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The Quarterly Newsletter of The Association for Skeptical Enquiry


FROM THE ASKE CHAIRMAN
Michael Heap

More on ‘The Need to Tell a Good Story’
I

n the previous Newsletter there were a number of articles which I suggested were connected with the theme of storytelling.  I described one story that I had read in the Rossendale Free Press, namely that of the psychic dog investigated by Rupert Sheldrake and by Richard Wiseman and his colleagues.  There was another, more unfortunate story in the same edition of the newspaper that is worth presenting..  

The story of Mrs L

This story was the front-page feature and was headlined ‘Dying is not on my to-do list’. It is about a woman, whom I shall call Mrs L, who is in her early 40s and who has cancer of the colon and liver. In this story, Mrs L’s doctor informs her that she can have chemotherapy, ‘which sometimes worked and sometimes didn’t’. She says, ‘He also talked about Macmillan Nurses and hospices and that’s when I decided not to go for further tests’. Instead she opted for what the storyteller calls ‘alternative medicine’. 

We learn that this treatment is very intensive, starting at 5am each day and ending at 9pm. It consists of ‘a combination of nutrients’ devised by Mrs L’s therapist, which she ingests every day. Her therapist ‘is also using a hand-contact technique called bio touch to relax her body tissues’ He explains, ‘It is about cleaning the body out and restoring the acid balance. Once you get the tissues to relax it can heal’.

The story is accompanied by a photograph of Mrs L, her husband, and their three young children. In fact Mrs L’s husband is her therapist. He is described as a ‘homeopathic therapist’ and a ‘chiropractor’.

The ‘nutrients’ and vitamins that Mrs L is taking are costing hundreds of pounds a week. A series of events has been organised locally to raise money for her treatment and more are planned. 

Great things are happening. Six weeks into her treatment Mrs L is able to eat without experiencing excruciating pain. According to her therapist, ‘Her stomach was like a mountain range when I started. The growths stuck out right under her ribs and bladder – they were as large as a fist. Now they are just small knuckle size’. 

Mrs L and her family believe that she will beat the cancer. ‘I want (the doctors) to know that it can be done without cutting someone open’, she says.

The moral of the story

As with the feature on the psychic dog, we again have a wonderful story that resonates with the fairy tales and fables that we heard and read in our childhood. Mrs L is the heroine, fighting a monster, namely cancer. No doctor in the land seems able to help her and their attempts 
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become more drastic and extreme. But our heroine's loving husband is also a wizard. Can his magic powers save her? Yes indeed they can, with the help of their loving neighbours and friends! 

But, unlike the earlier story, the story of Mrs L is, as it presently stands, an incomplete one. The reader needs to know the outcome. Nevertheless the moral of the story has been made clear to all who are struggling with the same affliction: emulate the heroine; abandon the standard authorised remedies of the ordinary doctors; seek out the magician, in this case Mrs L’s husband and his expensive remedies.

Further instalments

In fact, the next chapter of the story is not long in coming. It is told in the obituary column of the same newspaper just one week after .the original story. 

As I stated last time, I have always been speaking about the characters in the stories and not directly about the actual people they portray. Now I have to refer for a moment to the actual events outside of the story that describes them. On the day readers were absorbing the account of Mrs L and the remarkable success of her husband’s ‘alternative’ treatment, she had already been admitted to hospital, having deteriorated earlier that week, and she died that same day. 

In two consecutive obituaries we read brief stories of the eventful life of Mrs L, so tragically cut short. We hear of her devotion to her children and of her husband’s devotion to her, even though he had lived away from her for the last 5 years (‘we needed that breathing space’). We learn that he is planning a cremation, which will be a memorial service to her and ‘her love for life’. It would be a poor storyteller indeed who failed to convey the sadness of these events or omitted to pay tribute to Mrs L’s achievements in her foreshortened life.  

A villain emerges

Are there any villains in the story so far? ‘What about the storyteller?’ some might be asking. Wasn’t it a serious failure to ‘speak on behalf of the facts’ for the writer to omit that no evidence exists that the treatment Mr L was administering would cure his wife or anyone else of cancer?

But now comes the fourth instalment. This is entitled ‘Touching Tribute’ and is in the next issue of the paper. Here we read of the memorial service to Mrs L in which a poignant letter, written by her son, is read out to the mourners. The storyteller then reminds us that Mrs L ‘shunned chemotherapy and radiotherapy in favour of alternative medicine administered by her husband (Mr L), who has no formal medical qualifications’. 

Hold on a minute! Doesn’t this seem to you a rather odd comment to drop into the story at this particular juncture? But look what comes next. ‘Police are investigating how (Mr L) looked after his wife and a file has now been sent to the Crown Prosecution Service to consider whether he should face any charges’.

Next we read that Mrs L’s body was not at the service. ‘At her husband’s request, she had been cremated in Burnley earlier that morning with no one present’.

The story ends, ‘An inquest into her death has been opened and adjourned pending police inquiries’.

So, is there a villain in this story or are all the characters heroes and heroines? A visit to the newspaper’s website, where readers can email their reactions, reveals that opinion is divided. One correspondent praises Mr L as ‘a spiritual and compassionate human being’ while another, a friend of Mrs L, declares that she was ‘coerced, brainwashed by and ultimately had no defence against her “therapist”’ and adds ‘The Americans have a crime of “Negligent Homicide”. I wish it applied here!!’ But it is left to Mrs L’s sister to provide the most vitriolic comments on Mr L.

Perhaps, as in many an interesting story, it is what can be read between the lines that proves to be the most revealing. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

LOGIC AND INTUITION

T

he design of a good scientific experiment often requires careful consideration and the exercise of one’s critical faculties.  This is especially true for psychological research.  I hope to include in further editions a number of puzzles in the form of experiments – real or invented - that may be flawed; that is they may not demonstrate what they are intended to.  The following is a relatively simple example.  

Perceptual defence 
Early laboratory experiments on ‘subliminal perception’ purported to reveal that people could demonstrate awareness of the emotional nature of a stimulus before they became aware of the its meaning. Typically a word would be flashed on a screen (in the olden days experimenters used an instrument called a tachistoscope) initially at exposure times to short for the subject to recognise it. Duration of exposure would be gradually increased until the subject correctly identified the word. It was found that ‘taboo’ words such as ‘penis’ and ‘whore’ required longer exposure times for correct recognition than neutral words. Moreover, at exposures to short for verbal recognition, subjects displayed elevated physiological indices of emotionality for taboo words compared with those for neutral words, the response investigated typically being skin conductivity, which is affected by sweating.

It was hypothesised that these results demonstrated a mechanism termed ‘perceptual defence’ whereby the brain is able to identify the emotional nature of a stimulus prior to conscious recognition. In turn this was interpreted as part of a more general process of pre-conscious awareness of the meaning of a stimulus (‘subliminal perception’ or ‘subception’ as it was occasionally termed).

Although perceptual defence may be a real phenomenon, consideration of the above experiment suggests that (other than experimenter effects and demand characteristics) there are explanations for the results that do not require pre-conscious awareness of the kind suggested. Any ideas?

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

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

FRAUDULENT MEDIUMS

Tony Youens

H

ere in the UK we have on our statute books the Fraudulent Mediums Act 1951. Section 1.-(1) of the Act reads as follows:

Subject to the provisions of this section, any person who

(a) with intent to deceive purports to act as a spiritualistic medium or to exercise any powers of telepathy, clairvoyance or other similar powers, or

(b) in purporting to act as a spiritualistic medium or to exercise such powers as aforesaid, uses any fraudulent device,

shall be guilty of an offence.
For potential prosecutions you might think the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) would be spoilt for choice but Section 1.-(5) offers a get-out clause:

Nothing in subsection (1) of this section shall apply to anything done solely for the purpose of entertainment.

This might explain why I can only find 6 prosecutions (and 5 convictions) between 1980 and 1995. Unfortunately I haven’t been able to uncover any details about these cases.

There are countless mediums operating the length and breadth of the UK and when you consider there is no credible scientific basis for mediumship it is perhaps surprising that there haven’t been a more prosecutions. 

From the sceptic’s perspective the reasoning might go like this:

Fraudulent mediumship is illegal

All mediums are frauds

Therefore they are all guilty of breaking the law and should be prosecuted

I decided to look into this a bit further. The dictionary that happened to be beside me at the time was The Oxford Paperback Dictionary (New Edition 1983). It provided the following definitions:

fraud n. 1. criminal deception, a dishonest trick. 2. a person or thing that is not what it seems or pretends to be, an impostor.

fraudulent (fraw-dew-lĕnt) adj. acting with fraud, obtained by fraud. fraudulently adv. fraudulence n.

I’m assuming that most sceptics use the word ‘fraud’ in the sense of definition 2: a person or thing that is not what it seems or pretends to be, an impostor. But from the point of view of the FMA I suspect the meaning is nearer to definition 1: criminal deception. 

So what did Parliament have in mind when they wrote it? Clearly not entertainers and, it seems to me, not ‘genuine’ spiritualist mediums. By ‘genuine mediumship’ I assume they mean those who sincerely believe they are genuine – even if they are not.

I decided to see what else I could uncover and after first writing to the CPS I was referred to the Home Office. Here’s my email:

Dear Sirs,

I have been referred to the Home Office by the Crown Prosecution Service. I am enquiring about the Fraudulent Mediums Act 1951. I believe there have been cases where this act has been applied (see below for details) but I can't find any information about the actual cases. Would you be able to provide any information on them?

Secondly there are numerous mediums and psychics operating in the UK and as far as current scientific knowledge is concerned none of them can be regarded as genuine. Many, perhaps most, do this for reward and yet prosecutions never take place. Is there a particular reason for this and what would someone have to do to at least risk prosecution?

Lastly can anyone tell me what the maximum penalty is for a conviction under this law?

I'm not sure if you will be able to answer all my questions and if not could you please inform me where I might best find answers?

Yours faithfully

Their response was:

Dear Mr Youens,

Thank you for your e-mail about the Fraudulent Mediums Act 1951.

I’m afraid that aside from statistical data the Home Office does not hold more detailed information on specific cases as a matter of routine. However, I can inform you that the data referred to in your email was taken from court records. On the other hand, the Home Office Police National Computer (which covers the career records of every person who has been criminally active since 1995) shows no cases of prosecutions under the 1951 Act.

With regards to section 1 (Punishment of fraudulent mediums, &c) of the 1951 Act, it is an offence if, with intent to deceive, any person purports to act as a spiritualistic medium or to exercise powers of telepathy, clairvoyance or other similar powers. It must be shown that the person acted for reward (e.g. any money paid, or other valuable thing), and shall not apply to anything done solely for the purpose of entertainment. The offence carries a maximum penalty of two years’ imprisonment. 

However, we consider that the new offence of fraud by false representation in the Fraud Bill, which is currently before Parliament, provides a modern alternative charge to the 1951 Act.  While the Fraud Bill does not repeal the 1951 Act, it will repeal and replace all of the existing deception offences in the Theft Acts with a general offence of fraud. The Fraud Bill, which was introduced in the Lords in May 2005, aims to clarify and simplify the laws on fraud by introducing a general offence which can be committed in three ways, which are fraud by false representation; fraud by failing to disclose information, and fraud by the abuse of position.

In each case, the behaviour of the defendant must be dishonest. There is also a further requirement that the defendant’s intention must be to make 
again, or cause a loss to another. The new fraud offence will focus on the intention rather than the outcome, and on the dishonesty of the perpetrator rather than the deception of the victim. Therefore there will no longer be any need to prove in what form he intended that gain to be realised, that a gain or loss had actually been realised, or that any victim was deceived by the defendant’s behaviour. 

You may also wish to be aware that the DTI have recently consulted on proposals to simplify and rationalise the existing consumer legislation – including whether to amend or repeal the 1951 Act – in light of the entry into force of the Unfair Commercial Practices (UCP) Directive. The consultation paper, “Unfair Commercial Practices (UCP) Directive - Consultation on implementing the EU Directive on Unfair Commercial Practices and Amending Existing Consumer Legislation” can be found at http://www.dti.gov.uk/ccp/consultpdf/ucpukcondoc.pdf.
To be honest this didn’t really answer my questions, apart from the fact that the maximum sentence is 2 years’ imprisonment, which seems to indicate that all such cases are likely to be dealt with by the Magistrate’s Court. 


My own interpretation is that if someone pretended to be a medium purely as a means to defraud some hapless old widow - e.g. ‘He’s telling me you should sign your house over to me so that I can fund the “Temple of Light” and reveal the truth to the world’ then they would risk prosecution. However as there is probably other legislation that will do the job as well or better, the FMA is not likely to be invoked. Furthermore crossing palms with silver or paying to see a medium on stage is unlikely to get anyone arrested.

Disappointing as this might seem it’s probably better this way. I am not in favour of legislation against mediums as such, although a case might be made from a consumerist point of view. It is surely far better to educate people about how they are being duped. Sadly my own experience tells me that most people have a strong need to believe and are not receptive to a sceptic telling them otherwise. 

If we have anyone with legal experience perhaps he or she could write in with their own interpretation of the law.

The full details of the Fraudulent Mediums Act 1951 can be found on my website at: 

<http://www.tonyyouens.com/fma.htm>.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

ONE OF US

W

hen press accounts are the target of sceptics’ ire, more often than not the offending article is in one of our tabloid newspapers.  It’s encouraging therefore to read what journalist Jane Moore had to say about a certain ‘psychic healer’ in The Sun on 29.3.06.  The title of her piece was ‘Psychic Ramblings in the Wrong Spirit’.

‘“PSYCHIC healer” Simone Simmons says Princess Diana’s spirit has visited her hundreds of times since her fatal crash and imparted her views on her son’s girlfriends.

Of William and Kate Middleton, Simone says, “It’s love. She’s hoping they will marry.”

‘And of Harry and Chelsy Davy, she says, “She thinks Harry is not in love and the relationship will run its course.”

‘As William and Kate have dated for four years, lived in the same house, and she’s been seen in public with Prince Charles, its’ pretty obvious it’s a serious relationship.

‘And as Harry’s girlfriend is only 19, lives on another continent, and has only seen him a handful of times, even my two-year-old could tell you it probably won’t last.

‘That’s not psychic, it’s common sense. So please Simone, get back to tending your three cats and spare us from any more of this self-serving nonsense.’

Well said!

The previous newsletter (under the title ‘Not one of us’) featured an extract from an interview in Metro with Wendy Bristow, the paper’s astrologer, who informed us that quantum physics ‘is all about things making patterns – fractals that you can draw.’ I am grateful to ASKE member Carolyn Bedwell for sending me a copy of Metro’s correspondence section in the next day’s issue. In it is the following letter from Dr Paul Lee of Surrey:

‘QUANTUM BUNKUM: Wendy Bristow is deluded if she thinks that quantum physics is about looking for patterns (Metro, Tues). It is about applying rules of quantisation to physics – so things such as energy can only exist in integer multiples of some smaller quantity. Incorrectly using scientific jargon in a bid to legitimise new-age claptrap betrays astrology for the bunkum that it is.’


NOT ONE OF US

I thought ‘Not one of us’ was going to be just a one-off feature, but it seems that Ms Bristow is in distinguished company when it comes, in the words of Dr Lee, to using scientific jargon to legitimise claptrap.  

Step forward Roger Bootle-Wilbraham, 7th Baron Skelmersdale, the Opposition spokesman for Work and Pensions. In a debate on ‘Nano Materials’ in the House of Lords on 24.5.06, the noble lord made this stunning contribution. 
‘My Lords, does the noble Lord accept that homoeopathy is a nano product and that a lot of people for a long time, if not thousands of years, have believed that it does them good?’


For the record, the reply (from Lord Rooker) was as follows:

‘My Lords, I think that that is a trick question. The original Question covered the production or application of nano materials. I am not getting involved in the row about different forms of medical practice.’

Note from the Editor: Readers are invited to send extracts from newspapers, magazines, etc. in which the writer gives a readable sceptical critique of a topic of interest to members of ASKE or, conversely, in which the person hasn’t a clue what he or she is talking about.
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

MORE MUSINGS ON PARAPSYCHOLOGY
I

n the previous newsletter I expressed puzzlement that some hard-nosed experimental psychologists now appear to be taking the existence of parapsychological phenomena such a telepathy as fact.   

I turned to two eminent psychologists who have made extensive study of the field of parapsychology, Professors Richard Wiseman and Ray Hyman. Richard’s comments are given in the last newsletter.

Ray Hyman is a Professor Emeritus of Psychology at the University of Oregon and a noted critic of parapsychology. In his younger days he worked as a magician and mentalist. He emailed me the following comments.

From Ray Hymans

I just returned from Seattle, Washington where I gave talk to the Society for Sensible Explanations (SSE). The SSE is Seattle's skeptics’ organization. By coincidence, the talk was entitled, Evaluating Parapsychological Claims: 50 Years as a Critic. Basically, I reviewed some of the highlights of my experiences in investigating para-psychological claims. I pointed out that evaluating parapsychological claims, as compared to evaluating other paranormal claims, is a demanding task. This is so because parapsychologists claim that they are providing evidence for psi that they have gathered according to strict scientific procedures. So the critic has to apply scientific criteria. This requires expertise in statistics, experimental methodology, and some knowledge of the technology that they use, such as random number generators, physiological recorders, etc. It also requires time, dedication, and knowledge of previous and contemporary research in para-psychology. I gave examples from my experiences involving Soal's work, the ganzfeld psi experiments, remote viewing, and Dean Radin's research. My experiences might suggest that the typical skeptic is in no position to evaluate parapsychological claims. Indeed, I estimated that only about three living individuals had the qualifications to criticize parapsychological claims in the way that I do. I concluded, nevertheless, that the ordinary skeptic should not feel helpless in the face of parapsychological claims. Because parapsychologists claim they are doing science, the skeptic need not get into the details of evaluation that I do. I then put up a transparency that listed how the ordinary skeptic can evaluate para-psychological claims and the field of parapsychology as whole. Here is what I put on that transparency: 

Lay critic's guide to evaluating 

parapsychological claims  

1. You do not need to rely on esoteric statistical, philosophical, scientific training and expertise.  

2. Keep in mind that the burden of proof is on the parapsychologist.

3. The parapsychologists claim they base their claims on science. Hold them to this claim!

4. Parapsychological claims are deliberately extraordinary. Extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof.  

5. Ask if parapsychology has even one paradigmatic experiment: Answer: No! (During my talk I defined a ‘paradigmatic experiment’ as the kind that various scientific disciplines use as exercises they can assign to introductory students with the confidence that they can go into the laboratory and reproduce the results. Every discipline that claims to be a science has hundreds, even thousands, of such experiments. Psychology, the discipline parapsychologists like to compare themselves with, has thousands of such experiments. Parapsychology does not have a single one.

6. Ask for independent ‘replication’ in the sense of a consistent pattern in the data. (During the talk I explained how parapsychologists have a very flexible notion of ‘replication’. Any significant outcome in a new experiment, even if it does not reproduce the pattern of results in the original experiment - indeed, even if the new results contradict the pattern of the original experiment - is considered a successful ‘replication’ by parapsychologists.)

7. Look for the ‘patchwork quilt’ fallacy. (This seems to be the parapsychologists' main weapon. I explained the ‘patch-work quilt’ fallacy as the inclusion as evidence of psi of any peculiarity that arises in the data. If a decline effect occurs in Experiment A, then the decline effect is taken as evidence for psi. If the decline effect fails to occur in Experiment B, but an incline effect occurs instead, then the incline effect is also taken as evidence for psi, and so on. In other words, any quirk that occurs is accepted as evidence for psi.)

8. Ask if the claim is falsifiable.

9. Look for lawfulness (not simply a ‘significant’ outcome).  

10. Look for independent indicators of the presence or absence of psi.

11. Look for prospective rather than retrospective approaches to proof.  

12. Look for increasing effect sizes over time (stable or decreasing effect sizes will not do!).  

13. Look for cumulative evidence over time.  

14. Beware of meta-analysis! (By its nature, meta-analysis cannot be used to prove anything. At best, it can provide a basis for making specific predictions, which must be tested on new and independent data. So far, with possibly a hundred major meta-analyses done by parapsychologists, not one of them has been successfully used to predict new data. The major fallacy committed by the meta-analyses is to confuse exploratory with confirmatory statistics.)

15. Be suspicious of complex, hard-to-follow procedures, technology, measures and analyses. (The Devil is in the details.)

16. Keep your cool.  .

Ed: Many thanks to Ray for his contribution.
_______________________________________________________________________________________

A BAD YEAR FOR THE GALACTIC FEDERATION: SCIENTOLOGY IN THE NEWS

Martin Poulter

F

or more than a decade I've been following media coverage (amongst other sources) about the Scientology cult. After some fallow years, the topic has once again received a flurry of attention, but with a couple of exceptions the journalistic work is disappointingly superficial
A lot of the coverage has centred around Scientology's most famous adherent, Tom Cruise. Some months ago Cruise was parodied in a South Park episode called ‘Trapped in the Closet’, not shown in this country but available over the Internet. The episode repeated a rumour that Cruise is gay and that his marriages are sham. Personally, I don't care one way or another about his sexuality, and I know that rumours have a life of their own irrespective of the facts. I'm told that back in the Seventies, Rod Stewart was dogged by rumours that he is gay (Does Rod Stewart do anything other than have sex with women? Apparently, he used to be a singer).

The fixation of the press on celebrity gossip meant that the real significance of the South Park episode was lost, because the centrepiece of the programme was a detailed explanation of the Xenu story.

Rewind to 75 million years ago. Earth was a prison planet for the Galactic Federation. A creature called Xenu brought trillions of aliens from the other planets here and blew them up with nuclear bombs in volcanoes such as Hawaii. Their spirits, implanted with confusing images including a man on a cross, now float invisibly and attach to our bodies. Okay, Hawaii didn't exist that long ago according to scientific geology, but apart from that the story is airtight.

Now fast forward to the mid-Nineties. Most of humanity is ignorant of Xenu's role in our history. The story is set out in a document called ‘OT3’, Scientology's copyrighted, trade secret, licensed property. After appearing as an exhibit in a couple of US legal cases, OT3 and some other OT documents leak onto the Internet. The cult spends millions of dollars on lawsuits, legal threats and electronic tactics to stop people reading even a sentence of the material. Their determination to keep Xenu secret leads to them blanking the word out of their own documents in court. Internet users respond imaginatively, by spreading the document electronically, handing out copies on the streets, and even dressing up in alien costumes.

The internet won that battle, and the win was sealed definitively this year as the Dutch writer and internet free-speech activist Karin Spaink won the right to keep the OT documents on her web site after a ten-year legal battle. You can view her legally-approved page at <http://www.spaink.net/fishman/home.html>.

With the cat being out of the bag, mainstream media have been bolder. South Park's detailed animated rendition of the Xenu story is an example. Scientology has had to move to another tack; saying in effect, ‘Our religion has some strange scriptures, but don't all religions?’ Some of the media coverage has accepted this framing of the issue. The more sinister and criminal aspects of the cult's history, regularly mentioned in TV and newspaper coverage back in the Nineties, have been mostly forgotten.

An example of this was a Sky News report on the day that Tom Cruise's wife was to give birth. I was involved, both on-screen as the token critical sound bite and via a hurried briefing to the presenter over the phone while I was in the taxi trying to find Sky's Bristol studio. The Sky report offered footage inside Scientology premises, but it looked like the cult had had enough say in its presentation to make it look almost like an advert.

An exception to the trend towards lazy investigation was a lengthy article in Rolling Stone magazine (23 February) that was reprinted by the Observer on 9 April. It combined undercover reporting and case studies with historical information from a variety of sources.

As a result of Scientology being out of the headlines, a whole generation have grown up knowing almost nothing about the cult except that some of Hollywood's biggest stars attribute their success to it, but also that it has some connection to a barmy story about aliens. A rash of well-researched investigations by Newsnight, ITV and the broadsheets are now about a decade old.

What am I doing about it? Well, I am working on a new web site that will archive or link to all the media I can get my hands on, preserving what I think of as the ‘Golden Age’. Other sources, including official government reports, are already available through critical sites such as Xenu.net. I will also be giving a talk at Skeptics in the Pub in August, titled ‘Scientology: It's worse than you think’. I will use primary sources, including leaked internal documents, to show the range of crank and anti-science beliefs that this multinational corporation aggressively promotes. I will also explain the ‘sinister and criminal aspects’ mentioned in this article.

_______________________________________________________________________________________

ANNOUNCEMENTS
Audiomartini
From Tony Youens

For the last few months ASKE has been proud to present Rick Wood's Audiomartini. However it seems all good things must come to an end. From 1st July Audiomartini will have a new sponsor, the Committe for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal (CSICOP).

Obviously this means we will no longer be hosting this on our normal webpage but we will be keeping people informed of new podcasts via our main page, http://www.aske-skeptics.org.uk/.

ASKE would like to thank Rick for his support and wish him all the very best for the future. For the latest show see Rick's website at: 

<http://www.audiomartini.com/>

From the other side

The Astrological Association very kindly send ASKE a copy of their journal Correlation (which seems to me a not entirely inappropriate title). Any ASKE member who would like to inspect these is welcome to do so. I think it fair to pass on the announcement they have sent me of their 38th Annual Conference which will be at the University of Hertfordshire from 1st to 3rd September this year. I can send details to any ASKE member who wants them. 

Papers on Neuro-linguistic

Programming (NLP)
Some ASKE members enquired about my recent remarks on NLP, referring to some papers I published in the early 80s. I have now uploaded these papers onto my website. They review experimental research papers on representational systems, eye movements, postural matching, etc. My website address is <http://www.mheap.com>.  

Addition to your favourite 

websites

ASKE members will be interested in the organisation Sense about Science whose website address is:

<http://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk>/

According to the Home page, ‘Sense about Science is an independent charitable trust. We respond to the misrepresentation of science and scientific evidence on issues that matter to society, from scares about plastic bottles, fluoride and the MMR vaccine to controversies about genetic modification, stem cell research and radiation. 

‘Our recent and current priorities include MRI, detox, nuclear power, evidence in public health advice, weather patterns and an educational resource on science publishing.’

I also recently came visited a website due to ASKE member Brian Robinson:

<http://musicweaver.users.btopenworld.com>

I thought that, although it has political themes that don’t concern the aims of ASKE, there is some material that members will find relevant and stimulating. Brian’s summary of the website is as follows:

‘It's sceptical, secular, with links to the National Secular Society, anti-religious though not militantly so, anti-militaristic though not necessarily pacifist, supportive of free speech (it carries photos I took at the recent Rally in Trafalgar Square); it's neither Zionist nor anti-Zionist but critical equally of Israeli brutality towards the Palestinians and of a certain kind of leftwing demonisation of Israel. The website has recently linked to the Euston Manifesto, to which it is a signatory, and so it remains progressively leftwing.’

_______________________________________________________________________________________

LOGIC AND INTUITION: ANSWERS
P
ossible answers are as follows.   
One of the difficulties with this kind of experiment is that whereas the subject has the opportunity to signal emotional sensitivity to a stimulus over a wide range of amplitudes of the physiological response, verbal recognition can only be scored as correct or incorrect. In other words the first measure is analogue, the second digital. (It may amount to very nearly the same thing to state that physiological responses may be conditioned to the structural properties of the stimulus and may be activated when the subject is partially aware of these but not sufficiently so to correctly perceive the word.) 

A second problem is that the defensiveness may be located not in perceiving but in responding. That is, subjects may be reluctant (consciously or otherwise) to offer as guesses taboo words, such as ‘penis’ and ‘whore’, until the evidence is clearer than in the case of neutral words. In that case we would say that their criterion for identifying a taboo word is stricter than for a neutral word, hence the higher recognition thresholds even when their emotional response is indicating that a taboo word is present. 

Editor’s note: Readers are invited to submit puzzles along this line from their own disciplines provided that they are not too technical.

	About ASKE

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

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




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

email: aske@talktalk.net
;

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