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Homoeopathy is bunk: Indian Nobel laureate
1. Homeopathy is bogus, harmful: Nobel laureate Venkatraman Ramakrishnan
http://www.hindustantimes.com/india/homeopathy-astrology-are-bogus-says-nobel-laureate-venkatraman-ramakrishna/story-oNNzWBnosMFiLnrnmfkdxI.html EXTRACT
By Bhartesh Singh Thakur, Hindustan Times, Chandigarh, January 7, 2016 
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India-born Nobel laureate Venkatraman Ramakrishnan has refused to attend the Indian Science Congress* ever in future 
Calling homeopathy and astrology useless and harmful practices, Nobel laureate Venkatraman Ramakrishnan came down heavily on the two, saying real science is far more interesting than “bogus” fields.

Pointing out that India is the only country where a constitution asks for promoting scientific temper, the chemistry scientist said India needs a more rational outlook on such practices.

Explaining that astrology evolved from the human tendency to look for “patterns, generalise and believe”, Ramakrishnan said, “There is no scientific basis for how movement of planets and stars can influence our fate. There is no reason for time of birth to influence events years later. The predictions made are either obvious or shown to be random.”

“Once beliefs take root, they are hard to eradicate,” he commented, adding, “A culture based on superstitions will do worse than one based on scientific knowledge and rational thoughts.”

Contrary to the general notion that homeopathy originated in India, the scientist also clarified that it was a practice started by a German.

“They (homoeopaths) take arsenic compounds and dilute it to such an extent that just a molecule is left. It will not make any effect on you. Your tap water has more arsenic. No one in chemistry believes in homoeopathy. It works because of placebo effect.”
The onus ultimately lies on humans, for science to be accurate. “Scientists are humans. We have egos, superstitions etc. What is required is to test our ideas by experiments which protect us from false beliefs.”

To elaborate, he cited the cold fusion theory. Initially claimed by Martin Fleischmann and Stanley Pons, the much-hyped theory was later proved to be unfounded. “In 2011, it was claimed from CERN experiments that neutrinos travel faster than light. Later, it came out that it was a measurement error,” Ramakrishnan said and added that sometimes scientists propose ideas well outside their area of expertise and make mistakes.

So did planes really exist in ancient India, as claimed at the Indian Science Congress* in Mumbai last year?

“It was surprising for me that Indian science academies did not condemn it. Science has to be based on data. You have to show that you did it and others should be able to verify it. It is impossible that India had plane technology 2000 years ago.”

Ramakrishnan, who was awarded the Nobel Prize in chemistry in 2009, was speaking at the Panjab University at Chandigarh to deliver the Har Gobind Khorana lecture on ‘On Nobody’s Word: Evidence and Modern Science’.

*https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2015_Indian_Science_Congress_ancient_aircraft_controversy
The 2015 Indian Science Congress ancient aircraft controversy refers to protests that occurred during the 102nd Indian Science Congress in Mumbai, on 4 January 2015 when a paper claiming to prove that aircraft were invented in the Vedic age was allowed to be presented.[1]
In December 2014, it was announced that Anand J. Bodas and his co-presenter Ameya Jadhav, who claim that aircraft more advanced than today's versions existed in ancient India, would be allowed to speak at the Indian Science Congress and present a paper on aviation in the Vedic age. During an interview, he said that such aircraft were huge and could fly to other planets. He also said that those planes could fly backwards, left or right, contrary to modern aircraft that can fly only forward.[2] [3]
Bodas, who was a principal at a pilot training school in Kerala and Jadhav, currently a lecturer at the Swami Vivekanand International School and Junior College in Mumbai,[4] cited a text called Vaimanika Prakaranam (also called Vaimānika Shāstra) as evidence. He said that modern science rejects anything that it cannot explain. He claimed that of the 500 guidelines described in the text, only 100 to 120 survive today. He attributed this loss to the passage of time, foreign rulers of India and artefacts which had been stolen from India, during that time.[3]
The five-day conference was held at the Kalina Campus of the Mumbai University starting on 3 January 2015. The paper was presented on 4 January, as a part of the larger symposium on "Ancient Sciences Through Sanskrit".[3] Other papers presented in the symposium were "Engineering applications of Ancient Indian botany", "Neuro-science of yoga: understanding the process", "Advances in surgery in Ancient India" and "Scientific principles of Ancient Indian architecture and civil engineering".[4]
In late December 2014, Ram Prasad Gandhiraman, a scientist at the NASA's Ames Research Center, started a petition to prevent the paper from being presented at the conference. By 31 December, 220 scientists and academicians had signed the petition. Gandhiraman criticized the paper as pseudo-science and said that mythology should not be mixed with science.[5]
S. M. Deshpande, a professor at the Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore, who has written a paper with four others on aircraft in Sanskrit texts, said that we should not reject such claims as pseudo-science outright but examine them with intellectual curiosity. His paper, however, states that the aircraft described in the Vaimānika Shāstra text would not be capable of flying and the text itself cannot be traced to any date before 1904.[5]
H.S. Mukunda, another professor at Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore, who was a co-author of the paper, criticized the organizers and said that both sides of the debate should be presented. He asked why had there been no working models if the scientists were wrong.[6]
Roddam Narasimha, director of National Aerospace Laboratories (NAL), said that there is no credible evidence that aviation existed in ancient India. He added that the Vaimānika Shāstra text has been studied scientifically and the consensus is that descriptions in the text are unscientific.[3]
Noted Indian astrophysicist and founding director of the Inter-University Centre for Astronomy and Astrophysics at Pune, India, Jayant Narlikar reacted to the controversy saying that it was good to be proud of ancient Indian science but scientists should not make claims about things they did not have proof of. He commented, "We can boast of things but it should be restricted to what we have proof of. But we shouldn't claim things of which there is no evidence or proof as it reduces the credibility of what our scientists have achieved in the past." He further asserted, "Even the West recognizes the knowledge of mathematics held by Indians. If we start making outlandish claims, the scientific community of world will not look up to us as it does now".[7]
Economist and Nobel laureate Amartya Sen commented that some evidence is required in the controversial claims made in the Indian Science Congress regarding the achievements of ancient Indians. He said, "The idea that human beings can fly is known to human beings from birth. The idea that human beings might be able to be on the air has been talked about a lot. If that was true, then we would like to find some evidence." Further, he elaborated, "As our epics show, Indians have thought about flying for a long time. But it would be fanciful to say that India invented the aeroplane. If ancient India had airfare technology, we would like to see some evidence. I agree there are a lot of claims that have nothing to do with achievements."[8]
Gauri Mahulikar, the head of the department of Sanskrit at Mumbai University, said that the paper would have been easily dismissed if it had been presented by Sanskrit professors. But, since Bodas was a pilot and Ameya Jadhav had a Master of Technology and Master of Arts in Sanskrit, it cannot be rejected easily.[5]
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*'40-engine' planes, ancient surgery overshadows Indian Science Congress, sparks outrage
http://www.firstpost.com/living/talk-of-40-engine-planes-ancient-surgery-overshadows-indian-science-congress-sparks-outrage-2029661.html EXTRACT
January 5, 2015

Aeroplanes existed in India 7,000 years ago and they travelled from not just one country to another but also to other planets, or so claimed Captain Anand J Bodas in a controversial session at the Indian Science Congress. The retired principal of a pilot training facility attracted criticism from some scientists who said such claims undermined the primacy of empirical evidence on which the 102-year-old Congress was founded. The lecture was presented on the second day of the Congress under the aegis of Mumbai University as part of a session titled 'Ancient Sciences through Sanskrit'.
Drawing upon the ancient Vedic texts to support the claim that there was flying technology in ancient India, Bodas said, "There is a reference of ancient aviation in the Rigveda."

He said Maharishi Bharadwaj spoke 7,000 years ago of "the existence of aeroplanes which travel from one country to another, from one continent to another and from one planet to another. He mentioned 97 reference books for aviation." "History merely notes that the Wright brothers first flew in 1904," he said.

Bharadwaj, who authored the book Vimana Samhita, has written about various types of metal alloys used to build an aeroplane, Bodas said, adding, "Now we have to import aeroplane alloys. The young generation should study the alloys mentioned in his book and make them here."
He also spoke of the "huge" aeroplanes which flew in ancient India. "The basic structure was of 60 by 60 feet and in some cases, over 200 feet. They were jumbo planes," he said. "The ancient planes had 40 small engines. Today's aviation does not know even of flexible exhaust system," he said.

The ancient Indian radar system was called 'rooparkanrahasya'. "In this system, the shape of the aeroplane was presented to the observer, instead of the mere blip that is seen on modern radar systems," he said. Bharadwaj's book mentioned a diet of pilots. It contained of milk of buffalo, cow and sheep for specific periods, Bodas said. The pilot's clothes came from vegetation grown underwater, he said.

Bodas' wasn't the only controversial paper presented at the session. As this Times of India report points out, another paper pointed out that "Indians had developed 20 types of sharp instruments and 101 blunt ones for surgeries, which largely resemble the modern surgical instruments," while another spoke of how "ancient Indian engineers had adequate knowledge of Indian botany and they effectively used it in their construction."

The session had courted controversy even ahead of the conference, when Dr. Ram Prasad Gandhiraman, a scientist with the NASA's Ames Research Centre in California, filed an online petition demanding that the session be cancelled because it fused science with mythology.

The petition said:
"We as scientific community should be seriously concerned about the infiltration of pseudo-science in science curricula with backing of influential political parties. Giving a scientific platform for a pseudo-science talk is worse than a systematic attack that has been carried out by politically powerful pseudo-science propagandists in the recent past. If we scientists remain passive, we are betraying not only the science, but also our children."

While there was only one such session, its significance was heightened by remarks from ministers in the Modi government at the conference. For instance, Dr. Harsh Vardhan, the Union Minister for Science and Technology Harsh Vardhan, told the Congress, "Our scientists discovered the Pythagoras theorem, but we ... gave credit to the Greeks. We all know that we knew ‘beejganit’ much before the Arabs, but very selflessly we allowed it to be called Algebra. This is the base the Indian scientific community has maintained."

“Whether it is related to the solar system, medicine, chemistry or earth science, we have shared all our knowledge very selflessly,” he had added.

In addition to Harsh Vardhan, Union minister Prakash Javadekar, who was chief guest at the event, also commented that "the scientific community gathered at the Congress should pay attention to the source material available in Sanskrit and use it for betterment of humanity," reports Times of India.
While the claims regarding the value of Sanskrit or the origin of the theorem are not fantastical per se, members from the scientific community were unhappy.
An Indian scientist from the US who attended the session told TOI, "Knowledge always grows, its flow never stops. So if all this knowledge was available in the ancient days, I need to know where it stopped. Why did it fail to grow? Why was there no advancement? When did it stop?"

On Harsh Vardhan's remarks, one maths professor at Mumbai University was quoted by TOI as saying, "We know Indians have contributed to mathematics to a great extent. However, I was surprised to hear what he said. Maybe the way he thinks about mathematics is different than what we academicians do."

Interestingly PM Modi will inaugurating the event did not speak about ancient science (unlike the Ganesha and plastic surgery remark at the AIIMS conference in October last year***) and instead stressed the need for "efforts to ensure that science, technology and innovation reach the poorest, the remotest and the most vulnerable person."

He also said that, "We must restore the pride and prestige of science and scientists in our nation."

For all the hullabaloo over the ancient India session, it should be noted that the most sessions at the Indian Science Congress Association's (ISCA) annual event were dedicated to more 'current' topics like Mars Missions, Mathematics and computation, Nutrition and Health, Biotechnology, etc. You can view the full schedule here. But as this Hindustan Times report, points out that this is the first time in the 100 year history of this event that such a session has been held -- and the publicity it has garnered has sadly overshadowed the good work of the Indian scientific community and the ISCA, which has a membership strength of more than 30,000 scientists.

*Sniggering at Modi: Deriding Ganesha remark misses the elephant in the room
http://www.firstpost.com/india/sniggering-at-modi-deriding-ganesha-remark-misses-the-elephant-in-the-room-1778305.html EXTRACT
By Sandip Roy, October 30, 2014

For Narendra Modi’s critics the timing could not have been better.
“A pope champions the big bang theory and evolution, a prime minister champions ancient plastic surgery and genetic science,” tweets @DeathEndsFun.

But they could not have been more different. While Pope Francis was behaving as a modern pontiff of scientific temper, the Indian prime minister made headlines for sounding more like Dinanath Batra-II.

"If we think a little more, we realise that Mahabharat says Karna was not born from his mother’s womb. This means that genetic science was present at that time. That is why Karna could be born outside his mother’s womb," he declared, and then doubled down with his theory of Ganesha's head. "We worship Lord Ganesh. There must have been some plastic surgeon at that time who got an elephant’s head on the body of a human being and began the practice of plastic surgery."
He actually made, as @VidyaKrishnan notes, identical remarks at a Global Healthcare Summit in Ahmedabad in January 2014. But he was not PM then and few noticed or took them seriously.

Modi might well have been joking but now the remark has become a gotcha moment for a man who wants to project himself as Mr. Development. “’Ganesha had plastic surgery done’. Is Narendra Modi body-shaming a Hindu god?” quipped @AListRap.

In fact, the PM did no one any favours, including his own people. The clumsy rush to claim ancient credit suggests that we are a civilization of fools who managed to misplace pretty much every scrap of valuable ancient knowledge – from plastic surgery to aeroplanes. Forget the Great Flood, in this version of history, we apparently suffered a bout of the Great Amnesia that swept our cultural memory clean.

“I’m sure the prime minister doesn’t take this seriously, but if he does I would be worried,” says Subhas Lakhotia, a Banaras Hindu University biologist researching the scientific principles underlying the Ayurveda according to The Telegraph. He says it’s puzzling that Modi tried to dress up a magical story out of mythology as science when he could have talked about the sixth century surgeon Sushruta’s well-documented surgical practices.

Modi's great charisma relies greatly on his ability to appeal to Indian pride and self-esteem. His Ganesha comment is clearly part of that strategy. At a time when we are accustomed to think that all advances, especially scientific ones came to us via the West, Modi wants to remind his audience that we do not come from nothing. That was why Mangalyaan struck such an emotive chord in India. And that’s also why the New York Times Mangalyaan cartoon of the turbaned man with cow at the door of the Elite Space Club made Indians bristle.

But this pride can come across as braggadocio as well – anything you can do, India does better (and did it first) like an old sketch from the British comedy series Goodness Gracious Me. Aeroplanes? Lord Rama flew them. Stem cell research? That’s how the hundred Kauravas were born outside Gandhari’s womb.

Just sniggering about Modi or a Batra, or Ganesha as the first plastic surgery patient ignores the other elephant in the room … It matters little if Ganesha’s head was stuck on by plastic surgery, Fevicol or purely the power of imagination. The Golden Bird the PM likes to talk about will only fly if our future contributions to the sum of human knowledge amount to more than empty boasts about the mythological past.
2. Ayurveda needs a science test: Venki

http://www.telegraphindia.com/1160109/jsp/nation/story_62982.jsp#.VpXHqPl96M8 

By G.S. Mudur, January 9, 2016
Indian-origin Nobel laureate Venkatraman Ramakrishnan clubs astrology and homoeopathy as practices bereft of scientific evidence but asserts that although Ayurveda is different, it still needs to be put to scientific tests.

Ramakrishnan, who shared the 2009 Nobel Prize for chemistry for his contributions in unravelling the structure of ribosomes - biological machines that helps make proteins in cells - was in Delhi on Friday to deliver a talk titled "On Nobody's Word: Evidence and Modern Science", hosted by the British Council.

He dwelt on the emergence of modern scientific processes and explained how science differs from dogma because it seeks constant change as new facts emerge and old ideas are abandoned.

On the sidelines of the talk, Ramakrishnan, who is president of the Royal Society and deputy director of the Laboratory for Molecular Biology, Cambridge, the UK, took three questions from The Telegraph on traditional medicine, the challenges to doing world-class science, and future applications of advances in biology.

Q: You've cited astrology and homoeopathy as examples of irrational or unfounded practices that persist in contemporary society. Homoeopathy and other traditional systems of medicine such as Ayurveda have a wide following in India. Does that worry you?

A: Most people don't realise just how powerful the placebo effect is. Even with modern medicines, in some cases, the placebo effect can be even stronger than the effect of the medicine itself.

When a medicine is approved, it is because of the extra effect of the medicine over the placebo effect. Unless you do proper trials, it is difficult to say whether the effect is due to the medicine. If you do not have randomised controlled trials (on medicines), then you can never distinguish whether an effect is due to the placebo effect.

Ayurveda and homoeopathy should not be treated in the same way. Ayurveda is a system of traditional medicine that is quite different from homoeopathy. Many of the Ayurveda remedies may be quite worth exploring.

The Nobel Prize for medicine in 2015 went to a Chinese doctor who explored Chinese traditional medicine and put it to scientific test (and) isolated the active ingredient, in this case artemisinin, that has revolutionised the treatment of drug-resistant malaria.

What I think Ayurveda needs is to put its recipes to the scientific test. Medicine is not fussy about where good medicines come from. If they come from traditional medicine, like artemisinin, it doesn't matter whether it is something traditional or modern.

That is what distinguishes medicine from alternative systems which don't want to put things to test.

Q: Your work leading to the Nobel Prize and other work by Indian-origin scientists is at times cited as an indication of how scientists from India can excel in a western environment but not in an Indian environment. Do you believe there is merit in such views? Do you think the environment in India is not conducive to doing world-class science, either due to paucity of funds or other issues involving policies or decision-making?

A: In the past, funding may not have been comparable. But now, in good places at least, there is more money being put into science. There are places that are well equipped and can be competitive. And you can often do good science even with somewhat limited facilities by choosing problems carefully. You might not be able to do the same kinds of problems, but just as interesting problems.

The business of doing world-class science is more complicated. To do world-class science, you have to learn how to do that. If you're choosing very difficult problems, it is not easy if you're isolated.

Is a problem too difficult or is it doable? There is a fine balance between choosing something that is interesting but not ready for attack and something that is actually feasible given a certain approach. This requires critical feedback from colleagues and from mentors. And this kind of thing is very hard to build.

Even in the West, it is only a few institutions that do most of world-class science. The US has many institutions but the top world-class science gets done only in a fraction of those.

How do you start from scratch? You need one or two really good people who take it upon themselves to build up younger scientists around them.

Q: Since the human genome was sequenced, there has been much speculation about the emergence of personal genomic medicine. In some ways this has come true, such as helping optimise the treatment for certain cancers. But could you speculate on what kind of medical applications you expect will emerge over the next decade?

A: This is really not my area, but there is always a lag between fundamental discovery - even when people realise something is promising.

The cost of sequencing the genome has come down, and it has also become faster. It is really too early to tell (specifically), but once the cost of sequencing drops, you can map people's susceptibility (to various medical disorders) and also the way they respond to various drugs. This will be a big change when it eventually happens, but there is always a lag.

BUT THE QUACKS PERSIST IN DENIAL…
3. Homeopaths Counter Laureate on Placebo Comment
http://www.newindianexpress.com/cities/chennai/Homeopaths-Counter-Laureate-on-Placebo-Comment/2016/01/11/article3221741.ece
By Sinduja Jane, January 11, 2016
After the Nobel Laureate Venkatraman Ramakrishnan commented that alternative medicine homeopathy works on the placebo effect (pills without any active medicine in them), and hence it was a bogus science, homeopaths in the state opposed the comment that it works on beliefs.

Venkatraman Ramakrishnan had said this while delivering the Har Gobind Khorana lecture on “On Nobody’s Word: Evidence and Modern Science” at Punjab University, Chandigarh recently.

The Nobel laureate had said, homeopaths took arsenic compounds and highly diluted them so that only less than one molecule was left in the vial that patients were supposed to take for their problem. With such dilutions, the molecules in the medicine didn’t work. “If the person is getting cured, it’s because of the placebo effect,” he had commented.

“Arsenic compounds are highly poisonous. That is why they are highly diluted. After dilution, the medicine energy is extracted, then used on patient. Directly using arsenic compounds would kill the person, so high dilution is recommended,” said P Buvaneswari, principal, Government Homeopathy Medical College, Thirumangalam, Madurai district.

Buvaneswari said that recently chemistry department of IIT-Mumbai did a research on homeopathic medicine and found out that tiny particle of the original homeopathic medicine substance was still spotted even at extensive dilution. “So there is scientific evidence and many researches are going on. Bhabha Atomic Research Centre, Mumbai also has done many research studies on this medicine and also many researches are going on across the world,” she added.

For more than 200 years, it has been practiced in many parts of the world and in India. Homeopathic medicine is extensively used during epidemics. When Japanese encephalitis broke out, this medicine was used to control the outbreak in Andhra Pradesh in 2000, Buvaneswari added.
“Daily I treat over 30 patients in my clinic, this also includes children, and mostly acute fever cases, which I have been managed successfully in my 40 years of practice as a homoeopath. How can it work on belief in a child? This is not a belief, it is all about the effect of molecules,” says G P Hahnemann, former president, Tamil Nadu Homeopathy Medical Council.

The founder of homeopathy was a German medical practitioner, Samuel Hanhnemann, who tested it on people and recorded the names of the molecules in a book, which homeopaths have been following and applying to patients in India successfully, added another Homeopath, N R Jayakumar, who has been practicing homeopathy over 25 years in Chennai.
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