005, consisted of 6 episodes during which 8 contestants attempted to demonstrate their psychic powers, the final episode determining which of the remaining three was the winner. 
The series told the fantastic story of 8 seemingly ordinary individuals who were gifted with astonishing magic powers. Each week, a dramatic atmospheric was created by appropriate background music, camera work, and the creation of tension and expectation by the narrator (‘stay tune for the astonishing results of our test’, etc.). 

The facts of the story are as follows. The majority of the tests were simple forced-choice paradigms (e.g. choosing which one of a several horses was ill). The striking evidence here was that most of the time most of the contestants failed and collectively they performed no better than a similar group of people using inspired guesswork.. More impressive were some of the performances on more open-ended tasks and, specifically in the case of one contestant (see below), the location of 2 hidden bodies. However, the tests did not control particularly well for the usual extraneous factors that have been demonstrated to underlie claims of psychic abilities.

Tony Youens (no introduction necessary, but for the record he is a University health and safety officer and a founder of ASKE) followed the series and you can read his detailed commentary at his website 

< www.tonyyouens.com>.

You can also read a sceptical appraisal at the website:

<www.skeptics.org.uk>.

From Tony Youens
Channel Five recently ran a series of programmes supposedly to discover if psychic powers were real or just an illusion. On the programme’s website it states:

But what can people who claim to be psychic actually do? Could there be rational scientific explanations for some of the things they claim to be able to achieve, or is it just a matter of luck, trickery and the need to believe? Five is going to find out once and for all by putting some of these so-called psychics to the test...
However the very structure of the programme meant that in the final programme someone had to win and presumably by default be regarded as psychic.

The main series (a pilot programme ran in early December 2005) started with 8 people who would compete with each other to see who would emerge as the eventual winner. Each week a jury of ordinary people would vote one of them off the show and the last man or woman standing would therefore be declared the winner.

In each programme they were required to undertake a number of different tests which would eventually help the jury decide who had performed worst that week. Many of these tests were nothing more than guessing games with odds around 1 in 4 whilst others were so vague that there was no way of objectively assessing how well they did at all. In one instance they had to identify which ghosts haunted an hotel! Each test was overseen by one of the three sceptics whose job it was to ensure fair play. Two of these, Professor Chris French and mentalist magician Philip Escoffey were certainly knowledgeable sceptics but the third, ex-police woman Jackie Malton, seemed more than a little sympathetic to the contestants.

Nevertheless some of the tests were genuinely difficult and on these occasions the supposed psychics did no better than expected by chance, with one exception, professional psychic Diane Lazarus.

It’s important to realise that despite having access to Chris French’s undoubted expertise in testing psychics he had no involvement in test design. I therefore assume this was done by a committee whose main area of proficiency was in construction of light entertainment shows. None of the tests were properly blinded as some people (including the sceptics) knew the correct result and were allowed to mix freely with the contestants prior to testing. This would obviously have included the production team. These factors combine so as to make each test completely invalid. Apart from the real possibility of inadvertently giving away information it is also reasonable to suggest that members of Townhouse TV had a conflict of interest.

It is my opinion that the producers (Townhouse TV) would obviously prefer it if the eventual winner achieved results that were better than what might be expected from simple guesswork, but for the most part the ‘psychics’ didn’t perform particularly well. Therefore we have the following situation. The programme makers wanted a credible winner; they chose the contestants, designed all the tests and moved freely with all those involved. So even though they may have been scrupulously honest and applied rigorous controls, the tests, and therefore the results, were effectively meaningless.

Apart from overseeing the tests the sceptics were allowed the opportunity to give their considered opinion as to whether the tests provided proof of psychic ability. Chris and Philip repeatedly expressed the view that nothing had particularly impressed them whilst Jackie seemed to feel that logic and reason were inappropriate ways of appraising the contestants imagined talents. This made the two real sceptics look like close-minded nitpickers – at least to the believers who probably made up the bulk of the viewing public. Even more so when Diane Lazarus passed tests exceeding what might be expected by chance and making her the obvious winner. For example in two of the tests the ‘psychics’ were expected to find people hiding in a specific area. First a man hiding in a wood, and in the final programme a young boy who was hidden by Chris French in an area of some 2 square miles on the North Norfolk Coast. In both cases Diane Lazarus found them in record time. She virtually went straight to them.

Since her victory Diane Lazarus looks set for a lucrative career and is already being asked to locate missing people. She was recently called in by the family of Martin Kelly, a 21 year old man who went missing in Belfast on New Year’s Day 2006. However in contrast to the laser-like precision demonstrated during the tests she has so far not located the body. Mr Kelly was last seen in the docks area and divers and boats equipped with sonar have been used in a bid to find his body. On the BBC News website Diane Lazarus is quoted as saying, she had a strong feeling that Martin's body was in the River Lagan. 

"He's close to a wall that's full of green moss. I just know he is," she said. 

Ms Lazarus said she was convinced Martin's body was trapped in an archway beneath the water's surface. “What I'm visualising is a wall with a lot of green moss, but as you go down, it would be like an arch or a cove,” 

About what you might expect from the typical bog standard psychic detective. The Lagan is about 40 miles in length and so far her comments don’t appear to have been of much use. I shall be watching her progress with interest.

In summary I think there is a lesson here for sceptics who appear in the media. A new breed of show seems to be emerging that panders to the public fascination with the paranormal. Sceptics from academia are given basically ineffective roles to play just to provide a thin veneer of scientific respectability. Living TV’s Most Haunted and Most Haunted Live are perfect examples. The real stars are the psychics and in taking part we risk being used to promote the very thing we are trying to fight against.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

MUSINGS ON PARAPSYCHOLOGY
I

n the June 2005 Newsletter I reported on a conference on  June 4th 2005 at Liverpool Hope University College. This was entitled ‘Developing Perspectives on Anomalous Experience’. In my report I expressed some puzzlement that some hard-nosed experimental psychologists appeared to be taking it for granted that parapsychological phenomena such as ESP have been demonstrated in the laboratory whereas such was not the case with others.   

In my state of puzzlement I turned to an eminent psychologist who has extensively studied the field of parapsychology, namely Professor Richard Wiseman at the University of Hertfordshire.

Prof Wiseman holds the UK’s only chair of in the Public Understanding of Psychology. His website address is:

<www.psy.herts.ac.uk/wiseman>

I asked Richard the following question:
Why is there such confusion and disagreement about the scientific evidence for extra-sensory perception?  

From Richard Wiseman

I think it’s because the word ‘evidence’ means different things to different people. Let us suppose that an ESP experiment obtains positive results. Does that prove the existence of psychic ability? Well, no. Scientists tend not to be convinced by the results from a single experiment because those results might be due to a range of factors. Perhaps the researchers conducting the experiment made a mistake when they carried out the study. Perhaps they ran lots of studies and are only reporting the one that obtained positive results. Perhaps they are faking their data. Perhaps their findings are some sort of statistical fluke.

For all of these reasons, most scientists would want to see more than just one positive experiment before concluding that ESP exists. And this is where it starts to get messy. In order to be convinced, most scientists will talk about the notion of ‘replication’. They want to know that the study has been carried out on several occasions, and the same positive results have been obtained most of the time. However, the concept of replication is very slippery. Usually people do not carry out exact replications of each others’ work, but instead make small changes from one study to another.

Thus, if they fail to replicate the original effect, it is sometimes difficult to know whether this is because the original effect was illusory, or whether the small changes in the experiment have made a genuine effect go away.  

Then there are issues surrounding whether the study obtained positive results. Let’s suppose that in one study, a group of people appeared to produce evidence for telepathy, but in the attempted replication, this effect was found in sessions run during the morning but not the afternoon.

Does that count as a replication? Proponents might argue that it does, and sceptics might argue the opposite.

Even ignoring these problems, there is the thorny issue of which studies should be seen as attempted replications. Should we bundle all of the studies that involve any attempt at ESP together?  Or just include those using a certain type of experimental procedure? And did the people making decisions about these types of issues know the results of the different kinds of studies before they made the decision, thus opening up the possibility of bias (e.g., choosing criteria that excludes studies that have obtained positive or null effects)?

Finally, there are a whole host of issues surrounding when you make your decision to examine the attempted replications. Again, if such decisions are made by someone who knows the results of the last few studies, they could easily and inadvertently produce a very biased review.

None of this would matter very much if parapsychology produced large and reliable effects. However, if that were the case, there would be very little sense of debate about the area, and we would all probably agree that ESP exists. Unfortunately, the effects produced in parapsychology, like many within the social sciences, are relatively small and unreliable. Some people report obtaining them and others do not. Some studies seem to get positive effects under some conditions, but not others. Because of this, there is a great deal of room for the types of bias described above to creep in. Those wanting to show that the effects exist cut the data one way, and sceptics cut it another.

My own belief is that I do not find the evidence convincing, but that the only way to know for sure is to try and eliminate the types of problems outlined above. This would mean having agreed-upon criteria in regard to several issues, including what constitutes a replication before that replication is conducted, exactly what effects will be taken as evidential, which studies will be included and excluded, etc. Unfortunately, getting such agreement is often extremely problematic for all sorts of reasons, and so such analyses are rarely, if ever, conducted. However, until they are, I believe that the proponents will always be able to argue that the evidence suggests the existence of ESP, and the sceptics will always be able to cast doubt on the validity of their conclusions.
_______________________________________________________________________________________

LOGIC AND INTUITION: ANSWERS
T
he solutions to the puzzles are as follows.   
Variation on the Monty Hall

puzzle
The answer is that you always choose the other shell that I have drawn to one side. 

As with the original problem, there are several ways of demonstrating why this is so but the one I favour (as I did last time) is as follows. By drawing aside 2 shells and pointing to one that I know is empty I am doing the same as saying to you, ‘You can choose both of these (hence you now have a 2/3 chance of winning as opposed to 1/3) but don’t bother looking under this one because I know it’s empty’ (and you still have a 2/3 chance of winning if you choose the other).

Why should the two shells I set aside be chosen at random? Because I could deliberately choose the two empty shells!

Now if you have n shells and I randomly draw aside m (where 1<m<n), then the initial probability of your choosing the target shell is 1/n, whether you choose one of the m shells or one of the remaining n–m shells. The probability that it is amongst the m shells is of course m/n. I am now obliged to indicate one of the m shells that I know to be empty. The probability that one of the remaining m–1 shells is the target shell is now:
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However, the probability that it is one of the shells from the n–m group remains at 1/n. (Because I was restricted to the m group of shells when I uncovered an empty shell means I convey more information about that group than the other group.)

Now, which gives the greater probability, 1/n or the formula above? Clearly the latter, since m/(m–1)>1. So in the long run you will increase your chance of winning by always choosing from the remaining m–1 shells.

The puzzle of the red and green

hats
The instruction is as follows. As people stream into the second field they form a row. From the third person onwards the rule is that if the hats of the people already in the row are all red or all green the next person goes to one end of the row (it doesn’t matter which). If some are red and some are green he or she stands between the two people with different coloured hats. Following this rule from the start will mean that all the people with red hats will be on one side of the line and all the people with green hats will be on the other.

The last person in the field will not know the colour of his hat. If all 99 of his colleagues has the same coloured hat he goes to one of the ends of the row but still cannot tell which is the colour of his own hat. (If the person before him went to the other end of the row, that person will realise he or she has the same hat as the adjacent person when the last person takes his place.) If some of the 99 have red hats and some green hats then the last person goes between the two adjacent people whose hats differ. At that point everyone, including his two neighbours, will know the colour of his or her hat but for the last person, his hat could be either colour from the information he has. 


FROM ASKE MEMBERS
ASKE welcomes members who have joined for 2006.  Amongst these is Krissi Wilson, a postgraduate student at Goldsmiths College. I asked Krissi to pen a few words for readers who may be interested in her research.

For the last two and a half years I have been studying for a doctorate at the Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit at Goldsmiths College, University of London. The unit was set up in 2000 by Chris French with the principle aim of raising the profile of anomalistic psychology to a more mainstream audience. If you describe yourself as an Anomalistic Psychologist most people assume you regularly cavort around various allegedly haunted locations testing temperatures and looking for grey ladies. However, at Goldsmiths I am happy to report that there isn’t an ectoplasometer in sight! 

Anomalistic Psychology is concerned with psychological and physiological explanations for various reported paranormal phenomena. My own specific field of interest is that of memory biases and their possible relationship to belief in, and alleged experience of, the paranormal. Initially, my work focused upon so-called memory conformity effects (i.e., one person’s account of an event affecting a co-witness’ memory for the same event).  Using a variety of pseudo-psychic demonstrations such as metal bending, for example, my results to date have shown that memory conformity effects do indeed occur with respect to ostensibly paranormal effects (Wilson & French, 2004). My findings have also produced evidence suggesting that believers in the paranormal may be more susceptible to false memories compared to non-believers (Wilson & French, submitted). 

However, what intrigues me most is the unfailing, seemingly limitless, capacity of human self-deception. Our cognitive systems fail us regularly. Memory is not the rigid, computer-like structure that we can call upon to bring up memories and play them back accurately. It is a fluid, active and evolving process that is vulnerable to all kinds of misinformation effects, contamination from co-witnesses and verbal suggestion. My main concern is whether these processes can be made yet more vulnerable because of prior belief systems, such as belief in the paranormal, that cloud perceptual abilities.

Now a spontaneous letter from the inscrutable Bill Rattray (late of the Institute of Neurology, Birkbeck College and the ‘Scottish Stores’, Kings Cross).  

Dear Editor,

I have been greatly encouraged by the Channel 4 programme series by Dr. Gunther von Hagens and Prof. John Lee.

Some of the greatest figures in science have been mavericks from outside the sometimes overly regulated world of academia – e.g. Einstein, Delgado…

It is very satisfying to find people being positive and wanting to ‘tell the world’ about their works in contrast to the sometimes overly cautious (timid) approach of many otherwise excellent scientists.

Yours sincerely

Bill Rattray 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________

The Skeptical Intelligencer

Back issues of the Skeptical Intelligencer can be viewed at the members’ section of the ASKE website.  The 2005 issue will not appear there until 2007.  For a copy contact the Editor.  The cost is £4.00, inclusive of postage.  The 2005 issue features ‘The Placebo Effect’ and contains previously published papers by Dylan Evans and Irving Kirsch et al.  A paper by Niall Taylor discusses homeopathy in veterinary practice and Michael Heap describes how one can devise one’s own ethical placebo treatment and run a successful practice.  Mick Harper presents a lengthy commentary on the review of his book The History of England Revealed by Mark Newbrook and Sarah Thomason, which appeared in the 2004 volume, and the reviewers give a short rejoinder.

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

email: aske@talktalk.net

website: http://www.aske-skeptics.org.uk
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