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HELLO AND WELCOME to issue number 16.3 of
The Skeptic. In the third and final part of his three-part
assessment of parapsychology, David Marks directs his

attention to the subject of ‘unseen staring’ and the puta-

tive ESP ability of pets. Unseen staring refers to the idea
that when we stare at somebody from behind they may
be able to feel that we are staring on the back of their
neck. It has been claimed that people are able to detect
unseen staring at above chance levels, but Marks’ review
of the evidence provides no support for this claim.

But are animals psychic? Many pet owners say their
pets know when a member of the household is about to
come home. Does your pet seem to know when you're
expected back home? Although Marks concludes that
these expectancies are probably based on learning rather
than psychic powers, much more research is needed in
this area before a strong argument can be made either way.

Meanwhile, Martin Parkinson takes a look at
‘Neuro-Linguistic Programming’ (NLP), which (sur-
prisingly?) has very little to do with neurology, linguis-
tics, or computer programming. It does, however, claim
to be a set of techniques which will radically improve
your work and personal life. It is still used as a kind of
psychotherapy, but its applications have spread far
beyond correcting dysfunctional thoughts and
processes, and it is now widely marketed to a broad
audience. Personal gain can be yours, if you can work

out a person’s preferred mode of thought, using verbal

and eye-movement clues, and then adapt your own
behaviour so that a sense of ‘matching’ is achieved. Eye
movements can apparently be used to infer internal
states, and the claim is sometimes made that one can
tell when someone is lying from this information. But
surely none of this is very far removed from what is
often termed superior ‘social skills? Well, NLP claims
to have found an infallible ‘body-language dictionary’.
Sounds too good to be true? You bet ...

It is all too easy to feel smug about being a sceptic —
we want evidence; we want properly controlled experi-
ments; we won't let anyone pull the wool over our eyes.
However, this attitude assumes that sceptics themselves
always play fair. But do we? David Owens outlines
some tricks, ploys and gimmicks which sceptics have
been known to use. Are we as guilty as anyone else of
dirty fighting in order to win? Are you absolutely sure
you've never used any of these tactics? Take a look, and
let us know what you think.

Our fourth article in this issue has a very different
tone — taking us back to more innocent, bygone era,
while adopting a light-hearted approach to the demys-
tification of ‘The Beast of Bodmin’. A poignant
reminder of a less cynical age, and the perfect counter-
point to David Owens’ and Martin Parkinson’s articles.

As always, we have our regular columnists, plus the
letters, cartoons, and review sections.

With best wishes until the next issue, Julia and Chris
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In search of prayer power

It is not often that Wired magazine covers the paranor-
mal — although they’ve raised technology hype to a form
of pseudoscience — but in the December 2002 issue
writer Po Bronson (Naked on the Late Shift, What
Should I Do With My Life?) tackled Elizabeth Targ’s
1998 research into the efficacy of prayer in terms of
helping AIDS patients. Part of what interested Bronson
is that Russell Targ’s daughter, Elizabeth, raised to be
psychic as well as intelligent and polite, herself became
a cancer patient, and during the months between diag-
nosis and death was surrounded by both medical care
and a panopoly of psychic healers. In and amidst Targ’s
own personal story, Bronson did a good job of dissect-
ing the problems with Targ’s AIDS study. The data
were unblinded and then ‘reblinded’ in the process of
looking for data that confirmed Targ’s thesis. Worse,
when the original plan was disrupted by the advent of
triple-drug anti-retroviral therapy, which became com-
mon practice shortly after the six-month trial began,
Targ and her research partner re-ran the data. The orig-
inal plan was to look at mortality. With that option
gone, they looked for statistics supporting the efficacy
of prayer using a variety of measures — quality of life,
HIV symptoms, mood states, all of which were better in
the control group — until they hit on hospital stays and
doctor visits, which were better in the prayed-for group.
With hospital stays, however, the biggest determining

PRAYER
RESEARCH PROJECT

Let’s pray the study recovers !

factor was the availability of medical insurance. A
recent paper had defined 23 AIDS-related illnesses, and
in the end this was the measure they used, collecting
new data from the patient charts to do so. This infor-
mation renders the study seriously flawed: whatyou are
supposed to do is define what you're looking for, collect
the data, and compare what you've found to your orig-
inal hypothesis, not redraw the hypothesis until you
find one that fits. It also perhaps explains why the
Mayo Clinic, conducting a similar study, found no
beneficial effect.

Kudos to Po Bronson, for doing a solid bit of jour-
nalism. However, we feel safe in predicting that Targ’s
research will be quoted for a very long time as support-
ing the power of prayer.

Beware the wort

In amid the largely negative coverage complaining that
the EU’s efforts to regulate alternative remedies and
food supplements are bureaucratic and will separate
people from their multivitamins, 7The Times ran an
interesting piece complaining that the directive on
herbalism isn’t nearly tough enough.

People outside the sceptical world often get confused
about sceptics and alternative medicine, asking us “Do
you believe in alternative medicine?” rather than recog-
nizing that there are many different types of alternative
remedies and that the evidence for each one must be
examined separately. (Of course, as the late John
Diamond noted here in The Skeptic, there is no such
thing as “alternative” medicine, just medicine that works
and medicine that doesnt.) Since the principles of
herbalism are the same as the principles of pharmacology,
there is no doubt that herbs can work. Where sceptics
and believers might argue is over the value of consuming
herbs in their original form rather than the extracted
form sold by drug companies. In some cases, it may well
be true that other substances in a particular herb enhance
the effect of the principal active ingredient; but in others
there may be dangers that modern pharmacology elimi-
nates by jettisoning those extra substances. We note tan-
gentially that studies have found that a very high per-
centage of food supplements sold in Europe are
contaminated with substances on the banned list for
world class athletes, for whom quality and consistency of
manufacturing is obviously a huge issue.

Consultant anaesthesiologist Leyla Sanai explores
many of these issues, concluding that scientific testing
of herbal supplements and mandatory training for prac-
titioners are long overdue. Wed have to agree.
However, it also has to be said that the specific provi-
sions of the directive are effectively xenophobic. They
require that herbal remedies must be registered — and to
obtain registration they must have been in use in the
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West for at least 30 years, ten of them within the EU.
This neatly knocks out Chinese herbal remedies while
trusting European ‘folk knowledge’; England’s love
affair with arnica, for example, can continue unabated.
The directive — and this was Sanai’s chief complaint —
will not require safety testing. Sanai’s chief example of
why safety testing is needed is the herb kava, which was
banned following 70 reports of liver damage. But there
are other issues too. Often, as she says, doctors do not

know their patients are taking herbal remedies on top of

the pharmaceutical drugs they prescribe (16% of med-
ical patients do), and so they can’t warn against danger-
ous interactions even when they’re known to exist, such
as in the case of St John’s Wort.

So, what is a sceptic to do? We can hardly be in
favour of eliminating any remedy that actually works;
we just want evidence that it does and that it’s safe. It
looks as though the proposed regime protects the
entrenched interests of the companies that produce
the alternative remedies while not doing enough to
protect consumers.

They're all out to get you

We were much taken with the news that Britain’s lead-
ing conspiracy theory at present is that the food supply
is being poisoned and the government is covering it up.
Why would people believe such a thing? Why do they
persist in believing that Diana, Princess of Wales, and
JFK were the victims of conspiracies, or that the AIDS
virus (and probably SARS now, too) was made in a lab-
oratory and deliberately sent out into the world?

Research presented by Dr Patrick Leman of Royal
Holloway, a college of the University of London, to
the British Psychological Society, focused on just this
question. His sample of 64 students was small, but his
results interesting nonetheless. Each student in his
group saw one version of four different, fake newspa-
per clippings recounting the story of the president of
a fictitious country: shot and killed, shot and sur-
vived, shot missed and survived, shot missed but died
shortly afterwards of something else. The worse the
consequences to the ‘president’ the more the students
were likely to believe the gunman was part of a con-
spiracy. The more the participants tended to believe
generally in conspiracies, the more likely they were to
doubt the facts in the articles.

The principle according to Dr Leman: the bigger
the effect, the bigger the cause must have been. So the
more dire the consequences for the president, the more
likely the incident was to be caused by a conspiracy. We
note, though, that there’s also another version of this
principle that we've seen at work for a long time in the
cases of JFK, Elvis, Marilyn Monroe, and Diana. These
figures were so much larger than life that many people
cannot tolerate the possibility that something as small

and ordinary as a lone gunman, drugs, drug overdose,
and drunk driving could take them out.

We wish, though, that someone would figure out
what it takes to kill a good conspiracy theory. On the
Net, we see it every day: no debunking, no matter how
thorough, can keep a good conspiracy theory from
resurfacing. And one or another of these things is
proved right just often enough to make people believe
in all the others.

Split decision

The Economic and Social Research Council announced
in mid-May that over half the British public wrongly
believed medical science was split down the middle
about the safety of the MMR (measles, mumps, and
rubella) vaccine and its potential for causing autism.
Naturally, it blamed the media. More precisely, it
blamed the media’s current style of reporting, which
requires that opposing points of view be presented,
more or less equally. The ESRC notes that in fact the
bulk of the scientific evidence supported the use of the
triple vaccine.

Even so: even if you knew that only a few dissent-
ing voices in the scientific community were claiming a
link between MMR and autism, what would you
choose for your child? The study did not look at the
impact of the government’s rigid attitudes about giving
parents the choice of single vaccines, which arguably
fuelled at least some of the media coverage. Tell peo-
ple what to do — especially when their children are

Thanks to this issue’s clippings contributors: Rachel Carthy, Sid Rodrigues,

Steuart Campbell, Tom Ruffles, Ernest Jackson, the Wizard’s Star List, Skeptic News,
The Skeptic would like to remind clippings contributors to use the
magazine’'s current address, listed on p. 3, rather than the old PO Box address, which

Phil McKerracher.

involved — and they get suspicious.

has been phased out.



Invasion of the spirits
| GUESS THEY just all read the same newspapers because

all of a sudden recently it’s been non-stop death. I admit I
have a statue of the Grim Reaper in my office, but that’s got
nothing to do with death. T just like the statue. Besides,
it's a reminder: get on with it; life is short.

But that doesn’t explain the sudden spate of calls from
people looking for sceptics to talk about life after death.
Of course, first you have to do the speech about how
sceptics aren’t about saying, “We don’t believe in x,” but
about saying, “If youre going to claim x, which defies
everything we know about biology, chemistry, and
physics, you'll have to have really, really good evidence.
Do you? And if so, what is it?”

Anyway, one of these events was the spring conference
run by INFORM, a group that studies what it likes to call
‘new religious movements’, a category in which the sceptics
are not supposed to qualify. For me, the most interesting
speaker was Peter Fenwick, who was not there to talk about
his research into near-death experiences. This was the
study carried out in Southampton in 2000 that involved 63
resuscitated patients. Of those, 56 had no recollections of
their period of unconsciousness. Seven had memories, of
whom four passed the criteria known as the Grayson scale
for assessing NDEs. Fenwick is also the one who was in the
news a couple of years ago for attaching cards to monitors
in the emergency room with the idea that patients who left
their bodies would be able to read them and, by reporting
back what they said, prove that they had done it.

I hadn’t realized what an issue it was to prove exactly
when NDEs happened, but duh, if the experience hap-
pens while the patient is showing brain activity there’s no
story. But I couldn’t make head or tail of Fenwick’s rea-
soning, which seemed to be based on the notion that it
was impossible for the patient to form a persistent mem-
ory of the NDE while losing consciousness or while
regaining it. Why not? We remember auditory and
visual hallucinations when were waking up from sleep
and our brain is confused. The neuroscientist Terry
Hines, author of my favorite general sceptical book,
Pseudoscience and the Paranormal, newly released in a sec-
ond edition with new material, fortuitously agreed with

me. For one thing, “flatline is kind of a misnomer,” he ~

said. “The EEG isn’t completely flat, and even if it were,
that doesn’t mean that the brain is not generating action
potentials. We don’t know exactly what the state of the
hippocampus [the area of the brain responsible for mem-
ory, learning, and emotion] is during the flatline state,
but you could do experiments on animals.”

[t seems, however, that what’s really got everyone in life-
after-death circles excited is new research in Glasgow con-
ducted by Archie Roy that is claimed to show mediums can
do more than just give us a banal message from Aunt Bea
about how much she misses us. We're still waiting for the
full write-up, but Roy has said in media reports that the
tests were conducted using double-blind techniques,
involved seating mediums and subjects in different rooms
to avoid physical cuing, and have been statistically
analysed. Of course, you can use good tools to arrive at
faulty conclusions, so as good sceptics we'll have to wait to
see the detailed description of how the research was con-
ducted before commenting, and also wait for someone to
replicate the results.

In the meantime, though, at least one of Roy’s medi-
ums, Gordon Smith, has been happily giving interviews to
the Scottish press to explain how it all works. Like radio
waves, apparently. Which makes you wonder: wireless
Internet and mobile phone connections are one of the hot
growth industries at the moment. If these mediums can
channel frequencies, why don’t they get into the secured
data transmission business? In the dot-com boom, they'd
have been able to sell that easily as a business plan and walk
away with some tens of millions of dollars. I know medi-
ums are all good folks who want to help people rather than
make money for themselves — but that sort of money
would sure let them help a lot more people.

But I really wonder how many people, in the search for
comfort against the thought of facing the Great Void with-
out their loved ones at the end of their lives, have really
thought through this life-after-death business. Imagine the
non-stop questions from your long-deceased great-grand-
father Leo who died of Alzheimer’s every time you started
up your computer. “What's that?” “It's a computer,
Grampa Leo.” “What does it do?” “It types, and it adds up
numbers, and it goes on the Internet.” “What do you
mean ‘types’?” Youd never get any work done. And then
there'd be all the moderating you'd have to do between
your great-grandfather, who has a hot investment tip
about a new buggy whip company, your grandfather, who
says forget buggy whips, buggy whips are dead, you want
to invest in this great zeppelin company, and your spouse,
who wants to know why you're spending all your time in
your study yelling to yourself, and could you please get
your long-dead Aunt Myrtle to stop telling her to cut the
ham in half because these days ovens are big enough to
cook the whole thing.

See what scepticism can do for you? Peace, it’s
wonderful.

Wendy M Grossman is founder and former editor (twice) of The Skeptic, and author of
From Anarchy to Power: the Net Comes of Age. Wendy M Grossman also writes for
Scientific American. Her web site is at http://www.pelicancrossing.net.
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What are we to make of Exceptional
Experience? Part 3: Unseen Staring
Detection and ESP in Pets

David Marks concludes his three-part critical review of parapsychology

Ability to detect unseen staring

RUPERT SHELDRAKE (1994) proposed an ‘Alice
through the looking-glass’ vision of things that might
be so but probably are not. Sheldrake advocates the col-
lective participation of non-scientists who have the
“freedom to explore new areas of research.” Sheldrake
has a radically new theory of perception. We do not see
images of things inside our brains; the images may be
outside us: “Vision may involve a two-way process, an
inward movement of light and an outward projection of
mental images.” Imagine, for example, that as you read
this page rays of light are travelling from the paper and
print in front of you, into your eyes, and from there
into the visual processing centres in your brain. At the
same time that this is happening, Sheldrake suggests,
images and perceptions are being projected outwards
through your eyes into the world, ending up exactly
where the page and print are.

This process of outward projection of images has
some interesting implications. If our minds reach out
and ‘touch’ what we look at, then we may affect what
we look at. For example, when we stare at somebody
from behind they may be able to feel that we are staring
on the back of their neck. This feeling of being stared at
is of strain and pressure from skin, muscle, tendon and
joint. The psychologist Titchener (1898) reported the
phenomenon over a century ago and described the feel-
ing as “a state of unpleasant tingling, which gathers in
volume and intensity until a movement which shall
relieve it becomes inevitable” (p. 895). More recently,
Colwell, Schroeder & Sladen (2000) have reviewed the
literature on psychic staring and carried out some
empirical tests. The idea that ‘unseen’ staring can be
detected has been apparently supported in some
research with incidence rates as high as 68-86%
(Coover, 1913), 74% (Williams, 1983) and 92%
(Braud, Shafer, & Andrews, 1993). Titchener rejected
the idea that the staring effect was based on telepathy
and suggested the hypothesis that the eye is attracted to
movement and the starer’s gaze is therefore attracted to
the staree’s head turning in his direction. Titchener
attributed the cause of the feeling of being stared at to
the staree, not the starer, and so the arttribution of
causality to the starer is false, a misinterpretation of fact
(Colwell ez al., 2000).

Sheldrake (1994) has conducted new experiments on
the staring phenomenon and encouraged school chil-
dren and other members of the public to participate in
his research programme. Experimental kits can be
downloaded from the New Scientist web site including
an interesting list of 24 supposedly ‘random’ sequences
for use in experimental trials. Sheldrake suggests that
each child in a group is tested with a different sequence,

The fact that starees can guess when
staring is occurring at above chance
levels demonstrates nothing other
than an ability to notice patterns.
This is a low-level ability that even
a mouse could manage.

or uses sequences determined by tosses of a coin. The
results are being compiled by Sheldrake into a pooled
data set. Unfortunately, the sequences used turned out
not to be truly random.

A colleague, John Colwell, decided to put the
Sheldrake findings to rigorous test under controlled
laboratory conditions (Colwell ez al., 2000). On the
basis of Sheldrake’s observations, it was decided to
investigate the staring effect both with and without
feedback. Colwell’s team carried out two experiments.
The results of the first experiment suggested that the
participants in the staring research are able to score
above chance as a consequence of being able to learn the
non-random patterns in the sequences using the feed-
back. This idea receives support from the literature on
‘implicit learning’ which suggests that the learning can
take place incidentally without conscious awareness
(Reber, 1989). There is a huge literature on ‘probability
learning’ that suggests people are very good at learning
the global and local probabilities in the patterning of
events (e.g., Servan-Schreiber & Anderson, 1990). The
tendency of the participants to show negative recency
by avoiding multiple repetitions was well matched by
Sheldrake’s sequences that showed exactly the same
property. The fact that starees can guess when staring is
occurring at above chance levels therefore demonstrates



nothing other than an ability to notice patterns. This is
a low-level ability that even a mouse could manage.
John Colwell and his team repeated the experiment
with one main difference. They used 10 properly ran-
domised sequences taken from random number tables
instead of Sheldrake’s non-random sequences. The
results of this experiment support the hypothesis that
the improvement in accuracy during staring episodes
observed in Experiment One was due to pattern learn-
ing. When no feedback was
provided and pattern learning
was blocked (Experiment One,
blocks 1-3), no ability to detect
staring was observed and also
no learning. The data collected
by Colwell ez al. (2000) there-
fore suggest that there is no
evidence of a general ability to

The

were

detect unseen staring.
only positive results
obtained were in the context
of feedback and the non-
random sequences generated
by Sheldrake.

Summary: Sheldrake has
made the bold claim that peo-
ple are able to detect unseen
staring at above chance levels.
Unfortunately the sequences
he has used in his research are
completely unsuitable. They
follow the same patterning that
people who guess and gamble like to follow. These
guessing patterns have relatively few long runs and
many alternations. The biased nature of Sheldrake’s
sequences has several unfortunate implications. Firstly,
it leads to implicit or explicit pattern learning when
feedback is provided but to a lesser extent or not at all
otherwise. This fits the results obtained by Sheldrake
and by the Colwell team. When the patterns being
guessed mirror naturally occurring guessing patterns
the results can go above or below chance levels even
without feedback. Thus significant results might occur
purely from non-random guessing. The evidence
reviewed here provides no support to the claim that-
people can detect unseen staring.

Rupert Sheldrake: Visionary?

Pets’ ESP ability

Are animals psychic? Since time immemorial human
beings have attributed supernatural powers to animals.
Cats, dogs, foxes, bats, frogs, toads, turtles, dolphins and
birds have all been thought to have such powers at dif-
ferent times and places. The latest example of a long tra-
dition of paranormal claims on behalf of our animal

The SKEPTIC

friends is the ‘psychic pet. For example, a pet dog is
claimed to be able to use psychic powers to detect when
its owner is returning home. This has been the subject of
Rupert Sheldrake’s (1999) Dogs That Know When Their
Owners Are Coming Home. Sheldrake believes that a dog
called Jaytee (JT) uses its ‘sixth sense’ of telepathy to
determine its owner’s decision to return home.
According to Sheldrake, many pet owners claim the
ability in their pets to know when a member of the

household is about to come home. The dog goes and
waits for the owner at a door or window, in a driveway,
or even at a bus stop. Sheldrake has conducted three
random household surveys in Britain and the United
States that indicate that 45 to 52 percent of dog owners
have noticed this behaviour (Sheldrake & Smart, 1997;
Sheldrake, Turney, & Lawlor, 1998; Brown &
Sheldrake, 1998). In over three-quarters of such cases
the psychic anticipation is specific to the person to
whom the dog is most closely attached (Sheldrake,
1999). Dog owners often refer to this ability as a ‘sixth
sense’, or as telepathy.

Pamela Smart (PS), JT’s owner, volunteered to par-
ticipate in some research. Sheldrake claims that on 100
different occasions between May 1994 and February
1995 when she left JT with her parents and went out,
85 times JT reacted by going to the window before PS
returned, usually at least 10 minutes in advance of PS’s
decision to set off for home. The anticipatory behaviour
occurred regardless of distance or vehicle used.
However, as Sheldrake acknowledges, the ‘anticipatory
signalling’ behaviour of JT could have been cued by the
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expectations of PS’s parents, William and Muriel, as
they consciously or unconsciously cued ]JT that PS
would be home soon. It was necessary to conduct
trials in which PS set off for home at randomly selected
times that were unknown to William and Muriel.

NINE FINE STORIES vsipE
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THE NEW HOME STORY PAPER

Ever felt like you were being stared at?

The story took an interesting twist in 1995 when
Rupert Sheldrake (RS) invited Richard Wiseman to
investigate JT (Wiseman, Smith, & Milton, 1998).
Richard Wiseman’s team proposed eight normal expla-
nations for the ‘psychic pet’ phenomenon that con-
trolled studies would need to take into account:
responding to routine; sensory cueing from the owner;
sensory cueing from the people remaining with the pet;
selective memory; multiple guesses; multiple return
points; misremembering; and selective matching,.

Wiseman et al. (1998) conducted four studies with
the full co-operation of PS and RS based on the above
safeguards and precautions.
did JT detect accurately when PS set off to return
home. If this pet dog had any psychic ability at all, it
did not appear in this study.

Rupert Sheldrake (1999) reports a series of obser-
vations carried out in a pre-planned series of 12
‘experiments’ in which JT’s behaviour was recorded
throughout PS’s absences on time-recorded videotape.
In these trials PS came home at randomly selected
times that were not known to PS in advance. A third

In none of these studies

party (usually RS) selected the return time and
bleeped PS on a pager.

The resulting observations were analysed in two
ways. First, by plotting the percentage of time that JT
spent by the window for three periods:

1. The first ten minutes following the bleep: 55%

2. The 10 minute period prior to PS’s return: 23%
3. The main period when PS was absent prior to the
pre-return period that varied between 110 and 150
minutes: 4%.

It would be a common sense interpretation of
Sheldrake’s data to assume that JT could learn the
timing of PS’s returns. This is exactly what happens.
The results of Sheldrake’s tests are therefore not con-
vincing. Why Sheldrake chose to use a pre-arranged
bleep period that started between 80 and 170 minutes
after PS had left is unclear. This restricted range for the
bleep means that the return is more predictable. A
colleague, John Colwell, estimated the return periods
following the bleep by examining Sheldrake’s plots of
the data. He found that PS always returned within
a period of 110-200 minutes following her departure,
10 of the returns (83%) occurring during a 40 minute
period between 120 and 160 minutes after departure.
This means that JT may have learned when PS could
be expected home and signalled accordingly. This
hypothesis assumes no psychic powers, only the power
of memory. The procedures used by Wiseman had
allowed the return to occur at any time following PS’s
departure. This procedure stopped JT from learning a
simple routine based on timing similar to the situation
that pertained when PS had followed a daily routine of
reliable departures and returns.

Summary: Observations by Wiseman ez a/. (1998) of
JT over four periods when its owner, PS, was away from
home found no evidence of psychic powers. These find-
ings are in stark contrast to the claims of RS and PS that
JT has a strong psychic ability to signal its owner’s deci-
sion to return home. It has been concluded that JT’s
expectancies are probably based on learning rather than
psychic powers. There are many other dogs and other
species yet to be tested (cats, parrots, horses etc), in
many more settings, with many more owners and many
more procedures. A final verdict on ‘psychic pets’ will
have to wait until all of these possibilities have been
tested. Currently, apart from the anecdotes of thou-
sands of pet owners, and Sheldrake’s claim to have
verified them, there is no solid evidence to support the
psychic pet hypothesis. However, like the other claims,
this is not a claim that will stop being made simply
because science cannot confirm it. Paranormal beliefs
have a life of their own, independent of objective facts.



The genesis of P Theory

In the four examples of exceptional experience (EE) dis-
cussed in the two previous parts of this article and
above, a normal or ‘N’-theory interpretation (NIE) has
proved to be a perfectly adequate explanation making
any form of paranormal or ‘P’-theory interpretation
(PIE) redundant or superfluous. This rather pessimistic
conclusion about the validity of PIEs is not purely a
negative exercise, however. Psychological and statistical
studies of EEs have yielded an interesting account of
how the everyday operation of the processes of atten-
tion, perception and decision-making promote PIE-
thinking even when the alternative and more rational

The resources for scientific
research are finite and it is a
sensible strategy to target urgent
and serious problems. This would
be a wiser investment than further
studies of relatively trivial
phenomena such as ESP.

NIE-thinking can do perfectly well with the same expe-
riential data. These analyses have revealed processes that
make the genesis and high prevalence of PIEs under-
standable from a psychological viewpoint.

Subjective validation: This is a powerful effect of belief
and selective attention. Subjective validation occurs when
support for one’s beliefs is found in a piece of evidence
independent of any objective support. This process is also
known as ‘confirmation bias’.

Coincidences as ‘odd matches Another psychological
mechanism is the compelling and widespread tendency
to believe that coincidences cannot occur purely by
chance. An ‘odd match’ is an association between two
events that appears to lack a causal explanation.
Kammann and I (Marks & Kammann, 1980) referred
to the belief that such odd matches cannot arise by
chance as Koestler’s Fallacy, after the most famous of its
proponents (Koestler, 1972). In fact, odd matches can

and do occur by chance. ‘One-in-a-million’ odd ~

matches occur with a probability of precisely one in a
million. The problem is that you and I are unaware of
the million-minus-one combinations that do not strike
us as vivid odd matches.

The principle of the odd match can be illustrated by
considering odd matches in everyday events. Assume
that at the end of an ordinary day a person can recall
100 distinct events. This gives 4,950 pairs of events. In
10 years and 1,000 people we have 18 billion pairs of

events. This generates 18,000 ‘one-in-a-million’ events,
some of which will be very striking.

The numbers of ‘one-in-a-million’ experiences over
the entire human population become impressively
large. From the statistical viewpoint, it is inevitable that

Experiments on animal ESP must ensure that all normal means of
communication have been excluded ...

these experiences happen. From a psychological view-
point, it is equally inevitable that the individuals con-
cerned will have difficulty dealing with the experience
without a fatalistic or paranormal interpretation. If a
few exceptional experiences inspire their authors to
write about them in their full paranormal regalia (e.g.
Koestler, 1972), we have discovered the genesis of para-
psychology itself. The reason parapsychologists con-
tinue to work in their chosen field is not the often dis-
appointing results they obtain from their formal
studies, but their compelling personal experiences that

have a PIE artached.

USP, not ESP

By USP, I refer to ‘Urgent and Serious Problems’. The
resources for scientific research are finite and it is a
sensible strategy to target urgent and serious problems.
This would be a wiser investment than further studies
of relatively trivial phenomena such as ESP. Five exam-
ples of USP are: the endangerment of global life
support systems and the possible impact on human
survival; population growth; non-sustainable consump-
tion of energy; poverty; and the rapidly increasing
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prevalence of Alzheimer’s disease. There are plenty of
others — please add your own topics to the list and think
how your own work can target one or more of these
problems. Parapsychologists, this is your wake-up call.
In conclusion, NIEs are consistent with the evidence
— PIEs are not. If we wait another thousand years, ESP
and other paranormal phenomena will remain as elu-
sive, evanescent and evasive as ever before. More

research is needed on USP.
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SKEPTICS IN THE PUB

kers: Skeptics in the Pub is an evening held once a month (in a pub, strangely
Speakers: ; : ; 2
enough) for anybody who has an interest in, or is sceptical about, the para-
normal. Each month an invited speaker gives a talk on their chosen specialisation.
The talk is followed by an informal discussion in a relaxed and friendly pub atmosphere. You can
find out more about the meetings on The Skeptic website: http//www.skeptic.org.uk/pub. This
includes directions and maps to the Old Kings Head pub in Borough, where we meet.
Alternatively, please contact Nick Pullar: 07740 450 950, nickp@coleridge.co.uk. The meeting
begins at 7:30 pm and there is a suggested donation of £2.00.



Skeptical Stats

1. Number of starlings in Putney accurately mimicking the default Ericsson mobile phone ri

2. Amount of weekly benefit lost by Sue Evan-Jones because government computers
can’t cope with a hyphenated name: £190
3. Number of years by which male Oscar winners are typically older than female winners: 5.3
4. Number of years by which supporting male Oscar winners are typically older :
than supporting female winners: 10.1 -
5. Legal fees in a custody battle over a divorcing couple’s six-pound chihuahua: £10,000
6. Number of sheep killed in an attack by 50 to 60 hungry ravens in southern Germany: 1
7. Amount paid by a Bethlehem, Pennsylvania woman for three magic wands
to erase negative thoughts: $5,400

8. Date when Sir Isaac Newton predicted the world would end: 2060
9. Number of extra Planet Earths it would take to support every person in the world at present

US levels of consumption with existing technology: 4
10. Percentage of US doctorates in physics earned by women: 22
11. Number of British men who were caught using a child pornography web site that w
international police action: 7,000
12. Number of pilgrims estimated to have visited Medjugorje since the original apparitions: 22 million
13. Percentage of Scots who claim to have seen a ghost: 20
14. Percentage of Scots who say they believe in ghosts, versus percentage in the UK generally: 43/5;

15. Rank of Canada in the list of nations from whom the US imports oil: 1

16. Number of extra police added in London by Blair’s government: more than 1,000

17. Percentage by which crime in London went up in 2001: 43
18. Years before the Queen Mother’s death that the Zimes first wrote her obituary: €4
19. Number of eggs which the new double-speed Egg Master printer made by
Imaje UK can brand in an hour: 150,000

20. Percentage of athletes and teams appearing on the front cover of Sports Illustrated who subsequcntl’yﬁl

had bad losses, bad luck, bad injuries, or a premature death: 37.2
21. Length of time Uri Geller was chairman of Exeter City football club before it I
Football league status, after 83 years: 1 year \
22. Number of schools the Vardy Foundation plans to build in the north of England
to teach creationism rather than evolution: 6 &
23. Winning number in the Maryland Lottery on the day Reagan was elected for the first time: 6

24. Percentage of the world’s population who live outside the country of their birth: 2.5
25. Percentage of the 85,865 applicants for asylum in the UK in 2002 who were refused: 66 o

Sources:1 Personal information; 2 Daily Telegraph; 3, 4 Terence Hines and Michael Gilberg, Pychological R grt:,\
5 Sunday Telegraph; 6 Reuters; 7 ABC News (WPVI.com); 8 http:/fwww. ananova.com/news/storylsm_753470.hi l;'" -
9 Scientific American; 10 Discover; 11 Guardian; 12 Sunday Times; 13, 14 Edinburgh Evening News (study carx)led

out by Safeway); 15 The New Yorker; 16, 17 Business Week; 18 Harper’s; 19 Imaje press release; 20 Observer(study

by Sports lllustrated); 21 Mail on Sunday; 22 Daily Mail, 23 Harper’s; 24 Scientific American; 25 ]ndepende \ 3

Thanks for assistance to Rachel Carthy.

Both Hits & Misses and Skeptical Stats depend heavily on reader contributions of Cllm);w
story leads, and odd statistics. Please send contributions to news@skeptic.org.uk or wa post e

to the address on the masthead (p. 3). 4 . e A \

’ Skeptical Stats is compiled by Wendy M Grossman.
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Stupid Sceptic Tricks

Sceptics using unfair arguments? Surely not! David W Owens advises his fellow believers on how to avoid being

bamboozled by their devious opponents ...

DO YOU EVER get into an argument with a sceptic only
to end up exasperated and feeling you've been bamboo-
zled? Sceptics are often highly skilled at tying up oppo-
nents in clever verbal knots. Most sceptics are, of course,
ordinary, more-or-less honest people who, like the rest of
us, are just trying to make the best sense they can of a
complicated and often confusing world. Others, however,
are merely glib sophists who use specious reasoning to

Is it time for sceptics to accept that the Easter Bunny really does
not exist?

defend their prejudices or attack the ideas and beliefs of
others, and even an honest sceptic can innocently fall into
the mistake of employing bad reasoning.

In reading, listening to, and sometimes debating
with sceptics over the years, I have found certain tricks,
ploys and gimmicks which they tend to use over and
over again. Here are some of them. Perhaps if you keep
them in mind when arguing with a sceptic, you'll feel
better when the debate is over. Shucks, you might even
score a point or two.

Raising the bar (or impossible perfection)

This trick consists of demanding a new, higher and
more difficult standard of evidence whenever it looks as

- if a sceptic’s opponent is going to satisfy an old one.

Often the sceptic doesn’t make it clear exactly what the
standards are in the first place. This can be especially
effective if the sceptic can keep his opponent from
noticing that he is continually changing his standard of
evidence. That way, his opponent will eventually give
up in exasperation or disgust. Perhaps best of all, if his
opponent complains, the sceptic can tag him as a
whiner or a bad loser.

Sceptic (S): I am willing to consider the psi hypothesis
if you will show me some sound evidence.

Opponent (O): There are many thousands of docu-
mented reports of incidents that seem to involve psi.

S: That is only anecdotal evidence. You must give me
laboratory evidence.

O: Researchers A—Z have conducted experiments that
produced results which favour the psi hypothesis.

S:  Those experiments are not acceptable because
of flaws X, Y, and Z.

O: Researchers B-H and T-W have conducted experi-
ments producing positive results which did not have
flaws X, Y, and Z.

S: The positive results are not far enough above chance
levels to be truly interesting.

O: Researchers C-F and U-V produced results well
above chance levels.

S: Their results were achieved through meta-analysis,
which is a highly questionable technique.

O: Meta-analysis is a well-accepted method commonly
used in psychology and sociology.

S: Psychology and sociology are social sciences,
and their methods can’t be considered as reliable as
those of hard sciences such as physics and chemistry.
Etc., etc. ad nauseum.

Sock ‘em with Occam

Sceptics frequently invoke Occam’s Razor as if the
Razor automatically validates their position. Occam’s
Razor, a principle of epistemology (knowledge the-
ory), states that the simplest explanation which fits all
the facts is to be preferred — or, to state it another way,
entities are not to be multiplied needlessly. The Razor
is a useful and even necessary principle, but it is
largely useless if the facts themselves are not generally
agreed upon in the first place.



Extraordinary claims

Extraordinary claims, says the sceptic, require extraordi-
nary evidence. Superficially this seems reasonable enough.
However, extraordinariness, like beauty, is very much in
the eye of the beholder. Some claims, of course, would
seem extraordinary to almost anyone (e.g. the claim that
aliens from Alpha Centauri had contacted you telepathi-
cally and informed you that the people of Earth must
make you their absolute lord and ruler). The ‘extraordi-
nariness of many other claims, however, is at best
arguable, and it is not at all obvious that unusually strong
evidence is necessary to support them. For example, so
many people who would ordinarily be considered reliable
witnesses have reported precognitive dreams that it
becomes difficult to insist these are ‘unusual’ claims
requiring ‘unusual’” evidence. Quite ordinary standards of
evidence will do.

Stupid, crazy liars

This trick consists of simple slander. Anyone who reports
anything which displeases the sceptic will be accused of
incompetence, mental illness or dishonesty, or some
combination of the three, without a single shred of fact
to support the accusations. When Charles Honorton’s
ganzfeld experiments produced impressive results in
favour of the psi hypothesis, sceptics accused him of sup-
pressing or not publishing the results of failed experi-
ments. No definite facts supporting the charge ever
emerged. Moreover, the experiments were extremely
time-consuming, and the number of failed, unpublished
experiments necessary to make the number of successful,
published experiments significant would have been quite
high, so it is extremely unlikely that Honorton’s results
could have been due to selective reporting. Yet sceptics
still sometimes repeat this accusation.

The Santa Claus gambit

This trick consists of lumping moderate claims or propo-
sitions together with extreme ones. If you suggest, for
example, that Sasquatch can’t be completely ruled out
from the available evidence, the sceptic will then face-
tiously suggest that Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny
can’t be ‘completely’ ruled out either.

Shifting the burden of evidence

The sceptic insists that he doesn’t have to provide evi- .

dence and arguments to support his side of the argument
because he isn’t asserting a claim, he is merely denying or
doubting yours. His mistake consists of assuming that a
negative claim (asserting that something doesn’t exist) is
fundamentally different from a positive claim. It isn’t. Any
definite claim, positive or negative, requires definite sup-
port. Merely refuting or arguing against an opponent’s
position is not enough to establish one’s own position. In
other words, you can’t win by default.

As arch-sceptic Carl Sagan himself said, absence of evi-
dence is not evidence of absence. If someone wants to rule
out visitations by extra-terrestrial (ET) aliens, it would
not be enough to point out that all the evidence presented
so far is either seriously flawed or not very strong. It would
be necessary to state definite reasons which would make
ET visitations either impossible or highly unlikely. (He
might, for example, point out that our best understand-
ing of physics pretty much rules out any kind of effective
faster-than-light drive.)

The only person exempt from providing definite
support is the person who takes a strict ‘I don’t know’
position, or the agnostic position. If someone takes the
position that the evidence in favour of ET visitations is
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Do sceptics fail to use evidence and arguments when denying extrater-
restrial visitations?

inadequate but goes no further, he is exempt from fur-
ther argument (provided, of course, he gives adequate
reasons for rejecting the evidence). However, if he
wants to go further and insist that it is impossible or
highly unlikely that ETs are visiting or have ever visited
the Earth, it becomes necessary for him to provide def-
inite reasons for his position. He is no longer entitled
merely to argue against his opponent’s position.

There is the question of honesty. Someone who claims
to take the agnostic position but really takes the position
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of definite disbelief is, of course, misrepresenting his
views. For example, a sceptic who insists that he merely
believes the psi hypothesis is inadequately supported
when in fact he believes that the human mind can only
acquire information through the physical senses is simply
not being honest.

You can’t prove a negative

The sceptic may insist that he is relieved of the burden of
evidence and argument because “you can’t prove a nega-
tive”. But you most certainly can prove a negative! When
we know one thing to be true, then we also know that
whatever flatly contradicts it is untrue. If I want to show
that my cat is not in the bedroom, I can prove this by
showing that my cat is in the kitchen or outside chasing
squirrels. The negative has thus been proved. Or the
proposition that the cat is not in the bedroom could be
proved by giving the bedroom a good search without
finding the cat. The sceptic who says, “Of course I cant
prove psi doesn’t exist. I don’t have to. You cant prove a
negative”, is simply wrong. To rule something out, defi-
nite reasons must be given for ruling it out.

Of course, for practical reasons it often isn' possible to
gather the necessary information to prove or disprove a
proposition, e.g. it isn’t possible to search the entire uni-
verse to prove that no intelligent extraterrestrial life exists.
This by itself doesn’t mean that a case cant be made
against the existence of extraterrestrial intelligence,
although it does probably mean that the case can’t be as
air-tight and conclusive as we would like.

The Big Lie

The sceptic knows that most people will not have the time
or inclination to check every claim he makes, so he knows
it's a fairly small risk to tell a whopper. He might, for
example, insist that none of the laboratory evidence for
psi stands up to close scrutiny, or he might insist there
have been no cases of UFOs being spotted by reliable
observers such as trained military personnel when in fact
there are well-documented cases. The average person isn’t
going to scamper right down to the library to verify this,
so the sceptic knows a lot of people are going to accept his
statement at face value. This ploy works best when the Big
Lie is repeated often and loudly in a confident tone.

Doubt casting

This trick consists of dwelling on minor or trivial flaws in
the evidence, or presenting speculations as to how the evi-
dence might be flawed, as though mere speculation is
somehow as damning as actual facts. The assumption here
is that any flaw, trivial or even merely speculative, is nec-
essarily fatal and provides sufficient grounds for throwing
out the evidence. The sceptic often justifies this with the
‘extraordinary evidence’ ploy.

In the real world, of course, the evidence for anything
is seldom 100% flawless and foolproof. It is almost always
possible to find some small shortcoming which can be
used as an excuse for tossing out the evidence. If a definite
problem can’t be found, then the sceptic may simply spec-
ulate as to how the evidence might be flawed and use his
speculations as an excuse to discard the information. For

Anyone who reports anything
which displeases the sceptic will
be accused of incompetence,
mental illness or dishonesty.

example, the sceptic might point out that the safeguards
or controls during one part of a psi experiment weren’t
quite as tight as they might have been and then insist,
without any supporting facts, that the subject(s) and/or
the researcher(s) probably cheated because this is the
‘simplest’ explanation for the results (see “Sock ‘em with
Occam” and “Extraordinary claims”; “Raising the bar” is
also relevant).

The Sneer

This gimmick is an inversion of “Stupid, crazy liars”. In
“Stupid, crazy liars”, the sceptic attacks the character of
those advocating certain ideas or presenting information
in the hope of discrediting the information. In “The
Sneer”, the sceptic attempts to attach a stigma to some
idea or claim and implies that anyone advocating that
position must have something terribly wrong with him.
“Anyone who believes we've been visited by extraterresr-
ial aliens must be a lunatic, a fool, or a con man. If you
believe this, you must a maniac, a simpleton or a fraud.”
The object here is to scare others away from a certain
position without having to discuss facts.

To be fair, some of these tricks or tactics (such as
“The Big Lie”, “Doubt casting”, and “The Sneer”) are
often used by believers as well as sceptics. Scientific cre-
ationists and holocaust revisionists, for example, are par-
ticularly prone to use “Doubt casting”. Others ploys,
however, such as “Sock ’em with Occam” and
“Extraordinary claims”, are generally used by sceptics
and seldom by others.

Unfortunately, effective debating tactics often
involve bad logic, e.g. attacking an opponent’s charac-
ter, appeals to emotion, mockery and facetiousness,
loaded definitions, etc. And certainly sceptics are not
the only ones who are ever guilty of using manipulative
and deceptive debating tactics. Even so, sceptics are just
as likely as anyone else to twist their language, logic and
facts to win an argument, and keeping these tricks in
mind when dealing with sceptics may very well keep
you from being bamboozled.

David W Owens is a native Georgian whose family came to Georgia well before the
Civil War. He has a bachelor’s degree in journalism and works for the state

Department of Transportation.



Domesticating The Beast Of Bodmin

Col C J Harbottle (retired) sends his occasional report from the village of Shawley Knott

FAR BE IT from me to pinprick a balloon of the unex-
plained, but a recent occurrence in Shawley Knott has
driven me to put pen to paper. Even before my
enforced retirement from military service, the Beast of
Bodmin was receiving a mixed press. Was it a lynx? Or
a wolf? Or was it, as our village postmaster supposed,
two badgers with ambitions in pantomime?
Admittedly, our postmaster often fails to conceal his
previous extensive career in variety on Cromer pier,
with the result that purchasing a stamp becomes an
unnecessary drama, but his comment illustrates the
diversity of opinion. To put the question to rest, I am
pleased to announce that the Beast of Bodmin is, with-
out doubt, a panther.

One must appreciate that I never intended to solve
the mystery. Raylene, whom I've been courting for sev-
eral years, and who on the South Somerset Bowls
Circuit is generally acknowledged as my wife, sug-
gested a picnic. Bodmin on a sunny afternoon seemed
a grand idea, and despite a lack of suitable spreads in
the cupboard, we drove swiftly through the country-
side. To support my recollection, on this particular
afternoon I remember that Raylene had selected a
pleasant floral frock, while I chose tweed.

Only upon our return did we realise that all was not
well. A minor growling had irritated us throughout the
homeward journey, and I had blamed the carburettor.
However, when I made the sharp right turn towards
the village, I realised the true source of our problem.

I looked in the rear view mirror, expecting to see the
reassuring perspective of a winding country lane, but
instead was rather surprised to catch two bright eyes,
disconcertingly offset by large white teeth and a size-
able black feline face. I immediately concluded that a
beast was present, and that his mood was potentially
aggressive. Had he flattened himself on the rear black
mats, he would have been camouflaged, and perhaps
docile. He had, however, made himself shockingly evi-
dent by selecting the back seat, for which I'd requested
the optional ‘clansman’ tartan interior trim. This beast
was clearly in no mood to hide.

With hindsight, he must have slipped into the car ‘

unnoticed while we were distracted by the light pastries
at around four o’clock that afternoon. I believe true
colours are often revealed under stress, and while I
don’t define Raylene’s scream as panicking, let’s say I
would no longer be comfortable with her presence in,
for example, the critical defence of a bridgehead. To
her credit, she regained her composure rapidly. At my

4

command she removed the last of the honey-baked
ham from the hamper, and slowly passed it to the back
of the car.

Frank, as we later christened the beast, was as keen
as a teenager on a spring afternoon. Not only did
he enjoy the ham, but he soon seemed perfectly at
home in front of the open fire at the manor. For a pan-
ther, he was remarkably reserved, and, as it was to
prove, quite intelligent.

Having finished our baroque conservatory in June, I
had a little time to spare, and so commenced an incen-
tive programme by which I endeavoured to teach
Frank some basic concepts. Our local butcher, whose
joints are still as tender as they were in 1952, provided
us with ample meat and bone, and marrow proved
marvellously encouraging towards teaching Frank
simple mathematics.

In the spirit of democracy, Frank was discussed at
length during the last meeting of the village council,
but the risks voiced against providing simple freedoms
for him were defeated by a majority decision. Only eld-
erly Mrs Paddenham, whose husband had perished in
1936 whilst on safari in Africa, was particularly tearful
and unsupportive. For an unimaginative woman, she
gave a quite graphic account of what could happen if
one turned one’s back on a wild animal. Also, to pla-
cate Mrs MacPherson, we are obliged to ring the gate-
house bell when Frank leaves our premises, in order
that she can usher her children into her house, should
she so wish.

As T write, Frank attends to our local shopping
needs, and only once has the challenge got the better of
him. A particularly confusing two-for-one offer in the
grocery store, compounded by the marketing of a club-
card, meant he lashed out. But in practical terms for
the victim, it was nothing that a new pair of tights and
a few stitches from the paramedic couldn’t put right.

Frank has gained a sort of celebrity status in the vil-
lage, and will have the privilege of opening the summer
féte come next July. You're all invited. Raylene is still a
tad uneasy, but off the record she’s never been good
with animals. Psychologically, I think the problem
relates to facial hair, cruelly caused by a dietary defi-
ciency in her childhood.

As for the mystery of the Beast of Bodmin, perhaps
the conclusion is that an all-night firelit vigil with pry-
ing lenses and infra-red technology is no match for
clean-cut sandwiches, a light pickle, some quality ham,
and a calm disposition..

© Clive Jefferies, based on an idea by Rachel Fox. Clive Jefferies is a freelance
comedy writer for television and radio. He lives frugally
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A Brief Introduction to Neuro-
Linguistic Programming

Widely claimed to be indispensable for anyone who wishes to communicate better, NLP tempted Martin

Parkinson to enter the jargon-jungle and find out more.

NLP is the next generation of psychology ... it may be as

profound a step forward as the invention of language -

(O’Connor & Seymour, 1995).

IT GOES WITHOUT saying (or else why would there
be an article in The Skeptic about ir?) that ‘Neuro-
Linguistic Programming’ is a misnomer. It has nothing
to do with neurology or neurolinguistics. The name is
sometimes justified by vague gestures towards hemi-
spheric specialisation, and the first book on NLP (7%e
Structure of Magic I, Bandler & Grinder, 1975) makes
an unconvincing tie-in with transformational grammar
(co-founder John Grinder was a student of Chomsky’s).
‘Programming’ is a piece of science-fiction fluff
designed to give the impression that human behaviour
can be changed as reliably as programming a computer.
A more accurate name would be something like
‘mind/language/hypnosis games’.

It claims to be a set of techniques (‘toolkit’ and ‘tech-
nology’ are favoured terms) which will radically improve
your work and personal life. It has its origins in an
attempt to copy the work of particular psychotherapists
who were held (by some) to be so effective that their
work seemed to amount to ‘magic’: hence the title men-
tioned above. Although it has spread far beyond its roots
in 1970s psychotherapy, there is still a specific school of
NLP therapy in the UK which is trying to get itself
accepted by the NHS (Weaver, 1999).

My initial reaction to NLP was one of frustration
because I could see no underlying coherence. It is basi-
cally a ragbag of dodges, tricks, and tips: some genuinely
helpful, others banal space-fillers. This makes it difficult
to cover properly in a short article — for example I do not
have the space to examine the place of hypnosis in NLP
However, NLP does propose a fairly scientific psycholog-
ical model which sheds a glow of plausibility over every-
thing else. It is further claimed that this model can give
us a reliable way to understand and influence people (and
to manipulate one’s own behaviour). NLP is therefore
marketed to salesmen, psychotherapists, educators, man-
agers (oops, sorry, I mean ‘leaders’), and those seeking
self-help advice. Some of the hype is extraordinary: the
quote at the head of this article is not unusual (and I
would put the authors at the more respectable end of the
spectrum — they were at least embarrassed enough to hide
that assertion away on p. 205).

There is no single definitive version of NLE but
accounts are broadly consistent. The box contains my
summary of NLP theory derived from all materials read,
especially Bandler &Grinder (1976 & 1979) and
O’Connor & Seymour (1995).

1. Our internal representations (how we experi-
ence the present, remember the past and plan the
future) show a broad preference for a particular
sensory modality (the Preferred/Primary
Representation System, or PRS). e.g. one can be a
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visual” , ‘auditory-’, or ‘kinaesthetic thinker’.
Gustatory and olfactory PRSs are rare.

2. PRS is expressed in language. For example, a
visual thinker will tend to say “I see what you
mean, it Jooks OK ...”; whereas an auditory
thinker says “I hear what you're saying and it rings
a bell ...” Overall, a visual thinker will use a
greater proportion of words related to seeing, etc.

3. Eye movements during cognition also indicate
PRS. These “automatic, unconscious eye move-
ments, or ‘eye accessing cues, often accompany
particular thought processes, and indicate the
access and use of particular representational sys-
tems” (Dilts, 1998). For example if a (right-
handed?) person is asked to remember the colour
of, say, their grandparents’ front door, you will see
their eyes move up and to the right of the viewer.

(Some authors hold that PRS is also expressed in
global body language: for example, an auditory
thinker will tend to stand with their head tilted to
one side, as if listening)

4. Putting the foregoing points together gives us a
straightforward and reliable way to influence peo-
ple. Deducing a person’s PRS using verbal and
eye-movement clues and tailoring one’s language
to it by matching their preferred modality will
result in them feeling you're ‘on the same wave-
length’ or ‘seeing eye to eye’ and hence more
amenable to your machinations.

(The word ‘rapport’ is given a technical meaning
within NLP to refer to this pseudo-intimacy. It is
held that ‘gaining rapport’ can also be achieved by
mirroring the body language, tone, speed of voice
and breathing patterns of one’s interlocutor. (See
Singer & Lalich, 1996, pp. 173-174 for some
examples of this in practice.)

I think NLP theory looks pretty plausible, at first
blush. So how testable is it in principle? Presumably
brain imaging could tell us something about Point 1,
but I am not aware that any relevant work of this kind



has been done — doubtless the NLP people would have
told us if it had. In the absence of that, the place to
start is Point 2: does most individuals’ language-use
have clear modality ‘winners™? If so, this possibly says
something about their internal representations. One
might approach Point 3 by first, having established an
individual’s preferred ‘language-modality’, looking for
a ‘preferred eye-movement’, and then
looking for correspondences across
individuals (i.e. most people who
prefer the same modality as expressed
in language also prefer to move their
eyes in the same way as each other).
Point 1 would then be an interesting
speculative inference drawn from
Points 2 and 3. The more I think
about this, the more tenuous it
seems, and the chain of speculation
rests ultimately on an implicit
assumption about the transparency
of language. However, even if points
2 and 3 could be clearly demon-
strated, and Point 1 accepted as a
potentially fruitful working hypothe-
sis, Point 4 does not logically follow
(maybe if I was a visual thinker I
would be more persuadable by non-
visual language because it would have
a forceful freshness for me). Equally,
even if Point 4 were independently
demonstrated it would provide no
support for Points 1, 2, or 3 — lan-
guage matching might work for quite
other reasons.

NLP books contain detailed dia-
grams linking eye movements to
internal states and the claim is some-
times made that one can derive a sure-
fire method for telling when someone
is lying from this information (e.g.
Dilts, 1998). Certainly, it needs no
rigorous experiments to demonstrate
that language and body language give
us detailed information about people’s
beliefs, intentions, emotions etc. — we
‘read minds’ in this way all the time
and normal social interaction depends
on it. Some individuals are clearly bet-
ter at it than others. It wouldnt be
stretching a point to suppose that
practice might improve one’s ‘mind-
reading’ ability, because practice improves most com-
plex skills and there might indeed be methods of
improving ‘mind-reading’ that work unusually well.
However the NLP claim is much stronger than this: in
effect it says it has found an infallible ‘body-language
dictionary’. Has it?

There is a body of experimental research, mostly

published in the journal of Counselling Psychology, inves-

visual ...

or auditory?

Is your Primary Representation System

tigating the PRS theory. There are two comprehensive
reviews of this literature, both published in 1988. The
first was in a report by “The Committee on Techniques
for the Enhancement of Human Performance” which
was commissioned by the US army to examine various
techniques including NLP. In addition to reviewing the
research literature they talked to co-founder Richard
Bandler. Here are some of their com-
ments:

“The underpinnings of NLP are not a
set of findings and propositions
arranged so that they imply the
NLP statements of structure; instead,
they are a series of concatenated anec-
dotes and facts that lead to no particu-
lar conclusion ...

In brief, the NLP system of eye, posture,
tone and language patterns as indexing
representational patterns is not derived
or derivable from known scientific
work” (Druckman & Swets, 1988,
pp- 141-142).

In the UK Dr Michael Heap of
Sheffield University and Sheffield
Health Authority approached NLP
from the angle of its potential thera-
peutic usefulness. His conclusion was:

“The present author is satisfied that the
assertions of NLP writers concerning
representational systems have been
objectively and fairly investigated and
found to be lacking ... it may well be
appropriate now to conclude that there
is not, and never has been any substance
to the conjecture that people represent
their world internally in a preferred
mode which may be inferred from their
choice of predicates and from their eye
movements” (Heap, 1988, p. 275).

Well, that seems pretty definite.
Nonetheless, PRS is presented as
established knowledge in books rang-
ing from the serious (McDermott &
Jago, 2001) to the silly (Heskell,
2001).

Partway through the American Commission’s inves-
tigation, they were informed by Richard Bandler:

“...that PRS was no longer considered an important
component. He said that NLP had been revised
... Bandler stated that NLP was a system based on
modelling not theory” (Druckman & Swets, 1988,
p. 140).

The SKEPTIC ——
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It would take too long to give a proper discussion of
NLP modelling here. It is sometimes used in a sense in
which PRS theory is used to model someone’s expertise.
But this sense slides into a sense closer to that of ‘role
model’ and it is the looser sense that seems to be most
commonly used. This latter sense, as far as I can see,
doesn’t amount to much more than the most basic of all
human learning methods: copying someone else in
such a way that one is in effect pretending to be them.

This is done unselfconsciously by children and

undoubtedly has its uses for adults; NLP is implicitly
claiming that it has found some reliable and systematic
method of improving this skill, but I am so far uncon-
vinced. (I prefer acting classes myself, but then my
adult dignity does not require the reassurance of obfus-
catory jargon and a quasi-corporate setting.)

‘Programming’ is a piece
of science-fiction fluff designed
to give the impression that human
behaviour can be changed as
reliably as programming a
computer. A more accurate
name would be something like
‘mind/language/hypnosis games’.

[ was surprised by the degree of cultural penetration
NLP has achieved. It pops up (not always attributed) in
all sorts of materials related to communication and
management — and just take a look at this gem from the
non-commercial Living NLP website:

“Teachers and children at Tyssen School will be able to
learn NLP and have their teaching integrated with NLP
skills and techniques, and the centre will also provide a
resource base for other educators, parents and adult
learners.

Headmaster Martin Webb, a Master Practitioner in
NLP: Ever since he read Frogs into Princes he
realised how important NLP would be for education.
His staff are now looking forward to working with
the founders of the NLP Education Network ...”
(The Central London NLP Group, 1999).

This brings me to my final point. So many things
about NLP scream that it is just a clever scam: the stri-
dent appeal to one’s inner toddler (one book is actually
called NLP: The new art & science of getting what you

Martin Parkinson is the originator of Psycho-Ludemics™, a powerful technique
which will make you socially invincible in any situation! Fascinated and inspired by
the work of acting guru Keith Johnstone and mould-breaking jazz composer Ornette
Coleman, Martin synthesised this central axiom: “Make it up as you go along”.

want (Alder, 1994); Richard Bandlers desperate legal
attempts to hog NLP as his intellectual property; the
absurd claims of transcendent efficacy; the sheer nasti-
ness of the name itself. Yet there are genuinely intelli-
gent, altruistic and sincere people involved in it who
have vowed to use their NLP powers solely for good. It
is quite possible, probable even, that people attending
training courses do gain some benefits. Tyssen Primary
School is in one of the most deprived boroughs in the
country, so voluntary help from some keen extra teach-
ers can do it nothing but good. But this does not in
itself demonstrate anything about the validity of NLP’s
theoretical claims. And if the theoretical claims evapo-
rate, what is there to make it stand out from the crowd?
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Nothing acts faster...
MOSTLY | REMAIN pretty cool when confronted

with aspects of pseudoscience and the paranormal but,
on occasion, I get madder than hell and go into what I
can only describe as ‘rant’ mode. Probably, the single
topic that is most likely to get me ranting is that quack
therapy beloved of British Royalty, homeopathy. The
reason for this is that it is, at the same time, both the
most widely accepted complementary therapy and the
most preposterous of all such quackeries, iridology and
reflexology notwithstanding. The first time I remember
nearly ‘losing it’ over this topic was when I had taken
part in a TV debate on homeopathy in a Glasgow stu-
dio. It must have been June as I had taken a stack of
examination scripts with me for marking on the train
up north but had had to stop working after a while due
to increasing feelings of motion sickness (which doesn’t
normally afflict me on trains). Following the presenta-
tion of my sceptical views on the healing power of dis-
tilled water and the ensuing heated discussion, I was on
the station waiting for the train back to Manchester. It
seemed a good idea to seek some chemical assistance to
avoid any feelings of travel sickness on the return jour-
ney to enable me to get some marking done. I, there-
fore, popped into a small pharmacy in the station and
asked them for an anti-motion sickness preparation that
would not cause drowsiness. It was only by exerting a
Zen-like degree of self-control that I managed to subli-
mate my anger when I was offered a ‘very effective’
preparation costing (if my memory serves me well)
more than £7 — and yes, you have guessed correctly, it
was a homeopathic remedy which certainly would have
been unlikely to cause drowsiness.

Homeopathy (or homoeopathy) was invented at the
end of the 18th century by a German physician, Samuel
Hahnemann, on the basis that like will cure like: for
instance, if you wish to prevent nausea (due to motion
sickness or anything else) then take, in low dilution, a
preparation which, when taken in higher dose, causes
similar nausea. In this way, homeopathy does not deal
with the underlying causes of an illness, only its symp-
toms. And for all I know, there may be some situations
where this approach works — but not when homeopaths
are preparing the medicine. Homeopathic remedies are
prepared by a process of repeated dilution known as
‘potentisation’ or ‘dynamisation’ in which a quantity of
the active ingredient is dissolved in a larger quantity of
water which is then shaken (but not stirred). A drop of
this is then mixed with a larger quantity of water and

the process repeated a number of times — and this may
seem like a perfectly reasonable procedure for preparing
a weak solution. However, it rapidly results in ridicu-
lous levels of dilution: for instance, the commonest
homeopathic dilution, the 30th centismal dilution, or
30C, is a dilution of 107, This is an astonishing, infin-
itesimal concentration at which, on average, only a sin-
gle molecule of the active ingredient will be contained
in a volume of water equal to 20,000 times the volume
of the sun. In other words, at least in principle, there will
be not a single molecule of the active ingredient in the
droplet of water that goes into a homeopathic tablet. To
get round this affront to common sense, proponents of
homeopathy invoke ‘water memory’ — a purported phe-
nomenon which caused a furore in 1988 when Nature
published a paper by French scientist Jacques
Benveniste claiming to demonstrate its reality. During a
subsequent visit by a team consisting of Nature editor
John Maddox, James ‘the Amazing’ Randi and Walter
Stewart of the National Institutes of Health, the French
researchers were unable to reproduce their results and a
second article soon appeared in Nature, this time by the
editor, entitled High-dilution experiments a delusion.

But it does not require the findings of a team of
sceptical investigators to force us to the conclusion that
water memory cannot, in any case, provide a mecha-
nism by which homeopathy could operate. If water has
a memory then it must suffer from severe amnesia as,
in addition to the memory of the active substance, the
homeopathic water droplet will also contain molecules
(or memories thereof) of everything from
Shakespeare’s urine to Napoleon’s last breath. To get
round this logical argument, homeopaths argue that
the shaking is all important. Clearly, William’s wee-wee
will not have been potentised in the prescribed manner
and thus will not have entered into the water’s long-
term memory. However, when this argument is
invoked, it seems to me that homeopathy becomes
something belonging more in a Harry Potter movie
than in the bathroom cabinets of the British Royal
Family and in the prescriptions of one out of four
French general practitioners.

Even writing about homeopathy gets me worked
up, and as it is now after midnight and I must work
tomorrow I would like to calm down before trying to
sleep. Looking for a remedy for insomnia on the web,
I have discovered one which contains (among other
things) homeopathic quantities of coffee. I'm sure that
were | to take this with a large pinch of salt it would
be most effective . . .

Steve Donnelly is a physics professor at the University of Salford.
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| LIKE TO think of myself as a tolerant kind of chap,
not least because I find the idea of being something

so quaint as a ‘chap’ amusing. I don't feel like a mili-

tant sceptic, driven by revolutionary zeal to destroy
all traces of irrationality in the world. I try to
remember that, hey, we're all just fools trying to make
our own ways through this confusing and difficult
life, and if some of us are helped along the way by the
odd comforting myth, 'm not going to try and kick
away the crutch.

From time to time, however, I find my tolerance
has its limits. Recently I discovered another of them.
Travelling on the tube I found a discarded copy of a
magazine “for women who want the best possible
future”. “That’s me!” I thought (apart from the
woman bit, obviously). And I'm sure that’s you too.
The problem is that the magazine was Spirit and
Destiny. Let’s call it Sad for short.

Because of the laws of libel I have to be very care-
ful what I say about Sad. Let me just say that I find
it hard to imagine a more pernicious collection of
nonsense. Lawyers note that it is my own imagina-
tion rather than Sad which may be at fault here.

The front cover says it all. The lead item is
“Organic food makes you slim!” Given that the arti-
cle itself only claims that the “chemicals added to
conventional food slow down our metabolism” this is
an overstatement to say the least. But that piece was
downright sensible in comparison with the rest. The
cover also promised “12 loved-up pages” of horo-
scopes, to “unlock your star sign sensuality” and “8
in-depth pages” on Chinese astrology.

I find it odd that people buy into both sun sign and
Chinese astrology. After all, people exist in all possible
combinations of the two signs — a Virgo monkey, for
example. Yet if any one personality type is compatible
with any other, their characterisations must be so thin
as to be totally uninformative. The dog, for example, is
loyal. So anyone of any sun sign born in the year of the
dog is ‘loyal’. Yet loyalty is also supposedly a distinctive
trait of a specific sun sign (Taurus, apparently). Doesn’t
this at least incline people to pause?

But I digress, for the worst of Sadis yet to come. “My
psychic gift found me love” the cover screams, along
with the news of a Patsy Palmer exclusive: “The voices
in my head saved my life.” Plus, there’s “luck boosters,
white magic, psychic school” and “love charms”.

Julian Baggini is editor of The Philosophers’ Magazine (www.philosophers.co.uk) and
author of Making Sense: Philosophy Behind the Headlines (Oxford University Press).

I found myself audibly sucking in my breath, tut-
ting and making other such disparaging noises as I
flicked through this melange of mush. But why the
strong reaction, if I am really am the ‘tolerant chap’ I
imagine myself to be?

I think two things really bother me about Sad.
The first is that its extreme pick and mix approach is
intellectually offensive. Anything can appear in these
pages, just as long as it’s baloney — sorry — ‘alterna-
tive’. So, you have a resident witch called Silja, psy-
chics, colourpuncturists (no kidding), homoeo-
pathists, kinesiologists, crop circles and so on. Even
if you believe in one of these, why on earth does that
give you a reason to believe the others? Why should
the supposed efficacy of homeopathy give you any
reason to suppose colourpuncture is a good idea? The
indiscriminate consumption of all things alternative,
with no regard to the fact that they all operate
according to different, incompatible paradigms,
requires an astonishing suspension of critical faculties
which seems to be depressingly common.

The second cause for despair is that this is a glossy,
mainstream title published by Bauer, who are respon-
sible for other top selling titles such as Bella, TV
Quick, Take a Break and Real. New age nonsense is
no longer safely caged up in ‘health food stores
(which oddly enough are usually lacking in fresh fruit
and vegetables but have rows and rows of dried
preparations and things in bottles). It’s out there in
the mainstream.

Which reminds me of another bugbear: the
Barefoot Doctor. This “teacher of all things Tao”
turns up in Sad, but also has a regular column in the
Observer magazine. Even our favourite quality
Sunday newspapers are playing the sucker by giving
succour to these new-agers. Barefoot Doctor makes
me wince every time [ hastily flick past his column.
I sometimes feel like starting a campaign: Barefoot
Doctor must hit the journalistic highway, shoes or
no shoes.

Now I come to think of it, for a tolerant chap I
do seem to get easily irritated. Perhaps it’s time I
saw myself in terms of another quaint old word: the
curmudgeon. It seems my tolerant chap days are

behind me.

Comments welcome to julian@julianbaggini.com

See www.julianbaggini.com.



11th European Skeptics Congress

FURTHER TO MY progress report on the Congress in
the last issue, I am happy to say that all is proceeding
well. The Congress programme begins on the afternoon
of Friday September S5th with the symposium on
‘Science, Health and Medicine’, with Edzard Ernst as
the keynote speaker on alternative medicine. Saturday
is devoted to Parapsychology and Anomalistic
Psychology with keynote addresses by Robert Morris
(discussant Ray Hyman) and Chris French, and a mini-
symposium on ‘Science on the Defensive’ after the
afternoon tea break (including a presentation by Paul
Kurtz). The Sunday morning programme will consist of
miscellaneous papers.

While formal talks and discussions form the main
programme, it is a good idea to have some choice at the
Congress by holding parallel ‘fringe’ events. I envisage
these as being relatively informal with greater audience
participation than in the main programme. For exam-
ple, Tony Youens is considering presenting a short
workshop on ‘The Art of Cold Reading’. I would be
pleased to hear from anyone who is planning to attend
the Congress and is interested in organising some kind
of ‘fringe’ event of this kind.

Two final points: readers who would like to come to
just part of the Congress will be able to pay a registra-
tion fee on a pro rata basis. (It will be possible to regis-
ter on the day.) Secondly, all those registering for the
full Congress are able to subscribe to The Skeptic at a
slightly reduced (by £3) fee. Registrants who are already
subscribers will receive a £3 voucher at the Congress to
supplement their next subscription.

The ‘Skeptical Intelligencer’, 2003

The 2003 issue of the ‘Skeptical Intelligencer’ will come
out at the end of this year. As with the two previous issues,
the papers will be devoted to a particular theme. This
time the theme will be ‘sightings of unusual creatures’.
‘Unusual creatures’ is to be interpreted broadly, to include
unknown or supposedly extinct animals (e.g. Bigfoot and
the Loch Ness Monster); animals in the wrong environ-
ment (e.g. the Surrey Puma or the Barnsley Lion (no, I'm
not kidding)); magical or mythological creatures (fairies,
elves, etc.); religious apparitions, such as angels); and
extra-terrestrial beings.

I would be pleased to hear from any readers who
would like to contribute to this issue. Usually we keep
to a minimum unamended papers that have already

=

ASKE website = http://www.aske.org

appeared elsewhere, but we welcome updated papers
and discussion commentaries on papers that have
already been published. Book reviews (on the theme of
the issue) and humorous articles are also welcome.

The ASKE Psychic Challenge and the Randi
Challenge

The award for the ASKE Psychic Challenge now stands
at £12,000. As [ mentioned in issue 16.2 of The Skeptic,
ASKE is also willing to conduct a preliminary test of
anyone wishing to take up the Randi challenge.
Currently we have someone in London who wishes to
demonstrate his ability to dowse for water. Incidentally,
the water has to be flowing.

A large-scale investigation of dowsing ability in
Munich, reported in 1997 by H.-D. Betz, appeared on
the face of it to a produce only chance results. However,
the author claims that some of the dowsers on some
occasions demonstrated better-than-chance detection
rates. Jim Enright's analysis of the data (Skeptical
Inquirer, January — February 1999) suggests that these
significant findings arose simply through the selection of
positive data and rejection of negative data.

Whatever the case, if only one person is able to
demonstrate unequivocally, under properly controlled
conditions, that he or she can detect the targeted sub-
stance at a level consistently better than chance, then it
is very difficult to dismiss the claim that there is a phe-
nomenon that is yet to be explained by science. We
would be interested in hearing from anyone
willing to participate in a test of this person’s ability (or
that of any other dowser). Also we would be grateful if
readers who know or encounter anyone claiming to
possess paranormal gifts would alert him or her to the

ASKE challenges.

ASKE and Complaints by the Public

ASKE would like to hear from anyone who has had a
bad experience at the hands of people claiming para-

normal powers, including psychics. On the ASKE web-

- site (www.aske.org.uk or www.aske.clara.net) one such

complaint is reproduced. I myself have mixed feelings
about this (for one thing, if few complaints are forth-
coming, then people are entitled to say there is little
evidence of harm). However, people who have come off
badly should have some sort of forum for publicising
their experience and alerting others to the potential for
harm, and we welcome such reports.

Michael Heap is the Chairman of ASKE and a clinical and forensic psychologist in
Sheffield. ASKE email address = general@aske.org.uk
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P eviews

FINE STYLE

Skeptical Odysseys: Personal Accounts by the World’s
Leading Paranormal Inquirers

by Paul Kurtz

Prometheus Books, $27, ISBN 1573928844

It’s almost impossible to sum-
marise this brick of a book
briefly. Each newly-written
contribution reviews a specific
field and/or gives an autobio-
graphical account of the
author’s journey into scepti-
cism, and they are a galaxy
indeed: James Alcock, Steve
Allen, Susan Blackmore,
Antony Flew, Ken Frazier, o
Martin Gardner, Philip Klass, Joe Nickell, Gary Posner,
Kurtz himself, and 27 others, beginning with 25 years
of CSICOP, passing on to sections on specifics — para-
psychology, UFOs, astronomy and the space age, astrol-
ogy, creationism, alternative medicine — going from
there to scepticism around the world, personal reflec-
tions, and religion, and ending with Robert Baker on
From Skepticism to Humanism. The book celebrates
CSICOP’s 25th birthday and does so in fine style.

Ray Ward

CURING CANCER WITH A SUGAR PILL?
Placebo: The Belief Effect

by Dylan Evans
HarperCollins Publishers, £16.99, ISBN 000712612 3

“Placebos are treatments that only work if you believe
in them.” My belief in accepting the merits of this
book before a full reading was akin to placebo. I was
enthralled by the topic before learning of its historical
precedent in the words of Chaucer, before being given
a critical account of the early research by the anaes-
thetist Beecher in the 1950s, and before smiling at
stories of its ignorant adoption by alternative therapy
communities.

Whatever placebo was at work in my enthralment ini-
tially subsided, only to be replaced by the wealth of fas-
cinating information and detail provided by Dylan
Evans. Vocal sceptics are frequently guilty of dismissing
various therapies, citing ‘placebo’ as their reason. What
makes this book truly fascinating is its consistent critical
dismissal of not only such therapies, but even the most

compelling placebo research. Some of the early work by
Beecher (famous for replacing morphine with saline for
wounded WWII soldiers), and his Harvard colleagues,
has entered into medical folk-lore as the benchmark and
starting point for serious research into the area. Evans
directs disapproval at several often-cited ‘placebo-drug’
studies for their low standards of methodology when
compared with the testing of real drugs.

The reader is taken on a course of enlightening treat-
ments to cure us of our misperceptions. From studies
and anecdotal reports through to compelling success
stories, ‘nocebos’ (the ‘bad’ side of placebos) and hypo-
thetical examples, Evans steers our thinking to a final,
quite simple conclusion. The power of the mind in cur-
ing all ills, as regularly touted by various alternative
health practitioners, is not the only effect taking place.
The ‘Belief Effect’ is the essential component in place-
bos working. Anything else and it’s like trying to cure
cancer with a sugar pill! Read this book — it’ll make you
better, I promise.

Ciardn James O’Keeffe

QUACK TO THE FUTURE

Bad Medicine: Misconceptions and Misuses
Revealed, from Distance Healing to Vitamin O
by Christopher Wanjek

Wiley & Sons, $15.95, ISBN 047143499X

In this enjoyable history of quack-
ery, Christopher Wanjek discusses
bad medicine across the centuries,
from Ayurveda to Atkins.

He makes a strong and heartfelt
case against the current rush to the
witch doctor, discussing several
telling examples including the
widespread use of homoeopathy,
the rejection of MMR vaccination
and the American craze for shark
cartilage supplements.

The first section of the book is a concise and enter-
taining history of folklore medicine, with colourful
descriptions of past plagues as a reminder of how
unsuccessful it generally was.

The tone is lively and journalistic, bordering on grat-
ingly chatty (“Let’s cut the ancients a break”) — but
some background knowledge is assumed, which could
be confusing for certain readers. For example, Wanjek
rightly stresses the importance of randomised, double-
blind, placebo-controlled medical trials, but never
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defines these terms or explains why such safeguards are
necessary against error and wishful thinking,.

Each chapter is an interesting essay in its own right,
sometimes at the expense of the whole book’s coher-
ence. The section on bad medicine in the movies, for
example, doesn’t contribute much to the main argu-
ment (although it’s highly amusing and will allow you
to bore your friends witless at any action flick).

Wanjek occasionally falls into the ‘bad medicine’
trap himself. An otherwise excellent chapter on lifestyle
and obesity contains an inaccurate account of the sup-
posed long-term effects of dieting on metabolism. More
dangerously, he denounces chemotherapy as “the
bloodletting of the 20th century”, as if an unpleasant
treatment were equivalent to a worthless one.

This approachable and well-written case against bad
medicine has much to recommend it. If you're sick of
health scares, its realistic assessments of the dangers of
sedentary lard-eating, antibiotic overuse, and not fas-
tening your seatbelt are a dose of sanity.

Louise Johnson

DARWIN’S DISTRACTIONS
Darwin and the Barnacle

by Rebecca Stott

Faber, £14.99, ISBN 0571209661

What happens when someone
brought up as a strict Christian
fundamentalist abandons her faith
and writes a book about Darwin?
Not as much as you might imagine.
As the title indicates, Darwin and
the Barnacle resolutely avoids con-
troversy by concentrating on
Darwin’s obsession with this hum-
ble sea-creature.

Every student has heard the cliché that Darwin con-
centrated on barnacles to avoid finishing his work on
human evolution. Stott emphasizes that Darwin’s bar-
nacle studies contributed to the development of his evo-
lutionary theories, enabling him to refine his scientific
methodology, and making him a respected member of
the scientific community.

‘ A\:V“l N
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Stott sheds some interesting light on the idiosyncrasies -

of Darwin’s colleagues and predecessors. Anyone who
thinks their own life is boring should compare it with that
of early nineteenth century biologist Robert Grant, who
spent five years obsessively studying and dissecting sea-
sponges before proudly announcing that he had watched
a sea-sponge excrete continually for five hours.

Victorian medicine could be equally bizarre. Darwin
underwent the ‘water cure’ invented by Dr Gully (who
later became notorious as a result of the Bravo poison-
ing case). This involved clairvoyance, mesmerism and
several weeks of such strange rituals as being wrapped in

cold wet bedsheets for hours on end. It must have done
Darwin some good. While in Gully’s Malvern nursing
home, separated from his beloved barnacles, he fathered
his seventh child.

Darwin’s barnacles took over his life for many years.
Stott does her best to account for this, and to interest
the reader in Darwin’s obsession. Darwin and the
Barnacle is scholarly, well-researched and highly read-
able — which is more than can be said for many recent
academic tomes. But you have to very interested in
either Darwin or barnacles to read it.

Chris Willis

HOW SCIENCE OVERCAME MYTH AND
DOGMA
EUREKA! The Birth of Science

by Andrew Gregory
Icon Books UK, £6.99, ISBN 1840463740

Books on philosophy are often
encyclopeadic and hard to digest,
interesting but boring; those on
philosophy of science or on logic
even more so. Fortunately, this
book suffers none of these faults.

Gregory takes us on a tour
from the early beginnings, when
the world was explained by
myths, to the first people who
dared to question those myths
and laid the foundations for what today is called sci-
ence. Myths were rejected and replaced by hypotheses
and theories that had to be verifiable. Choosing the best
myth is a matter of taste, but then how to decide which
is the best hypothesis when several are offered? Gregory
describes how the tools to make that difference were
developed: logic, and the notions of proof. How may
we differentiate them from false proof, false logic and
sophism? What made the ancient Greeks unique? Other
civilizations, the Babylonians and the Egyptians, also
had highly developed technologies but no science. The
chapter on Euclid and geometry clearly illustrates the
differences between science and technology. All this is
exposed in an agreeable narrative style. Why did the
Greeks develop science while other cultures stuck to
technology? Probably the absence of a strong, organised
religion allowed them to question the myths about the
creation of the world, the why and the how of natural
phenomena, the movement of celestial bodies, the
shape of the Earth, the origins of diseases, and to con-
sider different explanations. They could attack claims of
magic and distinguish the natural from the supernatu-
ral; they even dared to state that magic and the super-
natural do not exist, that the world is comprehensible
and can be explained in a rational manner. It did not
always go unpunished as Socrates experienced. They
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were not always right. Sometimes they very under-
standably took the wrong path, by lack of knowledge.
They also gave us holism (Aristotle) and it took some
2,000 years before reductionism gave a new impulse to
the advancement of science.

The first chapters give an overview of the evolution
in thinking. Then separate chapters go deeper into
astronomy and astrology, into medicine and the life sci-
ences, into biology and alchemy.

The great quality of this book is that it reads like a-

novel and is (yes!) holistic in its approach. Highly rec-
ommended.

Willem Betz

FARTHER REACHES OF THE MIND

The Sense of Being Stared at, and other aspects of
the extended mind

by Rupert Sheldrake

Hutchinson, £17.99, ISBN 0091794633

This is a book about human and
animal experience. It is about ani-
mals who know an earthquake is
imminent, about dogs who know
their owner is coming home,
about creatures that know a pred-
ator is close, about people who
obtain sudden knowledge about a
partner’s distant accident. And
people who sense they are being
stared at.

It is not about the paranormal. These experiences are
extra-sensory only for those who think in terms of only
five senses: for Sheldrake there are six or seven at least,
and there is no need to cross over into the supernatural
to find them.

The obstacle to research into human experience of
any kind is, of course, its subjective character. There is
no hard evidence for science to get its teeth into.
Sheldrake offers us a sampling from his huge case-
files, and his stories are certainly impressive. But are
they anything more than coincidence or delusion?
Can we really build a science on anthropologists’
anecdotes about African witch-doctors, or hunters’
experience with their quarry, or animals’ restiveness
before an earthquake? Even if they are backed by folk-
lore and tradition spanning the globe and going back
centuries?

Sheldrake says yes, we can. Some of these experi-
ences — such as the sense of being stared at — are sus-
ceptible to experiment. Some 14,000 trials have been
conducted, giving odds against chance of the order of
10”. And a theoretical infrastructure can be con-

RUPERT SHELDRAKE

AND OTHER ASPECTS OF

HE EXTENDED MIND

Reviews are edited by Toby Howard. To join our book reviews team, please email:
reviews@skeptic.org.uk - stating your interests and any relevant experience.

structed, as Sheldrake demonstrates with his suggestion
of the extended mind.

These effects promise breakthrough insights into the
interactions between people, between animals, and
between people and animals. This is a fascinating and

thought-provoking book.

Hilary Evans

WHY DEFEND AN IDEA BLINDLY?
Flat Earth? Round Earth?

by Theresa Martin

Prometheus Books, $12, ISBN 1573929883

Two schoolboys argue about the
shape of the world. The teacher
says it’s a sphere, but Stan says it
is round but flat as a pancake.
“Look out the window, see for
yourself” is his argument.
Nathan sets out to prove to him
the teacher is right and the earth
truly is a sphere. He uses all the
standard observations, round

Written and Mustrated by

Theresa NMartin

the globe travel, ship sinking
below the horizon, time zonation, different shadow
lengths, and the shape of the earth’s shadow on the
lunar eclipse. Stan rejects them all.

It is a book for children “ages 7 and up.” Arguments
and proofs are appropriately simple, so youngsters can fol-
low. The author’s intention is to teach a sceptical attitude,
and introduce an understanding of evidence and proof.
Stan’s objections seem invented for the moment. Tales of
global travel are made up, different shadow length are
explained by a nearby sun, ships sinking are optical illu-
sions, there may be local curvature of the Kansas plain,
and a disk shaped earth will throw a circular shadow. The
author’s point is that any proof can be denied by ad hoc
explanations, but scientific knowledge comes from many
directions and several lines of evidence. It is the balance of
facts which prove the earth a sphere.

The book drives home a single valuable lesson of sci-
entific reasoning, and I think children may like it. They
will, however, ask why Stan so stubbornly insists the
world is flat? No reason is given. The earth curves only
about 8 inches in a mile (about 8 cm in a km), which
is not a bad approximation to flat. The only reason I
can think of as to why Stan cannot be convinced, but
remains stubbornly wedded to a flat earth, is because
the Bible says so. The author does not tell us.

Wolf Roder
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Good luck
The inquest on Donald Campbell

has now revealed that he was wear-
ing a necklace holding an image of
St Christopher. Enough said?

Fabain Acker, London

Sloppy reporting

In 1994, Christina Hoff Sommers

exposed the urban legends femi-

nism has perpetrated on the public

in her book Who Stole Feminism?

How Women Have Betrayed Women,

wherein she warned that the media

must cease being complicit in ring-

ing false alarms and spreading inac-

curacies.

Reporters should ignore, or

severely question, any report:

— with highly emotive language;

— with specific policy recommen-
dations or funding demands;

—with a ‘snapshot’ approach
rather than data over time;

— with internal and unexplained
anomalies or contradictions;

— without collaborating empirical
evidence;

— without a statement of parame-
ters, e.g. margin for error;

—without disclosure of
researchers’ relevant affilia-
tions;

— which has an unrepresentative
or small sampling;

— which does not attempt to ver-
ify the accounts;

—which stresses anecdotal
accounts,

— which does not independently
verify accounts from subjects

Moreover, reporters should stop

treating slander as though it was a

counter-argument. Thanks to

sloppy or politically motivated

reporting, a generation has been

raised to believe that shouting is

debate, defamation of character is
argument, and valid research does
not exist.

Bill Holmes, California

Cloning rights

Michael Shermer (The Los Angeles
Times, 2 January 2003) first tells us
that clones should be treated like
everyone else, given the “rights and
privileges” and “dignity and
respect” all humans deserve. Then
he writes, “Let’s run the cloning
experiment and see what happens”.
So let’s get this straight: clones are
humans, but they are also the sub-
jects of an “experiment” in which
we will “see what happens™ Don’t
human beings have the right to
choose whether or not they partici-
pate in an experiment? If clones are
to be granted full human rights,
wed better be sure their creation is
more than an “experiment”.

John Tecumseh, California

Keen’s response to Youens

A brave but doomed attempt by
Tony Youens (The Skeptic, 16.2).
His confessedly superficial exami-
nation contrasts with the detailed
inquiries which Guy Playfair and I
made when interviewing both
detectives and the medium and
examining the original records.
Christine Holohan lived well
over two miles away, not ten min-
utes walk. Her sole inaccuracy was
a reference to Saturday instead of
Friday as the night of the murder.
Whether the experience has ever
been repeated is irrelevant to the
issue of paranormality, but in fact,
according to Batters as well as
Holohan herself, it has been.
Ruark had already given the

L]

police a persuasive alibi. He was no
longer a suspect when Holohan was
interviewed. As for the supposed
inability of the medium to provide
a clue to what happened to the
stolen jewels after the murder: in
fact a written clue, considered
meaningless at the time, was pro-
vided. Details will have to await
publication of our full report.

The idea that Holohan had
received her information from
someone not wishing to inform the
police directly is another good idea
blown away by the fact that she
would have had to receive informa-
tion from five separate sources who
were either unknown to one
another, or mutually hostile, and
included the murderer himself! The
police would hardly have been
ignorant of such an elaborate web,
had it existed.

The case was reopened in 2000
because another person, not Ruark,
had been accused of the murder.
Advances in DNA technology
enabled Ruark’s discarded pullover,
rescued by Detective Batters 18
years earlier, to pin the crime. It was
Holohan’s uniquely detailed evi-
dence, plus a spontaneous psycho-
metric ‘reading’ which produced
three strikingly accurate pieces of
personal information about one of
the detectives, that so impressed
Batters and prompted him to ran-
sack Ruark’s dustbin and retrieve
the fatal garment. Without it the
case would have collapsed.

Holohan produced a large num-
ber of statements whose accuracy
and relevance can not be attributed
to any normal function. Premature
judgement based on inadequate
first-hand knowledge and selective
evidence is unwise.

Montague Keen, London

Please send your letters to: The Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit, Department

of Psychology. Goldsmiths College, University of London, New Cross, London, SE14
6NW or e-mail edit@skeptic.org.uk. Email communication is preferred. We reserve the
right to edit letters for publication.
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