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ABLE BEHAVIOUR

ir G, a businessman from Lyon, is on his way to Paris when suddenly he forg
what he is doing. He strips off his clothes, leaves the train at the next sta
un naked down the line until officials stop him.
ng off one’s clothes is a recurrent feature of exceptional behaviour, and is
d to symbolise a wish to quit one’s present lifestyle, family, work and so on..

- G is on his way to a business meeting he dreads, and his subconscious tz
ading the rendezvous.

ng by Montegut in ‘Llntransigeant’ 26.11.1891]

Hilary Evans is co-proprietor of the Mary Evans Picture
Library, 59 Tranquil Vale, London SE3 OBS
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HELLO AND WELCOME to issue number 17.1 of
The Skeptic. Sadly, the media continues to misrepresent
scientists, which no doubt contributes to the low es-

teem in which scientists are viewed by much of the gen--

eral public. You would be forgiven for thinking that the
combination of being a sceptic and an experienced
broadcaster would mean that being interviewed about
Near-Death Experiences (NDEs) would enable Susan
Blackmore to shine. Unfortunately, as her article
Death and the Microtubules shows, Blackmore was
hoodwinked, despite her clarity regarding the relevant
concepts. But in this issue we are able to give her the
opportunity to explain how it happened, present her
argument as intended, and en route, provide a very
readable account of some aspects of consciousness and
the problems of linking different levels of explanation
in physics.

Our Chris French is no stranger to the media him-
self, and in our second major article The Mosaic of
Memory, French describes a talk he gave on the reliabil-
ity of memory (or, rather, what he remembers of the talk
he gave). Although most of us accept that we forget
things, the idea that we actually falsely construct some
of our memories, without being aware of doing so, may
be much more disturbing. The early high-profile exam-
ples of this phenomenon, seized upon by the media,
were the cases of alleged recovered memories of child-
hood sexual abuse, which are now largely believed to be
the result of some therapists planting false memories for
events that never happened at all. But French also de-
scribes the more mundane ways in which false memo-

ries can arise, concerning everyday occurrences with
spouses and friends. This is important, because it is easy
to dismiss the uncomfortable idea that we have false
memories if they only occur in rare situations, but
much harder to do so if it can be shown that they also
happen in quotidian circumstances. Perhaps we would
be more willing to accept the idea that our memories
are sometimes distorted, even when convinced they are
correct, if the reportage of this topic didnt focus quite
so much on alleged sex crimes.

And incidentally, as a scientist, French was asked to
keep his talk “at least 95% fact free” ...

In our third article, Peter May questions the remark-
able healing of Dr Mary Self, a psychiatrist, who tragi-
cally suffered a series of tumours but miraculously sur-
vived the last, when her prognosis seemed at its most
bleak. According to the book she co-wrote, Dr Self be-
lieved it was a miracle that this last tumour disappeared
completely. But closer examination revealed inconsist-
encies surrounding the medical findings that May tried
to clarify using the correct channels. When thwarted, a
TV programme went ahead regardless, which — you
must have guessed by now — failed to be clear about the
crucial medical facts. It’s enough to make you want to
watch only soap operas!

Elsewhere, as promised, Mike Heap presents cover-
age from The 11th European Skeptics Congress held
in London in late 2003, and as always, we have our
regular columnists, plus the letters, cartoons, and re-
view sections.

With best wishes until the next issue, Juliaand Chris
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Drowning in exabytes

I’s not enough for the US to account for about a quar-
ter of the world’s energy consumption while holding
only about two percent of the population, but it is even
further ahead in the information business. According to
the ‘How Much Information’ report, updated for 2003
by the School of Information Management and Sys-
tems at the University of California at Berkeley, the US
produced about 40% of the world’s new stored infor-
mation in 2002, including 33% of the world’s new
printed information, 30% of the world’s new films,
40% of the new information stored on optical media,
and about 50% of the information stored on magnetic
media. Note that magnetic media (like hard drives) ac-
count for about 92% of this stored information. The
study estimates that the amount of new information
stored on these four media about doubled between
1999 and 2003. If this goes on, it won’t be people the
Earth drowns in, it will be information. About 17.3 ex-
abytes of the stuff was transmitted electronically last
year. (In case you didn’t know, one exabyte = 260 bytes
=221,152,921,504,606,846,976 bytes.) For the sake of
comparison, the report estimates all the words ever spo-
ken by human beings at 5 exabytes.

The study makes no attempt to quantify the relative
value of the information stored in these diff erent media,
so we don’t get to find out how much of that is pseu-
doscience. They say it’s new information, but unless
they’ve been listening to all those phone calls, how can
they possibly know? But if you believed them when
they said that computers would do away with the need

for paper you'll be happy to know that paper use as a
storage medium was up by about 36% between 1999
and 2002.

Trust no one

Did you know that hotel key cards contain your person-
al information? A thief could take the card, run it
through a reader, and steal your credit card. Actually,
that’s not true. But it makes a good Internet-borne con-
spiracy-type rumour. So do the claims that the CIA
killed JFK, MIS5 killed the Princess of Wales, aliens are
living among us, and the US government knew about
the September 11 attacks well in advance and chose to
do nothing because they wanted the oil. The truth, as
they say, is just no fun.

Plus, it’s still putting its boots on while those lies skid
around the globe like demented quarks. The last of
those theories — the one about the September 11 attacks
— surfaced in the mainstream media recently, when for-
mer environment minister Michael Meacher espoused
it publicly in The Guardian. Cue for The Times, not or-
dinarily known for shunning conspiracy theories that
might sell a few papers, to discuss What's Happening to
Us and get in a few digs at the competition. What’s hap-
pening, essentially, is that the more uncertain we feel
the more we believe that The Powers That Be are plot-
ting against us. In the case of folks like Diana, JFK, and
Elvis, these figures are so much larger than life to so
many people that a significant percentage simply can’t
believe that they were taken out by something as ordi-
nary as a drunk driver, an assassin, and a heart and/or
drug problem.

The real problem, of course, is that there really are
conspiracies in the world. It’s not paranoia if they real-
ly are out to get you.

For debunking of conspiracy theories specifically, see
www.truthorfiction.com; for debunking of a broader va-
riety of urban legends, see www.snopes.com.

With her head tucked underneath her arm ...

' There are good sceptical theories and bad sceptical theo-

ries, we know this. Bad sceptical theories dismiss people’s
experiences; good sceptical theories try to take account of
and explain them. Increasingly, this is an important point;
we should be looking at people’s emotional reactions as
interpretations that may be mistaken but may also have
real causes that, if understood, can help us understand
why so many people believe so strongly.

The University of Hertfordshire’s Richard Wiseman
recently did a nice study in the good sceptical line by
sending a load of people to wander around Hampton

Court Palace, the supposed home of the ghost of Cath-
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erine Howard, Henry VIII’s fifth wife, with floormaps
and pencils and getting them to note how they felt at
various points along the way. The team also took read-
ings of lighting, temperature, smell, and magnetic
fields, and compared the sets of data. Sudden changes
in lighting and air currents, for example, increased the
likelihood that someone would report a haunting. The
conclusion: that people’s brains are responding to envi-
ronmental cues.

High on Delphi

According to the Scientific American, the Oracle of Del-
phi’s visions have more to do with her breathing than her
intuition. The oracle chamber was sited above intersect-
ing fault lines in petrochemical-rich layers through which
seeped ethane and ethylene gases. She was, in short, like-
ly to have been in a narcotic state when she gave advice
and uttered her dire warnings. In Plutarch’s description,
the chamber smelled sweet — as ethylene in fact does.
Ethylene fumes also produce trances, euphoria, out-of-
body sensations, and amnesia among test patients. It is
known to have caused spasms and death — which was al-
so the fate of some of the oracles.

I’s an interesting theory — and another of those cas-
es where we may learn more from accepting the descrip-
tions observers give than by dismissing them, as well as
another of those ‘trust no-one’ cases.

Breast implants: the return

In late 2003, an advisory panel to the US Food and Drug
Administration voted to lift the ban on silicone implants,
which was brought in a decade earlier when a number of
women and their lawyers claimed that the implants had
made the women ill. There was a lot of what you might
call consequential damage. The lawyers won a record
$4.25 billion settlement against the implant manufactur-
ers, causing the bankruptcy of Dow Corning. Marcia An-
gell, then executive editor of the New England Journal of
Medicine and now teaching at Harvard Medical School,
wrote first a scathing editorial on the FDA’s decision and
then a book, Science on Trial, which contended that there
was no evidence backing the claim that the implants
harmed the women. Angell was in turn raked over the
coals by everyone except the manufacturers. Studies of
breast implants, however, have shown they do not cause
the damage claimed.

Angell recently told the Boston Globe that she blamed
the whole mess on the adversarial nature of courtroom
battles. Lawyers seeking to prove a case look for the
most extreme viewpoints they can. Science, however, is
best served by moderation and careful thought. Let us
hope the Daubert rules that require expert witnesses to
cite well-accepted research and techniques will help in
future. But there are plenty of other issues — mobile

phone health scares, genetically engineered foods,
MMR vaccines — where the science is at least somewhat
at odds with the popular reaction.

Lightning strikes twice

Looking likely to join the ranks of strange stories about
movies — you know, like the old saw that playing Super-
man is bad luck for anyone who does it — is the new film
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The Passion of Christ. Two people connected with the
production, actor Jim Caviezel and assistant director Jan
Michelini, have been struck by lightning while they were
on a shoot in a remote location in Italy. OK, here’s the
fun part: Caviezel plays Jesus, and they were only a few
hours from Rome. Michelini in fact has been hit twice in
this production. See this movie at your peril.

Let there be light

It’s not often the local press run stories debunking sto-
ries of the paranormal (or the national press either), but
the Richmond Informer recently published the news that
two local residents had shown that pictures the Inform-
er ran in April of a purported UFO in Richmond Park
were a hoax. Two giveaways. First, the original claim-
ants said the ball of light they'd seen and photographed
was moving, but close examination of the pictures
showed that it was in the exactly the same place in all of
them. Second, the investigators were able to create near-
identical images using Photoshop.

Thanks to this issue’s clippings contributors: Rachel Carthy, Sid Rodrigues,
Steuart Campbell, Tom Ruffles, Ernest Jackson, the Wizard’s Star List,

Skeptic News, Phil McKerracher.

The Skeptic would like to remind clippings

contributors to use the magazine’s current address, listed on p. 3, rather than
B the old PO Box address, which has been phased out.
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Skeptic at larg

Wendy M Grossman

Full circle

There was a great moment at the London Skeptical
Congress in September (organized by the Association
for Skeptical Enquiry and the European Council of
Skeptical Organizations) when a bunch of us were go-
ing around a table introducing ourselves and I discov-
ered that the two people diagonally across from me
were the Irish Skeptics. We have Irish Skeptics!

It was wonderful to me because (what seems like)
way back in 1987 when I founded this magazine, I was
living in Dublin and Peter O’Hara (who did a lot of
work helping get the magazine out during its first two
years) and I organised a few public meetings in Dublin’s
Buswell’s Hotel. The magazine was called The British &
Irish Skeptic in those days (as a temporary title until we
could come up with something better), and it was
cranked out on a photocopier that ritually broke down
in the middle of printing every single issue. And now
here it is, 2003, and the Irish Skeptics are a real group
having regular meetings. In, sometimes, Buswell’s Ho-
tel. Tt will be interesting to see how they develop. It
sounds as though they’re being welcomed a lot more
than we were; somewhere [ have a 1987 article about us
describing us as party poopers.

There was a moment at the congress when I under-
stood how those reporters felt. Now, I like to think I'm
a rational sort of person. Calm. Willing to assess evi-
dence. Not unduly insistent upon believing things that
have little evidence to back them up. I think you’ll agree
that’s all reasonable.

This does not, however, mean that I want to see ev-
erything [ read in 7The New Yorker as a child washed
away in a cloud of we-have-better-evidence-now. I am
speaking of Dylan Evans’s presentation on the placebo
effect. I first encountered the placebo effect when I was
ten or eleven, in an article written by the medical writer
Berton Roueche. His stories combined medical detail
with the techniques of detective stories. Long before
Oliver Sachs, Roueche investigated strange medical
phenomena and wrote up the results in his Annals of
Medicine column. (In one story, the doctor/detective
was one of my father’s two closest friends, which is why

we had many copies of Roueche’s books scattered

around the house.)

Why did 11 men turn blue (cyanosis)? Why did one
man turn orange (a surfeit of tomatoes and carrots)?
What was wrong with the woman who seemed perfect-
ly normal but who found that whenever she tried to
walk the floor rolled and pitched as though she were on
board ship in a force-9 gale (labyrinthitis)? And why

p

did telling some people they were being given remedies
for what ailed them cure them even though the reme-
dies were nothing more potent than sugar pills?

On reflection, some of the stories Roueche told
about the placebo effect seemed pretty outrageous, even
to me as a child. The person, for example, who was said
to have developed burns on the skin along her arm
when she was told that the room temperature rod being
drawn along her arm was red-hot. That seems pretty
outlandish, I've got to say, and the kind of thing that
someone would produce who wanted to prove that
mind could overpower matter.

And now along comes Evans to say — in his book
The Belief Effect (out in paperback in January 2004 as
Placebo: Mind Over Matter), which I'd missed, and at
our Congress — that a lot of what passes for fact about
the placebo effect is medical folklore, and very little of
it based on empirical evidence. He cited in particular
Henry Beecher’s influential 1955 study, which seems to
be the source of the commonly used figure of 30% for
effectiveness of placebos. Beecher strongly advocated
using placebo-controlled clinical trials. But, says Evans,
since we do not also include a no-treatment group in
such trials, we actually have little data on how strong
the placebo effect is, if it exists.

Evans himself argued that the placebo effect is pres-
ent in a limited set of circumstances: pain, inflamma-
tion, depression, anxiety. He does not believe there is
any reason to believe placebos can help recovery from
most medical conditions, including cancer.

To me, this makes sense. A number of conditions —
those listed, but also allergic reactions such as asthma —
are exacerbated by fear and anxiety. Is it so unlikely that
panicked patients with real conditions, told that they
are being given remedies, will get at least somewhat bet-
ter simply because they believe they are being helped? If
part of what’s ailing you is fear, comforting that fear
should improve things. If I were researching the place-
bo effect, I would want to test this particular line of
thought. Because, when you really think about it, un-
less you believe in magic or think that mind can over-
power matter, most likely placebos are not going to
have a lot of effect on physical conditions. You would-
n’t expect sugar pills to do much for broken bones,
would you? Beyond maybe relieving a bit of the pain?

One of the most alarming things, Evans said, was
the way he started his research: by calling up a load of
GPs and asking them if they would be surprised if it
turned out that placeobs could cure cancer. Virtually
all said no.

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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Death and the Microtubules

Susan Blackmore shows that even experienced interviewees can be hoodwinked.

| NEVER SHOULD have said yes. I'd promised myself
I wouldnt do any more ‘rent-a-sceptic’ slots, and here |
was appearing on one of the worst ever TV shows on
near-death experiences (NDEs). So how did it happen?

The producer, Kate Broome, told me that 7he Day [~

Died would take the science seriously, that there would
be a searching exploration of the whole topic of con-
sciousness, and that this programme would be entirely
different from its predecessors. So I believed her. She
and her BBC team came to my house and we did a very
interesting and enjoyable interview. We covered not on-
ly the physiology of NDEs, but theories of conscious-
ness, the reasons why quantum theories of conscious-
ness fail, the nature of self and why NDEs might be
genuinely mystical experiences without being evidence
for life after death.

Then I saw the advance advertising: “NDEs used to
be the domain of parapsychology, but now research by
some scientists and medics is daring to suggest the im-
possible — that NDEs are evidence that the mind can
live on after the brain has stopped functioning...”.
Different from its predecessors? Hardly. Popular?
Of course. This is what every previous NDE pro-
gramme has claimed, and this is what most people al-
ready believe.

In the end, as anyone who watched the programme
will know, The Day I Diedwas just an updated version
of all the myriad shows that have gone before. Some
of the new cases were excellent, and the interviews
with people who had experienced NDEs were fasci-
nating, but the science was not. Peter Fenwick and
Sam Parnia described their recent research and their
belief that it proves the independence of mind. Rent-
a-sceptic said her usual pieces about tunnels, lights
and how they are constructed in the dying brain (they
could have cut them from interviews I did ten years
ago instead of carefully extricating them from what I
wanted to say this time).

Finally they got to consciousness. With clever com-
puter graphics and ‘Horizonesque’ hype they explained
that brave scientists, going against the reductionist
grain, can now explain the power of the mind to tran-
scend death. It all comes down to quantum coherence
in the microtubules. And to make sure the viewer
knows that this is ‘real science’ the ponderous voice-
over declared “Their theory is based on a well estab-
lished field of science; the laws of general relativity, as
discovered by Einstein.”

This was where my fury erupted. As I wrote to the
producer afterwards “it is dishonest to present a com-
pletely unworkable and mysterious theory as though it
were real science, and to dress it up in the trappings of

real science, as you did with Hameroff’s theory. It may
be true that you ‘were very clear to point out that is not
proven’, but pointing out that it is not proven is not the
same as pointing out that it (a) does not make sense, (b)
does not fit with lots of reliable evidence about the
brain, and (c) is rejected utterly by most scientists and
philosophers who know about it.” And there is no way
they could claim ignorance as I had explained, in the in-
terview, the many problems with the theory.

So, in case you are wondering, why can’t quantum
coherence in the microtubules explain consciousness

and the NDE?

It is dishonest to present a
completely unworkable and
mysterious theory as though

it were real science,
and to dress it up in the
trappings of real science

The theory first appeared in The Emperor’s New
Mind by mathematician, Sir Roger Penrose (Penrose,
1989). Penrose argues that when mathematicians have
conscious insights they are not doing ordinary compu-
tations such as might be carried out by a computer or
a neural network. Instead they must be capable of
handling non-computable functions. He accepts that
our brains are completely controlled by physics of
some kind but, he claims, it needs to be an entirely
new kind of physics.

Penrose explains that there are two levels of explana-
tion in physics; the familiar classical level used to de-
scribe large-scale objects, and the quantum level used to
describe very small things. The trouble starts when you
move from one to the other. At the quantum level su-
perposed states are possible; that is, two possibilities can
exist at the same time, but at the classical level either
one or other must be the case. So when we make an ob-
servation at the classical level, the superposed states
have to collapse into one or other possibility; a process
known as the collapse of the wave function. Penrose ar-
gues that all conventional interpretations of the collapse
of the wave function are only approximations, and in-
stead proposes his own theory of ‘Objective Reduction’.
This new process is gravitational but non-local in na-
ture. This means that it can potentially link things in



widely separated areas, making large-scale ‘quantum co-
herence’ possible. Although this can only happen when
the system is isolated from the rest of the environment,
Penrose suggests that this might happen inside the brain
— but where?

It was the American anaesthesiologist, Stuart Ham-
eroff, who suggested that the answer might lie in struc-
tures called microtubules. He had come across evidence
(subsequently found to be invalid) linking microtubul-
es to the abolition of consciousness in anaesthesia. He
reasoned that microtubules might therefore be necessa-
ry for consciousness. This was the idea that gave rise to
the Penrose-Hameroff theory explained so enthusiasti-
cally in The Day I Died.

Microtubules are, as their name suggests, tiny tube-
like proteins. Hameroff & Penrose (1996) proposed
that their shape and the spiral structure of their walls
might mean that quantum effects within them could
be kept reasonably isolated from the outside, making
quantum coherence possible. But why is this relevant
to consciousness? Hameroff argues that the real prob-
lems for understanding consciousness include the uni-
tary sense of self, free will, and the effects of anaesthe-
sia, as well as non-algorithmic, intuitive processing.
All these, he claims, can be explained by quantum co-
herence in the microtubules. Non-locality can bring
about the unity of consciousness, quantum indetermi-
nacy accounts for free will (see Dennett (2003) for
reasons why it cannot), and non-algorithmic process-
ing, or quantum computing, is done by quantum su-
perposition. As for NDEs, on The Day I Died, Ham-
eroff explains that when the brain stops functioning,
the information in the microtubules is not lost. Rath-
er it leaks out into the universe at large and then con-
tinues to hang together by quantum coherence. This,
he claims, can explain how the conscious self can be
experienced as hovering above the body.

So how good is this explanation? We can begin with
consciousness itself, which is conventionally equated
with subjective experience. The ‘Hard Problem’ of con-
sciousness (Chalmers, 1996) is to explain how subjective
experience can arise from (or perhaps be) the objective
activity of brain cells. Penrose & Hameroff’s theory has
nothing whatever to say about this. If quantum com-
puting does occur in the brain this would be very im-
portant, but it only adds another layer of complexity to
the way the brain works. So we must still ask “How

does subjective experience arise from objective reduc-

tion in the microtubules?” The strange effects entailed
in quantum processes do not, of themselves, have any-
thing to say about the experience of light or space or
pain or colour or time.

One of the strengths of the theory is supposed to be
that it accounts for the unitary sense of self, but noth-
ing in the theory explains how to get from interacting
quantum effects to the feeling that ‘I’ am a continuing
self who makes decisions and lives my life. Also, as we
have seen, the theory requires that the quantum process

is isolated from the rest of the environment, but a hov-
ering self during an NDE would not be.

Several commentators have pointed out these, and
many other problems. Many conclude that the theory
just replaces one mystery (subjective experience) with
another (quantum coherence in the microtubules?).
Even people renowned for their unconventional think-
ing have rejected it outright, such as computer engineer
and futurist, Ray Kurzweil (Kurzweil ,1999). But the
most devastating critique is made by philosophers Rick
Grush and Patricia Churchland. They take Penrose’s ar-
gument step by step, and demolish each one.

Does the near-death experience prove that the mind can live on after
the brain has stopped functioning?

An obvious problem is that microtubules are not spe-
cialised structures confined to brains: they occur in al-
most all cells of the body, in both animals and plants,
and are involved in supporting the cell’s structure, in
cell division, and in transporting organelles within the
cell. It is true that some anaesthetics affect microtubul-
es, but many others do not, even though they obliterate
consciousness. Also drugs are known that damage the
structure of microtubules but appear to have no effect
on consciousness, and there is no evidence that micro-
tubules are implicated in other major changes in con-
sciousness, such as sleep-wake cycles.

Concerning the physics, Grush & Churchland ar-
gue that microtubules cannot provide the conditions
of purity and isolation required by Penrose’s theory,
nor could effects be transmitted from one microtubule
to another, as is required for explaining the unity of
consciousness in the way Penrose requires. In addition
the theory provides no explanation of how the quan-
tum effects could interact with effects at the level of
neurons, neurotransmitters, and neuromodulators,
when the microtubules are supposed to be isolated

The SKEPTIC —



Volume 17 Number 1

from their environment.

Grush & Churchland (1995) conclude that “... the
argument consists of merest possibility piled upon mer-
est possibility teetering upon a tippy foundation of
‘might-be-for-all-we-know’s ... we judge it to be com-
pletely unconvincing and probably false.” (p. 12).
Churchland (1998) puts it even more strongly: “Quan-
tum coherence in the microtubules is about as explana-
torily powerful as pixie dust in the synapses.” (p. 121).

They also ask why such a flimsy theory has proved
so popular. Perhaps, they suggest, it is because somée
people find the idea of explaining consciousness by
neuronal activity somehow degrading or scary, where-
as ‘explaining’ it by quantum effects retains some of
the mystery.

Whatever the reason, the TV show proved equally
palatable, and if the producers’ aim was popularity,
then they certainly succeeded. Most viewers want to
believe in life after death and they like to see ‘evidence’
that confirms their traditional dualism. [ accused the
producers of making a dishonest programme and mis-
leading viewers, accusations they strongly denied.
Kate Broome replied that “I think we tried to at least
suggest that there are other ways of looking at this
subject other than in a reductionist way”. Yes, they
did. It’s just that every previous programme on NDEs
has done exactly the same, giving viewers the answers
they want rather than trying to find out the truth. Al-
though we may never get to see it on TV, the real sci-
ence of NDEs is much more exciting than quantum
coherence in the microtubules.
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gins at 7:30 pm and there is a suggested donation of £2.00.
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Skeptical Stats

1. Number of members of Cambridge’s Ghost Club: 280

2. Cost of The Spirit of Diana DVD, a series of live séances conducted by
Craig and Jane Hamilton-Parker: £11.99

3. Amount of air a breatharian needs a day to replace food: 1,000 pounds

4. Cost of a 1999 mission to Mars that crashed because contractor Lockheed Martin had mgg\v
calculations using Imperial instead of metric measurements: $125 mxlllon o

5. Average number of mistakes a driver makes every two miles:

6. Percentage by which human DNA differs from that of chimpanzees and bonobos 1. 6% :
7. Year when Lord Haddington predicts crop circles will cease: 2012 %

8. Year in which the Vinland map of America, forged by a Jesuit priest 70 years ago, g -
was supposed to have been drawn: 1440 o

9. Estimated annual value of wildlife crime: more than £5 billion

10. Average number of items from endangered species, both plants and animals, seized per day: 570

vof 7

11. Number of colours needed to colour a map drawn on a torus: a maximum’

12. Estimated percentage of the population that is allergic to peanuts: 2%
13. Number of people who have died in crowd disasters since 1990: over 2000

14. Number of graphologists hired by the National Art Collections Fund to examine _
the last letter written by Mary, Queen of Scots (the conclusion: her mind was tortured): 1 .

15. Number of questions each month in the Australian Skeptics’ online Dr Bob’s quiz: 6 *

16. Estimated number of Americans who have been victims of identity
theft in the last five years: 27.5 million

17. Number of times a single holidaymaker claimed on insurance for having his appendix removed:, 9

18. Number of test subjects used by Halifax Bank of Scotland for voice-stress testing securlty
software in a three-month trial beginning September 2003: 300 to 400

19. Date of World Angel Day (Los Angeles): 4 October 2003 : : -
20. Date of World Angel Day (London): 28 September 2003

21. Number of children an October 2003 National Public Radio survey found had a tual
died of poisoned candy handed out on Halloween: 0

22. Year by which two physiologists writing in Nature in 1992 predicted the gap between
men’s and women’s running times for the marathon would close: 1998

23. Year by which the same two physiologists predicted the gap between men and women
would close over shorter distances: early in the 215t century

24. Average number of major sporting events per day, worldwide,
that sports marketing company IMG is involved in: 9

25. Percentage of US households that own shares in mutual funds: 50% ‘ (l

Sources: -
1 The Times Magazine, 2 http://www.psychics.co.uk/shop/spiritofdiana.html; 3 Wiley Brooks, http://www.gettingit. com(artl-
cle/344; 4 Business Week; 5 New Yorker; 6 Financial Times; 7 Daily lelegraph; 8 Sunday Times; 9, 10 Interpol, The Guam'zan,
11 Scientific American; 12 Scientific American; 13 The Sunday Telegraph; 14 The Times, 15 http:/Iwww.skeptics.com.ati/feas
tures/quiz/quiz.htm; 16 Federal Trade Commission; 17 Association of British Insurers; 18 BBC; 19, 20 Diana Coope

School of Angels and Ascension; 21 National Public Radio; 22, 23 http://homepage.ntlworld.com/david.winship/
0p2003.htm; 24 IMG (www.imgworld.com); 25 CNBC

Both Hits & Misses and Skeptical Stats depend heavily on reader contributions of clippings, story leads, and odd Sta-
tistics. Please send contributions to news@skeptic.org.uk or via post to the address on the masthead (p. 3). For thls
issue, thanks to Tom Ruffles, Ernest Jackson, Steuart Campbell, Rachel Carthy, and Jock Cramb. __ . \ \)

e 0,
’ Skeptical Stats is compiled by Wendy M Grossman. :
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The Mosaic of Memory

Chris French considers the nature of memory.

ON SATURDAY, 25 January 2003, a play was present-
ed at the Gulbenkian Studio theatre in Newcastle. The
play, written by Josephine Fagan and entitled Paper,
Scissors, Stone, explored the relationship between events
and memories, interpretation and belief, true and false
realities. The production was funded by the SciArt Ini-

tiative that supports collaboration between artists and

scientists, awarded to Professor Pam Briggs and direct-
or and designer Neil Murray. [ was invited to lead an in-
teractive discussion on the nature of memory following
the performance. I reproduce here, more or less verba-
tim, my introductory talk.

My talk was preceded by a brief introduction by Neil
Murray in which he provided another example of a false
memory from his own experience. He recalled how
many years ago he and his wife had been on a train
when they realised they were sharing a carriage with
Paula Yates. Murray had tried to pretend that he was
unimpressed at being in the presence of this celebrity,
but his wife quickly struck up a conversation with Yates
on the nature of motherhood. Murray distinctly re-
called the fact that Yates had been embroidering a pair
of jeans as she chatted. Over subsequent years, Murray
had recalled this mildly interesting anecdote on several
occasions. One evening, he was at a dinner with his wife
sitting a few places away from him when he overheard
her retelling the tale of her encounter with Yates. “But
you didn’t mention the jeans she was embroidering,” he
commented. “Whatare you talking about?” his wife re-
plied. “Don’t you remember?” he retorted. “She was
embroidering those fantastic jeans? How could you for-
get them?” His wife’s response caused him considerable
consternation: “She wasn’t embroidering anything —
and, in any case, how would you know? You weren’t
even there!” Clearly, either Murray or his wife has a false
memory for an event that they both insist they can
clearly remember. My own comments follow.

I'd like to thank Neil for his introduction and I in-
tend to follow his lead by illustrating the way memory
works — and doesn’t work — by mainly relying upon an-
ecdotes. Neil wanted this brief talk to be (and I quote)
“engaging and not at all like a science lecture ... not too
stuffed with facts”. As a scientist, I obviously took very
slight umbrage at the notion that a science lecture
couldn’t be engaging — but I guess I know what he
meant. [ will attempt to keep this talk at least 95% “fact
free”. But please take it as read that what I will say about
memory is supported by a wealth of experimental evi-
dence.

Textbooks often begin their discussion of memory
with the rather obvious observation that memory does
not work like a video camera. At first glance, it might
strike you that it would be better if it did. Imagine if
you could just press the right mental button and be
treated to an exact mental replay of events you had wit-
nessed in the past — wouldn’t that be fantastic? Well, yes

and no. One can think of several situations where it
would be advantageous — settling arguments between
Neil and his wife, for example. But I only have to think
about the disorganised state of our video collection at
home to realise some obvious problems. How on earth
would you ever find the memory that you wanted?
But the problem isn’t just one of locating the right
bit of mental footage. Unlike material recorded on vid-
eotape, memories can and do change over time. A
memory is more like a dynamic mosaic than a series of
static unchanging frames recorded by a video camera.
The very first time that you try to recall an event, even
a recent one like getting to the theatre tonight, you will
engage in a constructive process — you will literally
build that memory from different types of bits and pie-
ces. Some of those bits and pieces will correspond to

A memory is more like a dynamic
mosaic than a series of static
unchanging frames recorded

by a video camera

more or less accurate memory traces laid down at the
time you witnessed the event, but even then you may
not put them together properly. Furthermore, the mo-
saic that you build will be influenced by things that
happened to you before the event in question, that led
you to have particular expectations and a particular way
of viewing the world. It will also be influenced by your
current view of the world and of yourself. There will al-
so be a general tendency to fill in any gaps in such a way
that the whole ‘makes sense’.

In general, we do not remember the surface details of
events at all well; we remember the gist. We automati-
cally extract the important essence of events and forget
the superficial and transitory packaging. This is both
the great strength and the great weakness of the way our
memories work. It is a strength because we don’t proc-
ess and store all of the minutiae of life. We pay atten-
tion to the important stuff and forget the rest. Why lay
down in memory a complete verbatim record of every
conversation you ever had, every song you've ever
heard? But the weakness is that sometimes we do need
that level of detail and it will probably elude us. Or,
worse still, we may confidently believe that a memory
we hold is a true reflection of an event when in fact it
may be distorted beyond recognition.

There are only a few areas where the accuracy of our
memories is so important that we make any attempt to
assess it. Examples include forensic psychology — it ap-
pears that we are probably far more impressed by eye-
witness testimony to crimes than we should be. Anoth-



er area where it becomes important is my own speciali-
ty, which I call ‘anomalistic psychology’ for want of a
better description — the psychology of unusual experi-
ences and beliefs. Just how accurate are eyewitness re-
ports of UFOs, ghosts and the Loch Ness monster? Or
even alien abductions? And of course there’s always the
settling of marital arguments, as we've seen.

Most of the research on eyewitness testimony has
been driven by the need to understand factors affecting
the reliability of reports from witnesses to crimes. It is
now generally accepted that such reports can often be
wildly inaccurate, leading to gross miscarriages of jus-
tice. The circumstances surrounding crimes are often

the estate agent’s office, having looked at details of var-
ious houses, I said to my wife, who is also a psycholo-
gist, “That was very strange. It reminded me of a psy-
chology experiment.” She was rather confused by this
and asked me what I meant. I said “You mean you did-
n't see it?” “See what?” she said. I told her to look
through the estate agent’s window to see if she could see
anything a little bit unusual. She did — and could not
believe that she had failed to spot a full-size stuffed bi-
son that for some unknown reason was on display in the
office! This nicely illustrates the fact that people may
vary in terms of what information they encode at any
particular moment. My wife was very focused on house

Many marital disagreements are based upon the realisation that ones own memory is far superior to that of one’s spouse.

precisely those that will lead to poor recall. The event
is unexpected, often over in seconds, and sometimes
extremely frightening. Or it may be that the police

need details of events that preceded a crime — events °

which no-one at the time realised would be that im-
portant. One obvious reason that we may fail to re-
member things accurately is simply that we failed to
pay attention to the right details at the time. Typical-
ly, we pay attention to the information that is relevant
to our goals at the time — and it can sometimes be
amazing what we miss!

[ can illustrate this with a true story of a visit to an
estate agent that I made with my wife, when we were
looking to move house about ten years ago. As we left

buying — what price, where, how many bedrooms — my
mind was perhaps not so fully focussed on the impor-
tant task in hand.

Recent research into what is known as ‘change blind-
ness’ provides another illustration of our inattention to
aspects of our surroundings. In a typical study, people
queuing at a library issue desk are handed a form to fill
in by the librarian. At one point in the interaction, the
librarian disappears from view, as though retrieving a
dropped piece of paper, but another completely differ-
ent person emerges in their place. Around half of the
participants simply do not notice the change.

A huge amount of experimental evidence, in addi-
tion to our everyday experience, shows us that our
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memories are poor if we haven’t paid attention in the
first place. No big surprise there. But what about those
situations where it’s really important that we pay at-
tention and get things right? Even here, our memory
can play cruel tricks. Donald Thomson, a psychologist
in Australia, was arrested by the police and forced to
take part in a police line-up. He assumed he was being
harassed in response to his strong views on the unreli-
ability of such line-ups. Things got very serious, how-
ever, when he was identified by a very distraught

woman and told that he was being charged with rape. -

It transpired that the rape had taken place with the tel-
evision on in the room at the time of the attack. The
program being shown was a live debate on the reliabil-

| told her to look through the
estate agent’s window to see
if she could see anything a little
bit unusual. She did - and could
not believe that she had failed to
spot a full-size stuffed bison that
for some unknown reason was
on display in the office

ity of identity parades, featuring both Thomson and
the Assistant Commissioner of Police. The victim had
unintentionally based her description of the rapist on
Thomson who was on television at the time. Fortu-
nately, he had a large number of viewers to provide
him with a watertight alibi.

There are, of course, those vivid memories that we
just know are right. One example is so-called flashbulb
memories. We can all remember with perfect accuracy
where we were, what we were doing, who we were with,
when we heard about the attack of September 11th —
can’t we? There seems to be something about such mo-
ments that burns the details into our very brains cells.
can still remember, for example, hearing the news of
John F Kennedy’s assassination. I was only 7 years old
at the time, so when I heard the newsflash on TV, it
didn’t mean that much to me. But I remember ambling
into the kitchen to tell my mum and dad about it any-
way. It was from their reaction that I realised that this
was news of stupendous importance. I used this exam-
ple of a flashbulb memory in my lectures for years in
my adult life and on one occasion happened to mention
this to my mother. She told me that it just didn’t hap-
pen that way at all. We were not at home and it was not
me that broke the news. Interestingly, I had been the
victim of a false memory that put me right at the heart
of the action! Again, experimental evidence has shown
that flashbulb memories —frequently held with great

conviction — are often just plain wrong. American stu-
dents recorded details of how they heard the news of the
Challenger disaster the morning after it happened —
who they were with, what they were doing, and so on.
A couple of years later, many of them had completely
different recollections of that event.

It appears that when we try to recall something, the
mosaic memory we bring to consciousness consists of
memory traces of the original event plus other memory
traces, perhaps relating to other similar events or even
to daydreams or fantasies. Gaps in memory will some-
times be effortlessly and automatically filled in to pro-
duce our recollection — and we will often have no way
of knowing which bits we can trust and which we can-
not. Sometimes we may be fooled into thinking that
something really happened when in fact we only imag-
ined or even dreamt it. Our ability to distinguish be-
tween memories for events that really happened and
those memories that are internally generated is known
as reality monitoring. An everyday example is trying to
decide whether you really did lock the backdoor or just
thought about it. At the other extreme is psychotic
breakdown in which the sufferer is totally unable to dis-
tinguish between mental events and events out there in
the real world.

Although psychologists have long recognised that
firsthand accounts of witnessed events were unreliable,
it is only within the last decade or so that research has
been directed at the possibility that people may some-
times have rich and detailed memories for events that
they have never actually witnessed at all. The main rea-
son for this explosion of research into false memories
was the sudden increase in cases of alleged recovered
memories of childhood sexual abuse, especially in the
USA. Typically in such cases, adults would enter psy-
chotherapy suffering from a variety of common psycho-
logical problems such as depression, low self-esteem, or
insomnia. As part of their psychotherapy they would
engage in mental exercises, such as hypnotic regression
and guided visualisation, intended to unlock any re-
pressed memories of traumatic childhood events
thought to be causing their problems. Many thousands
of people who had entered therapy with no conscious
memories of being abused as children became con-
vinced that their now-aged parents had indeed inflicted
terrible suffering upon them decades earlier. In some
cases, these allegations included claims of satanic ritual-
ised abuse, involving human sacrifice, cannibalism, sex-
ual torture, and forced abortions. Many of these cases
went to court and led to convictions even though the
cases rested entirely upon verbal testimony. Families
were torn apart in the most brutal way imaginable.

Experimental psychologists tended to doubt the ac-
curacy of the memories recovered via hypnosis and re-
lated techniques. A huge amount of experimental evi-
dence shows quite convincingly that hypnotic
regression does not provide a magic key to unlock the
unconscious mind, forcing it to reveal its hidden mem-
ories. Instead, the hypnotic regression procedure is such
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that it provides a context in which individuals often
produce an account mixing fantasy with pre-existing
knowledge and expectations — and then believe with to-
tal conviction that the account reflects events that real-
ly took place. Indeed, experimental psychologists have
expressed doubts about the very concept of repression
itself. The idea that the unconscious mind can some-
how automatically take over and hide away memories
for traumatic events is not supported by any convincing
experimental evidence, although there are many ac-
counts of what appears to be repression occurring out-
side the laboratory.

Might you fail w spot a bison in an estate agents office?

In the early days of the controversy, those who be-
lieved that recovered memories were largely accurate
would sometimes object that, although memory for pe-
ripheral details of a witnessed event might be distorted,
there was little evidence that people were prone to false
memories for episodes that had never actually occurred
at all. Things have moved on since then, thanks to the

pioneering work of Elizabeth Loftus, among others. We ~

now know that it is alarmingly easy to plant false mem-
ories in a sizeable minority of the population using well-
established experimental techniques. It has been shown,
for example, that hypnotic regression is not the only
way to induce false memories. Simply getting people to
imagine events that did not actually take place is often
sufficient to lead people to believe that they did witness
or take part in the events in question.

The difficulties of deciding whether a memory re-
flects a real event or not is illustrated by something that

happened to Elizabeth Loftus herself. Loftus’s mother
had died by committing suicide. She had drowned her-
self in a swimming pool, but Loftus had never actually
seen her mother’s body — or so she thought. Many years
later, and long after Loftus had established her reputa-
tion as the leading psychologist in false memory re-
search and one of the main critics of the concept of re-
pression, she was attending a family get-together when
one of her uncles insisted that she had in fact seen her
mother’s body. He said that Loftus was the person who
had found the body floating face down in the pool. An
image of her mother’s lifeless body immediately filled

Bulfelo in Staniey Park
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Loftus’s mind. She was flabbergasted — for years, she
had questioned the notion that the mind just locks
away memories that are too ghastly to face. But it ap-
peared she had done just that. Over the next few days,
her memory of that terrible sequence of events become
clearer and more detailed as she dwelt upon this horri-
ble revelation. And then she called her brother to tell
him — and he said the uncle was wrong, Loftus had not
found the body! This was confirmed by other family
members. Far from experiencing a recovered memory,
Loftus had been the victim of a false memory. I should,
however, point out that I only think I've recounted that
story accurately, as I couldn’t find the book where I read
it when I wrote this talk — so maybe the whole thing is
a false memory on my par@?

The events portrayed so well in the play show all too
realistically how our views of things can change over
time. Initially, the brother and sister are viewed benignly
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— although one or two aspects of their lives are generally
thought to be a little odd. But over time this view grad-
ually changes, and with it the very memories that provide
the evidence for those views. Each of the villagers make
small contributions to the changing story, but the cumu-

Many thousands of people who
had entered therapy with no
conscious memories of being

abused as children became
convinced that their now-aged
parents had indeed inflicted
terrible suffering upon
them decades earlier

lative effect is like the sea eroding a rock. The final ‘truth’
explains everything — all the pieces of the jigsaw fit. Ex-
cept, of course, that from our privileged viewpoint, we
can see that this accepted ‘truth’ is far from historically
accurate. There can be no doubt that the stories we tell

ourselves and believe to be true, on both the individual
level and on the societal level, are often just as fictitious.

For now, Id like to finish with a somewhat more
light-hearted practical demonstration of how our mem-
ory can play tricks. No doubt you would expect that
you would remember a simple stimulus accurately if
you had been exposed to that stimulus literally thou-
sands of times during your life, especially if it was some-
thing a little bit odd and unexpected? Could all of those
wearing a watch please have a look at it to see if the
numbers are represented by Roman numerals. Without
looking at your watches again, I'd like all those of you
with the numbers represented by Roman numerals on
your watch to raise your hand. Again, without looking
at your watches, | am going to ask those people a ques-
tion. How is the number ‘4’ represented on your watch?
If you think that it is ‘IV’, lower your arm. If you think
it is ‘IIIT, keep your hand up. If you think it is some-
thing else altogether, lower your arm. Now you can all
look at your watches again. I suspect that it’s only the
people with their arms still raised who have got the
right answer. Are there people here who have just
looked at their watches and noticed for the first time ev-
er that the four is represented as ‘IIII? And how many
hundreds of times have you looked at your watch and

IDENTIFICATION
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The frailty of memory undermines the reliability of identity parades.
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After a few pints of Guinness, who cares how the four is represented?

never noticed that the four is represented in this unusu-
al way? Almost everywhere else, four is represented as
‘IV’ in Roman numerals, but on the vast majority of
clocks and watches it is represented as ‘IIII’. But we of-
ten see what we expect to see and remember what we
thought we saw.

My wife, Anne Richards, and I carried out a little
study based upon this. We showed people a clock with
Roman numerals on it — our kitchen clock as a matter of
fact! Some people were told to draw the clock from mem-
ory, others to copy it while in full view. Those who cop-
ied it tended to represent correctly the four as ‘IIIT’; those
drawing from memory misremembered the four as TV’
in line with their general expectations for Roman numer-
als. We argued that people rarely notice this ‘oddity’ in
everyday life because you don’t need to pay attention to
the numerals themselves to tell the time — only their rel-
ative position is important. As I said earlier, sometimes
our memories will be inaccurate simply because we did-
n’t pay attention to certain details at the time.

But even here there’s an interesting postscript to the
story. When we wrote up this paper for the British Jour-
nal of Psychology over 10 years ago, we included an ac-
count of how this odd aspect of clocks first came to our
attention. Please indulge me while I briefly quote from

p
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the paper:

“The inspiration for this study was supplied by an
incident involving the first author (CCF) and the
second author’s daughter, Lucy Richards, a couple of
years ago, when the child was aged about eight. In
the course of visiting her grandparents, Lucy’s atten-
tion was caught by the Roman numerals upon a
clock face in the room. The conversation then pro-
ceded something like this:

Lucy: On the clock, why does 'V’ come after ‘II-
e

CCF (without looking up): It doesn'tsay IIII'. It
says 1V” for four.

Lucy: It doesn'. Look.

CCF (looking at clock): Incredible! Youd think
clock-makers of all people would know Roman nu-
merals! But this is how it should be. (Shows his
wristwatch,) Would you believe it, theyve got it
wrong here as welll

My wife agrees that this is more or less how it hap-
pened — except she insists that the conversation was be-
tween her and Lucy, not me and Lucy!

So we’re back, more or less, to where we started ...
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Chris French is Head of the Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit at Goldsmiths College,
University of London and co-editor of The Skeptic. He admits to having a lousy memory but
is baffled when fellow psychologists claim that their memories are infallible.
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From Medicine To Miracle

Peter May questions the remarkable healing of Dr Mary Self.

PUBLIC INTEREST IN ‘healing’ knows no bounds.
The alternative medicine industry is vastly prosperous,
and the range of therapeutic absurdities is endless. Re-
spectable members of the medical profession, who have
at least a working familiarity with the issues of medical
science, all too easily become caught up in it. Already
this year a GP has been disciplined by the General
Medical Council for determining a homeopathic thera-
py for a child with gastroenteritis, using a suspended
crystal as a dowsing instrument. The hint of redness in
the child’s hair provided extra evidence that phosphorus
was the appropriate element to use (or not use, if it is
diluted out of existence!). The fact that there is no cred-
ible scientific evidence for homeopathy, crystal therapy
or dowsing seemed irrelevant to the practitioner, who
was herself suspended by the GMC in an attempt to rid
the medical profession of madness.

As a psychiatrist, she tells her
story with the authority of
someone who understands

scientific medicine.
She is young, attractive,
medical - and cured

For all the magic, few of these alternative therapies
hold out any hope of miraculous cure. Miracles are
largely the preserve of the religious, and particularly the
Christians. There have been few famous miracle work-
ers in history. Most of those found outside the pages of
the Bible owe their inspiration to those inside the Bible,
the most notable, of course, being Christ himself. For
many people, the word ‘miracle’ is itself a shorthand for
‘the type of extraordinary healings that Jesus did’.

The pages of the Gospels describe numerous mirac-
ulous cures. They share a number of features in com-
mon. They were generally speaking instantaneous
events, usually happening at a word of command. The
physical illnesses described were incurable then and
now, e.g. congenital blindness, a fixed curvature of the
spine, a wasted and paralysed hand, deaf-mutism, even
death itself. They were not the sort of psychosomatic
conditions that commonly respond to alternative med-
icines. The healings were reported to have been com-
plete and lasting. There is no suggestion that they were
remitting diseases that recovered for only a limited pe-
riod of time. Finally, of course, no other effective treat-
ment was on offer.

While it may be difficult to define a miracle, cer-
tain characteristics, i.e. instantaneous, at a word of
command; complete; cures of incurable diseases that
could not spontaneously remit and where no other ef-
fective treatment was given, at least help us to de-
scribe a miracle, so that we might know one, if ever we
saw one!

Why might we expect to see one? Well, considerable
numbers of people claim they are happening all over the
world today. They include intelligent people and even
some members of the medical profession. Stories of
such events have great appeal and spread like wildfire,
especially if they have some sort of medical testimony to
support them.

Examination of such stories, however, is less than
straightforward. It is not easy to gain permission from
the patient to have access to their confidential, medical
data. In many parts of the world, there are no medical
data to be obtained. Furthermore, if one story is ex-
posed for being less than it is cracked up to be, ten oth-
er stories are immediately put forward to fill the void.
Only a hardened cynic, it seems, could reject the flood
of so many apparently compelling tales!

Finding a way through this avalanche requires an ef-
fective strategy. I believe I have found one. Instead of
asking for examples, I invite whoever is making the
claims to produce their best case. This is very telling.
Immediately the great mass of healings can be put to
one side. Rather than the investigator having the temer-
ity to identify the most remarkable cases, healers can
use all their knowledge and experience to select the best.
The case to be examined is the case the healer (or claim-
er) puts forward. An improvement on this approach is
to ask for their zhree best cases, so that no one can claim
that an unfortunate choice has invalidated the inquiry.

To present a selection of three best cases is a chal-
lenge indeed. However, to the extent that these healers
believe their own propaganda, they are likely to respond
positively. Many healers have already published their se-
lection in a ‘best selling’ book promoting their activity.
Others are selected by the media, and promoted in
newspapers and on television. For an investigation to
take place, the subjects must of course give their signed
consent for their medical records to be seen by others.
To withhold such consent, of course, does nothing for
their credibility.

Consider the recent story of Dr Mary Self recounted
in a book of which she is a co-author (Self & Chayrtor,
2001). On any level, it is one of the most impressive
miracle stories of recent years. As a psychiatrist, she tells
her story with the authority of someone who under-
stands scientific medicine. She is young, attractive,
medical — and cured.

As a teenager, Mary developed a rare tumour of her



leg. Its nature was not well understood. It is now, some
20 years later, thought to have been a rare tumour
called a mesenchymal chondrosarcoma. It was clear at
the time of onset that the therapeutic options were very
limited; an above-knee amputation held out the best
hope of a cure. Showing considerable perseverance,
Mary picked herself up from this dreadful blow and
went on to study medicine.

Seventeen years later, when she might reasonably
have thought she was long since cured of her disease,
she was devastated to find she had a recurrence in the
form of a secondary tumour in her lung. Against the
odds, this was successfully removed by surgery. The his-
tology of the tumour matched with the original and led
to a careful revision of the histological diagnosis of both
leg and lung tumours.

By now, Mary was married, had two young children
and was training to become a psychiatrist. The emo-
tional tension of her story is palpable! Within a year of
her lung surgery, she now developed pain in her pelvis.
CAT and isotope scanning revealed a shadow on her
pelvic bone, which her doctors assumed was a further
metastasis. Her prognosis was bleak. A former Catho-
lic, and now a Baptist, Dr Self sought prayer from her
many friends and contacts.

Further investigations were arranged to follow the
course of this ‘shadow’ and help clarify decisions as to
whether any further treatment should be attempted.
Subsequent scanning, however, showed that the shad-
ow had actually decreased in size! Over the next few
months, it had disappeared completely. An estimated
10,000 people around the world had been encouraged
to pray for her healing. Their prayers, it seems, were an-
swered in an astonishing way, though not, it should be
said, in the instantaneous manner of the New Testa-
ment miracles.

According to her book, written jointly with a tab-
loid journalist, Dr Self told her surgeon that she be-
lieved it was a miracle. He replied, “I will buy that.”
He is quoted on the dust cover as saying, “I have been
a consultant for 11 years and have not seen a case like
it.” But what did he mean? Did he really think this
was a miracle of the type reported in the Gospels, or
was he saying he was lost for an adequate explanation
and shared her great joy in being free of disease? In the
confidential environment of a consulting room, where
the doctor tries to sit alongside his patient in friend-
ship and support, many a doctor has used words that
should not be taken outside of that context. What did
he really think?

The book does not report his further comments.
However, the book’s co-author, Rod Chaytor, wrote a
double-page feature article about the healing of Mary Self
in the Daily Mirror (Chaytor, 1999). There he recorded
the surgeon as saying: “She is saying it is a miracle. I am
saying it is unexplained. It is important to say we do not
have proof this was a metastasis in the pelvis. Everyone as-
sumed it was on the basis of the scans.”

A biopsy had in fact been performed. The book de-

scribes the anguish associated with this, and the build
up to the meeting with her surgeon when she would be
told the result (p. 239). In the emotion of it, the read-
er is left to believe it was malignant. She states for in-
stance, “It has been confirmed three times now” (p.
240). However, the text of the book fails to offer a clear
statement to this effect from the surgeon. In the Daily
Mirror article, however, Mr Chaytor reported that the
biopsy did noz confirm a metastasis and that the spe-
cialist believed the scans “weren’t completely consist-

Do modern claims of healing match up to those ascribed to Jesus?

ent” with a secondary. Why did he not include these

_ statements in the book? Can the answer be that they

undermine the whole story? What has Mary Self been
healed of? It seems that we do not know.

I was invited by BBCTV to comment on her case. |
accepted on the condition that Dr Self gave me written
permission to clarify these details with her surgeon. It
was thought that [ was being unnecessarily fussy to in-
sist on signed consent. However, previous investiga-
tions of miracle claims, that did not produce the de-
sired results, have led to threats of High Court action
against me and complaints to the General Medical
Council. Nothing short of a signed statement of con-
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sent from Dr Self would induce me to contact her sur-
geon and, I trust, nothing less would be required for
him to speak candidly with me. Time and again, I have
learned that there is no substitute for having direct ac-
cess to the medical evidence when investigating such
claims and that can only be done with secured permis-
sion. However, despite three requests, and numerous
reassurances from the BBC, it became apparent that she
would not agree and the interview was cancelled.

It seems to me that if the person claiming to be
healed is not prepared to let the story be properly inves:
tigated, they should not be prepared to publicise it ei-
ther. There seems to me no moral justification for them
to both ‘have their cake and eat it’.

It seems to me that if the person
claiming to be healed is not
prepared to let the story be

properly investigated,
they should not be
prepared to publicise it either

Notwithstanding this, the programme went ahead
(Heaven and Earth, shown on BBC1, 5 January 2003).
It was introduced not only as a story “which has no ra-
tional explanation” but also as a miracle claim, which
has “the physical proof to back it up”. The televised ac-
count was inevitably abbreviated, but in so doing com-
pressed and confused separate events. Dr Self spoke of
her amputation and said, “seventeen years later my can-
cer relapsed.” This was quite true, and a proven second-
ary was successfully removed from her lung. This, how-
ever, was not mentioned apart from the fact that she
had to embark on further treatment. What we were told
instead is that the tumour in her leg was followed 17
years later by a ‘tumour’ in her pelvis. The surgeon con-
firmed that her doctors feared the worst but did not
embark on further treatment. However, they were as-
tonished to find that this new shadow on her pelvis
gradually disappeared. There was no mention of the
fact that an attempt was made to biopsy it or that the
biopsy did not confirm a malignancy. Nor was there
any comment to suggest that its appearance was in any
way atypical. Whether or not it looked like a tumour,
‘physical proof’, it seems, was not established.

Her story is certainly unusual. As Prof Chris French
said in the television programme, spontaneous remis-
sions of proven tumours do happen, although they are

extremely rare events. Interestingly, some types of tum-
our are more likely to remit than others. Not enough is
known about this particular cancer to say just how un-
likely it would be. Unlike Christ’s miracles, remissions
are always gradual. Since her rare tumour has already
raised its ugly head after so many years in the form of a
lung secondary, no-one can confidently say she is now
cured. Whether the shadow in her pelvis was also a
tumour remains unproven.

‘W"‘:m B :cawmnnuuuunn e S
et W rme By
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Can prayer cure cancer?

The book itself makes tiresome reading. It describes
the endless roller-coaster ride of her emotions, with
overwhelming despair, rather than faith, exhausting the
reader at every set back. Most disappointing was the
failure, both in the book and on television, to be clear
and straightforward about the crucial, medical details
of this story.
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Steve Donnelly

Wi i ion - 5

Electromagnetic Protection

DID YOU REALISE that computers, mobile phones,
televisions and other electrical devices all create alternat-
ing fields of magnetic energy that upset your brain and
nervous system and destabilise your electromagnetic
field> Of course, this may not immediately have any ef-
fect on your body but over a period of time, particularly
when your bioelectric aura is weakened from stress and
nutritional deficiencies, believe me, my sceptical friend,
you are in BIG trouble. What happens, you see, is that
these nasty energies enter the body through your acu-
puncture points and “flow through your piezo-electric
connective tissue” to have a distinctly adverse effect on
every cell of your body. Personally, I was ignorant of all
this until I, thankfully, happened upon the web pages of
the BioEnergy Fields Foundation (see http://www.bio-
energyfields.org/index.asp?secid=5&subsecid=0). I'm
glad I have never had acupuncture treatment because,
presumably, the evil energies would penetrate more easi-
ly through the little holes. Fortunately, I now know that
if I can keep my biovibration field in good nick — i.e. co-
herent and having a full frequency spectrum — then it will
effectively block all this electromagnetic contamination
and, all importantly, will not “transact with the antico-
herent pool of environmental fields”. And believe me,
there is nothing worse than an embarassingly transac-
tional, anticoherent biofield!

But, as Cherie Blair well knows, help is at hand
through a large range of hi-tech but aesthetically pleasing
devices available from prices ranging from under £30 to
almost £2, 000. For instance, the Bioelectric Shield (see
htep:/ fwww.toolsforwellness.com/eb007.html) will act as
an “energy balancer and energetic ‘mirror, reinforcing
your body’s natural energy field while also helping you
cope with the energy overload and stress of daily life”.
This involves the careful arrangement of precision-cut
quartz crystals and other minerals to stabilize your en-
ergy field. Although ‘several systematic programs of kin-
esiological and meridian testing have confirmed a
100% - 400% boost in measures of energetic well-be-
ing’ in users of this device, if, like me you have a PDA,
a mobile telephone, a laptop, and live in a house with
mains electricity, the Bioelectric Shield may not be suf-
ficient. In fact you may have to go to a higher level of
spirituality to get the protection that you need.

The Wheel of Life medallion (see http://www.crys-

talawareness.com/wheeloflife) is “possibly the most

powerful source of usable healing life energy available.
There is no electrical circuitry, no magnets, simply met-
al and precious stones. It uses sacred geometry to create
a flow of life force energy that can protect and heal.”
Furthermore, as far as the stresses on the immune sys-
tem caused by electromagnetic energies are concerned,
“exhaustive tests with kinesiology, biofeedback ma-
chines, and kirlian photography show that 90% of these
stresses are countered by the forces operating within the
Wheel of Life”. The only problem with the Wheel of
Life might be the invocation regularly needed to acti-
vate it. I'm sure that I could explain away the fact that
I was wearing an attractive crystal pendant to my aca-
demic colleagues as a whim of fashion, but standing in
my laboratory chanting (three times) “I invoke the
Light of God within. I am a clear and perfect channel.
Light is my Guide” could make some problems for me
— although it might be easier for colleagues involved in
photonics research.

So it looks as though the device for me will have to
be the Teslar watch (seehttp://www.bioenergyfields.org
/index.asp?secid=58&subsecid=0), which has the advan-
tage of being discreet (just a normal-looking wrist-
watch, with a number of different designs). It is also an
active device which oscillates between 7 and 9 Hz, with
an average of about 8 Hz which is apparently close to
the Schumann Resonance, “the magnetic field reso-
nance that the earth emits”. This miracle of microelec-
tronics collapses the fields due to the electronics of the
watch itself and these collapsed fields cancel out “the
harmful ‘static’ caused by Electromagnetic Fields
(EMF) and Extremely Low Frequencies (ELF), which
has been demonstrated by EAV testing and Fast Fouri-
er EEG analysis”. Sounds good to me.

So I will finish here and head into town to see if I
can find a Teslar watch anywhere on the high street.
This will then put me in exactly the right frame of
mind to go back to my hi-fi dealer and follow the ad-
vice in the back of the manual that came with a hi-fi
amp that I have recently bought. It suggests that it is
possible to obtain improved performance of the am-
plifier by substituting the provided mains cable with a
specially developed high quality alternative. This al-
lows “the component’s power transformer to draw cur-
rent more easily from the mains supply and enhances
its overall performance”. I wonder if there is an ac-
companying invocation?

> Steve Donnelly is a physics professor at the University of Salford.
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Phllosophefs Corner

Juhan Baggini

| WAS AT a book launch ...

Before I go any further, let me correct any false impres-
sion that might be given by this opening sentence.
Book launches and other literary functions may sound
glamorous. But in reality, they are demeaning, sordid
little affairs. The problem is that everyone officially
meets under the name of sociability. But whenever you
start talking to someone new, you are immediately aware
that all parties are asking themselves the question: “Is this
person worth my time?” It’s all about networking and
rubbing shoulders with the literati. When people find
themselves chewing the cud with other second-rate writ-
ers and publicists’ assistants instead, it becomes some-
thing of a chore. By the end of the evening, you feel de-
filed. The dissonance between surface affability and what
people are really thinking becomes intolerable.

But anyway, I was at a book launch, and found my-
self with two others who were passing the time in the
hope of moving on to a more powerful or famed hud-
dle soon. I asked one whom I had met a few times be-
fore, the author of one moderately successful though
well received book, what he was up to now. (Small talk
is small talk, wherever you go.) To protect his identity,
the details of his answer have been changed.

“I'm writing a book on the nature of celebrity,” he said.

“There have been quite a few of those recently, ha-
ven't there?” [ commented, rather tactlessly.

“Yes,” he said, fixing me with a serious stare, “But
this one is really going to be the best.”

Stunned by his bold assertion, I muttered something
to the effect that I didn’t think I could ever have the
same kind of confidence in what I was writing. The
third member of our group, the author of one very suc-
cessful though moderately received book, chipped in.

“No, no, I agree. You've got to believe that what
you’re writing is going to be the best. Otherwise, what’s
the point?”

Fast forward a couple of years and I'm interviewing
the world famous philosopher Slavoj Zizek. He begms
by giving me his new book, a collection of interviews
with him, calling it “a silly thing”. Later, he refers to
something he has written before “in I don’t know which
of my books, there are too many”. Then again, he says
towards the end of our conversation, “I'm crazy. [ write
too much.” His self-deprecation contrasts sharply with
the self-confidence that the young writers at the book
launch thought necessary. Yet he has written more than
both will probably ever do combined, and to great in-

ternational acclaim.

If these stories only revealed the quirks of writers,
they would not be very interesting. But I think they re-
flect more general truths about the scepticism we have
towards ourselves, or lack of it.

Consider first that the young writers, each with one
book under their belts, were both men. I'm afraid to
have to admit that the male sex does seem to have a
problem with self-esteem and ego. We seem to find it
very hard to cope with the reality that we're neither to-
tal failures nor gods. Men seem generally either to think
themselves great or to collapse into a self-pitying heap
of self-loathing.

Of course, the usual qualifications apply. After all,
didnt agree with the other two writers and last time I
looked, I was a man. This is no more than a tendency
and it is also true of many women. Nonetheless, I do
think it was no coincidence that the conversation at the
book launch involved only men.

One other consideration is age. These youngish male
writers were at the start of their writing careers. The be-
ginning of anything, be it a romance, job or just a con-
cert, is the time for high hopes. Time and experience,
however, provide sobering reality checks. Once you've
written a few books and seen that they’re not masterpie-
ces, it becomes harder to believe that the magnum opus
will come. In the same way, experience knocks naive op-
timism out of us in other aspects of our lives.

Nevertheless, age and sex are not really good enough
excuses. After all, we're not talking about teenage boys
here, but grown men. We ought to be able to overcome
these limitations. If we claim to have a properly scepti-
cal attitude to the outside world, we must also apply
that attitude to ourselves. It is just inconsistent to use
diff erent standards when judging the beliefs of others.

More practically, I disagree with the view that you
need to think yourself great in order to do good work.
On the contrary, to improve at anything we must be
constantly aware of our failings, while at the same time
using this awareness as something to learn from, not as
a stick to beat ourselves with.

And so if you ask me whether any of the books I have
written are great, my answer to you is no. I hope they
are all worth reading for some purpose or another. But
the next one is not going to be better unless I confront
their failings and admit that my failure to win the
Whitbread or Nobel prize is not a travesty.

As for the next one, of course ... well, we live in hope.

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

See www.julianbaggini.com.



IT MAY SEEM that I have been writing interminably
about the 11th European Skeptics Congress. In fact,
this is the first contribution that I have penned since
the congress itself. 1 am therefore able to report that
the feedback from those attending has been unreserv-
edly positive and many have commented on the very
strong programme of presentations. I myself was most
impressed by the speakers and their talks and I express
my thanks to all concerned. The main disappoint-
ment was the lower than expected attendance from
members of sceptical societies from the Continent.
(The peak attendance was around 115 people.) Also,
although we publicised the congress widely and issued
press releases, and although a number of journalists at-
tended, the congress did not, to my knowledge, re-
ceive any significant coverage in the media. However,
I believe that ASKE’s profile has been raised; at least I
can say that since the congress I have received more
than the usual number of enquiries from reporters and
journalists who are covering topics about paranormal
and unusual claims. (Incidentally, I have the impres-
sion that the terms ‘sceptic’ and ‘scepticism’ are more
often used these days, almost automatically, in articles
and programmes on paranormal topics and I see this
as a good thing, although I know that others are un-
happy with this kind of labelling.)

Just a few transcripts of some talks plus all of the ab-
stracts should be appearing on the ECSO website
(www.ecso.org). If you want the congress abstracts you
can also email me.

The Future of ASKE

In his address to the congress, Professor Paul Kurtz
called for “a New Enlightenment” and the establish-
ment of more “Centres of Inquiry” in Europe (there is
already one at Rossdorf, Germany). It is no secret that
the Americans are able and motivated to do things in a
big way, and indeed we can point to other countries
that have national sceptical organisations that have an
impressive membership, branches, and an extensive
programme of activities and that are active in public de-
bates on practices and policies of relevance to scepti-
cism. My impression is that in the UK, our attitudes
and ways of doing things tend not to favour this kind
of mass organisational approach, except when there is
very strong public feeling about a well-defined issue
(e.g. conservation or animal welfare). Otherwise, the

club or village ethos (small disparate groups of enthusi-
asts that wax and wane according to level of commit-
ment) tends to prevail; or perhaps the spotlight falls on
a small number of individuals whom, correctly or oth-
erwise, are perceived by the public as representing

themselves. Chris French and Richard Wiseman are
notable examples from academia and, from the world of
magic, we have lan Rowland and Alistair Cook. (Ali-
stair Cook recently featured in a series of programmes
on Channel 5 in which he demonstrated how self-styled
psychics performed their tricks.) Derren Brown occu-
pies a somewhat ambiguous position, particularly since
he recently shot himself in the foot, or not, as the case
may be. Of course, the grand daddy of them all is Ran-
di, but he comes with a large organisation. Also, in the
UK I do not witness sufficient collective concern about
sceptical issues that generates the kind of organisation-
al or institutionalised approach that characterises some
other countries.

So is there a place for ASKE? Yes, but one that, while
useful, is probably not going to be on a grand scale.
With the congress out of the way, I am hoping that
more time can be devoted to the expansion of our
membership and our activities (among which is our
quarterly newsletter which has not appeared for some
time). Perhaps in time it will be possible to organise our
own conference.

The European Council of Skeptical
Organisations (ECSO)
The ECSO Board held a meeting at the congress. Among
the business discussed was the venue of the 12th Con-
gress. This will be in Belgium in 2005. ECSO was also
pleased to accept the application for affiliation by the
newly formed Irish Skeptics Society. This is a very active
group run by Paul O’Donaghue and Néirin Buckley from
Dublin. They have agreed to consider organising the 13th
Congress in Dublin in 2007.

ECSO also organises a symposium in the years that
alternate with the congress, the last one being in Ross-

~dorf in 2002. I understand that the Sth World Skep-

tics Congress is to be held in Padua, Italy, in 2004, al-
though I have seen no announcement of this at the
time of writing. If so, it is likely that the symposium
will be held during the World Congress. It is being
mooted that the 2006 World Congress is to be held in
Beijing in 2006.

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

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

The SKEPTIC ———



Volume 17 Number 1

L eviews

TOP TEN SCIENCE
Galileo’s Finger: The Ten Great Ideas of Science
By Peter Atkins

Oxford University Press 2003, £20.00,

ISBN 0-19 860664-8

Richard Dawkins, quoted on the back cover, says At-
kins should get a Nobel Prize for literature. The ten
great ideas of the title are Evolution, DNA, Energy, En-
tropy, Atoms, Symmertry,
Quanta, Cosmology, Space-
time, and Arithmetic.

With no yetis, UFOs, Satan-
ism, ESP or levitating monks,
this is not reading intended for
sceptics, but it is reading for in-
telligent adults. Well-illustrated
and with maths limited to what
you should remember from
freshman college, it is written
in a conversational tone with
flashes of wit: “Aristotle, ever
magnificently intellectually fertile and magnificently
wrong as usual ...”, or, on the various definitions of
‘species’, “According to this view, a species is an isolated
island of vigorous reproductive activity, not unlike
Mykonos in mid-summer.”

And just one more example, please, to disprove one
reviewer’s claim that the author has no sense of hu-
mour: “No mammal reproduces asexually, despite bib-
lical assertions to the contrary.” The author shares my
great admiration for Richard Feynman and quotes him
as the heading for the chapter on quanta: “If anyone
claims to know what the quantum theory is all about,
they haven’t understood it.”

Don't try to speed-read this book, but read and cher-
ish one chapter at a time, in any order. Why “Galileo’s
Finger™ You will have to read the prologue to find out.
Hint: an actual finger of Galileo’s right hand is pre-
served in Venice and is illustrated in the frontispiece.

Frank Chambers

PETER ATKINS

DEADLY DETAILS

Immortal Remains: the evidence for life after death
By Stephen E Braude

Rowman & Littlefield, 2003, [no price indicated]
ISBN 0-7425-1472-2

“Rascals! Would youlive for ever?”, Frederick the Great
reproached his dilatory guards. No doubt all readers of

24

The Skeptic look forward cheerfully to post mortem
oblivion, but in case some of you conserve some atavis-
tic doubts as to whether that is your destiny, here is
Stephen Braude offering an alternative scenario.

It is not necessarily a convincing one. Even though
he has chosen to present only a handful of the most
challenging cases, each is ambiguous in its conclusions.
Even when the apparition of a deceased accountant re-
turns to his son and reveals the error which clouded his
reputation, this could be explained by psi, or super-psi,
or something which, however improbable, at least al-
lows us to duck out of accepting survival as the only
way it could have happened.

Braude is at least as skeptical as any of his readers is
likely to be. He allows himself to be persuaded by the
evidence only when he has analysed it in detail — often
mind-numbing detail. Though he writes clearly and di-
rectly, his book is heavy going simply because he invites
you to accompany him, step by careful step, through
the complexities of cases where nothing need be what it
seems to be and no-one’s word can be trusted.

I doubt if it could be done better. He knows about
mediumship, he knows about reincarnation, he knows
about possession and dissociation, and he knows that
all these subject areas are minefields for the unwary.
But he knows, too, that they may also be gold fields,
rich in information about ourselves, the way our minds
work. And — who knows ? — whether you and I will live
for ever.

Hilary Evans

A DIVERSE DELIGHT

Are Universes Thicker than Blackberries?
Discourses on Godel, Magic Hexagrams,

Little Red Riding Hood, and other Mathematical
and Pseudoscientific Topics

By Martin Gardner

W. W. Norton & Company, $25.95, ISBN 0-393-05742-9

Some of us cut our sceptics’ teeth on Martin Gardner’s
Facts and Fallacies in the Name of Science. Originally
published some fifty years ago, it was a review of pseu-
doscience in all its many varieties, glories and irration-
alities. Now, some 65 to 75 books later, we have anoth-
er collection of amusing and insightful short essays by
the same author. Like several earlier volumes it is a col-
lection of articles Gardner published in the American
The Skeptical Inquirer, of book reviews and other essays
from hither and yon.

The subtitle provides a good view of the wide varie-
ty of topics taken up by the author. The 31 pieces are



divided into sections on Science, Mathematics, Reli-
gion, Literature, and Moonshine. The author himself
admits “the categories ... are somewhat arbitrary.” (p. xi)
To call the book a miscellaneous collection is not to be-
little it. Where else could you learn about a religion,
Oahspe, which lasted from 1882 until 1918, and was
part of the extensive spiritualist movement?

The title story, located in the science section, exam-
ines the multiverse idea. A new universe comes into ex-
istence every time a quantum uncertainty is solved.
Schrédinger’s Cat both lives and dies, each in a new
universe. Which means there exists a practical infinity
of very similar worlds. Gardner makes it clear he cannot
for a moment believe this cosmology, and marvels “at
the low state to which today’s philosophy of science has
fallen” (p. 9). At the other extreme, under Moonshine,
the author disposes of the farce of “Facilitated Commu-
nication,” “Distant Healing,” “Therapeutic Touch,”
“Primal Scream Therapy,” and other humbug. The
book is a fun read that will fill a long evening.

Wolf Roder

LAND OF SNAKE OIL

Science and Pseudoscience in Clinical Psychology
by Scott O. Lilienfeld, Steven Jay Lynn, Jeffrey M.
Lohr (Editors)

Guilford Press, 2003, £31.95, ISBN 1572308281

This is a US product, so “clinical psychology” covers all
kinds of psychotherapy. It is a round-up of recent re-
search on speculative conditions and controversial treat-
ments, and even clinicians’ ability to learn from experi-
ence (they’re not very good at it).

Some of the research may be familiar, but it is good
to have it all in one place. And it can’t be repeated too
often that Americans don’t spontaneously claim to be
127 different people, or to have
been abused by Satanists or ab-
ducted by aliens. These ideas
arise in therapy after months,
sometimes years, of hypnosis, -
suggestion and leading ques- -
tions. One vulnerable client Clinical
produced 4,500 alter egos; oth-
ers claimed to share their skull
with “Mr Spock, Teenage Mu-
tant Ninja Turtles, lobsters,
chickens, gorillas, tigers, uni-
corns, God, the bride of Satan,
and the rock star Madonna.”

So much for dodgy diagnoses; wait till we get to the
New Age therapies. The list of unsupported assump-
tions behind these includes extraterrestrials, magic and
past lives, but also dogmas beloved of North London
media folk such as “abuse experienced in early child-
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Pseudoscience

Psychology

hood is the root cause of all psychological and emotion-
al problems”, “catharsis brings cure” and “the treatment
technique does all the ‘hard work’ . . . change occurs
‘naturally’ . . .7

Now we come to controversial treatments for accept-
ed conditions such as post-traumatic stress disorder.
Among others the authors compare EMDR (Eye Move-
ment Desensitization and Reprocessing — you follow
the therapist’s wagging finger with your eyes) and Crit-
ical Incident Stress Debriefing (group counselling soon
after a traumatic event). Common sense suggests that
EMDR is unlikely to be effective, and it isn’t — but nei-
ther is debriefing.

By this time the reader should be getting the message
that common sense can’t be relied on, that all psychol-
ogists should be educated in research methods, and that
all treatments should be examined. This is a fascinating
read, a reminder that America is the land of snake oil
salesmen and that reasonable theories believed by all
right-thinking people may be snake oil too.

Lucy Fisher

BULLDOG BREED

Love and Eugenics in the Late Nineteenth Century
by Angelique Richardson

Oxford University Press, £45, ISBN 0198187009

Nowadays eugenics is a dirty word, calling to mind Na-
zi experiments and compulsory sterilisation. But a hun-
dred years ago it was a hotly debated topic. There was
great concern over perceived racial degeneration in Bri-
tain, particularly the prevalence of hereditary diseases
and the ill-health and poor physique of large slum fam-
ilies. Eugenicistsargued that selective breeding was the
answer to both problems. If only the healthiest people
bred, the race would improve.

Some commentators argued that any woman wish-
ing to marry should choose the husband most likely to
give her healthy children, disregarding such complicat-
ing factors as love and sexual attraction. Having as
many healthy babies as possible was seen as a woman’s
duty and destiny. Fin de siécle feminist writers such as
Mona Caird, George Egerton and Sarah Grand took up
this debate, exploring the eugenics question in short
stories, novels and journalism.

-Richardson’s book examines these women’s work, ex-

ploring ways in which the eugenics debate informed
wider debates on the role of women and the nature of
marriage. Some of the issues have uncomfortable reso-
nances with today’s arguments about genetic screening
and ‘designer babies’. Are we as different from the Vic-
torians as we would like to think?

Chris Willis

Reviews are edited by Paul Taylor. To join our book reviews team, please email:
reviews@skeptic.org.uk - stating your interests and any relevant experience.
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Mendel: ahead of his time?

The Skeptic 16.2 (p. 9) mentions
Mendel as one who did ‘that sort of
thing’, namely announce something
on the ground of belief, expecting to
fill in the details later.

No doubt this refers to the myth
that Mendel fiddled his data, first
circulated by R A Fisher in 1936.
Mendel knew of course what he was
looking for, namely the striking reg-
ularities in numbers of hybrids, and
he explicitly mentioned the motiva-
tion for his research.

Mendel did several experiments,
and they extended over many years.
His 1866 article is the outline of the
text of a lecture he gave describing
the results. Many details of his re-
search protocol were left out.

Mendel’s experiments started
with examining about 15,000 peas
for two traits. The results fitted the
theoretical 1:3 ratio nicely, but not
so much that there is reason to sus-
pect any improper methods. There
is a chance of about 15 percent that
the data would be so nice or nicer.
Of course you are free to believe
that prior knowledge of the expect-
ed results may have pushed this re-
sult a little into the direction of the
theoretical ratio, but the numbers
aren’t any indication of this.

In the second series of experi-
ments (that relied on characteristics
of plants that grew up from such
peas) the 1:3 ratio seems too nice to
suppose proper blind experimenta-
tion. However, Mendel had a whole
autumn and winter to ponder the
results, and could easily have
guessed what was going on (a view
already espoused by Fisher). It is not
unreasonable to suppose that he ini-
tially grew about 600 plants of each
hybrid, and when the ratios were
not exactly 1:3 he just grew another
batch, one or two years later. He ac-
tually said that he had done such a
thing in one case. Such an optional

stopping procedure wouldn’t count
as a good design nowadays, but you
can’t call it improper in 1866. If we
assume optional stopping, the results
aren’t too striking. This was pointed
out by the mathematician B L van
der Waerden in 1968.

For other aspects noted by Fisher,
similar remarks can be made: subtle
errors or unmentioned details of the
design may account for most.

In Mendel’s last tests the numbers
fit the expectations too closely. But
these tests are rather complicated.
For example Mendel classified 90
plants into four groups of size 20,
23, 25, 22, where 22.5 per group
was expected. That’s rather close to
the expectation, and there were
three more experiments of that kind
that showed such a good fit.

In some experiments the plants
were classified on the basis of the
number of different kinds of seed
they produced. Now some plants
produce very few seeds. So whatever
you do (exclude those plants, in-
clude them, do extra tests), you are
going to make mistakes. Doing it
correctly requires extremely rigid
protocols to exclude any prejudices.
So all we can say is that some of
Mendel’s numbers do warrant closer
inspection, and that this inspection
makes it plausible that they were
due to subtle design errors.

Ridiculing someone for not being
a century ahead of time in statistical
and experimental techniques isn’t fair.
But the details of the above men-
tioned analysis appeared between
1966 and 1976, so what can be said
of authors, like Broad and Wade in
1982 and countless others, like the
‘Hits and Misses™ author, who parrot
the famous Fisher and each other,
without quoting exonerating books
and journals?

Jan Willem Nienhuys,
Waalre, Netherlands

Only conjectures

Further to Steve Stewart-Williams’s
Life from Non-Life article (The Skep-
tic 16.2), the Penguin Dictionary of
Biology includes a very condensed,
but 1,500 words long, summary of
current conjectures about the origin
of life. But they are only conjectures.

As Steve says, it is reasonable to
believe that the life we know devel-
oped through a natural process. It
seems equally reasonable to suppose
that life in general develops through
natural processes. But all the organ-
isms currently available for study are
descendants of a single ancestor,
which was already highly developed.
There are too few data to form a sci-
entific theory.

The Beagle 2 expedition, to
search for evidence of life on Mars,
makes assumptions about the
chemistry of life that are good for
life on Earth, but that may be mis-
taken for life in general.

Donald Rooum, London

The impossible and the
improbable

Wendy Grossman (Skeptic at large
...y The Skeptic, 16.2) revealed Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle’s penchant for
the paranormal while writing stories
about a deeply rational detective,
and she headed it with a (slightly in-
accurate) quotation of part of a dec-
laration Doyle gave to Holmes
about truth. The full statement,
which I have pinned to my wall,
reads: “When you have eliminated
the impossible, whatever remains,
however improbable [Doyle’s italics],
must be the truth” (7he Sign of
Four, 1890, ch. 6). I have it pinned
up because I occasionally puzzle over
its meaning and ask myself whether
or not it is justified. Apart from the
philosophical problem of truth (Pi-
late asked Jesus a relevant question
about that), there is the problem of
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deciding between the impossible and
the improbable. Did Doyle think it
easy? He was sure that an impossible
spirit world existed. In fact, the dis-
tinction is subjective, not, as the
statement implies, objective. Mod-
ern science obeys an older dictum,
of which Doyle/Holmes should have
been aware — Occam’s Razor (in ex-
plaining something, make the fewest
assumptions). What Holmes should
have told Watson is that, when a few
simple assumptions fail to explain a
mystery, keep adding one more,
however improbable, until a rational
explanation emerges.

Steuart Campbell, Edinburgh

NLP: Not so bad?

Martin Parkinson’s A Brief Introduc-
tion to Neuro-Linguistic Programming
(The Skeptic, 16.3), was rather kinder
than I had expected and certainly
milder than the www.skeptic.com
treatment. Yet I still feel the need to
respond to some of the assertions.

[ accept that the extraordinary
claims made by some ‘NLPers’
usually lack evidence other than anec-
dotal, and that NLP certainly has the
potential to be used exploitatively.

I see NLP as one of the reactions
to behaviourism, a science that was
overly wary of subjective experience
and so arrogant it could torture peo-
ple and call it therapy. NLP got
caught up in the counter-culture of
the sixties and seventies but soon be-
came rather commercial and prone
to hyperbole. Many of the founders
had academic credentials but later
on NLP was often presented sim-
plistically. Understanding NLP’s in-
tellectual history and rationale has
become more optional as it has
sought bigger audiences. Like many
other movements, there are also
skeletons in NLP’s cupboard that
most followers know nothing about.

Like all good learners and adaptive
cultures NLP has indeed acquired a
lot of what Martin calls “dodges,
tricks and tips”. I have learned similar
things from reading 7he Skeptic over

the last 10 years. The problem that I
see is not that people are given NLP
‘toolkits’; rather, it is being given too
much confidence in their ability to
use the tools well. The training is of-
ten too shallow for people to under-
stand why a technique may not be
appropriate or when it needs to be
adapted.

While sometimes called a science,
any NLPer with even a small knowl-
edge of scientific principles would de-
ny this. Yet for me NLP remains a
fascinating and at times useful way of
gaining insights into how an individ-
ual experiences the world. When
these insights are studied, care needs
to be taken to accommodate the NLP
emphasis on the subjective. By way of
analogy, don’t count on a standard
hypnotic induction tape being as suc-
cessful as hypnotic inductions tailored
to individual subjects.

Why does Martin expect “coher-
ence” from NLP when it is not a sci-
ence? Even some ‘hard’ sciences go
through stages of being riven and
confusing to outsiders. NLP has big
internal disputes and with no obvi-
ous central authority these indeed
have ended up in courtrooms. But
the disputes are not just about legal
ownership, but also over which ap-
proach or exponent is ‘wrong’.

Martin claims that NLP “has
nothing to do with neurology or
neurolinguistics” and the Editorial
adds that it “has very little to do
with neurology, linguistics and
computer programming.”

Let’s start with the linguistics.
One part of NLP that was derived
from linguistics is the ‘Meta Model,
a set of questions for deeper under-
standing of an individual’s verbal
models of the world, or for challeng-
ing sloppy thinking, including over-
generalizations. The- two first books
on NLP (both cited in Martin’s arti-
cle) contain the Meta Model, dia-
grams of deep linguistic structures,
lists of linguistic presuppositions and
name 25 books on transformational
grammar. Martin claims that the tie-
in with transformational grammar is

unconvincing, but even if that were
true, it does not mean that NLP has
“very little” to do with linguistics.
Linguistics pre-dates transformation-
al grammar. Alfred Korzybski, a lin-
guist, first used ‘neurolinguistic’ in
1936 and it features in his 1941
book, Science & Sanity. The
founders of NLP acknowledge Kor-
zybski’s influence. I think NLP has
as much right to use this term as
others who, perhaps, do not so
readily credit Korzybski? I would be
interested to know the date of the
earliest peer-reviewed paper by

an academic that uses the term
neurolinguistic.

Nerve systems are fundamental
to learning and the ‘neuro’ in NLP
refers to the capacity of individuals
to make new associations. ‘Neuro’
is used to convey that the whole
body, not just the brain, is involved
in learning. Conventional academic
psychologists use terms like the
‘neurology of learning’.

Martin writes that the P part of
NLE, programming, is “a piece of sci-
ence fiction fluff...”. I regret the
adoption of the name NLP and espe-
cially the way in which it might sug-
gest that changing human behaviour
is analogous to computer program-
ming, However, my reading of an ear-
ly explanation for the name NLP
finds nothing sinister. Robert Dilts
and three other founders of NLP
wrote, “ ‘Neuro’ ... stands for the
fundamental tenet that all behaviour
is the result of neurological processes.
‘Linguistic’ ... indicates the neural
processes are represented, ordered and
sequenced into models and strategies
through language and communica-
tion systems. ‘Programming’ refers to
the process of organizing the compo-
nents of systems ... to achieve specific
outcomes’. Is Neuro-Linguistic Pro-
gramming as a term that much worse
than, say, cognitive behavioural thera-
py? Given the past misuse of electric
shocks by behaviourists some might
prefer NLP

Paul Burns, Wembley

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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