
 

 



 

 



 



 

True Believers 
Reprinted with permission from Science News, the weekly newsmagazine of science, copyright 1991 by Science Service, lnc. 

The Thinking Person May Favor Gullibility over 
Skepticism 

By Bruce Bower 

Anyone who has chuckled at an outrageous headline 
blazing across a supennarket tabloid can tell you that 
understanding an idea and believing in that idea do not go 
hand-in-hand. Otherwise, checkout-stand regulars would 
accept such proclamations as "Cave-Men Looked Like 
Elvis!" as articles of faith. 

Think again, shoppers. Enquiring minds not only want to 
know; they also tend to believe, at least initially, what they 
read and hear, according to psychologist Daniel T. Gilbert 
of the University of Texas at Austin. 

"Much recent research converges on a single point--people 
are credulous creatures who find it very easy to believe and 
very difficult to doubt," Gilbert argues in an article 
scheduled for the March American Psychologist. 

His contention may spark debate, but it hardly qualifies as 
unprecedented. More than 2,300 years ago, the Greek 
philosopher Aristotle said the ability to doubt is rare, 
emerging only among cultivated, educated persons. 

Aristotle's claim has gained support in the past decade 
from several studies indicating that young children 
generally accept the statements of adults uncritically--a 
tendency that often distorts youngsters' eyewitness 
accounts of crimes. 

However, current psychological theories of belief fonna­
tion lean more heavily on the notions of another 
philosopher--Rene Descartes. The influential 17th-century 
French thinker maintained that the mind effortlessly and 
automatically takes in new ideas, which remain in limbo 
until verified or rejected by conscious, rational analysis. 

Descartes' detachment of comprehension from critical 
assessment--although less well-known than his separation 
of mind from body--continues to influence scientific 
assumptions about how people think, Gilbert maintains. 
For instance, computer scientists typically design state­
of-the-art systems modeling language acquisition and other 
mental abilities to ingest infonnation in a "neutral" form 
before determining that infonnation's usefulness or destina­
tion. 

But Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza, writing shortly 
after Descartes' death, offered an entirely different perspec­
tive on thought Spinoza argued that to comprehend an 
idea, a person must simultaneously accept it as true. 
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Conscious analysis--which, depending on the idea, may 
occur almost immediately or with considerable effort 
--allows the mind to reject what it initially accepted as fact 

Spinoza's seemingly preposterous claim finds backing from 
three experiments reported by Gilbert and his co-workers 
in the October 1990 Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology. The experiments test a basic assumption of 
Spinoza's theory: If people initially believe both true and 
false ideas, interruption of the mental evaluation of those 
ideas should interfere with the ability to reject bogus 
claims, while true notions would maintain their seal of 
approval. 

In the first of those studies, 35 college students learned the 
meaning of fictitious nouns--which they were told repre­
sented Hopi Indian words--by reading definitions on a 
computer screen, such as "a twyrin is a doctor." 
Immediately after each definition appeared, the computer 
displayed the word "true" or "false" to indicate whether 
the statement was correct. On some trials, a tone sounded 
just after the computer affirmed or denied a statement. 
Because students had to press a response button when they 
heard the tone, it momentarily distracted their attention. 

Interruption by the tone caused a substantial increase in the 
number of computer-denied propositions that the students 
later accepted as true on an identification test. On the other 
hand, interrupted students were not more likely to label a 
computer-affirmed definition as false. 

By initially accepting both true and false ideas, the 
volunteers apparently thought in a Spinozan fashion, 
Gilbert asserts. Thus, distractions undennined the sub­
sequent thought necessary to scrutinize denied clamins, but 
not affinned ones. 

Descartes' scheme, in contrast, assumes that interruptions 
play equal-opportunity havoc with the rational evaluation 
of both affirmed and denied statements. 

In the second study, 20 students viewed a series of smiling 
male faces shown on a video monitor. On some trials, the 
monitor displayed the word "true" or "false" before 
showing a face, to signal whether the man expressed 
genuine or feigned happiness. On other trials, signal words 
appeared after the students saw a face. 

Students who were distracted by pressing a button at the 
sound of a tone just after viewing each face usually 
misidentified false smiles as genuine, but not vice versa. 
Even those informed ahead of time that a smile was false 
often labeled it as genuine if they were subsequently 
interrupted. In other words, when distractions derailed their 
train of thought, volunteers who had been given reason to 
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doubt false information nevertheless tended to accept that 
information as true. 

In the final study, the researchers presented 30 students 
with descriptive phrases about an imaginary animal called 
a glark. Participants then decided whether new propositions 
about glarks were true or false. During this task, they were 
occasionally told to read a statement about glarks as 
quickly as possible without gauging its veracity. Each of 
these phrases appeared a second time during the test for 
evaluation as true or false. 

Students probably accepted quickly read propositions at 
first, rather than treating them neutrally, Gilbert argues. 
They later reported one-quarter of the speed-read false 
statements as true, wherea8 they identified nearly all the 
speed-read true statements correctly. 

"We're naive Cartesians," Gilbert contends. "We assume 
beliefs are under conscious control at all times. But beliefs 
can be created merely by passively accepting information 
without attempting to analyze it." 

He points to other lines of research that support his 
argument For instance, psycholinguists established nearly 
20 years ago that people presented with true and false 
sentences generally take less time to determine the 
accuracy of the true statements. One research team wrote 
that when individuals read assertions, they "start with the 
truth index set to true." 

Pyscholinguistic work also suggests that the comprehension 
of a denial (say, "armadillos are not herbivorous") first 
involves grasping the concept under dispute ("armadillos 
are herbivorous"). A Spinozan mind employing this mental 
tactic should at times believe what has clearly been denied, 
Gilbert points out 

A 1981 study directed by psychologist Daniel M. Wegner 
of Trinity University in San Antonio, Texas, illustrates this 
paradox. In a finding of particular interest to journalists, 
students who read propositions such as "Bob Talbert not 
linked to Mafia" reported markedly more negative impres­
sions of the fictitious Talbert than did students who read 
neutral statements such as "Bob Talbert celebrates birth­
day." 

People also automatically tend to seek out evidence that 
confirms their beliefs about others. Studies have shown, for 
example, that volunteers led to believe in the outgoing 
nature of a young woman later asked her questions 
concentrating on the extent of her sociability, while 
neglecting to probe for shy or reticent aspects of her 
personality. 

In related work, psychologists studying persuasion and lie 
detection have observed that people often believe what 
others tell them without question. Opinions about others, as 
well as autobiographical claims, often gain acceptance 
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more readily when the listener performs a competing task 
that diverts attention from the speaker's message. 

''People who sell used cars and vacuum cleaners have long 
known about the persuasive power of timed interruptions 
and diversions,'' Gilbert notes. 

Many brainwashing and coercion techniques rely on 
extreme methods to fragment the attention of political 
prisoners, he adds. Interrogators often keep prisoners 
awake for days at a time and then browbeat the exhausted 
captives with an ideological barrage they find difficult to 
resist. Forced confessions also exert insidious effects: After 
writing and reciting a captor's message many times over, 
weary prisoners start to doubt their own opinions. 

The same principles extend beyond used car lots and 
dictator's dungeons, warns psychologist John A. Bargh of 
New York University. "My hunch is that control over 
automatic, unconscious influences on judgment and beha­
vior is not usually exercised," says Bargh, who co-edited a 
compilation of research on the subject (Unintended 
Thought, 1989, Guilford Press, New York.) "It's not that 
people are lazy. They tend to think these influences don't 
exist, and often don't have the luxury of extended thought 
about what they hear or read from moment to moment." 

Moreover, Gilbert argues, just as healthy people im­
mediately believe what they see, doubting their eyes only 
on rare occasions, so must they initially believe what they 
read or hear, if only for a fleeting moment. 

Gilbert and his co-workers have yet to study whether 
distracted attention increases the likelihood of believing 
obviously outrageous assertions. Although Spinoza's 
theory holds that a statement such as "Hitler was a 
woman" meets instant acceptance and almost as quickly 
goes up in flames as contradictory evidence leaps to mind, 
that prediction proves difficult to study in the laboratory. 

Despite gaps in scientific knowledge about belief forma­
tion, " the burden of proof has shifted onto Descartes' 
theory,'' Gilbert contends. 

For now, though, a 1984 Gallup poll of a national sample 
offers a bit of comfort to the much-maligned Spinoza: One 
in five respondents referred to supermarket tabloids as 
"accurate." 

Who knows? Tabloid believers may regularly suffer from 
attention meltdown in the checkout line upon hearing their 
grocery bills. 

Editor's Note: Each week Science News publishes about 
20 pages of very readable capsule reports on the lcuest 
developments in all fields of science. Annual subscriptions 
are $34.50, to Science Service, Inc., 1719 N St., NW, 
Washington, DC 20036. 0 
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Lucian, from page 1 
they traveled about swindling the local ''fatheads.'' Their 
biggest score was a wealthy woman who had come to 
Bithynia from Macedon many years before. When she 
decided to return to Macedon they tagged along. In 
Macedon, Alexander and his colleague first encountered 
the local breed of snakes, which were enonnous but also 
docile and hannless. Alexander and Nutsy cooked up a 
scheme for using one of these snakes to establish an oracle 
to rival Delphi. After some debate, the would-be prophets 
decided on Abonuteichos as the site of their oracle: the 
town and surrounding province of Pontus would provide an 
ample supply of superstitious rubes, better provided with 
money than brains. 

To launch their enterprise, they planted bronze tablets in 
the sanctuary of Apollo at Chalcedon. The inscriptions on 
the tablets stated that Asclepius and his father Apollo were 
moving forthwith to Abonuteichos. When the 
citizens of Abonuteichos heard of this miracu­
lous event, they immediately voted to erect a 
temple and began to dig the foundations. 
Alexander was by now back in Abonuteichos, 
sporting the ensemble of a high-class prophet: 
flowing hair, purple shirt, and scimitar in the 
style of the legendary Perseus. Alexander had 
manufactured a Sibylline oracle identifying 
Abonuteichos as the birthplace of a prophet, 
which included a cryptogram identifying Alexander as the 
prophesied one. 

The final step was the epiphany of Alexander's god. One 
night he buried a blown-out goose egg in the excavation 
for the new temple's foundations. He had placed a baby 
snake in the eggshell and carefully sealed it up with white 
wax and white lead. The next day Alexander, clad only in 
a gold brocade G-string, appeared in the main square of 
town. Babbling ecstatically and incoherently (except for the 
frequent words "Apollo" and "Asclepius"), he drew an 
awed crowd. He led them to the site of the temple, where 
after singing some hymns he scooped up the previously 
buried egg and cracked it open to reveal the baby snake, 
which he claimed to be Asclepius. Alexander then hurried 
home, where he lay low for several days to let the suspense 
build -and allow the word of the miraculous birth to spread 
throughout the province. 

Finally, Alexander let the frenzied mob in to view a further 
miracle: the baby snake had grown to enonnous size 
virtually overnight and now had the head of a man! The 
snake was of course one of the tame Macedonian variety; 
he had wrapped it around his body so that the head was 
tucked under his arm, oul of sight. A linen mask provided 
the god's human face. Eventually the human-headed snake 
(now named Glykon) would grace pictures, models, and 
statuettes--even the coinage of Abonuteichos. 

Having equipped himself with a god, Alexander went into 
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the oracle business in a big way. He directed those seeking 
predictions to write their queries on scrolls which they 
were then to seal with wax or clay. He would take the 
scrolls in to the god; they would later be returned to the 
clients, seals intact, but with the answer to their questions 
miraculously written underneath. Alexander ·had mastered 
several tricks of the trade: with a hot needle, he would cut 
through the wax underneath the impressed seal, read the 
contents of the scroll, add an appropriate oracular 
pronouncement below the question, and then restore the 
seal by a second passage of the hot needle; alternatively, he 
would make a cast of the impression on the seal, using a 
quick-setting plaster, break the seal, carry out the necessary 
hocus-pocus, and then make a new wax or clay seal with 
the cast of the original. Later, for an appropriately 
enhanced fee, Alexander had Glykon deliver prophesies in 
person: the windpipes of some birds were fitted together 

and inserted into the back of the linen mask; a 
confederate outside the room provided the 
voice of the god. 

As his oracle grew in fame and stature, 
Alexander created a three-day mystery cere­
mony (like that conducted at Eleusis). After 
an expulsion ritual in which Epicureans and 
Christians were enjoined to be gone, the 
ceremony presented in turn the births of 

Apollo, his son Asclepius, and the new god Glykon. It 
ended with the love affair of Alexander and the goddess 
Selene. Throughout, Alexander made sure his flowing 
robes frequenlly parted to show his golden thigh (a piece 
of gilded leather tied over his upper leg). This golden thigh 
led to learned speculation by some university professors as 
to whether Alexander had the soul of Pythagoras or merely 
one similar to it (One cannot but be forcefully reminded 
here of the disgraceful role played by various "professors" 
in validating the spurious claims of Uri Geller and the 
like.) 

Needless to say, occasionally the oracle's predictions did 
not work out. On one occasion, the governor of Cappado­
cia, one Marcus Sedatius Severianus, sought a prophesy 
before he marched his forces into Armenia to battle the 
Parthians. Upon receipt of a favorable prediction, 
Severianus set out to do battle with the Parthians. When 
Severianus and his forces were unfortunately (and 
unexpectedly) annihilated by the Parthian king, Alexander 
quickly substituted an unfavorable prediction for the 
previous favorable one. (Many modern psychics, such as 
Jeane Dixon and Kreskin, have developed the manufacture 
of the "retrodiction" to a high art.) 

Even when Alexander could not fudge the record in this 
way, the true believers who sought auguries from Glykon 
found it easy to explain away misfired predictions. When 
Publius Mummius Sisenna Rutilianus, a prominent Roman 
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official, sought Glykon's advice as to an appropriate 
teacher for his son, the oracle directed, •'Choose thou 
Pythagoras. Choose the great poet and teacher of battle.'' 
Within days of this pronouncement the boy died. Ruti­
lianus immediately saw the true import of the god's advice: 
his son was to be taught by Pythagoras and Homer, both of 
whom were dead! 

From Abonuteichos the influence of Alexander's cult 
spread into the surrounding provinces. Eventually it spread 
to Italy and Rome (partly through the sponsorship of 
Rutilianus, whom Alexander dominated to such an extent 
that in response to an oracle he married Alexander's 
daughter). Members of the imperial court sought advice 
from Glykon, their questions providing Alexander with 
much information about political undercurrents at Rome as 
well as unsurpassed opportunities for blackmail. 

Even Emperor Marcus Aurelius was not im­
mune to Alexander's blandishments. During the 
Marcomannic War, Alexander sent the emperor 
an oracle directing him to throw two live lions 
into the Danube. ''Whereupon there shall come 
in an instant I Victory, glory abounding, and 
with it the peace we so cherish.'' The sacrifice 
was duly performed and the Roman forces 
immediately suffered a catastrophic defeat. In 
the face of this apparently failed prediction, Alexander 
blandly pointed out that the god had prophesied victory 
without specifying whether it was to be Rome's or the 
enemy's. Alexander also tried to get the emperor to change 
the name of Abonuteichos to Ionopolis and permit the city 
to issue a coin with Glykon's image on it. (His campaign 
was ultimately successful. Abonuteichos became Ionopolis, 
a vestige of this name being preserved down to the present 
by the Turkish village of lneboli that occupies its site. 
Examples of the coinage showing Glykon may be seen in 
many museums.) 

Lucian had tried to influence Rutilianus against his 
marriage to Alexander's daughter. In vain, because 
Rutilianus, although otherwise a reasonable man and 
responsible public official, was virtually insane on the 
subject of religion. To expose the bogus oracle, Lucian 
sent hoax inquiries to the shrine, such as: ''Query: Is 
Alexander bald? [Apparently he wore a wig to disguise the 
fact.] Answer: Sabardalchu malach Attis was different." 

Not content to wage his war against shams at long range, 
Lucian took the war into the enemy's country. With an 
escort supplied by the governor of Cappadocia, Lucian 
journeyed to Abonuteichos, where he greeted Alexander as 
described above. The enraged believers were about to mob 
him when Alexander intervened, telling the crowd that 
Glykon could tum even bitter enemies into friends. After a 
brief colloquy, in which Alexander reproached Lucian for 
his advice to Rutilianus against the marriage, Lucian found 
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it discreet to pretend a newfound friendship for Alexander. 
Alexander for his part arranged for a boat to carry Lucian 
on the next stage of his journey and deliver him to 
Amastris. 

On the journey to Amastris Lucian discovered that the 
crew had been ordered by Alexander to throw him over the 
side. The captain prevailed on I.he men not to harm their 
passenger and he was set safely ashore. In revenge, Lucian 
tried to get up a lawsuit against Alexander, but Avitus, the 
governor of Bithynia and Pontus, got him to drop the case 
on the grounds that Rutilianus's influence would prevent 
him from punishing Alexander even if he were caught in 
flagrante delicto. 

Alexander's life ended with another failed prophesy: he 
had predicted that he would live to be a hundred and fifty 
and die by being struck by lighlning. He did not live half 

so long, dying (according to Lucian) before 
the age of seventy of a gangrenous leg. 

As good skeptics we should be willing to ask 
how much, if any, of Lucian's entertaining 
tale of Alexander of Abonuteichos is true. For 
a long time, classical scholars regarded 
Lucian's Alexander as an example of the 
insignificance of the targets of Lucian's 
personal satires. TI1e mosl recent scholarship 

has confirmed at least the broad outline of his story. The 
cult of Glykon was in fact widespread and influential. The 
name of Abonuteichos was indeed changed to Ionopolis. 
The city did in fact issue coinage bearing the likeness of 
Glykon. On the other hand, Lucian may have copied the 
descriptions of the mechanics of Alexander's oracular 
frauds from books attacking other oracles. It is, however, 
fair to point out that many fake oracles may have used the 
same tricks, and Lucian may have adopted the tactic of 
exposing the fraudulent nature of Alexander's oracle 
through submission of bogus questions because it was 
likely to be effective. 

The influence of Lucian on later writers was profound. His 
works were imitated, plagiarized, extended, updated, and 
otherwise mined for usable ideas by notable writers 
including Erasmus (whose Colloquies contain a Lucian­
inspired debunking dialogue), Thomas More (Utopia owes 
much to Lucian's True History), Jonathan Swift (Gulliver's 
Travels is another spinoft), Ben Jonson, Christopher 
Marlowe, and Goethe. Even today, after nearly two 
millennia, Lucian and his skeptical descendants are still 
sinking their teeth into humorless crackpots. 

Editor's note: Lucian's life of Alexander is available in 
English translation in Selected Satires of Lucian, edited 
and translated by Lionel Casson, WW Norton, NY 1968. 
Q 
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NCAS Past-Life Reporting 

No More Good Flaps? 

Unidentified flying objects have been around--<>r at least 
reports of them have--since 1947. UFO expert Philip J. 
Klass has been studying the elusive phenomena almost 
from the start, since he was a fledgling editor at Aviation 
Weck magazine back in the early 1950s. In his NCAS 
program last December 9, "UFOs Brought Down to 
Earth," Klass tossed away his prepared talk and opened 
the floor to questions from the audience. The ensuing 
discussion ranged over the whole history of UFOs. 

In the early days, there was the Washington, D.C., UFO 
flap of July 1952, which formed the subject of the young 
editor's first UFO report (conclusion: radar blips caused by 
a temperature inversion): Klass recalls that President 
Truman took an interest in this report of UFOs flying over 
the city, yet he knew nothing about the UFO that had 
supposedly crashed in New Mexico in 1947: " This gives 
one to think." 

More recently, Klass has investigated the so-called MJ-12 
papers, purported to be top-secret documents from the 
Truman administration concerning UFO investigations. The 
papers were made public in 1987 by William L. Moore 
(coauthor of The Roswell lnciden1). In fact, the documents 
arc a hoax, Klass has shown, perpetrated "either by 
someone unknown, attempting to incriminate Moore, or 
else by Moore himself." His investigation of the MJ-12 
papers focused on internal evidence, including style, 
typeface, and handwriting. It was made much easier by 
KJass's long experience with UFO claims: he was able to 
compare the MJ-12 papers to genuine government docu­
ments of the period simply by pulling samples out of his 
own extensive files. 

Klass finds today's media reports of government coverups 
of UFO evidence a disappointment compared to earlier 
reports of UFO flybys and landings. "There almost aren't 
any good UFO reports anymore," he said. 

d., 006 Valley Street 
t~ 
* Silver Spring, MD 20910 

--Lys Ann Shore 
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Skeptical Audience Undergoes Mass Hypnosis! 

Hypnotherapist Sean O'Neill has found that some people, 
under hypnosis, will sometimes "spontaneously regress" 
to a ''past life.'' That finding has not made him a believer 
in so-called past-life regression; on the contrary, it serves 
as a reminder that "most people arc contaminated on this 
subject." In his January 27 NCAS program, "Hypnosis 
and Past Lives," O'Neill expanded on the points made in 
his "Skeptic's Response" column in the last issue of the 
Skeptical Eye. 

He reminded the audience that popular belief in past-life 
regression has existed in this country for many years. It got 
its start here four decades ago, with the notorious case of 
Bridey Murphy, a supposed previous-life persona of one 
Virginia Tighe. Now California has taken I.he fad a step 
further, with practitioners who undertake to provide clients 
with previews of lives to come. O'Neill noted that 
" future-life progression" would have some interesting 
scientific and philosophical implications, since it would 
imply both linearity of time and immutability of events. 

O'Neill concluded his talk with a demonstration: he led the 
entire audience through a hypnotic exercise, involving 
progressive relaxation of muscles and mind, and guided 
imagery for centering attention ''where I.he candle flame 
bums upright'' This was followed by a gradual return to 
ordinary consciousness, at each person's individual pace, 
and hopefully to a feeling of being " more relaxed and 
energized than before.'' 

--LA.S. 

" I've heard it said that Nostradamus is like a 
barometer--a fancy instrument to tell you what the 
weather is." 

--Folksinger Tom Paxton, 1991 
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President's Column, from page 3 
new films and speakers. Some films under consideration 
are: Harry and the Hendersons, Earth vs. the Flying 
Saucers, Fantastic Voyage, Marjoe, and The Manchurian 
Candidate. If you have other suggestions, or if you would 
like to lead a post-movie discussion about a particular 
topic, write or call me at the NCAS address. 

Thursday, February 21, Nightmare Alley 

The rise and fall of a sideshow psychic. Features accurate 
portrayal of the techniques used by mentalists and so-called 
psychics--as well as the ethical dilemmas they must deal 
with. Commentary by professional magician Jamy Ian 
Swiss. 

Thursday, March 21, Family Plot 

A seedy medium and her ne'er-do-well boyfriend 
encounter a sinister couple while searching for a missing 
heir. They all become involved in diamond theft and 
attempted murder. Commentary on spiritualism, seances 
and mediums by Chip Denman. 

Wednesday, April 24, Inherit The Wind 

Based on the notorious Scopes monkey trial. A biology 
teacher is put on trial for teaching the theory of evolution. 
Commentary by Steven Shore. a 
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[<~.J A Skeptical Eye on the CSICOP 
Conference 

By Lys Ann Shore 

In the last issue of the Skeptical Eye and in this issue (p. 
2), two NCAS members have provided up-close accounts 
of the (not-so-) amazing magic of Kresldn. Now it appears 
that Kresldn himself will be participating in a panel 
ctiscussion on "Controversies in Hypnosis" at the 1991 
CSICOP Conference in Berkeley, California, May 3-5. It 
will surely prove a lively session! 

Looking over the conference program, I'm encouraged to 
see that many of the scheduled topics are subjects that 
NCAS is also addressing: Hypnosis, for example, was the 
subject of January's public program by NCAS board 
member Scan O'N~ill as well as of his "Skeptic's 
Response•• in the last issue of the Eye. 

Some NCAS members will be attending the CSICOP 
conference, but many more won't. Of course, the meeting 
will receive extensive coverage in the Skeptical Inquirer, 
but we plan to provide a brief special report in the summer 
issue of the Eye. If you will be attending the CSICOP 
conference and would like to cover one or more sessions, 
please call or write NCAS to say so. Our reports on 
Kresldn are proof, to my mind, that the National Capital 
Area Skeptics have a distinctive view of the issues and a 
cool, skeptical voice to address them. a 

Keep Your Eye Open 
Send your writings or original art for future publication in 
the Skeptical Eye. Contributions should be short (500-
1000 words maximum, or two to four double-spaced 
pages) and typed, not handwriuen. If you use a computer, 
please send hard copy along with your floppy disk (5.25" 
or 3.5", WordPerfect or ASCII). Please be sure to include 
your name, address, and telephone number. Send all 
contributions to Skeptical Eye, 8006 Valley Street, Silver 
Spring, MD 20910. The copy deadline for the next issue 
is May I. 0 


