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TO: Fellows of the Committee few the 

Scientific Investigation of Claims of the t>;:w<tnonnal 

The enclosed article will appc;:w next month, just bcfcwc the annu.:d 

national meeting of the /\mcdcan Association for· the J\Jv;_mcemcnt of Science in Wash­

ington. Becnuse ncm·l y a thousand rcpr·ints have a I ready been reql)ested, and becau~;e 

the name of the Committee has been r-epeatedly invoked in the notional news media, I 

expect to be asked--~ and Y.£Y., may be asked-- if the type of attacks described in the 

article l~cpr·esent the thi nkin9 of the individual Committee members. Therefore, I fcl t 

that courtesy required that I show you the article in preprint. 

The question is not whether you "believe intt psychic phenomena, 

nor even whether you believe the research is being done competently or is worth doing. 

The question is whether' the sweeping attacks being made indiscriminately by a few in­

dividuals against a wide range of beliefs, life styles, and scientific rcscar·ch repre-· 

sents y_our· thinking as to how these issues should be addressed. 

Prof. Kurtz and Mr. Randi have managed to convince much of the 

media that they speak for "a growing number of scientists, philosopher's, and other' 

defenders of logic and the scientific method" (NY Time;:;, Nov 20/77). The crcdibili-. 

ty of this daim rests heavily on the willingness of you and other respected Fellows of 

the Committee to have your names used in this way. 

Some members of the Committee have told me they arc disturbed that 

their names are being used to legitimate such actions, which they consider bctr·ay 

both the pr·incip!es of the humanist movement and the essence of logic ancl the scien-­

tific method. A great many thoughtful letters to the editor of The ~111!0.~2~~l h<Jve ex-" 

pr·essed similar concerns in forceful terms. The American [thical Union ha~~ with­

drawn its support of I_he HL!_!n<:lni st. Yet the Chcli nnan and 11 few others continue to 

claim they are speaking f9r you. 

Or. Truzzi has told you why he rcsi!Jned on August 10 as Co­

Chairman of the Committee and as Editor of The Z~tetic, and later fl'orn the Cornrnittv(.' 

itself, asking that his n11me not be used by the Cornrnittce. llowcvcrt you may not 

realize that his narne is still being cited as Co·-Ch.::drrnan und <15 Editor· in November· 

corrc~.pondcncc sent to the ncwspupc:r·s, scvcr;d hundred TV st<Jtions, Goth houses 
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of Con~:wc~,s, and various a~jencics of the F<>dcral Gover·nmcnt. Your name also ap­

pears on these lctt_ers, which nr·e causin9 considerable concern. 

When I am asked whether the noted scholar·s and I 09icians on the Com­

mittee personally condone this approach to "~;cicntific investigation of claims of the 

paranormal," I want to r·cply factually. That is why I have written you. It is not 

enough for one to say the authors and The Humonist do not officially speak for the Com­

mittee. As Dr. Truzzi learned, the constant usc of the Committee's name in connec­

tion with these attacks has rcnder·ed such a response fntuous. 

f assume thnt all humanists agree that cloims of the pnr·anormal 

should be scientifically investignted. But if you have any reservations at all as to how 

this is nmv being done in your name, I would appreciate hearing from you directly.· A 

stamped self-addressed envelope is enclosed for your convenience. 

· SGFOIA3 
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Irrational Rationalists: A Critique of 
The Humanist's Crusade Against 

Parapsychology 

TuEoDORE RocKWELL. RoBERT RocKWELL. ,\ND W. TEED 

Roc:KWF.LL 1 

PRELIMINARY Non: 

Tlze J/unwnist. the voice of the American Humanist Association 
and. until recently. of the American Ethical Union. has publisheJ a 
number of articles devoted to "debunking"' parapsychology in gen­
eral and certain indi\'iduals in particular. It also set up and sponsors 
a Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the 
Paranormal (CSICPJ. Although the magazine claims that its intent is 
to bring rationality to a discussion often characterized by emotion 
and misinformation. the writings have not lived up to that aim. We 
submitted a paper to The Humanist to point out and document the 
extent to which its articles have departed from this objective. Wirh­
oul discussing the merits of parapsychology, the paper charged that 
The llt<monist has so outraged the rules of rational discourse in this 
area that it has compromised its cbim to the rationzdist platform. 

Tire llumani.H was willing to publish only excerpts from the intro­
duction to the paper. but the Editor told the authors that "we have 
made a serious mistake--a marked deparwre from our stated aims .. 
and that "we intend to proceed differently from now on.·· Yet. 
shortly thereafter. the Executive Committee of CSICP. under the 
leadership of the Editor of The I lwnanist. called a press conference 
whose content was fairly imlicatcd hy the following headline in the 
J\'ell' l"ork Times (August 10. 1977): "Panel Fears Vogue for the 
Paranormal. Scientists Say Belief in Astrology and Parapsychology 
May Bring a Society of ·unreason.' ·· 

The Editorial Board of Th(' 1/unwnist contains some philosophers 
and scientists of stature. and the. magazine has had an impact from 
time to lime in other tidds. In view of this. the Joumal considers it 

• Our thanks to Dr. R. A. McConnell. wlh) rcaJ an earlier draft of this paper :m..t 
mt~dc man} helpful ~II!!~!C'Iil>n' fl11' ~~~ Hnpro\'cOlc'nl. 

1/u· Joumcrf of" tlu• A meriC'<III Sol'it•l\" li>r 
l'.•.~"dlind u ... ,·c·urt'h Vol. 7'2. };uwary. 197~ 
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import:tnt to put l1ll n.:cord a faclllal Jc-.criptinn or the natun.: of the 
battk' h:in~ \\ <t!,:CJ 1': "/ ltc' /luntunilf '>O that par<tf1'>\ choh,~:i,t-.. 
p~)cholo~:J\1\. hi..,lllrian'>. and '>llciulogi'>ts rnay he fully <!\~arc ofthi'> 
pankuLtr facet llf p:1rar..,ycholn~y·.., long stntt't:k lm scicntitic 
rcco~nition. Thcreft,rc. the paper ... uhrnitteJ to 1 he lftllllcllti.\1 ha-. 
been rc,hcd for publication in the J()/mwl and <lppcars below. 

1 :"TRODL"Cl 10;-,; 

The llumani.'r has b.:cn cmpha'iizing the urgent necJ for maintain­
ing on the nati~.,nal .,.:;enc an instrumt"nt of rationality. Yet. \\e 
believe that in :-nmc <trcas. notably parapsychology. it has traded 
away ib rationa!i~t birthright for a mcs'> of rhetorical pottage. ·1 he 
purro~c or thi::. paper is to Jocurncnt thl' basis for this charge. and to 
call for a r~?turn to ratiuna!ist principles. 

We ~hall confine our attention to "I hl' llwnwJi.,(s trcatml'nt of 
in\·esti~~ations into !'l~i rhcnomena. Our charge is that the e\alll~l­
tions it h:ts publi~ht~J have abused the principks of rational dis­
course as often anJ as baJiv as the worst of those thcv see!-; to 
discredit. \\'e cite enough cxa;.np!es below to demonstrate that tl1i~ is 
not a case of occasional lapses: it is a consistent pattern. ~!oreo\·er. 
we ha\·e limited our~c!Yes to quotations which clearly illu:\trate the 
problem in a brief phrase or two: an::dysis of entire articles woulJ be 
even more persuasiH~. t Because references to U FOs. astrology. 
witches. and other unrelated topics :Jrc sprinkled throughout m:;ny 
of the a nicks attacking parapsychology. they also appear in a few of 

our excerpts. l 
It is not relevant here whether one "believes in" p<;i phenomena 

nor whether the\' are in fact ~C'nuinc. Our concern is with the 
intellectual qualiiy of the publi~hcd Jcbatc. E:-;traordinar~ claims 
dcmanJ not rperely ~1-:epticism (which is just as cheap as crcdulit~ 1. 

but rigorous. imaginative. dispassionntc investigation (which is 
haruer to come h~ J. 

Tm: PRonL.Dt 

For some time now. especially since the founding oft!tc CSICP in 
1976. Tilt' Jlullloni.,r h~ts proYiJcd a furum for tlwse \\ ho \H•ulJ 
ratil)nally e\ aluatc the l'cwikkring l"'arragc of claim-; as~Qciated \\ ith 
the term ··p:trannrm;d ... Such a ftlrum is much ncl'Jcd: thc.: uni\ er­
sitic~ arc gt:ncr:tll~ uninformed on the ~ubjet:t: the pre:-'> tyric;dl~· 
contril,ute~. ttl thl' pi\ll'km: the publi~o· i' confused: anJ. e:-.cept ft)r 
tlllhe dire.:tl\ in\tlhed in thl' rc-,cardt.thl' scientific communi!\ \\ill 
not face up ·lll the j .. ..,ut:. · 
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CPYRGHT Unfortunately. indications of a prohlern have been evident since 
tile Committee \\;l\ formed. In announcin~ it~ rormation. statC111\."11(S 

of high purpo-;c wen' undercut by talk of the "nectlto organize some 
slnltcgy of rcfut;ltion""f5. p. :2~).: and to explore motivations of those 
who believe '>lran~c things. For example: "The scicntillc tkbunker·s 
job may be compared to th;1t of the tra'>h collector. The fact that the 
garbage truck come\ by wday Jocs not mean there won "t be another 
load tomorru\\ ·· (6. p. 0J. A debunker is indeed like a trash collc~.:tor, 
but a scicmific investit~ator is not. 

1he llumanisr has run special issues on: "The New Cults·· ( 1 ). 
"Antiscicnce and Pseudoscience·· i6l. and .. The Psychics De- ' 
bunked·· (9). These. plus a number of articles in other issues. consti­
tute an editorial stance. attacking with little distin<.:tion a perceived 
class of persons r::mr.ing from satanists through astrologers to psy­
chical researchers. These articles have relied hcavilv on ad 
hominem attacks and a general strategy of assigning guilt b)· associa­
tion. Jn those few instances where the claims han~ been distin­
guished from the claimants and addressed on their merits, we find 
unsubstantiated allegations. internal contradictions. logical non 
scquillfrs. and use of rumor and innuendo. At the extreme. rational 
criticism has gi\·cn way to the invocation of Higher ..-\uthority and 
prophecy of apocalyptic consequences if· these heresies are not 
suppressed. The ··ucbunkcrs" have thus become the very thing they 
claim to despise: evangelical "true believers,·· standing on unexam~ 
ined faith rather than objective. analysis. 

AD HO:'Ill:--:E.\1 

Arruments that appeal to prejudice rather than to intellect are 
di!Ticult to catc&orizc. To help the reader grasp their variety and 
prevalence in The 1/tmwni.Yt"s attacks. we have grouped a selection 
of examples as best we could. 

Falu CatcRori:::ation 

When the CSICP was formed. Co-Chairman Marcello Truzzi' 
noted that such claims come from widely different sources which 

: Numbers in parcnthc\es refer 10 a fi~t of relevant issues of 1 he 1/umanilt :sl the 
end of thi' article.\\".: ha\·c m't ci1cJ auth1.•r' here. ,jnct• our concnn i~ not with anv 
individual \Hiler. 1->ut with the cdit<•nal 'lance ncatcJ P\ the totalitv or st;l!crn~nt~ 
~uch "' thn;t' .:itcJ. · · 

JOn A111:mt Y. 1977, Dr. Trua.i f<'\if!m·J "' Commitlcc Co-Chairman ami a~ Editor 
of its m;Jt;alinc. 1/w /.,·relit·, in di,agrccmcnl OI'Cf the Commi!l~<!·~ mcth,lJ> (lf 
opcratil•n. 
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~() Joumal t~( till' Anwrican Society .fill' J',n·frical Rl'.lcctrclt 

cannot n.:a,onahly he llnnpcd together and rc,pnndcd to a\ if thcr 
were the same. But thi<. is just what has been done. Fur example. a 
lead arti...:l...: in I li<' lfunwni.lt lumps tot~etha for common critici-.m 
such disp~1r<tle cntitic.., a~ Aikido. Tran ... ccndental :-.kditation. Jc~us 
Chri<;t, Mohammed. \tary Bahcr Eddy. encounter group'>. yoga. 
organic gardening. Kirlian photugraphy. ami ESP (6. pp. 27-) ll. 

Another article lump.., together various types of "nun-scientific" 
entities 1.vith the phra-.c: ..... they hold beliefs in God. devil-.. ouija 
boarc.Js. ESP. precognition. ami -.o on·· 16. p. 3~>. 

In a sirnibr collccti\'c vein. the cover of The lltt11rwri.1t'.1 ~lay: 
June. 1977. issue pnKlairns: ··The Psychics DcbunkcJ! .. The Cll\Cr 

picture is of a wilJ-cycd gypsy crystal-gazer. and the hcaJlincd 
articles include "The Unsinkable Jeane Dixon" and "Rl1gue 
Medium Tells .-\II. .. But the bulk of the text is aimed at two tarr:cts: 
the lc<~ding science writer ofi\'ew.1weck. and two senior physici;ts at 
a nwjor research institution. 

The critics of parapsychology will travel a long way to find a deau 
horse to beat into an associate supporting their argument: 

Who was Lysenko? How did his actions stop research in Rus~ian 
genetics f(Jf a generation'! \\'by do I think of him when I read the silly 
stuff out of SRI [Stanford Research ln~titutcl·.> !9. p. 15). 

This scenario [interest in psi phenomena leading to distrust of 
science) i$ actually quite similar to what happened in Russia during 
the Lysenko era ( 5. p. 31-a different writer from the preceding 
citation). 

Personal Dej(lllrarion 

Sometimes the attack is upon imagined or irrelevant personal 
characteristics of the individual investigator: 

Targ's father at one time owned a bookstore that sold nut books on 
everything from phr..:nolo~y ILl hypnotism and a~tn1logy. So Targ i~ 
fundamentally a believer in these thing-. t<>. p. lf1l. 

Incidentally. Targ·s father. William Targ. is an editor at Putnam's 
which has rub(j,hcd pknty t)f protitah!c p'>ychic boob (6. p .. 15-a 
different writer fn1m the pn:~eJing .:itation). 

Dr. Puthtlff j, a Scicntnl111!ist. I han.lly need mention to you th~· 
abandonment M n:asonin~ pt,wcrs that would indicate .... I ha\·..: 
more good ~lH1lllllm '>Cnsc than any si\ of those fcllll\\'\ t(,. pp. \(,_fil. 

·One c\pcrimcnt was dismi-.o;ed with a brief crack at the experi­
menter's "ncn·r h;1ving. absorl1t'd from hi-. I Ph. D.l swdit'S :It :-.ItT 
that the laws ot'pwbability- ne.:d a lillie more clbl,,,. ronm" (l). p. 151. 
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Group Dcro;.:ation 

Sometimes the critic bases his case on the mere statement that an 
investir;ator bcll'llL~S to a group the critic distrusts. For example, it is 
revealed that a gnlllp of researchers "arc physicists to a man. Not, I 
hasten to add, th:tt one has ;mything ag:1inst physicists. lt'sjusl that 
they have an unfortunate tradition of being the biggest hinds of 
suckers when it comes to fraudulent psychic phenomena" (9, p. 22). 
How can we apply such statements to !he research in question-arc 
we to conclude that no physicbt is competent to scicntilically inves­
tigate paranormal phenomena? There arc other similar character 
evaluations: 

The recognized top academic ESP experts (ESPcrts for shm1) arc a 
most peculiar brcct! of "scientist" (6, p. 14) . 

• • • the failures [of parapsychology] are the result of scientific 
research being carried out by closet occultists-with PhDs. Cult Phuus, 
to give them a more convenient n~1mc. permit metaphysics to interfere 
with physics t9. p. !~). [This is from an article entitled: "When you 
Give a Closet Occultist a' PhD, What Kind of Research Can you 
Expect?") 

•.• the entire field of parapsychology has, from its very beginnings, 
been crowded with ch:m:~cters as trustwonhy as the Emperor's tailors 
(6, p. 14). 

God-believers ... have in effect rejected the usc of lop.ic and 
experience, the me of objective criteria for which they have substi­
tuted subjective. irrational, and emotional methods of thinking .... 
Thus, many religious believers arc more likely to accept other strange 
views (6, p. 32). 

We will concede there arc good arguments against the conclusion 
that the universe is ruled by a purposeful Creator. But, since the 
dawn of rationality. grc:lt thinkers have come down on both sides of 
this quc~tion and it docs not yet seem headed for resolution. 
Moreover, there is no evidence that scientists \vho have rejected 
belief in a deity ha\'C proved more competent. rational, or rclbble 
than their believing colleagues. And, even if this could be shown to 
be true in general. it would not entitle us w prejudge any individual 
case. Scientific findings must be judged on their merits. 

IN Loco RA Tto~ts 

Even when The Jltllntmist manages to sec past the pcrsonali!y of 
the experimenter to consider the work itself. its criticism rdics 
heavily on vague. sweeping charges and general imputations of base 
motivations. Some examples follo\\1: 
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•.. many of the po..,itive parap~ycholo)!y results being puhli~hcd arc 
fraudulent. the rc~ult of d<tlii·tampcring or improp~.:rly controlkd c: .... 

pcriments t>. p. 31 }. 
It goes without ~aying th~1t the prime motive for all this i'> money· ... 

the bro;td academic realitic~ arc obviou': reponing negative ESP 
result\ will not generate new found<llinn grants or maintain old fin;ul­
cial source<.. ·. . . h it coim:iJcnce t'hat we arc in an ecom11nic 
depre,,ion that ha.., hit physichts c.,pccially h;n·J·.• ... During the 
current se\'cre ~hort~tge of funding. plenty of academic chicanery is 
bound to keep surfacing. dco;pitc the best cover-up dforls ({>. p. 151. 

They prefer not to usc the occult term because they try to get 
money from the l,!OYcrnrm:nt to conduct their experiment~. AnJ I hate 
lo tell you. but some dummies in the government actually appro,eu 
the funding th. p. ~0}. 

In fortunctelling land. the verbal shoe always !its. The reports from 
SRI"s remote ,·iewing tc~ts. the Maimonides· dream lab . . sutTer 
from shoe-tilling language. and all their results arc worthless t9. p. 
13). 

Con tradictiotrs 
Contradictory arguments against psi phenomena. appearing 

within ant! between writers. have been a feature of the criticisms of 
parapsycholo~y since the 193(ls ant! should sug~est to the open­
minded skeptic that the true issues arc not being faced. Here arc 
some ofT/a' Jlunwnist's contributions to the historian's collection: 

Targ ant! Puthoff nrc said to lack "any kind of sustained e:xpcri­
ence in the tricky field of parapsychology" (9. p. 22): yet six pages 
earlier another writer says that "neither author is a novice in psy­
chical research. Tar{s interest in psychic piH.:nomcna goes back 
some twenty years ... !3oth statements arc offered with derogatory 

intent. 
We arc told that "if ESP were proved to be a reality it would not 

provide a serious threat to sc-ience or other accepted views" (1). p. 
l~l. Yet six paf!eS later \Ve read that if even half of what is claimed 
proved to be tnrc. "modern theories of physics. to say nothing of 
physiology \llld psychology. would need to be overhauled pretty 
ruthless!\·.·· 

Sc\·er;;l writer~ claim that hooks which debunk popular beliefs do 
• not sell well: "You may be :-.ure that the sale of these bl'Ob !has] 

hecn only a tiny fractillfl of tin.• -.;des of l't'oks pnmwting the t'ri~inal 
v:~garie~" t6. p. XI. Yet anPther critic writes: .. But my bnnl-. has 
brought me a pllptdarity that I had nc\er C\pected ... !the pub­
li~hcr\ was pcrn·pti\'c enough to realize that IHH onl~ did they ha\'C a· 
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potentially !;OOd-scllinp. hook on their hands, but also that they had 
an important ~uhject·· 16. p. 21). 

One critic complains that he received no response to some of his 
leiters. Then he say!>: ·"!"ot rc~rondinp. to a letter is. in my view, 
irresponsible. A scientist has the time to respond in a <.imple manner 
to a simple direct letter.·· The sarm~ critic, several pages later, 
remark'> with regard to his own corr<.·spondencc:··--well, I have a 
big n1bber stamp at home that says, 'Sec your doctor." and I usually 
stamp that across the top of the letter and send it back. 1 haven "t the 
time to fuss around with answers to this kind of thing·· (6, pp. 20 and 
22). 

One critic refers to "almost universal scientific hostility [to para­
psychology]" (9. p. 22). Yet, the same writer stated in the Nell' 
Scientist (January 25, 1973. p. 2091 that its poll showed that "para­
psychology is clearly counted as being exceedingly interesting and 
relevant by a very large number of today·s working scientists ... a 
massi\'c 88'7(: held the investigation of ESP to be ·a legitimate under­
taking· ... a paltry Yic [considered] ESP an impossibility:· 

Non S equiwrs 

Many Humanist writers in their attacks· on parapsychology usc 
statements that in tone and context vaguely imply disapproval. One 
critic writes: 

..• those bearded eminences, Crookes. Lodge. Wallace. Richet, 
who solemnly called up ghosts of the dead .... And what. one asks. 
has become of these gre•tt men and the amazing phenomena they once 
proclaimed so loudly to the world'! (C), p. 24). 

The question is never answered, but the reader must npparently 
assume that these scientists were all pro\'ed to ha\·c been duped. 
The writer "then springs to the conclusion that hccausc Uri Geller has 
attracted the attention or some noted scientists. they too will ulti­
mately find they ha\'c been duped. This sort or nun sequitur via an 
unstated conclusion is common in these articles, but docs not lend 
itself to illustration by short quotations. 

lv1orc explicit non sequiturs also abound. For example·. it is 
charged that those who have worked long in the field arc suspect 
because they "ha\'e an absolute commitment to a belief in the 
paranormal"· 19. p. ~~).The supposition that a scientist who bdievcs 
in his work is not to be trusted would be ridiculed in any other field 
of research. · 

Further examples: 
Th.: purpose of thi~ ankle, then. is to try to prO\·iJe that "1inal 

dispwnr · uf a .. tnllllt!}. The plan is simple: I ~hall lkrnonstr<I!C" that 
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~\lrolon· :tr11'e a' mat:ic :snd that phl·,i,:al ar~.:umcnl'> and l'\pl:ina· 
lion\ for a'trllloJ;y were on!) altcrnrt'> 1t1 :t,wciate the ancient ··an" 
with l~ac·h important rK'\\ \.:ien-:e thdt carne along (2. p. lOl. llhi' 
dc-,cription 'iJ'rlie\ cqu:dl) to the hi~tor) ot mcdit:inc.l 

Of p·c:st interc'>t to me I j, I the number or Jl')·chothcrapi'>h. \\ ho'c 
di~cipfinc taught II~ \\hat drc.:am~ :srC. \\ ho J')rot:faim tcJcp:sth) llr 

preco!!nition \\hen f:scnl \1 ith a p:tricnt ·, Jrc:sm of this sort. !!ere j, a 
neat cw,c of ctJgniti\'e di"onancc. interpreting the facts 10 -.uitonc·~ 
world ,·icw-in this c:t..,e occult r9. p. l."1. 

Rumor twcllnnucndo 

There arc rnam· kinds of allcl:!ations which arc inadmissible in 
rational dbcoursc: either bcc:rusc~thcir truth is too uncertain or th<..'ir 
relevance too tenuous. For example. a critic speculates (without 
C\'itlcncel that a friend of Cri Geller's named Shipi might ha\C 
slipped in a changed specimen in an experiment. To the C\peri­
menter who rejects thi; possibility. the critic responds: "But accord­
ing to Shipi's sister. Shipi is quite capable of such things ..... !9. p. 
19). 

Here are some other examples The llunwnist was· willing to 
print: 

Peopll" at SRI would only whi5rer about how sloppily the Targ ~snJ 
Puthoff C\periments were done- :~nd criticize them verbally: but when 
you triesJ to get them to put their criti.:isms into print. that was a 
different matter altogether t6. p. 201. 

It is prob:1ble that the great \·ictorian chemist Sir William CrooJ.,e~ 
collaboratcd with the medium Fk)rence CL1ok's fake seances. :!> a 
di\'ersion to conceal their romantic cntanf:kmcnt (6. p. 14). [:\nun­
substnntiatcd n.unor u~ed tlJ ~uppMt the ch~trge that "the entire lielJ 
of parapsyclwlog} .. is CI'O\\·Jcd with untrustworthy chnractcrs.] 

That l'ri IGclkrl sometimes u'cs gimmi-:b i~ h£'.mnd douhr [our 
cmphasb]. Bnh \k.-\llister. a :\'cw Yc.,rk magician. spotted a p:llmeJ 
magnet in L.'ri·~ h:snd llO on,· o.:.:a,ion ..... ·hI ha\'C ~aid elsewhere. 
rats and elcctwn~ Jon't che;tt. Surcrr~rchics do (9, pp. 31-321. 

These writers would. of course. be qui.:k to ridicule this son of 
gossip if it wert: offered :~s e\'idence that a "paranormal" event had 
occurred. 

b; EXTRDIIS 

ApJ>etl!s to A 11 rlzority 

When lof!k faih. the ~.:ritic i-. tempted to appeal to authority: he 
say~ in c\a ... p~·r;rtil'll: "I ha\·~ faikJ Ill Cl'mince you. hut you nHht 
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believe me :myway. nccau~c the authorities arc on my side.·· 7he 
1/unwm".\t'.\ rmcbmation~ on astrology--b;mning it C:~l----and on 
evolution-enforcing it !Kl---are in this vein. /\s Carl Sagan noted, 
such mnhoritarian starernenb arc not convincing because they do 
not confront the i~'>liC substantively, but rely on discussion of ori­
gins, motiv:ttions. anJ htck of mechanism. They come dangerously 
close lo defining di<osent as heresy. Sagan writes: 

I find my~clf un<Jblc to endorse the "Objections to Astrolop.y" 
statement lin The I flllllilllilt. Sept./Oct .. 1975 1--not because I fed 
that astrology has an~· validity wh:1tcvcr. but because I felt and ~till 
feel that the tone of the statement is authoritarian. The fundamental 
point is not that the orif:in~ of astrolop.y arc shrouded in superstition. 
This is true as well for chemistry. medicine, and astronomy. to men­
tion only three. To diseu~s the psychological motivations of those 
who believe in a~trology seems to me quite peripheral to the issue of 
its validity. That we can think of no mechanism for astrology is 
relevant but unconvincing. No mechanism was known. for example, 
for continental drift when it was proposed by We[:ener. Nevertheless. 
we sec that Wegener was right. and those who objected on the 
grounds of unavailable mechanism were wrong. . . . · 

Statements contradictinf: borderline, folk. or pseudoscience that 
appear to have an authoritarian tone can do more damage than good. 
They ne\·er convince those who are Jlirting with pseudoscience but 
merely seem to confirm their impression that scientists arc rigid and 
clo5ed-minded. In my ,·iew there is no way to approach such subjects 
except substantively (Letter to Editor, 4, p. 2). 

The Critic as hue Belic1·cr 

It is ironic that the authoritarian approach has led many of The 
Humanist's writers into the posture of the self-same ••true believ­
ers" they arc ~:riticizing. They arc sustained by faith and argue by 
emotion. They want to save others from erroneous beliefs. for 
example: 

So let us do our best to gel rid of this ideologicul garbage. lest it 
inundate the earth .... If we save even a few from the lur.: of the 
higher nonscn~c. our efforts ~vill have been worthwhile (6. p. 8). 

rm trying. in rny way. to bring society to a rationalist point of view 
•.. and I am wa~;ing :1 battle here. and I have lots of troops on my 
side. Btll we arc waging a battle that can never be won .... Uut I am 
{!Oing to continue !0 try. :tnd ~ec what result~ I can gel. ... That. to 
me. is very rewarding. If it h;1ppens for one person only, it was worth 
doing the booh. ((l, pp. ](,_,::.:::1. 

•.• then I will refund appmximatdy ciglrttilllc'.\' the a//lo/111/ o(thc 
royalty f>uid to m,· ji>r ··ach /•,}(!/, .wid. In mah.inl,! tlti' (\ffer. wiilwut 
any ur!!ing by m~ pubh ... her. I ri~k pcr~onal b~uthruptq·-thc lths of 
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everything I have managed to save in a lifetime. This docs not prov·c 
th;~t my apprai~;d i~ corrc,·t, but it docs provid.c a mc;wingfulmcasurc 
or the extent or my conlidcncc (6, p. 13). 

The critic as true believer finds himsdfcommittcu to reconfirming 
his beliefs. regardless of the evidence. His inve-,tigation has but one 
purpose: to find the "nonpar;mormal" explanation. If he cannot find 
one, he creates his own: 

Since no magicians were present ... it is impossible to do more 
than speculate on possible nonparanormal explanations. One scenario 
is ••• [anti many more followJ (9, p. 27). 

Jle has a simple faith that all valid things will fit into his (often 
outdated) urH.krstanding of the current scientific worldview: 

A belief is invalid if it contradicts other wcll-groliiH.lcd beliefs within 
a framework (6. p. 30). [On the basis of this criterion. offered by the 
editor of 71tc 1/unwnisr, relativity and quantum mechanics could 
hardly have found a footholu.] 

The editorial stance of The llrnnanist finally comes to the point 
where all nonscicnce is called "nonsense for short" (6, p. 3:!) and. 
following the well-known psychological principle of ascribi,tg one's 
own motivations and outlook to one's adversaries, such things as the 
following arc written: 

We are confronted today with a form of moral righteousness and 
anti-intellectualism-often bordering on hysteria (6, p. 28). 

For a moment one of the writers holds the truth in his hand: 
''Two can play the game of faith; for example, I can assert that I 
have blind faith that there arc no real witches, God, ESP and so on .. 
(6. p. 32). But further.down the page. he retreats, saying that those 
with faith in ideas other tlwn his "have in effect rejC'ctcd the usc of 
logic and cxperknce .... " Another writer notes: " ... there is 
reasonable faith and unrcason[lble faith ... " (3, p. 35). Presumably 
his and theirs, respectivelv. 4 

The True Believer has ~ontinually to steel himself against evil 
forces tempting him with evidence which challenges his belief. Such 
a posture was essential when man's reason was his only tool. But 
science has now given us techniques for examining evidence which 
en::-~ble us to discover truths transcending common sense (c.g .•. rela-

4 
In this rcprd. we s.up~cst that rcaJ.:rs explore the writings of sociologist I larry 

Collins of the Univt·r~ity of Bath. England. and historian~ Seymour Mau,kt•pf of 
Duke l!nhasity ;tnJ ~lic·h:tcl :\kV;utt:h of thL· University of Nonh Carolina. Tbey 
have WI it ten sorn.: in,ightful papers on the dd'ates bctwc<'n mainline :tnd fronti.:r 
sci.:ntists. \\ hich enable us to observe our~dw~ a~ actors in this Jrama. 

i 
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livity and qu;rntum mechanics). Thus, it is partkubrly revealing 
when 7/rc• 1/unrani.H. in the !'llisc of scientific inve~tit:ation. cites a 
prt·-scientilic philu,orher as a moJcl for \\hat to do\\ hen fact.?J with 
:t dcmon~tr:Jtion of C\idt~nce that ch:tlkn~es prcconcci\·cd belief. 
This critic quotes an essay on Dcmocritus: 

... a man\\ lw~c intclli:~cncc was steeled aeainst such ass:tult~ lw 
skcrtkism anJ in~ight. <11;d who, ~rIll' could ~not d('tt'ct the t•reci.l;' 
impr•~turc. worrld ~tt any r.llc have l'l'Cn perfectly ccrt1in that. thou~:h 
this csca1.,.~J him. the\\ hok thing was a lie and an impos~ibility (9, p. 
3.:!). 

Apocoly{Jtic RhNoric 

\\'hen the charge ofhcresy no longer suffices, the linal stand of the 
tme bclie\·er is to prophesy the apocalypse: like Socr:1tes. the here­
tic is. said to be pan of a larf:er movement to subvert the minds of the 
young and destroy ci,·ilization: 

••. like the Hellenic ci\'i]iz::ttion, it [scientific enlightenment] may 
be O\W\\ helmeJ by irrationalism, subjectivism and obscurantism (5. 
p . .:!8). 

The doornsd:1y curse is bid without distinction on reco!::nizecl 
scientists. sideshow hucksters, and all others deemed ·part 'Or the 
.. cults of unreason ... 

Jndeed, there is alwass the danr:er that science itself ma\· be 
engulfed by those forces. of unrcas~~l .... I am afr<tid we w{ll be 
constantly confronted by new fonns of"know-nothingism"" ... (6, p. 
31). 

CO:"CLUDJSG RU.1ARKS 

The rationalist need not be infallible in fact or judgment: but he 
must be open-minded and argue rationally. We agree with ~!arvin 
Zimmerm:m when be says that "humanists und others committed to 
scientific method are less excusable for locking their minds than 
others are" (6. p. 33>. 

The Humanist is at its best when questioning the substance of 
evidence behind cbirns of the paranormal. The continuing exchange 
with Gauquelin.conc('ming his asserted correlation between promi­
nence in spons and certain pbnctary configur:1tions is a model 
case. Tedious. but th(' only proper way to resolve scientific cbims. 
Similarly. Gardner appears to have done consitkrablc homework for 
his review 19. pp. ~5-3~) of Panati's The Cella PapcrJ: if he had 1 

I 
i 
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limited him'>clf to the !>Ub\l;nllivc points. he would have had a valid 
and hard-hitting critique. I!ym:Jn·s :.Jt1iclc (9. pp. J(, .. ~O) on SRI 
work <tf~o <tdd, n•.e-, ">ome suh:-tamive questions. E1 ih:scn ·~ brief 
paper (7, pp. ·f'--l-lJ on a~trolof!ical in:,ccuracics is factltal and to the 
point. But unfonun:ttel\· thL'SC art' the c.\ccpliClns. 

\\'c ::u~ r;ot aL)nc in th,·~c COilCt'lllS. lncrcasiJHdY, the kttcrs to the 
Editor of The l/umani.IF are cxprcs~ing similar ~-li~tress. Nor <He we 
discussing fine points: we arc concerned \vith prc-;crving the very 
integrity of the ration:~list po\ition. The effectiveness of Tire 
ffttii/([JJiSf (~$a \'OicC fL)f l'<..t!iOil<tlin· iS J direct fliJlC(iOil OC j['_; faithfUl· 
ness to its D\\ n principles. The defense of !\cason is lih:c the defense 
of \'inuc. Its Ji-.cirks muq practice what they preach. or they do 
their cause more harm than good. 

REFERESCES 

(h.sucs of The l!unwnist referred to in the text) 

(I) Sept./Oct., !97-l; Cl Sept./Oct., 1975: (3) Nov./Dec .. 1975: (4) 
Jan./Fct> .. 1976: (51 ~!:lyJune. 1976: (6) July/Aug., 1976: (7) 'Nov./ 
Dec., 1976: (8) Jan.,Fcb., 1977; (9) May/June, 1977. 
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