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HELLO AND WELCOME to issue 20.3 of The
Skeptic. Lets get the apology out of the way first. In a
recent editorial (Skeptic, 20.1), we referred to “Donald
Rooum’s detailed examination of the claim that Darwin
converted to Christianity on his deathbed, repeated by
no less an authority than Professor Antony Flew”. As
Donald has since gently pointed out to us, the actual
claim was that Darwin converted to Christianity
months before his death. It was an easy slip to make but
we are more than happy to correct it. For thus are
myths and misunderstandings promulgated. At least
one of us has realised that he (so you can figure out
which one!) has several times since referred to “Darwin’s
alleged deathbed conversion” — and, of course, we now
realise that no deathbed conversion was ever alleged by
anyone! This particular controversy is still rumbling on,
as you will see from our Lezters page.

We have three articles in this issue for your delecta-
tion and delight. Mark Williams (about whom, more
below) admits to finding Colin Fry’s Gixth Sense TV
programme, in which Fry claims to contact the dead, at
least entertaining — but perhaps not for the reasons
intended by the producers! We hope you enjoy his mus-
ings on Fry’s performance and its wider implications.

Emma-Louise Rhodes investigates the use of eBay by
psychics. We would not wish to put unworthy ideas
into the heads of our readers, but it does seem to be
remarkably easy to set oneself up as, say, a Tarot reader

in this way — and it appears that it can be quite lucra-
tive. We hasten to add that, to the best of our knowl-
edge, Emma-Louise resisted the temptation to exploit

. the vulnerable in this way!

Our final article in this issue is from Damien Morris.
It is all too easy to find fault with modern education but
this is a piece that argues that it is possible to enthuse
students and encourage critical thinking in the context
of religious education simply by getting them to reflect
upon and discuss their own beliefs in an organized way.
The end result can be most gratifying. As Damien
writes, “When uncanny phenomena are explored from
a historical, anthropological, psychological or broadly
scientific perspective, the ‘super’-natural vanishes. The
amazement, awe and wonder, however, usually remain.”

It’s all change here at The Skeptic. We welcome to our
ranks Mark Williams who has been working with
Wendy Grossman on our Hits and Misses and Skeptical
Stats columns and will take over full responsibility for
these columns with effect from the next issue. We're
happy t have him on board. On a much sadder note,
this is Victoria Hamilton’s final issue as co-editor. She is
returning to Australia to do a PhD and we wish her all
happiness and success in the future. After three years of
excellent work, she will be greatly missed.

We hope you enjoy all of our regular columns, letters
pages, cartoons, and book reviews. With best wishes,
Chris and (for the last time) Victoria.

sme PARAPSYCHOLOGY 4 EVIDENTLY, THE EDITORS
THINKIT’S AWASTE OF TIME.

N

DOESN'T GET PUBLISHED IN

MAINSTREAM JOURNALS.




Bent copyright
Uri Geller recently offered to save Carlisle from an
ancient curse which causes floods, pestilence, and sport-
ing humiliation (according to Reuters, he offered to
repurpose the city’s “cursing stone” as a garden orna-
ment), but it seems he still had time for legal action
against a sceptical video posted to YouTube. Recently
acquired by the Web search engine company Google,
YouTube is a site where anyone may post video clips of
up to ten minutes long, and millions do, anything from
highlights of 1970s tennis matches to self-filmed per-
sonal thoughts on life. As you might expect, much of
the material uploaded to the site is copyright to some-
one other than the uploader, and since the Google
acquisition the pace of legal complaints has stepped up.
Most of these complaints come from large media
companies like Viacom, which not long ago followed
up a failed licensing deal with a demand that all its
copyrighted material be removed from the site.
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What frequency shall we set their gadgets to this time?

However, according to The Times, the latest workout of-
Geller’s toned legal biceps focuses on a short video fea-
turing James Randi bending metal using sleight of hand
techniques. Geller is claiming he owns the copyright in
ten seconds of this video excerpt, taken from the 1993
TV programme Secrets of the Psychics.

Geller may have bitten off more than he realised.
Suing individual sceptics is one thing, but in straying
into the field of copyright claims he’s taking on much
bigger opponents. The Electronic Frontier Foundation
(EFF), a lobbying group focused on defending civil lib-

erties online and a staunch opponent of
over-reaching copyright claims, retaliated by filing suit
against Geller for using “baseless copyright claims” to
stifle free speech. The crux of the issue is the ‘fair use’
(in the UK known as ‘fair dealing’) clause in US copy-
right law which permits some limited use of copyright
material for education, criticism, or parody without the
permission of the rights-holders. In short, while it is
questionable whether ten seconds of video footage falls
within fair use, silencing sceptical review on this basis
may similarly infringe the US First Amendment right to
freedom of speech.

YouTube removed the video rather than risk prosecu-
tion under the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (1998).
However, the EFF has posted all the relevant documents
in the case, on its website (hzp//www.eff-org).

Rumblings underground

It sounded like a glorified tour of Edinburgh’s most ‘para-
normally active’ (and media-friendly) areas, but the third
annual Mary Kings Ghost Fest (held 11-20 May, 2007)
featured the world’s first infrasound experiments in an
allegedly haunted location. The research, led by Ciaran
O’Keefte of Most Haunted fame, complemented what the
Ghost Fest website described as the “hugely popular
overnight vigils in the shadowy Blair Street Vaults” and
“Electronic Voice Phenomenon (EVP) Workshops”.
Aside from the curiosity with which one might approach
an EVP workshop — perhaps they teach you how to cre-
ate the phenomenon after you die? — this experiment
appears to be the most interesting event.

O’Keeffe and Steve Parsons, an investigator from the
research group Para.Science, were to play Pied Pipers,
guiding the public through the notorious underground
network beneath Edinburgh’s Royal Mile. Along the
way, Parsons would expose some of the visiting groups
to an infrasound stimulus created by his custom-buile
generator. Because the generator operates at frequencies
below 20Hz, the sound should be below the range the
human ear can perceive. The idea is to establish
whether, as O’Keeffe and Parsons’ press release put it,
“infrasound could be the cause of feelings associated
with paranormal experiences or if such feelings truly are
an inexplicable phenomena.”

The release also claimed that this research is the first
of its kind to examine this question. The basis comes
from the late Engineering and Design graduate and
‘ghost hunter’ Vic Tandy, who in “Ghost in the
Machine”, a 1998 paper published in the journal of the
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Society for Psychical Research, hypothesised that infra-
sound of the order of 19Hz might be responsible for
many ghost sightings, as it closely matches the natural
resonant frequency of the human eye. Infrasound emit-
ters such as traffic, trains, thunder, and wind are now
common in everyday life, and infrasonic waves can
carry over long distances with less susceptibility to
interference or disturbance than higher frequencies.
Testing Tandy’s theory could, therefore, yield important
and interesting results. We'll keep you posted.

Why fie the wi-fi?

Geeks everywhere were groaning at the BBC’s
Panorama programme in May, when it ran “Wi-fi: a
warning signal”. In that story, Panorama claimed that
wi-fi — also known as wireless networking — was poten-
tially more dangerous than mobile phone masts. And
i's in our schools! And children have skulls that are
immature and unformed!

A decade after people started worrying about mobile
phone masts — during which time all those same wor-
ried people bought themselves and their children
mobile phones — it’s clearly time for the next Great
Technology Scare. The programme obliged with all the
necessary elements: a few scientists to say “We just don’t
know — so we're worried”; an MP to accuse the govern-
ment of complicity with industry in ignoring the issue;
a guy with a measuring device; and a miserable victim
(because apparently no one has told the producers of
Panorama that the plural of anecdote is not data). The
victim in the case was a woman who claims to be so sen-
sitive to electromagnetic radiation that she must shield
her house with metal foil (helpfully supplied by one of
the programme’s worry-mongers).

We would point out that at heart what wi-fi and
mobile phones are is radios. The radiation they broadcast
is radio waves. Yes, the right frequencies and intensities of
radiation can be dangerous. But we've had radiation in
the form of broadcast media for some decades now. It
only matters that wi-fi gives off three times as much radi-
ation as mobile phones (but much further from the head)
if that radiation is dangerous in the first place.

Should we do research into the long-term effects of
the various types of radiation we’re surrounding our-
selves with? Certainly. Should we panic on the basis of
a few vaguely ill people and rip out a technology being
embraced by millions because it’s useful and functional?
No. If we are so concerned about children, shouldn’t we
be banning automobiles (which kill 170 and seriously
injure 4,000 every year), pollution (the WHO found in
2004 that exposure to pollution or unsafe living condi-
tions kills 100,000 European children every year), or

poverty (another 1,000 a year in Britain alone)?

The BBC’s own technology writers were disgusted
enough to publish their own critique of the programme
on the BBC website. We can only be grateful no one
told the Panorama team that wi-fi broadcasts in the
same frequency band as microwave ovens.

If the teacher asks about the foil, just say its for WiFi protection

In evidence we trust
If there’s one thing that’s more galling than another, it’s
seeing the limited public resources for health care spent
on things like homoeopathy rather than treatments
with a sound basis of evidence. The good news is that
homoeopathy on the NHS is under increasing pressure.
According to The Times, more than half of English
Primary Care Trusts are now refusing to pay for
homoeopathy or severely restricting access to it, in part
due to last year’s letter from 13 scientists that opposed
NHS support of unproven or disproved treatments.
Two homoeopathic hospitals — Tunbridge Wells and the
Royal London — are being threatened with closure. An
NHS report published at the end of May concluded
that what evidence there is to support homoeopathy is
“very weak” and “the evidence of cost-effectiveness is
lacking”. (Clearly the evidence needs further dilution.)
The report suggested that PCTs should reduce their
coverage or eliminate it entirely. The biggest difficulty
now may be convincing the public that this is a ques-
tion of ensuring that funding goes to treatments that
work, not of suppressing “consumer choice” or serving
the interests of Big Pharma.

Thanks to this issue’s clippings contributors: Mark Williams, Sid Rodrigues, the Wizard'’s

Star List, Skeptic News. The Skeptic would like to remind clippings contributors to use the
magazine’'s current address, listed on p. 2, rather than the old PO Box address, which has been
phased out. If you would like to contribute links and updates directly to the Skeptic’'s blog

6 (ukskeptic.livejournal.com), please email for information.



I THINK IT was last summer that a card-carrying sceptic
turned to me at some shindig or other and said, more or less,
“What difference does it make if creationism is taught in the
schools?”

It was clear that “It offends me if we teach kids lies” wasnt a
sufficient response. Especially when Our Sceptic went on to say
that “These people aren’t going to run the country anyway.”

I'm not sure which statement had me more stunned.

The rest of the conversation has faded by now, and its
possible that I've lost track of whatever was said to flesh out
the latter comment. In any case, here’s what I read this week
that showed me the answer I could have made. It’s from the
2005 book Half Gone: Oil, Gas, Hot Air, and the Global
Energy Crisis, by earth scientist and Greenpeace activist
Jeremy Leggett.

I once spoke at length to the Ford Motor Company’s lob-
byist at the international climate negotiations. He tried,
with conviction, to persuade me that the world was not
four and a half billion years old but a mere ten thousand
years. He also told me that it didn’t matter what we put
into the atmosphere in terms of heat-trapping gases,
because the Antichrist was coming, and along with his
disciples — of which he wanted me to know I was one —
the forces of God would be defeated in the Battle of
Armageddon. And that wouldnt matter either, because
the forces of God would then ascend to Heaven.

I'm reading Leggett’s book as part of an assignment to write
about the future of energy, which involves both researching the
current best theories about when we might run out of fossil
fuels and the problem of climate change. Leggett, later in his
book, is particularly concerned that the world may react to
increasingly constrained supplies of oil and gas by reverting to
coal — which would vastly worsen the climate change problem.

Leggett previously worked as a consultant in the oil indus-
try, teaching them the geological underpinnings of earth sci-
ence. They can’t, he says, disagree with those facts because
that’s how they find oil. He can’t imagine how to bridge the
gap between what geology and the fossil record tell us and
what his Ford lobbyist believed. I don’t really know either, and
my job is supposed to be explaining things to people who don’t
understand them to begin with. If the planet really is in trou-
ble — and the books I'm reading seem to leave little doubt ~
making changes is going to require the mutual cooperation of
millions of people. What percentage of them can we afford to
have believe there’s no problem that need concern them?

When The Skeptic began it was a carefully considered policy
that the sceptics had no position on religion. We respond to
things we can test, was the decision, not to matters of faith. We
may not be able to see the little pink cloud you believe governs

the world’s affairs, but as long as you don’t claim it’s abducting

people we won't argue the point. Observing this demarcation
had a practical point, which was that people with strong reli-
gious views would not be deterred from joining us in disputing
psychics’ claims when scientific evidence was lacking.

But faith is one thing; anti-science is another. The Ford
lobbyist falls into the category of anti-science, and the spread
of such rigid beliefs into company boardrooms and the
White House is I think the reason why so many American
sceptics are beginning to abandon this firmly drawn line. It
puts them closer to the humanists in one sense; but it seems
to me the humanist arguments have always been more philo-
sophical and social than scientific.

The (sadly) late columnist Molly Ivins, a journalist who
managed to be progressive, feminist, funny, and Texan all at
once, was fond of explaining that politics really does matter to
people’s everyday lives. The decisions politicians make deter-
mine the quality of hospital care, whether we starve when we're
old, whether the airline industry gets subsidies allowing it to
spend fuel without worrying about the consequences, and
whether the country builds coal-powered electricity plants or
invests in renewable energy. Let’s say the electorate doesn’t run
the country and that voting is just a sop to make us believe we
matter. Let’s say politicians don’t run the country, and that they
are just put there to carry out the will of civil servants and cor-
porations. Suddenly, how many Ford lobbyists we produce
among the civil service (remember, Humphrey Appleby stud-
ied classics) and company directors (who are more likely to
study law or business than science) starts to matter.

We already have (for another few weeks at least, as I write
this) a prime minister who thinks faith-based schools would be
a good thing. Where there are already creationists among uni-
versity science lecturers. Where, according to the THES in 20006,
creationism is making inroads into university science curricula.
Where, if you read the right Web sites, you notice that getting
hold of children young is considered a major goal because get-
ting kids to believe the truth of Genesis requires absolute rejec-
tion of evolutionary theory in favour of creationism.

Really, of course, it still offends me if we teach kids lies in
school. The fact that kids are already taught other lies — about
history, or democracy, or what they can expect in life — is
beside the point. I've seen the arguments here that creation-
ism could be used as a way of teaching kids critical thinking.
But I think that’s not what will get through. What that would
do is turn schools into the equivalent of daytime talk shows,
where nothing is solved by examining the evidence and every
scientific dispute is turned into warring but equal points of
view. This is hardly a valuable future for education. Though
[ should care: I've had mine.

And no, 'm not going to tell you who the sceptic was!

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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Haunting the Bereaved

Mark Williams reflects on the ‘psychic’ offerings of Colin Fry as presented in his TV show, Gixth Sense

AS THE REGULAR reader and proud sceptical disci-
ple (or the quietly and perhaps appropriately embar-
rassed believer) that you must necessarily be to clutch
this fine journalistic artefact firmly alongside today’s
copy of the Daily Mail, 1 shall presume you are already
aware of the existence of cold reading. For the keen but
uninitiated few, cold reading can essentially be
described as the art of attempting linguistically, behav-
iourally, and often rectally, to relay to people, personal
information which is derived from observation, ration-
ality and inductive reasoning. It is a technique by which
an individual can appear to know more about another
than they feasibly should. Formed from many psycho-
logically allied fields, cold reading provides a highly
sophisticated and informed analysis when performed
well, but in consideration of its use by deliberately
deceptive and fraudulent psychic or mediumistic per-
formers, I make no apologies for sphincter level tenure
in this article.

That stated, the particular episode of apparent cold
reading which inspired this articulate rant was a com-
paratively innocuous, if blatant, affair on the behalf of
Mr Colin Fry, resident psychic and lone presenter of
FTN channel’s 6ixth Sense programme. I must admit to
being newly initiated to this specific twice nightly,
thirty-minute delight, but the seductive title sequence
perhaps suggested that Mr Fry would gesture enthusias-
tically towards audience members, whilst simultane-
ously relaying important messages from the ‘other
world’. What actually resulted was a marvel seemingly
best described as a Q&A session — our genial host ask-
ing direct questions of audience members and subse-
quently showing paranormal ‘insight’.

Now I realise that, although the fundamentals of
cold reading may come as no surprise to many readers,
this claim may be more easily dismissed quickly by the
perhaps more open-minded and less delightfully critical
reader. With that in mind, I offer the following analysis
based on the first reading of the programme broadcast
on Tuesday 7th November 2006:

The reading itself lasted for a total of exactly three
and a half minutes from introduction to closing.
During this period, eight topics were mentioned by the
host. Within these, four items were initial ‘hits’. That
is to say that four comments addressing those eight top-
ics superficially made immediate sense to the partici-
pants. Conversely, only one item was a ‘miss’. That is to
say that only one comment was not verified as true by
the participants.

Now the above might lend credence to Fry’s abilities
either as a master cold reader or as a genuine psychic.

That is, of course, presuming his other seven direct
questions and two completely unverifiable predictions
about the future are ignored. I intend to consider these

future predictions first.

Seeing into the future

To me, there lies an important distinction in apparent
psychic readings, illustrated quite nicely by a sign cur-
rently advertising a shop in the centre of Ealing,
London. The sign in question simply reads “Psychic,
healer, palmist”. If such abilities are presumed genuine,
then it may be entirely plausible that the paranormally
gifted individual working inside this shop can relay
important information from your dearly departed

What did seem rather difficult to
psychically rationalise, however,
were any reasons why around half
of all the statements made by
Fry were direct questions.

grandmother, before transmitting palliative energies to
cure your terribly sensitive, irritable bowel. However
you regard these abilities, each can hypothetically exist
within its own right. We are expected to believe that
such abilities do not necessarily exist exclusively: one
could potentially possess a single ability in mediumship
or healing, but one could also be blessed with all of
these extraordinary abilities.

The distinction, however, is that Seignior Fry not
only seems blessed with the ability to deliver messages
from the dead, but also to deliver messages about the
future. For me, palmist abilities or messages from the
dead require a certain stretch of the imagination, but
specific predictions about the future require enlighten-
ment on an entirely different level. The hypothetical
psychically gifted healer who dabbles in palmistry may
possess extrasensory channels of communication but
she certainly cannot divine your future. She may make
‘informed’ guesses about major events in your life
through the consideration of lines in your skin, but she
does not talk about specifics. In this sense, the palmist
cannot divine the future. Conversely, Fry, as a modest
psychic medium speaking about the sizeable financial
difficulties of one audience member, is able to state with
absolute conviction that “You can sort it out by the six-



teenth of December”. It is uncertain whether this is his
own insight or that derived from the deceased grandfa-
ther of the audience member with whom he has con-
tact, but at no point to my knowledge has Fry ever
claimed to have personal insight into the future. As
such, I am presuming that he must gain future insight
as a sole result of his supposed communication with the
dead. So, consider this: what aspect of death permits
one’s least favourite, late, great aunt to have personal
insight into your future?

If the process of dying is not absolute and somehow
empowers people with visionary qualities, it would have
major scientific and philosophical implications. If the
dead could accurately foretell our future, new consider-
ation must be given to the debate about free will and
determinism. Would our lives be determined? Would
we be under the influence of a higher power? Or is it
perhaps a little more logical to apply the principle of
Occam’s Razor to this scenario and conclude that Colin
Fry, whilst conducting a psychic reading, might have
been making statements for dramatic effect? Fry’s par-
ticipant simply heard what she wanted to, what she
expected to hear.

Direct questions
Having briefly considered visionary qualities, it is also
important to consider the role of direct questioning in
psychic readings. Fry claims possession of clairsentient
abilities: a form of ESP which permits psychic insight
primarily through personal ‘feeling’. Given that
clairsentience acts through emotional means rather
than the relaying of directly verbalised messages, the
psychic must bring their own interpretation to the ideas
and feelings they experience. As such, some direct ques-
tions asking to clarify or confirm assertions might be
justifiable. What did seem rather difficult to psychically
rationalise, however, were any reasons why around half
of all the statements made by Fry were direct questions.
A total of seven questions were asked of the audience
members during the reading; five of these being in the
first 40 seconds, and the final two following shortly
after. Essentially, for the first 40 seconds of the reading,
Fry did nothing but sensitively interrogate one lady
about her family, potential bereavements and present
company, at an impressive average rate of one question
every eight seconds. After taking a moment to relax and
breathe, he then focused attention on her friend.
Addressing this second volunteer, Fry first asked to
see her hands. He specifically asked if the ring on the
fourth finger of her middle-aged right hand, was her
late mother’s wedding ring. He continued by affirming
quietly to himself that “Mum’s in the spirit”, quickly
suffixed by the justification to his volunteer that “she
said ‘get her to show you.... hands”. Now these may
indeed be the overly-analytical musings of a sceptic who
should know better, but what intrigues me is why the
exchange progressed in this form. Fry could have stated

from the outset that he believed the ‘spirit contact’ was
possibly the late mother of this individual, and he felt
that she was reporting her daughter was wearing her
wedding ring. Instead, he decided to pose short ques-
tions to the lady, drawing conclusions and continuing
only after affirmative responses had been given. Perhaps
this is indicative of an attempt to make the reading
more sensational by gaining more affirmative responses.
Perhaps it could be indicative of mere fishing.
Unfortunately, I cannot prove a negative in this — I can-
not prove definitively that Fry was not using a form of
mediumistic sense to derive information from the dead
mother of a volunteer, following fairly specific ques-
tions. What I can state quite confidently is that his
method of revealing this information appeared
extremely suspicious to me, as a viewer who is expected
to subscribe to the proceedings.

Appantu- by which the spirit hands are made to appear. The hafids are merely aummies,
either stuffed with sawdust, cx, better still, inflated, and painted with luminous paint. Fix:d
on a framework they are passed to the medium by a confederate after he is bound.

“Get her to show you hands”: Now something like the above would
have been more impressive. ..

General statements

By this stage, after the establishment of a series of affir-
mative responses, audience and volunteer alike are
assumedly convinced of Fry’s penchant for paranormal
prophecy and are likely to no longer search for confir-
matory evidence for this. As such, Fry is permitted to
make greater numbers of general statements and
entirely unfounded claims — something which is seem-
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ingly exploited to maximum effect, considering the fol-
lowing:

[ have to say I don’t know what they’re talking about here,
but it’s meant to be something that’s like [sic] personal to
you, that you’re meant to understand. Sometimes you have
to accept, you're flogging a dead horse. Sometimes you just
have to accept ‘back out and start again with something or
somewhere else.” Do you understand? You can.

These three sentences are a very good illustration of
standard ‘Barnum statements’. Named after Phineas T

Barnum, these statements are described in Ian

Rowland’s The Full Facts Book of Cold Reading as those
which “a majority of people, if asked, will consider to be
a reasonably accurate description of themselves”.
Although the most typical Barnum statements refer to
personality or character traits, they can also easily
address events or states of mind, as seen here.

T he Barnum Effect is named after Phineas T Barnum whose shows had
“something for everyone” — just like a good psychic reading!

First is a disclaimer that the medium cannot know
the nature of this reference specifically. It provides a
valid reason not to elaborate on the Barnum statements.
In Fry’s case, this is followed by a statement that, to be
fair, most people who have experienced bereavement
would be able to understand. Few individuals, I sus-
pect, would progress with their life and not ruminate
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over their deceased loved one or those things they per-
sonally regretted not doing or saying. “Flogging a dead
horse” seems a very general description of these issues.
In fact, upon watching the reading, one of the esteemed
co-editors of this lovely magazine made some
impromptu quip about eBay, and the unusual equine
interests of the lady, if she was indeed literally ‘flogging’
a dead horse.

Joking aside, ‘flogging a dead horse’ and ‘starting

-again’ are perhaps two of the most generalised concepts

which could be applied to someone in the grieving
process. It says nothing of the individual, stating noth-
ing specifically as fact. Similarly, Jacques statements’
which Rowland describes as being “derived from com-
mon rites of passage, widely-recognised life patterns,
and typical problems which we all encounter”, also pro-
vide an explanation of the seemingly positive interpre-

Fry could have stated from the
outset that he believed the
‘spirit contact’ was possibly the
late mother of this individual,
and he felt that she was
reporting her daughter was
wearing her wedding ring.
Instead, he decided to pose
short questions to the lady,
drawing conclusions and
continuing only after
affirmative responses
had been given

tation of such phrases. The power of these statements
becomes obvious from the volunteer’s post-reading
interview in which she talks about the “bereavement
problems” to which she believed she heard Fry refer. In
reality, Fry made no such reference in the broadcast
show. Instead, it is reasonable to assume the volunteer
had placed her own significance and insight onto the
very generic and non-specific statement made by Fry,
and consequently remembered the exchange to be far
more accurate than it truly was. Again, in short, I can-
not disprove the use of any psychic sense in the reading,
all T offer is a pattern which conforms to the models
within cold reading. I echo the same question from
above — was the participant only hearing what she
expected to?



Their own silly faults?

No venture into the possibilities of fraudulent medi-
umship and cold reading would be complete without
mentioning a current contribution from Derren
Brown, the “devil bearded mind fiddler” as dubbed by
hedonistic Zoo magazine. He partly addresses the issues
of expectation and the need for belief, writing in Tricks
of the Mind, his latest entertaining excursion into psy-
chic-bashing. Writing in his typically acerbic mode, he
states “Most people don’t take psychics seriously, and
may find all this self-evident. But some poor souls take
psychics very seriously indeed, and many become
reliant on them for advice or a sense of well-being.
Perhaps that’s their own silly fault. Quite possibly.”

In many senses, Brown may be correct. Some indi-
viduals, I am sure, do tend to hold the psychic world in
rather high regard and apply concerningly low critical
analysis to its claims. Some individuals may become
reliant on psychics in their personal quest to continue
communication with loved ones. If it is genuinely pos-
sible to live in some form after corporeal death, and if it
were genuinely possible to communicate with these
entities, then advice or a sense of well-being from this,
would be perfectly ‘normal’. In these statements, Brown
is absolutely correct. The point I dispute, is that it is
“their own silly fault”.

The fanatical faith many individuals unreservedly
place in psychics and the associated industry undoubt-
edly aids the perpetuation of personal exploitation, but
to a field which trades in belief, this is hardly surprising.
In return for a suspension of disbelief, clients receive
reassurance, comfort and guidance. This does not
mean, however, that the client is at fault.

In bereavement, individuals have a need for positive
belief. There is little point in visiting a psychic or a
medium whom you personally believe to be fraudulent.
It is the responsibility of the psychic or medium con-
cerned to respond sensitively and appropriately to their
client. If psychic abilities do exist then, morally, the
practitioner should not use that ability for detriment or
disproportionate personal gain. Importantly, if no psy-
chic abilities exist in practice, this still remains true.
Society has few moral issues with the use of placebo
therapies when effective, and presuming they have a
similar positive outcome, I see no reason why the same
cannot hold true for psychic readings. Negative out-
comes such as addiction can occur with medicinal treat--
ments, talking therapies, and likewise with psychic
readings. Controversy exists regarding the nature of
action of many medicinal therapies, clinical hypnosis,
and again, with psychic readings. These criticisms,
therefore, are definitely not exclusive to psychics,
though sceptics still tend to regard psychics with a spe-
cial variety of loathing.

Disclaimers
Aside from the provision of life guidance, my personal
issue with the psychic industry lies within the exploita-

tion on which much of it would appear to be based. Fry,
to use an apparently very pertinent example, owns a
Swedish establishment named the “International
College of Spiritual Science”. Marketed as “Colin’s
College”, it claims to teach the techniques and methods
needed to become a psychic practitioner. If Fry truly
were psychically gifted, what practical aspect of their
talent can actually be passed on to others? Magicians of
all varieties have been sharing secrets and practical tech-
niques for centuries. Psychics, by their very nature, sim-
ply cannot — there is nothing to pass on to the general
public, there is only a personal ability! Instead, it would
seem to me that the college provides an opportunity
centred more in financial and media gain than that of
any educational sense.

The most revealing factor in this, and perhaps largest
proverbial nail in the coffin of psychic exhibitionism, is
provided by the Fraudulent Mediums Act of 1951.
Introduced to repeal previous legislation aptly entitled
as the ‘“Witchcraft Act’ of 1735, the Fraudulent
Mediums Act is, in essence, the most potent legal posi-
tion which counters the exhibition of fraudulent psy-
chic ability for personal or institutional benefit. Aside
from protecting individuals in an interpersonal context,
the act also ensures that psychic displays, televised or
otherwise, cannot deceive audiences. It stipulates that
broadcast programmes must not make untruthful
claims and, as such, cannot lead viewers to the belief
that a performer is psychic, when in truth they are not.
The most simple and effective method to ensure this
does not occur, is to include a written or a verbal dis-
claimer to prefix or suffix the broadcast.

Conveniently, 6ixth Sense with Colin Fry happens to
do just that. Appearing for a total of eight seconds —
which coincidentally is not long enough to read it in its
entirety — at the end of the final credit sequence, this
disclaimer states the following:

No information concerning any participant in the Gixth
Sense was passed onto Colin Fry prior to filming. To this
end, we have relied upon information provided by Colin
Fry and third parties who have expressed their own per-
sonal opinions, which do not represent the views or
responsibility of the producers. Gixth Sense is an entertain-
ment programme and the content should not be con-
strued as advice, counselling, suggestions or fact.

I am personally divided between which aspect of the
very specific and considered phrasing appeals to me most,
so I will address them briefly in order of statement.

Firstly, “No information concerning any participant
in the Gixth Sense was passed onto Colin Fry prior to
filming.” This means precisely what it says — no infor-
mation was passed to Colin Fry prior to filming. This
does not mean that Fry could not have conducted his
own pre-show investigations. Similarly, information
could have been provided to Fry during filming with-
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out breaking this disclaimer. Presumably there are
pauses in filming during which this could feasibly
occur, however, there are also a multitude of very decep-
tive techniques which could covertly provide Fry with
information in real-time.

Secondly, “we have relied upon information pro-

The phrase ‘flogging a dead horse” is indeed open to multiple possible

interpretations. ..

vided by Colin Fry and third parties”. My interest here
lies within “third parties”. This ambiguous term could
either refer to the participants and interviewees in the
show, or perhaps any confederates potentially working
alongside our host. As I say: perhaps.

Thirdly and finally, “6ixth Sense is an entertainment
programme and the content should not be construed as
advice, counselling, suggestions or fact.” Very simply,
Fry is neither offering counselling nor advice, nor
should he. To my knowledge, Fry is not a qualified ther-
apist, so this statement is very well informed. It would
seem though, that Fry does not offer his insight as fact
either. Admittedly the process of supposedly relaying
messages from the dead is not a direct one, and conse-
quently messages may not be entirely factual. However,
this is inherently obvious. Critically though, there is no
qualification as to what proportion of Fry’s messages

may be factual, simply meaning that none of what Fry
claims has to actually be true.

To compound all of this, more recent programmes
have been prefixed by a spoken disclaimer claiming that
the origins and explanations of clairaudience and
clairsentience are not agreed upon, and again claiming
that the Gixth Sense with Colin Fry is an entertainment
programme.

I will tentatively admit to finding
the programme entertaining,
though perhaps for reasons other
than those the producers intended

So, whether Colin Fry accomplishes his televised
readings through a psychic sense, cold reading, hot
reading, creative editing, none of the above, or a com-
bination of all of these techniques, I will tentatively
admit to finding the programme entertaining, though
perhaps for reasons other than those the producers
intended. The views people express about these areas
seem almost inconsequential against their overriding
