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The Best and Worst of CSICOP
By Lys Ann Shore

The May CSICOP Conference in Oakland, California, brought ont
the strengths and some weaknesses of the organization. CSICOP’s
coniroversial endorsement of the Amazing Kreskin as a conference
speaker and a Prometheus author is discussed in the President’s
Column in this issue (page 3). Overall, the conference program
showed how CSICOP has broadened and deepened its concern with
the recognition and understanding of science, as well as the debunk-
ing of pseudoscience. The meeting addressed some culiural issues as
well, in sessions on popular psychology and its spawn of self-help
books, and urban legends, those strange tales of things that happened
o a “friend of a friend.”

The seiting for the meeting was the Claremont Resort, a spacious and
‘rambling survival from an earlier era, perched on a hillside overlook-
ing SanFrancisco Bay. But the view wasn’t the only reminder of the
West Coast location: a look at the hotel’s “Guest Directory” revealed
alistofavailable servicesthat included shiatsu massage, reflexology,
aromatherapy, and “accupressure fresh cell facials.” Ah, Californial

The following paragraphs cover what, 10 me, were some of the most
interesting and worthwhile moments of the conference; fuller cov-
erage and reports of conference sessions will appear in an upcoming
issue of the Skeptical Inguirer.

The keynoie address by paleoanthropologist Donald C. Johanson
was anouistanding event, a dramatic account of the search for human
arigins by one of the ceniral figures in the effort. Best known for his
discovery of the 3 million-year-old female skeleton known as Lucy,
and of her fellows, known as the First Family, Johanson is the
president of the Institute for Human Origins at the University of
California, Berkeley. He has worked for 20 years in Afiica, trying,
as he said, “to wrest as much as possible out of the fossils to help
answer the question of where did we come from.” In his talk,
illustrated with slides of bis team at work in Africa, Johanson brought
the audience into the actnal procedures of searching for early human
remains.

Johansonrecognizes that his discovery of Lucy brought “tremendous
responsibility” with it. Past of that responsibility, as exemplified in
his CSICOP talk, is to bear in mind and to openly address the larger
implications of his research. He tackles the issue of creationism
firmly, but with a sense of humor. “Evolution is a fact, just like

continued on page 4

By Elena M. Watson

Iive in Morfolk, Virginia, a four-hour drive from
our nation’s capital. So why do I belong 1o the
National Capital Area Skeptics? For my samity
mostly. There are no Eastern Virginia Area
Skeptics, so I find it comforting to know thai
within my own state there are other open-
mindedly skeptical folks, even if they don’t live
next door.

Not that the Tidewater/Hampton Roads arca is
some rural backwater, mired in prismitive super-
stition and sorcery. True, some refer io it as
Backwater instead of Tidewater, bui it’s hardly
the sticks. From Virginia Beach to Williamsburg,
the area known as Hampton Roads contains 2
population of nearly 1 million people. We also
have a number of colleges, such as William and
Mary; NASA-Langley; and the Eastern Virginia
Medical School. Wiih all of these educational
and scientific institutions nearby, why am 1 the
only person who wriles critical letters to the
editor when the Jocal newspapers (the Vir ginian-
Pilot and Ledger-Siar) print stories on the advan-
tages of fire walking or local UFO reporis? Is
it just that I have too much time on my hands?

Perhaps the reason for thisis the same as it would
be anywhere else. The claims are seen as trivial
(*So what if people think fire walking is going
mmprove their lives!™); harmiess (“Hey, who
does it hurt if someone thinks he’s seen a flying
sancerinstead of Venus?™) or not worth the effort
to investigate, These is often a iendency o
assnme that people don’treally believe that stuff
anyway.

The latter aitiinde was expressed by Jim Raper,
managing editor of the Virginian-Piloi and Led

coniinued on page 6




An Open Lefler from
the Amazing Randi

James Randi is well known to NCAS members as
a founding member of the Commiitee for the
Scientific Investigation of Claims of the
Paranormal (CSICOP) and dedicated debunker of paranormal claims, as
Signed articles represent the well as amagician who has appeared frequently on ielevision and on stage.
opinionsof theirauthossanddo 1 Wice inrecent yeors he has been an NCAS speaker; his appearance in June
notnecessarily reflectiheviews 1989 drew the largesi crowd ever for an NCAS program--nore than 600
of NCAS. Unsigned articles People. In this leiter to the skepiical community, Randi explains his current
ate the responsibility of the NCAS News-  predicament and asks for help.

letter Committee, Only articles cleaxly

marked as such represent positions of the M2y 13,1991 ) i )
NCAS Board of Directors. Url Geller has annonnced that he iniends to sue e “in every state andinevery

country.” He corrently has four lawsuits againsime, twoof which I have won
{at a cost of over $155,000 in legal fees) and one of which he has told me he
is bringing in Japan, with one just served on me in California. This latier case

Board of Directors concerns two statements I made about him in response (o guestions by a
D.W. "Chip" Denmen, President veporter for the International Herald Tribune: (1) Geller has fooled some
Joe Himes, Vice President scientists, (2) His tricks are the same kind that used 10 be on the back of cereal
Grace Denwan, Treasurer boxes when I was a kid.
Gary Stone, Secreiary ) . . . . o
Jamy lan Swiss, Exec, Comm, Obviousty, this is a frivolous lawsuit, and it seems evident that Geller is using
Alfred Baer the legal process both to break me financially and to silence me from speaking
Mike Epstein what Tknow o be the truih. 1have aright moder the Constitution to fatily say
Herb Federhen what I know 1o be true, and I will not swrender that right.
Karen Gray
Pam Kogen Thave resigned from the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims
Randy Lockwood of the Paranormal (CSICOP) since the Commitiee is always named in the
Dong McNeil swits, and in order that CSICOP will be spared further involvement in such
Sesn ONEl suits if 2and when 1 again mention Geller’s name.
Steven Shore
Scott Spell This has been 2 very difficule thing for me to do. Should these actions
Walier Rowe continue, 1 will be forced into silence from my inability to support further legal

costs. CSICOR has been silenced, and I"m next, it appears.

Inow have no further funds to continue my defense. Ithasbeen suggested that
Plewsletter Editor 2 legal fund might be set up for my defense of these harassing actions by Mx.
Lys Ann Shore Geller. 1hope that can be set in motion.

T'm in trouble, folks. I need help.
--James Randi

Address NCAS Inguiries to:

D. W, Denman
) 8006 ’-&{aﬂey Street A fund hos been esioblished. Jf you wish to comiribute, checks may be mode
Silver Spring, MD 20910 out to The Skepiics Legal Fund and mailed care of:

301-587-3827
Robert Steimer, CPA
PO, Box 652

El Cerrito, CA 24530
©1991 Mational Capital Area Skeptics
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Horrorscope

Here's How Paranormal Beliefs Can Hurt

Where’s the harm of believing in (asirology, UFOs, etc.)? Most skeptics
have heard that response more often than we’d like. A homifying
exampie of the harm that such beliefs can do comes from a recent report
in the Washingiton Post (May 13,1991, A20). Writing from Beijing, Post
foreign service reporter Lena H, Sun reported that the abortion rate in
China is up because many Chinese believe that children born during this
lumar year, the Year of the Sheep, “will be plagued by a lifetime of bad
luck.” In the city of Tianjin, Sunnoted, the birth rate is down 25 percent
and the abortion rate up 60 percent for the first guarier of 1991 compared
o the same period in 1990,

The Year of the Sheep, which began Febrary 15, is one of the 12 vears
in the Chinese calendar cycle, each of which is symbolized by 2 different
animal. Many Americans know the Chinese calendar through its
representaiion on paper placemats used in Chinese restaurants. Some
years of the cycle, such as the Year of the Dragon, are considered Jucky,
while othess, like the Year of ihe Sheep, are believed to be unlucky.
People born under certain signs are not supposed io marry those born
vnder certain other signs, since some combinations of signs are believed
to bring bad luck.

The Chinese government in recent decades has iried to discourage these
beliefs, laboring to overcome a 2,000-vear-old tradition. Ai the same
time, the government's sirict famiy planning policy of one child per
couple has caused some parenis who believe in the astrological iradition
i0 ry 1o achieve the most favorable timing for the birth of their child.
In her Post report, Sun noted that “it is clear from newspaper reports and
talks with ordinary Chinese that the belief is deep-rooted--and guite
widespread.” She repeated the remark of 2 woman quoted in the China
Women's Journal. The woman, who was pressured ingo having an
abortion, said, “We are not willing to suffer this. But our mothers and
mothers-in-law do not wani us o have babies in the Year of the Sheep
becamse they say girls bom in the Year of the Sheep will see their
husbands die young.”

Meanwhile, China’s family planning officials worry that the shortage of
babies this year may mean more births than usual next year, which will
be the Year of the Monkey. [

An assumption is subject io change. i might be
called a very firm apinion, but it can be discarded if it
doesn’t work, A certainty is not subject to change. ltis

permanent. If circumstances don’t support the
certainty, it is the circumstances that must be

redefined, not the certainty.
~Marshall Powell
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Amazing Happenings

By Chip Denman

On page 2 of this issue there is news of Jam
Randi’s resignation from CSICOP, after 15
years as iis best-known memt

[¢)
w

ber. Bt j
“Amazing magician ends his associa ;
CSICOP, another was introduced ai the D
CSICOP conference as a new “ally in skepti
cism”—the Amazing Kreskin.

Ii may strike some readers of this newsletier as
odd that Kreskin, whose mindreading act has
been described in the last two issues of the Eve,
could be considered an advocate of skeptici
After all, Kreskin a few years back markeied a
tesi-your-own-ESP kit and generally has en-
couraged his audience to believe in his pow
as a “sensitive.” Within the past vear the
Washingion Post described Kreskin’s ghost-
hunt in a Georgetown home, and credited
Kxeskin with coining the term paraESPioncge,
“which he explained is 2 way (o Jeain the o
side’s secret stuff by, among other ways, us
the mind o soak up the 'energy’ left be
(Washington Fost, Sugust 1,19920, B1).
tirne, 1 was called by a represeniative for
“Larcy King Show,” who expressed supsi
when I described Kreskin as a magical per
former and not a genuine psychic.

RO

Nonetheless, Kreskin’s next book, ESF: Exira
Sensitive Percepiion, is being published br
Prometheus Books, and Kreskin himself ap-
peared at the Prometheuns booth at the recent
American Booksellers Association irade show,
Interestingly, it was another Promethens hbook—
The Psychology of the Psychic by Marks and
Kammann—that ten years ago gave a det
examination of the wicks wsed in Kreskin’s

ted

Geller? Because surveys of Kreskin’s audience
showed a willingness to atiribuie psychic pow-
ers to him, even in the absence of specific
claims on his part.

Paul Kuriz, chairman of CSICOP, made the
remark that*“95 percent of what Kreskin doesis
atrick,” leaving us to wonder about the remain-
ing 5 percent. Kurtz, a distinguished philoso-
continued on poge 5
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CSICOP Conference, from page 1

gravity, but some people are not easily able o accept it.”
He sees the purpose of his work as “to remind us of our
place in nature, for we are still part of the natural world, in
spite of owr supposed superiority of cultuge.,”

The session on catastrophism and evolution, which took
place the morning following Johanson’s address, gave a
Gifferent ind of insight inio the process of “doing sci-
ence,” The participanis were a trio of Betkeley professors,
from three different ficlds, Walter Alvarez, a geologist,
Richerd Muller, a physicist, and Jere Lipps, a biologist, -
have combined forces to examine the guestion of abrupt,
catastrophic events and their implications for the evolution
of life on eaxith. Bach of the three addressed his two
colleagues as much as the andience, responding to what the
others had said, and engaging in 2 kind of banter that
revealed the boman side of doing science. Lipps set the
lighthearted tone at the start, by announcing firmly, “T'm
the peleontologist and I'm right. Those other guys [Muller
and Alvarez] are the ones you should be skeptical of!”

The session followed an unusual format, with two rounds
of brief talks. The first set provided an overview of the
issues, while the second round focused on specific research
resulis. Most exciting was the news from Alvarez that his
research group believes 1t has located the site of the
meteoritic impact responsible for the mass extinction that
occurred ai the end of the Cretaceons era and the beginning
of the Tertary (calied the K-T boundary). The site, in
Yucatdn, Mexico, displays meany signs of disturbance
activity precisely at the K-T boundery. According o
Alvarez, the disturbance looks like the result of 2 “mega-
tsumamid,” which world have been cansed by the ivapact.

The wrhan legends session featured an unexpected element
of local intesest for MCAS members, as one of the speakers
devoted his talk to a case history, the “Missing Day in
Tirne” story which supposedly icok placeat NAS A Goddard
Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Maryland, The speaker,
Jan Harold Brunvand, is & professor of English ai the
Undversity of Utah who is well known for his books on
vrben legends, The Vanishing Hitchhiker and most re-
cently Curses! Broiled Again!

Brunvand defined an urban legend as a bizaire story told by
a credible source, always told as something thai really
happenedican FOAF, andcombining a fact known iobe rue
with en illosion. A common theme of such tales is the
conflict between science and government, on the one hand,
andreligion, on the other. The “Missing Day in Time” story,
which circulates among fundamenialists and tells how a
computer confimmed 2 biblical event, is one of the common-
est such stories. Brunvand bas collected many versions of i,
all generally attributed 1o the same ndividual, one Harold
M, and usually citing the same Spencer, Indiana, newspa-
per story, and less often including 2 date. One version is
reprinted here in the sccompanying box.

Reprinted from a handowr provided by Jan Harold
Brunvand as part of his talk in the urban legends session
at the 1997 CSICOP conference.

The Sun DID Stand Sl

Diel you know that the space program is busy proving that what
has been called “myih” in the Bible is tue? M. Harold Hifi,
Fresident of the Curiis Engine Co. in Baliimore, Maryland, and
a consultant in the space program, relates the following devel-
apment;

“Ithink one of the most amazing things that God has for us today
happened recently fo our astronauts and space sclentists at
Green Bel, Maryland. They were checking the position of the
sun, moan, and planets out in space where they would be 100
years and 1,000 years from now. We have le know ihis so we
dgon't send a sateliite up and have it bump into something later
on in its orbiis. We have 1o lay out the orbits in terms of the life
of the sateliite, and where the planets will be so the whole ihing
will not bog down! They ran the compuier measurement back
and forth over the centuries and it came o 2 halt. The computer
stopped and put up a red signal, which meant that there was
something wrong either with theinformation fed intoitor with the
resulis as compared tothe standards, They called inthe service
deparimentio checkitoutand they said, "It's perfect.” The head
of operations said, “What's wrong?” “Well, they have found
there is aday missingin space in elapsed ime.” They seraiched
their heads and tore their hair. There was no answer!

Onereligious fellow onthe team said, “Youknow, onetime lwas
in Sunday School and they talked about the sun standing stifl,”
They didn’t believe him; but they dian’t have any other answer
so they said, “Show us.” He got a Bible and went back fo the
Book of Joshua where they found a pretiy ridiculous siatement
for anybody who has ‘common sense’. There they found the

Concerning the story’s origing, Brunvand noted that Harold
HGl, president of Cuortis Engine Company and an electrical
engineer, told the tale in an inspirational book published in
1974. There, he cited as his souxces a religious flyer and a
book by one “Professor Totten.” Toiten torns owt to have
been a military science instinctor at ¥ ale University from
1890 to 1892, known as an amti-Sermite and a crackpot, His
book Joshua’ s Long Day and the Diol of Ahaz: A Scieniific
Vindication was published im 1890 by Destiny Publishers.
NASA Goddard Space Flight Center has issued a terse press
release denyvimg any knowledge of or involvement in the
“Missing Day” story, although acknowledging that Harold
Hill worked there briefly im the eatly 1960s as a plant
EMgineer,
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Lord saying to Joshua, “Fear them not; for | have delivered them
into thine hand; there shall nota man of them stand before thee.”
Joshua was concermned because he was surrounded by the
enemy and if darkness fell they would overpower them. So
* Joshua asked the Lord o make the sun stand still! That's right -
-*“The sun stoed siill, and the moon stayed . . . and hasted notto
go down ahout a whole day.” Joshua 10:8,12,13. The space men
said, “There is the missing dayl” They checked the computers
gaing back into the time it was written and found it was close but
not close enough. the elapsed time that was missing back in
Joshua's day was 23 hours and 20 minuies ~ not a2 whole day.
They read the Bible and there it was -- "about (approximately) a
gay.”

These little words in the Bible are imporiani. but they were siillin
trouble because if you cannot account for 40 minutes you'lt be in
frouble 1,000 vears fram now. Forty minutes had to be found
because it can be multiplied many iimes over in orbits. This
religious feliow also remembered somewhere in the Bible where
it said the sun went BACKWARDS. The space men told him he
was out of his mind. But they got ihe Book and read these words
in I Kings: Hezakiah, on his death-bed, was visited by the
Prophet Isaiah who told him that he was not going fo die.
Hezekiah asked for a sign as proof. Isaiah said, “Do you want the
suniogo aheadien degrees?” Hezeldah said, “I's nothing for the
sunio go ahead ten degress, butlet the shadow retum backward
ten degrees.” Il Kings 20:9-11. Isaiah spoke to the Lord and the
Lord brought the shadow ten degrees BACKWARDS! Ten de-
greesis exactly 40 minutes! Twenty-three hours and 20 minutes
in Joshua, plus 40 minutes in 1l Kings make the missing 24 hours
the space travelers had to fagin the loghook as being the missing
day in the Universe! Isn't that amazing ? Our God is rubbing their
noses in His Truth?”

The ahove article was copied from “The Evening Star”, Spencer,
Indiana. It is verified by Mr. Harold Hill, who gave permissicn for
reprinting, February 22, 1970.

How do such legends as the “Missing Day”™ or “Vanishing
Hichhbiker” siories grow and spread? Brunvand notes that
many gain circulation not just through being repeated from
one individual to others, but through the popular press.
General and inaccurate seferences io supporting evidence
are apparently sufficient to convince many people that such
stories have a foundation.

Ifound the urban legends session almost as compelling as the
one on caiasirophism and evolution. And although the two
topics could hardly be more different, taken together the
sessions--like Johanson’s keynote address--exemplify a
concern with science and society that 1 hope will continue to
be a focus of CSICOP’s efforts, (i
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President’s Column, from page 3

pher but not a conjuror, may simply be saying thai Kre ﬂk"r
signature effect, the blindfold paycheck location desciib
in wonderfol detail in our last issue, does not d@pem on
gimmicks, gaffs, or other storcbought snesky sinff. As
someone who conjures a bit myself, I agree. Bui most
magicians wonld stll call it a irick. More important, 1
wonder how many others, seeking betier undem@amﬁ'\g of
apparent miracles, wounld hear such 2 statement from an
eminent skeptic and jump 1o a wrong conclusion,

C\ 3/3

Itis 2 good thing when CSICOP invites speakers of diver. se
views. And a quick look around NCAS or any ot km
zation of skeptical thinkers confirms that the term “skeptic”
covers alotof ground. However, it isnot a good thing when
we, as active proponenis of critical thinking, even inadvert
enily confuse semantically comrect disclaimers wi
impressions thai they may create,

On stage virivally all conjurers—with the possible excep-
tion of Penn & Teller, currently appearing in MNew York
City--want the audience to think about the wizard and io pay
no atiention o the man behind the curtain. In that clear
context, few skeptics—even hard-nosed ones—aobject io
equivocal statements. But 25 soon as the show is over and the
rabbits have been cleaned ont of the hats, the performer who
wanis to be considered a skeptic must be clear about what
he or she can really do. The skeptical movement has 2 long
history of association with such magicians: Maskel
Houdini, Randi--and even Dunninger, the model for
Kreskin’s own act, wrofe to expose psychic phonies. Up to
now, Kreskin has not made clear when he considers the show
to be over.

Ihavenotyetseen Kreskin’snew book, Perhaps he will
and for 2l repudiate the vague siatements and evasions
have beenmade in the past. Until then, 1findittoo Amaz

Skeptics and the Law: A Dew NCAS Projec
Randi's legal battles may be a sign of things to come, T
Tune '91 issue of Fate Magazime published an asticle entitled
“Taking a Skeptic to Comt,” Other cases have accused
skeptics of improper criticism and actions.

1t is imperative that skeptics remain well informed on the
legalissues, so that our strong criticism of poor thinking and
pseudoscience is not diminished. Outspoken skeptics must
hold to am especially high standard in our use of propen
criticism.

NCAS is calling for individuals with special interest amnd
skills in these issues to develop an information resowrce for
skeptical advocates within NCAS and elsewhere. Attor-
neys, librarians, database experts, CPAs and other profes-
sionals are needed to share their ideas and expertise.

Please call Chip Denman at 301-587-3827. O
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ger-Star, n tegend to astology colwmns. Shorthy after it
TWaS TSV 1@1 that Nancy Reagan had consnited an aswolo-
ger whilke iz “ﬁ White House, Kerry Stpe, public editor of
the VPILS, devoled his weekly colmmn to the issue of
h@mﬂm}uw S ipe interviewed Paul Koz, chaimman of

CIICOP, and endorsed CSICOP’s campaign to include a
disclaimer shove astrology colwmns, proclaiming them to
have no basis in reliable fact, but o be presented merely for

enteriaimment value, Raper had no disagreement with the
disclaimer, but felt there was no need for the VP/LS 1o tun
it because “1 can’t imagine that there are many people who
take newspaper horoscopes se“mml y. 1t’s clearly wnder-
stood that they are there for entertalomnent.” Sipe com-

mented that he'd like to share Raper’s confidence *that
people can always distinguish between wisdom and whimsy.
But T afraid T can’t.”

F@ﬁ” start

Considering ihat Sipeis the public editor, mean-
ing that be is the person people deal with when they have a
complaint or criticisin about ihe conient of the papes, this
last statement would seem io carry a lot of weight. He has
firequent dixect commumication with the readers, vnlike
Raper, and thus is a betier judge of how well they can
fmcmmmm beiween the pleusible and the fantastic. And
if e is umsawe about the public”s ability to critically assess
what they read, U'd believe him. And that is kind of scary.,

@ abw
s, complain!

have different criferia fior datterent Kinds Of SIOMes. kiand,
W 3 ’,uAh\u‘};v O AR CANUICA v
news and invess ng five p" ces are expecied to have a very

Iigh degree of accuwacy, Featuwe siories and homan nterest
pieces are mmﬁf‘d more casually, as enierteimment. But the

difference is not always apparent to readers.

The second aspect of the problem is that ofien people aren’t
sure what to think. They may see sclence as fush something
that confuses them. So by defenlt they £l back on their
beliefs. It cam and does happen o all of ns at dones. And
popular culiure is full of assnmptions about the paranormal,
such as; “Well, there must be something 1o 1f, Or 30 many
people wouldn’t be seeing them™ (fajries, UFOs, Yeii, eic.);
and “Bveryone is a liitle bit psychic.”

S0 what can I, 2 mild-mannered but skeptically minded
housewife with some exira thme on my hands, do abmamt any
of this? Well, for stariers, becamse I think

pncritical articles endorsing wild cﬂaﬂm% even
in*“soft” feature stories, just add fo public miscon-
ceptions, I usoally complain to the public edisor--
but (amd this is the important part) mot before

doing my homework! This means that I iry o

research the particular claim frst. Then I may

call the public editor, but I usually also write io
bim in a detailed, logical mamner. 1 also write
leiters 1o the editor for publication, which I ity to keep as
succimet as possible. But since they have always heen
prinied, I suspect thai the Virginian-Pilot prinis all letiers to
the editor that it receives.

Does it doany good? 1"dlike to think so. And I’ ve managed
1o have my say and still mainiain open lines of communica-
tion with the paper. I’ ve even gotien some nice letiers back
from the public editor. Maybe someday we’ll even have an
active Backwa--somry, Tidewater--skeptics” group. L

Marylanc's Ghostbuster Bill

The real estate business may be even nuitier then we thought. As if the St. Joseph trend weren’i enoungh
(see mews story on page 11), arcal estaie agent talked Maryland state senator Arthur Dormean (D-Frince
George’s) into sponsoring a so-called “Ghostbuster Bill.” The purpose of the bill, as reported in the
Washingtorn Post (April 1, 1991) under the headline “Is Your House Hawnied? Call Your Md.
Legislaior,” was to prevent homse buvers from sming their real estate agent “for not disclosing that 2
previous occupant was murdered there.” Has any Maryland home buyer ever tried to sue a real estate
agent on such grounds? Mo, it appears--although there has been one case in California, and a fictional
oneinanepisode of “IL..A. Law,” The Maryland legislature, evidently comcerned with more vital issues,
did not pass the bill,

an
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Mass Hysteria

This feature of the Skeptical Eye is designed to provide skeptics with brief, logical answers to
guestions that may arise in conversation. In the Washingion area in receni months, one such topic
has been the mysterious Fairfax school faintings, which were reporied in the local newspaper and

in the Washington Post. To provide a contex: for understanding the events and evaluating the news
reporis, NCAS board member Sedn O'Néill, a registered hypnotherapist and psychotheropisi, here
explains the concept and outlines the history of mass hysteria.

By Sedn O Néill

By the year 1692, the Massachusetts colony was disturbed
and uneasy. The English king had revoked the colony’s
charter, and there were ramors of war with France. The
Indians were a continuing threat, taxes were unbearably
heavy, and attacks by pirates had damaged the commercial
iraffic of the colony (Jackson, 1956).

In this unstable environment
awoke an ancient fear--witch-

in Europe “reached holocaust proportions in many areas”
(Karlsen, 1987, 266n4). It is important 10 note thai the
executions constituged “systematic viclence against women,”
since “witches were generally thought of as women amd
most of those who died in the name of witcheraft were
women” (Karlsen, 1987, xii).

Whatdo we know of such phenomena? Itis always possib ﬂ
although perhaps unlikely, that the accused really we

wiiches and the afflicied md ed
possessed. Some substance, such:

C“

‘14

craft (Russell, 1980). In Salem
Willage a small group of gils,
aged 9-19,begantobehave inan
extraordinary way. Screaming
and crying, they said that they
were possessed. These girls had
beenin the habit of talking about
magic with a West Indian slave,
Tituba, although they knew ihat
in their Puritan community such
free discussion was considered
sinful. And sin produces guilt.
Elizabeth Parxis, at nine, felt the
most guilty. Scon she became
sympiom-ridden,complaining of

as ergot fungus in the grain sup-
ply, couldhave caused toxicreac-
tions and hallucinations, as has
been suggested by some modermn
historiang. Or the cause may have
been mass hysteria,

Mass hysieria and mass behavior
are terms used io designaie the
characieristic actions and reac-
tions of crowds. While mass be-
havior includes such phenomena

as rioting, lynching, panic, fads,

crazes, and social movemenis
(Goldenson, 1985), mass hysteris

nightmares, anxiety, hallucina-
tions, and paranoia.

The village physician, Dr. Griggs, diagnosed witcheraft.
When little Ann Puinam heard of the diagnosis, she fell to
the floor and began screaming that she too was possessed.
Mow there was no reason for the girls to fear exposure of the
storyielling group, no reason for guilt or anxiety.

Soon, nine girls and one grown woman claimed possession;
they named Tituba as the witch who had possessed them, and
then accused a variety of others in the village, including a
four-year-old girl, of witchcraft as well, Trials and execu-
tions followed--some 20 deaths in Salem Village, and many
more lives there irrevocably damaged (Starkey, 1973).

By the end of the eighteenth century, the so-called civilized
world had executed a significant fraction of its population
for witcheraft. Although it is impossible to know exactly
how many lives were lost, since many records have been lost
or destroyed, most historians agree that the number of deaths
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involves the spreading of symp-
toms from one suaggesiible indi-
The symptoms typically involve a

vidual to another.
comversion reaciion, in which a psychological conflict is

removed from consciousness and expressed as a physical
malady.

The development of conversion reactions usuaily involves
the following: (1) a desire to escape from some unpleasant
situation; (2) a fleeting wish to be sick and avoid the
situation, which is suppressed as unfeasible or vnworthy;
(3) under additional or continued stress, the appearance of
the symptoms of some physical ailment (Coleman, 1980,
In this view, the hysteric (from the Greek word for uterss)
tends to be a highly suggestible and dramatic adolescens
female who is quite excitable and unable to see any relation
between her sitnation and the stress symptoms, the nature
of which is nsually determined by observing others or from
bearing or reading descriptions reported by the media.

continued on page 8
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Whatever specific cansative factors may be invelved, how-
ever, the basic dynamic paitern seems to be the avoidance or
reduction of anxiety-arousing stress by getting sick, thus
converting an emotional problem into 2 face-saving physi-
cal one. Iiis usefnl to note that the role is helpful only in a
cultare that provides sympathy and support for sick persons,
where it is reinforced by secondary gains--in essence, it
works, Although not a conscious role (Coleman, 1980), it
seems that someitmes conscious acting may be superin-
posed on unconscious role playing to wniensify the gains.

Thirteenth-century Europe suffered “dance manias,” orf
groups of people dancing, screaming, and fainting in the
sireets. People of alk sorts were affecied (Goldenson, 1985).
Believing that they had been bitten by spiders, they drank
wine end tore their clothes off--and were treated with
sympathy and tolerance by the unaffected citizens.

In 1945 a small iown in linois was plagned by the “phantom
anesthetist of Matioon,” who reportedly sprayed a paralyz-
ing gas through bedroom windows onto the bodies of young
women., Of course, thisreceived heavy media coverage, and
groups of armed citizens were aiganized 0 apprehend the
marander. Their attempts failed, and the reports and symp-
toms subsided in about two weeks (Coleman, 1980).

Beside the siress-reduction model, there is acompeting view
that offers to explain the mental dynamics of mass hysteria
(Gehlen, 1977). Thisisamodel of reinforcement rather than
avoidance, and focuses directly on benefiis gained by the
pasticipants, sach as temporary fame, power 10 manipulaie
persons in anihority, notoriety, and a sense of belonging, in
addition to the more obvious benefit of the sympathetic
attention that victims receive. In other words, if being sick
gets benefiis, some people will incline to become ill.

Alihough mass hysteria is relatively rare in modern times,
there are some further illusirative examples. A 1960s
outbreak of what seems 10 have been mass hysteria resulied
in the shutting down of an American texile mill (Kerckhoff
and Back, 1969). The phenomena involved a mysierious
illness with sympioms of rashes, fainting, and navsea,
believed 10 be caused by insects in a shipment of English
cloth. State and federal health officials investigated, buino
physical dysfunction was ever found, ‘

Steward (1991) reports the outbreak of sympioms in the
Arxab schools in the Istaeli West Bank. Between Maich 21
and April 3, 1981, ibe students were presumably atiacked by
a mysterious illness, the symptoms of which included nan-
sea, headache, dizziness, and fainting spells. Fach incident
appears to have been initiated by studenis noting a fuony
smell, like gas. Although these incidenis began with a few
schoolgirls, ultimately almost a thousand individuals were
affected. The political consequences of Arab girls claiming
that they were being gassed by the Israelis were prediciable.
Perhaps less s0 were the medical results: no fatalities or

£

Iingering effects, no environmental toxins found by the
World Health Organization or the 1,5, Centers for Discase
Conirol, and no significant laboratory resulis from tesis run
on the victims. Although typical im cowrse and
sympiomatology, the West Bank incident is an unusual
example inthat itinvoived a large mumber of victims and was
spread over an extended geographical area (more than 100
miles).

More typical in all respects is the possible case of mass
hysteria that occurred recently at West Springfield High
School in Fairfax, Virginia. Last year, the 2,200-stwudent
school underwent a $7 million renovation, in which class-
rooms, nsulation, and ventilation were all upgraded. When
the school opened in September for the 1990-21 year, a few
girls began 10 complain of fainting, hyperveniilation, and
headaches. Within months, the rescue squad began calling
almost routinely at the school--62 percent of the time for the
same 10 female students.

Investigations were demanded. Then, on April 23, a tragedy
occwred: Catherine Tarantine, a 15-year-old West Spring-
field student, died at home of unknown causes. On April 25
the local healih department released findings that there was
“no evidence that the air or environment is responsible for
the ailments™ (Washington Fost), but this provided littde
TeAsSurance,

On April 26, some 200 studenis walked out of school in
protest. A meeting was called to emphasize the findings.
Two schoolrooms were closed due to a slight elevation of
carbon diczide levels, but not everyone affecied had been in
these rooms. A team of epidemiologisis from the Virginia
Department of Health and the federal Ceniers for Disease
Control began checking medical records.

Farther Reading
General:

Mackay, Charles. Extraordinary Popular Delusions and
the Madness of Crowds. New York: Harmony Books
1980. Originally published in 1841, this book was the
founding woik on ihe subject of mass behavior. It has
been republished many times, and is widely available in
used-book siores.

Om the Salem witcheraft trials:

Boyer, Paul, and Siephen Missenbaum. Salem Possessed
The Social Origins of Witchcraft. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1974,

Hansen, Chadwick. “ Andover Witcheraft and the Causes
of the Salem Witcheraft Trials.” In The Oceultin America
New Historical Perspectives, ed. Howard Kerrand Charles
L. Crow (Urbana; University of Illinois Press): 38-57.
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A jundor, Tarrin Lupo, was interviewed (Fairfax Journal)
and observed that “there are some (studenis) who are jost
fooking for a day out of class.” On May 2, however, 500
parents, “emotional and amgry” (Washington Post), de-
manded ai a community meeting held in the West Spring-
field cafeteria that the school popoulation be shifted to
another high school. Several parenis shouted, “Close it!
Close it!” noting that one girl had fainted more than 30 times

efore being withdrawn from scheol by her parents. And
vet, a school official who spoke with me on condition of
anonymity said that no cause conld be found--"not by the
EPA, not by anybody™ (Fairfax Counnty Schools employee,
1991). Within a few days, 42 students and one teacher had
complained of varions symptoms. At the meeting, one
father asked parents whose children had suffered some
sickness o stand and “hundreds of pavents jumped o their
feet” (Washington Pogt).

On May 4, the Tarantino autopsy data were reported: she
died from the effects of a prescribed drug, Imiprimine. No
connection to the difficulties of the other students in the
school was found.

At this time another student walkout was planned, but never
maierialized. Sull, on May 3 there wasa 10 percentabseniee
raie, about twice the school average. Many of the affected
students were withdrawn from school to finish the acadermic
vear being taught at home,

A national radio program reporied on the evenis (National
Public Radio, 1991); while noting that “fewer than 60 have
actually fainted,” the report opined daskly that since ambu-
lances were called so frequently to the school, “there is
something wrong at West Springfield!”

Pathways Diagnostic Inc. was hired o examine the condi-
dons at the school, and the firm’s findings were reported in
the Washington Post on June 11. According to Pathway’s
president, Edward M. Light, tests showed no problems that
would account for the ailments. He told Posi reporter Peier
Baker, “The faintings could not be comrelated with any
specific environmental factors. I found no airborne health
hazards. The air quality was found to be comparable to other
schools.”

Parents of Springfield schoolchildren promptly complained
that the study was too limited and that school officials were
not taking the matier seriously enough. Mary Colombell,
whose daughier is one of the girls who fainted repeatedly,
was quoted as saying, “Right now, our kids feel
abandoned...by West Springfieid High School.” Ms.
Colombell transferred her danghier out of the school last
January.

In agdition to the three environmential studies, including the
Pathway study, the Post reported that staie and federal
scientists are conducting an epidemiological study “to deter-
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mine if the affected studenis have any common medical
problems.” Andon top of that, school superintendent Robert
R. Spillane has hired 2 private epidemiologist to integrate
and analyze the studies.

=S

In the meantime, a letter writer io the Fairfax Journal at last
wsed the words mass hysieria. She noted the involvement of
teenage girls and echoed the observations of Stewart (1991)
and Gehlen (1977): “It’s fun 1o be part of the crowd...to be

aliitle scared, and it’s even more fun to walk ount of school.”
Prosaically, she wondered how many of the alfecied s~
dents came to school without break{ast or without preparing

homework for class.

To be sure, itis not vet absolutely proven that no toxic age ‘T
exists at West Springfield High. And it would be wromng in
any event o xivialize the fears and concemn of the parents of
ihe affected children. Hysteria is not the same as malinger-
ing, and once a wave begins it can be almost iivesisiible: the
aliernative to an external canse is ic suspect oneself. Bt
musi note the classic diagnosiic cue, called ia

indifférence. In many cases, having fainted and then awak-
ened, the girls simply returned fo class, They did not reimain
ill, mor did they exhibit the sort of fear that one would expect
in such a circumstance. Like the “possessed” givls of Salem
Village, they functioned well at other times.

)

a

Again, as i the Salem Village cases, the interpreiaiions of
the events reflect ihe fears of the thime. No one mmch is
possessed anymore; our demons are the product of ovr own
alienation in a technological civilization. We fret over our
environment, our interpersonal laisons are hounded by the
fear of AIDS, and we are the potential victims of out ow
advances in chemisiry, building insulation, and food 2@0
tives.

The modern media are as much a danger in spreading
hysteria as was ihe gossip of sevenieenth-ceniury villages.
We cannot expect the press to yell that the emperor kas no
clothes before all of the relevant facis are known; silll,
would be appropriate to provide some education about mass
hysteria when reporting such incidenis as the West Sp
field phenomena. Treatment of hysteria involves the re-
moval of reinforcing conditions that have influenced the
development and maintenance of the symptoms. Although
good effecis bave also been obtained with the use of hypno-
sis, placebos, and miracle cures, critical thinking and
noninflammatory reporting offer the best hope of keeping
our problems, and their solutions, firmly grounded inrealiiy,
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Cold Fusion Updale

By Steve Shore

It seems that the cold fusion episode has entered another
phase. The New YorkTimes and Washingion Posthave both
{26 April 1991) carvied reporis that new explanations are
available for the phenomenon, even though neither Stanley
Pons nor Martin Fleischmann has been heard from recently
{sec “Skeptic’s Response: Cold Fusion” in the Spring 1991
issue of the Skeptical Eye, 6-7). Sull participating in
“science by press conference,” F. Mayer and J. Reitz
reporied thai the cold fusion phenomena were due {0 a new
class of particles called “hydrons,” smaller than the normal
hydrogen atoms that promoie fusion (never mind that
atomic hydrogen is the one place in nature where quantam
mechanics has been shown 1o hold precisely). Another lone
researcher, an M.D. named R. Mills, also announced a new
and different type of guantum behavior for the poor hydro-
gen atom. Both of these wild notions are due to appear in
Fusion Technology, a publication of the American Nuclear
Society. The Postreported also that yeianother pressrelease
from MIT concemning a theoretical explanation for cold
fusion resulied from the American Physical Society meei-
ing in April. Meanwhile, the University of Utah is still
funding the Cold Fusion Research Instiinie.

As if to emphasize the long lifetime that a psendoscientific
claim may enjoy, 1 recently unearthed a neglected leiter to
MNature concerning polywater (Narure 301 [1983], 18).
Written in 1982, after the publication of Franks’s book
Polywater , the letter isfrom B. Dexjaguin, the ceniral figure
in the polywater flap. In a long reply, critical of both the
publication of Franks’sbook and Nature’s favorable review

10

of i, he makes ihe following point: “This reasoning {that
many of the polywater researchers ignored thermodynamic
implications of their findings] ignores that in our experi-
ments we have measured not the pressure of the polywater
vapour, bui that of a solution of a very wealldy volatile
"anomalons componeni’ in the normal water. Asregards the
anomalous component iiself, we have supposed (and still
believe) that the producis of its evaporation are not the
molecules of ordinary water; therefore, there is no reason 10
believe that I and other scientists have ignored the second law
of thermodynamics.” More than a decade after the collapse
of the polywater flap, Derjaguin was siill claiming some
basis for the phenomena he reporied, in spite of the over-
whelming evidence for the contaminant explanation of the
effects.

It is imporiant to keep in mind this central feature of
pseudoscience, and most especially pathological science,
when we read of exiraordinary claims. No weight of
evidence will ever prove enongh o guash the claims made
by true believers. Normal science may be self-correcting,
but pseudoscience earns iis title primarily by denving this
function of peer review and replication in testing its claims.

Finally, T want to make a short comment, based in part on
discussions over the past few months with colleagues, Theze
was nothing of lasting value learned from the polywater
episode. There has been nothing of lasting value learned
from cold fusion. Although it focused public aitention on
science for a shoit time in a2 way that generaied more
excitement than results, the nitimate product has been a
weakening of the image of the research scientist in the mind
of the general public, who see this as yet another scientific
misteke, (3
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§t. Joseph-o'-the-'Burbs

By Elena M, Watson

At long last the St. Joseph staive craze has hit Norfolk,
Yirginia. As vou may recall from the last issue of the SEye,
burying the Hittle fellow inone’s fromt yard is said to expedite
the sale of the house. Immid-April the “Real Estate Weekly™
section of the Virginian-Pilot reported that locally Long’s
Religions Supply store couldn "t keep tiny effigies of the real
estaie saint in stock,

Even more telling is the revelation that a company in
Modesto, California, called Inper Circle Marketing, has
come up with “The Underground Real Esiate Agent Kit.”
Selling for 38, the kit contains a small siatue of St. Joseph,

sealed in plastic for burial, a tote bag (presemably for toting -

the littie gny home from the store and them ouvt o the front
yard}, and detailed instructions on handling “the patron saint
of family and household needs.”

Soonce and for all, here is the way to doit: first bury the saint
six inches deep near the “for sale™ sign, head first, feet up,
and facing the street, Then recite the following during the
burial;
“Ch, 8t, Joseph, guardian of household needs, we
know you don’tlike to be upside-down in the ground,
but the sooner escrow closes, the sooner we will dig
you up and put you in a piace of honor in our pew
home. Please bring us an accepiable offer (or any
offfer!) and help svstain our faith in the real estate
market,”

Inner Circle Marketing claiims 10 have sold more than 4,000
kifs since starting up in December, thanks to St Barnum, no
doubt, 3

3

But Are They Friendly Spirits?

The Washingion City Paper (7/12/91) carried an
advertisement for a home described as "brick
cruciform shaped...aligned on the Yemal Equi-
nox.” Along with large porches, gardens, and

stables, it comes "complete with ghost,”

The ad did not siaie whether a statue of St. Joe had
been buried anywhere on the 12 acres,

PICAS Skeptical Kye/Summer 1991

Science Failrs:
Can We De More Than Preac)

By Mike Epstein

Irecently helped judge the Montgomery Arca Scies
aspart of the MCAS Science Fair Program. We gaye
awards to deserving stodents, but it occus to me maﬁ: e
not helping others who need help maore. And in the cas
uncovered this time, there’s not much we con do o
the sitwation. The official goal of the Science Pair Fi
ig io reward excellence in critical thinking. The v
goal, however, is to plant a few seeds of critical thow;
the minds of students who fack that excellence.
cases, when a sindent is matvre 2nd independent emon
can dizcuss instances of questionable reasoming atlen
provide documentation to aid the student im develog
or her perspectives. In other cases, a student’s
malurity or the presence of sensitive social issues :
prevent this course of action. The latter is what we
enced in this vear’s sciemce fafr,

This was the first of the Montgomery Avea science fai
the Muslim Community School participased in.
students from that school feamwred guotations from
Koran in their projecis. The citations were amcillary
projects, and it was obvious that they felt deeply eno
about their religion w0 wy o fnd 2 relationship bet
science and their holy scriptures, One siudent wend |
that to develop a project as a divect consegquence
interpretation of a passage in “The Chapier of 1 ?m P\
tion” LXKV Mecca), which reads: “Doesmamn i
shall not collect ks bomes? Able are we 0 aRraner
fingertips!” I heve given the passage here 23 it appeass
tramslation; the student used ancther translation wini
the second semtence as, “Yea, verily, we are able ¢
bis very fingers.” The result was a project called
printingl-- Another Scientific Example from /‘ML,
ation.” In it, the smdent explained the differences
fingerprints and builsa device for teking fimgerprints. |
ever, her premise, taking the scriptural pﬁ@Sag 256
was thai the unigueness of individual fingerprin
of fingerprinting were known thousands of 5 y@a e
18 generally believed.
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The student and I talked for a while abowi the science, »
fed 10 a discussion of the interpretation of sciipium
leap of faith requived to veach such a conclusion.
interpretation was that the passege deals solely =
resmrection of the body. Perheps she wdi@m@@fi e
Iwastrying toexplain: thai she was fitting aknown scie
phenomencn to an indefinite target, a scriptural p
using 20-20 hindsight., T would have reacted sivailarls
project on creation or another seripinral nterpreteiion. we-
lated to science by a stndent from 2 Christan o
school.




Science Fairs, from page 11

Another projeci in this fair was entitled, “The Technology
of Modem Aerodynamics Came from Ancient Africa.” The
student had taken a one-page summary from his African
studies textbook, What They Never Told You in History Class
(1. K. Kush, Luxorr Publicaitons, 1983) that referred to the
discovery by Dr., Khalil Messih of 2 2,000-year-old glider in
anEgyptian musewm. Again, the sindent took aleap of faiih
and concluded, based on the similarity of the glider (o an
American Hercules Transport Aircraft, that modern aerody-
namics was known centuries ago in Africa. He even drew
apicture of an Egyptian testing the glider and explained how
it must have been done. My extended discussion with the
student reavealed that (a) he had been unable o find the
original article on which the texibook summary was based
(published in the Journal of African Civilizations, Novem-
ber 1979), and (b) anything beyond the observation of the
apparent similarity of the glider and the iransport plane was
speculation on his part. Then he said the magic words:
“Perhaps it was just coincidence.” A small victory!

How far must we go in respecting religious and ethnic
sensitivities when encouraging critical thinking among s~

dengs? This is a difficult question, and one that will undoubt-
edly arise again, since an official of the Montgomery Area
Science Fair indicated that the choice of projecis im the fair
is based on decisions made by the schools submiiting the
projects. And the fair, of course, is open to all educational
nstitutions, both public and privaie. What more can we do
to help those studenis who obviously don’t thank critically?
A brief atiempt at enlightenment on a personal basisis as far
as 1 think NCAS science fair judges can go, unless perhaps
they share a religious or ethaic background with the student
that might provide a basis for more discussion,

The two cases I have given here represent the hardest
situations to deal with. More common are cases where
educaiional inadequacies alone have led to students’
uwncritical attitudes. NCAS science fair judges should feel
more freedom to interact with these students. An invitation
to an NCAS meeting, the gift of 2 book or a copy of the
Skeptical Inqguirer, or a subscription to the Skeptical Eye
represent some possible approaches. We have an obligation
o do more than reward those who already think critically:
In the words of seventeenth-century cleric Thomags Fuller,
“If vou have knowledge, let others light their candles at it."

New Age Bookstore about 1o Fold?

Washington’s largest Mew Age bookstore may have io
acknowledge that the Age of Aguarius just isn’t here yet.
A report in the “District Line” column of Washingion’s
City Paper (May 17, 1991, 9) stated that Awsiralian
entreprencur Norris Blanks may be about to close his
booksiore-cafe, Astraea, and file bankmptcy. The possi-
bility of a Chapter 11 filing “is very real, and very
imminent,” Blanks told reporier Deborah Papier.

The store on Pennsylvania Av-
enueat 13th Sweet opened
one year ago as a
muliipur-

R

pose center for Mew Age activities, offering poetry read-
ings, film showings, and conceris in acircular minitheater,
as well as a cafe and a booksiore specializing in New Age
and metaphysical titles, Owner Blanks opened Astraca out
of his personal New Age vision, which even led him to
install special cone-shaped light fixtures io channel cosmic
energy. From the beginning until recently, the store re-
mained open 24 hours a day, and it held more than 200
special events in its first year. (The literary calendar for the
monih of June in the Washingion Post Book Review,
however, listed no scheduled events at Astraea.)

Papier reporied in City Paper that, in spite of his present
financial troubles, Blanks “continues to believe in the
spiritual promise of the Avenue...and of Astraea.” “Ev-
exybody warned that Washington wasn’ tready for
this,” Blanks told her. “Bus I still believe the time
istight, and the place isright. It"s going io work.
AJl we need is (o reprogram the energy.”
Maybe reprogramming it from New Age

to skepiical might help...
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Vieet the BITNET SKEPTIC
Discussion Group (LISTSERV)

By Gary Stone
(with apologies to compuier scientists everywhere)
(INTERNET: 74435,1756@Compuserve.com)

The SKEPTIC Discussion Group is an automaied exchange
of electronic mail, or e-mail, moderated by Nomman R. Gall,
Dept. of Philosophy, ¥ork University, Toronto, Ontario,
Canada. He describes it as *a discussion group designed for
philosophers, psychologisis, matural and biclogical scien-
tists, writers, efc., to take a ‘skeptical’ and scientifically
informed look ai claims of the paranormal, i.2., creationism,
health fraud, witcheraft, crypto-zoology. Anything that

wight appear in the Skepiical Inguirer is faiv game.” The |

accompanying sample of an actual discussion reveals the
varied expertise the group’s paxticipamts, as well as the
interesting and ofien unusval subjects thatcome on the table.
Here is how you can become 2 parficipant in the group.

The SKEPTIC Discussion Group is hosted on compuier
YORKVMI on the BITNET network, bot you can pariici-
pate from any computer equipped with modem, by using e-
mail sent via INTERNET. Atpresent, there are just over 100
subscribers worldwide, (Some of those “subscribers” are
acipally feeds inio other networks, so the total nomber of
participants is considerably higher.) Whatever e-mail mes-
sage one sends io the topical address SKEPTIC is copied
back out to all other “subscribers” by the LISTSERY
progiam. Currently, subscribers to SKEPTIC receive about
fen dtems per weoek,

To subacribe to SKEPTIC, send an e-mail message 10
LISTSERVSBYOREVMI with the one-line instuction:
SUBSCRIBE SKEPTIC [vour full name.]
CMS/VM sysiemsmay use the message: TELL LISTSERV
AT YORKVM1 SUBSCRIBE SKEPTIC [name.]

VMS systems may use: SEND LISTSERV AT YORKVMIL
SUBSCRIBE SKERPTIC [name.]

Via INTERNET use:
LISTSERVAEYORKVML .BITNETRuga .cc.uga.edu

Try the above @gateway or vour favorite @gateway o
BITNET. You will receive an e-mail message confirming
your subscription and some information abont topic SKEP-
TIC and general information on LISTSERV. From then on
you will receive copies of all e-mail sent to topic SEEPTIC,

To coniwibuie a message to SKEPTIC, address your e-mail
exactly as you did to subscribe, bui substitute the word
“SEEPTIC” for “LISTSERY” in the address, SKEPTIC will
accept e-mail from registered subscribers only.
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To discontinue your subscription at any time, send am e-mail
message o LISTSERV %Y ORKVYMI with this text on the
first line:

SIGNOFF SKEPTIC

To sign off from all such topics network-wide, nse:
SIGNQFE *

Mote that comumands are sent o LISTSERY % YORK VM,
while messages are sent 0 SKEPTIC% YORKYMI.

To learn more about SKEPTIC or the other topes handled by
LISTSERY, before or after vou subscribe send an e-mail
message to: LISTSERY %Y ORKYMI with any one of these
commands on the first line:

INFO 7 complete list of available documeniation;
LIST SHORT briefdescription of all LISTSERY topics;
REVIEW SKEPTIC profile and members of LISTSERY
SKEPTIC ;

STAT SKEPTIC vour personal distribution @pﬁ@ms;
INDEX SKEPTIC 1o see alistof archived messages (for
subscribers only);

GET [fllename] to have an aichive file semi 10 vou
{don't type the brackets).

Printed below is the transcript of several typical exchanges.
Date; 18-Mar-91 12:19 BEST

Feom >IN TERME T MSEDRNBSENELBITNE H@uga.co.ngaedn
Svbj: WHERE THE HELL IS HELL?

Meed some HELLLLLEP

Last year there appeared a story in several places concerning
a group of scientists in Siberia who “discovered” the gaies
to HELL. 1have a copv of ithe ariicle thei appeared. in the
Trinity Broadeasting MNetwaork monthly magazine (Feb. 1990),
but SOMEWHERE I remember seeing a debunking of this
article. I’ velooked everywhere I know but can’t find it. And
I need it because I'm currently in am argwment with a
coworker about that article.

Can anyone help? Thanks.

Mike Epstein

Date: 18-Mar-21 16:53 BEST

From:Tom Faller

SINTERMNET omfal% TRO.WES. ARMY MIL@uga.cc.nga.ein
Reply to: Re: WHERE THE BELL IS HELL?

Mike:
The wording bas changed over timne (as 211 good fairy tales
do), but the story, as I remember it, was abomut S@xmm
geologists who, in drilling 2 hole for natural gas in Siberia,
bad had a breakthough into empty space, and had heard
continued on page 14
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RITNET, from page 13

voices and screams coming from their drill pipe. There was
some embellishmentaboutlowering amicrophone down the
hole, etic. I published a debunking to at least one list, but as
Tcan’t find a copy of it either, I’'m going o try to remember
how it went., Here goes:

First of all, this is obviously a fake from the view of anyone
who has ever spent any iime on a drilling rig. I have; 1 used
10 work for Exxon, and have been on several rigs, and am
familiar with the properiies of the Earth’s interior as a
professional geophysicist and seismologist. The picture you
zet from this article is that of a couple of people with their
earscocked tothe top of this big hollow pipe, listening to the
faini screams coming up from below, Forget this. Drill pipes
are full of mud and rock chips. The mud is weighted io keep
that big hollow drill pipe from popping cui of the crusi like
a soda straw in 2 glass of Coke. The mud provides pressure
for the drill bit, cools the bit as it circulates, and

brings rock chips back to the surface (you can’t dig a hole
without geiting rid of the dirt!). So first, there’s a couple of
miles of mud in the way.

Second, the “microphones” that geologists use are called
geophones; they have a frequency response of about 2-200
Hz, about a deep bass. Screams would be a couple of octaves
higher. Real microphones can’t take the heat or pressure of
a couple of miles of mud piled on them.

Third, if the drill hit 2 hollow spot, if you could envision a
fot of mud putiing out a big fire, well no wonder there were
SCIEams.

Fourth, before any drilling goes on, the area is thoroughly
surveyed seismically. A “hole” would show up like a sore
thumb, “brighter” than any gas or oil pocket. A “hollow
earth” would show up even quicker, We've been profiling
the deep earth for thirty years now, with alot of success. Our
models aren’t perfect, but saying that they are that wrong is
like saving that the Earth isflat. If a Hell exists, it’s a spiritual
place, 1t’s not deep in the Earth somewhere,

Fifth, this kind of report travels the way mosi “urban
legends™ do, by way of mouth, through nonscientific publi-
cations, on bulletin boards, or in short by way of channels
where people are unlikely to ask for critical verification, or
where they may have a vested interest in keeping the story
going (“Godiess Commies Get Taste of What’s Coming™).
ligoes without saying thai there wasnoreportof thisin ANY
scientific journal, or any mainsixeam publication, Sorry,
Trinity Broadcasting Network Monihly, you guys took it
hook, line, and sinker. Or was it dreamed up there?

Auy REAL verification of a major religious article of faith—
proof of a soul, measurement of karma, location of purga-
tory, eic., would be the news item of the millennium, and
would be plastered across all the news media. Anvone who
believes this kind of stuff, to the point that they argue 1t, is

14

a few verses short of an epistle, if you take my meaning.
Let me know if you need more, or if specific things get
murky.

Tom Faller

Date: 19-Mar-21 15:36 EST
From:“OrvilleG.Marti”:>INTERNET:OMARTIZ% TIFTON
@uga.cc.uga.edu

Reply to: Re: WHERE THE HELL 15 BELL?

Sender; SKEPTIC@YORKVM1.BITNET

Mike, the story was mentioned in a recent (3-4 months ago)
article 1n one of the major Christian magazines. 1 forget
which one. Also, inthe Nov.-Dec. issue of Biblical Archae-
ology Review (a respecied archacology magazine), the
editors decided 1o run what looked like a “siraight” story on
the subject. In the next issue, March/April 1991, BAR had
received many indignant letters wondering why such mate-
rial would appear in amagazine like BAR. Original sources
for the story were given. Essentially it is a hoax. BAR’s
editors did themselves a disservice by rumming the item
“siraight” because, as a reader pointed out, it fends 1o give
ammunition o fundamentalists who look for such material
in respectable publications to bolster their own views,

Date: 18-Mar-91 19:01 EST
From>INTERNE T MSE%RNBSENH BITNET@uga.ce.nga.edu
Subj; WHERE THE HELL IS HELL?

Thanks toeveryone for the information. The article claimed
to be a translation of an article in Ammenusastia, a Finnish
newspaper. Perhaps Ammenusastia is the Finnish Mational
Enqguirer or even betier, Ammenusastia means “ April Fool”
in Finnish.

MikeE. [

Wanted: Computer Equipmen

juipment
for a Skepfics’ Bulletin Board

NCAS would like to estab-
lish a computerized "Skep-
.. tics' Bulietin Board.” This
= would become our own lo-
" cal sysiem for members to
swap thoughts and late
breaking news, as well as
facilitating NCAS business
suchasproduction of thisnews-
letter. Several members have
volunteered to hamndie the
- thanlkless task of sysiem op-
\ erator, but first we need a
Compuier,

Ifvouhave gnycompuier equip-

ment to donate--from a modem to a whole system--please
call the MCAS line 26 301-587-3827 and leave a message. [

NCAS Skeptical Eye/Summer 1997



In the board elections held this spring, all
the board members ruwoning for another
term were reelected. In addition, Scott Snell
was elected toreplace board member Kevin
Kraug, who resigned due o other commdt-
ments. Reelected were: Alfred Baet, W,

Denmean, Grace Denmean, Herbert M. Federhen, Randy

Lﬂchipﬁﬁ
Lockwood, Douglas Mclieil, Sedn O’ MéL, and Gary Stone. The

board then elected ihe new execniive commiitee: !
president; Joe Himes, vice president; Gary Stom
Grace Denmnan, treasumrer; and Jamy lan Swiss as th
officer member of the commiiice.

Chip Denman,
e, secretary;
e fifih, non-

On April 21, NCAS board member Steve Shore gave a talk at ihe
Tysons Pimmit Library, “Theory Is Mot aFour-Letter Word,” He
traced the evolution of the concept of theory from the ancient
Greek philosophers through the Renaissance, up through the
Victorian era, and into the present day
theory since the nineteenth century, and the view that is now
dominant, is that a theory 18 am individual opinion drawn from
merely thinking ebowut the world. It’s not a hypothesis, it's a
construct, So if you look at very disparaic phenomena, and malke
a genexalized, highly abstract statement. ihat systemaiizes them,
vou can then sit down, knowing that yon've ‘done theory.” In
other words, theory and opinion become the same thing,” e said.
Tm conclusion, he offered these aphorisms:

eTheory proceeds according to the same roles as empirical
investigation: it musi be consistent and it must be predictive.
eUldmately, anyone doing theory is orying to nnderstand some-
thing related to empidical results. . . . Physical theory is not just
mathematics, it uses mathematics, '
@A theory must conform with experience. If it violates experi-
ence, it’s not a theory, it’s merely wrong.

aTheory is not just explanation. It may not lead directly to
manipulation of the world, but it will lead to some observation
of something new.

eTheory does not have 1o be

right. Tis role is to systernaiize and

. “The popular view of

10 lead--not necessarily in the right divection, but in one that’s
not obvionsly wrong.

@We theorize because we're hwman and can’t help
understand the world mﬂmﬂ V3.

aGravity ism’t a theory; that gravity is nniversa

CyamgE 10

%eﬂs as pm of uTﬂ@ N”/v\o Yideo [\t chid "«r@m meaimiained by
NCAS secretary Gary Stone. Stone has issued a caialogue of
the archive, listing the tapes availlable and the conditions of
borrowing. Subjects (lisied alphabe ﬁ.ic?lﬂ v range from animal
rights, astrology, astromomy, and creaiionism hrough educa-
tion. past lives, quackery and science Diicism.

@
RS

=5

Send tape requests o Gary Stone, PO, Box 5J /\*ﬁm)@he
Jumetion, MD 20701, el (befo 09 pmay (30L) 470-1530,

LA,

Goeod Publicitr for the Sleeping Prophe ‘?

Two days after NEC"s “1 RSO hoﬂl frsteries” program ained a
Qegm@m on the late Virginia Beach psychic Bdgar Cayce (ﬁpe
* Unsolved Mysteries J"mmsoskawma” sSlecping Prophet”
in the Spring 1991 issue of the Skepiical Eye, 1), the Associa-
tion for Research and Enlightenment (AR Jpl&mﬂma@um the
Virginian-Fifor for an “ ARE Open House™ to be held two days
later, March 246h. This free offering to ﬁn@ public was said to
be “in response 1o the interest of the Tidewater public in the
story of Virginia Beach’s remowned psychic BDGAR

CAYCE..

placed a prominent

Peshaps not coincidental Tty the ARE also
? “Um-

television ad immediately following the br mmms‘ m
solved Mysteries,” which provided viewers with the e
nwmber and address of »Lh@ cenfer im large viewer-f
letters.

lephone

This seems to indicate that the ARE considered the show good
publicity, in spite of the comment made by the direcior of the
segment that “Unsolved Mysteries” was mot approaching
Cayce’s story from a position of belief,

~Elena M. W

Make checks pavable to
PCAS and mail to:

MCAS Skepiical Eye/Smmmer 1991
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The Friendiy Conneclion

By Lys Ann Shore

How does belief in a miracle cure, a method of divination,
or the existence of a paranormal phenomenon spread? As
folklorists know, such beliefs pass from one individual to
another, in a broadening network. 1 call this “the friendly
connection.” I"ve seen the process at work among my own
family and friends, just as you surely have among yours.
Take my Great-aunt Mabel (name changed to protect sensi-
five feelings), who like most folks her age suffess from a
variety of aches and pains. One of her cronies stops by and
says, “You poor dear! Is vowr back iroubling you again?
Take some of these--my doctor gave them to me when my
back burt, and they work just great.” Mabel pops a few
withont question--and without telling her docior.

The same sequence of concern, offer, and uncritical accep-
tance occurs over and over again in offices, locker rooms,
and watering holes, wherever friends meet. Often, the
people who fall for it are ones who think of themselves as
savvy consumers, wise o sharp tricks of all varieties. Yetthe
kind offer caiches them off guard.

I ihink the key factor in such transactions is concern. The

thought that someone in this uncaring society actually cares
how we feel or what our needs are touches us and causes us
to turn off the critical thinking which is so often seem as
negative in intent, That’s how 1 explain why one of my
friends, a cool, poised professional manager, would accepi
a set of 17(!) Ram Dass tapes from a member of her board
(*You’re having trouble with staff relations? Here, try these,
they sure helped me...”).

What can we do about the friendly connection, aside from
cauntioning Great-aunt Mabef not to take any medication not
prescribed by her docior? At least, if we’re aware that it
exisis, we can &y to recognize it when we see it and make
others aware of it as well. After all, our skeptical eye should
be turned on every aspectof our lives, not just what we read
or see in the media. 3

Keep Your EYE Open

Send your articles, letters, and original artwork for future
publication in the Skeprical Eye. Coniributions should be
short (500-1000 words maximum, or two o four double-
spaced pages) and typed, not handwritten. If you use a
computer, please send hardcopy along with your floppy disk
(5.25" or 3.5", WordPerfect or ASCII). Please be sure o
include your name, address, and telephone number. Send ail
contributions to Skepiical Eye, 8006 Yalley Sueet, Silver
Spring, MD 20910, 3

Help Plan CSICOP's 1992 Conference

CSICOP's next North American Conference will be held in Dallas, Texas in the Fall of 1992,

The planning commitiee is calling for snggestions for speakers, topics, themes, and events for the conference. Themes
under consideration include: "Fraud in Science;" "Teaching Small Children Critical Thinking;" "Qigong and Chinese
Medicine;"” "The Entertainment Industry and How It Promotes the Paranormal;” "Controversies in Science, i.e. Global

Warming;" and "Hauntings."

Send your ideas to Lee Desbet, Special Projects Director, CSICOP, Box 229, Buffalo, NY 14215,
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