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ROBERT BARTHOLOMEW

PROFESSIONAL PUBLICATIONS 

 (REVERSE CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER):

Accepted and Forthcoming:

"Subsidising Australian Pseudoscience: Is Iridology Complementary Medicine or Witch-Doctoring?"  Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, 6 pp. Co-Authored by Dr. Michael Likely, Consulting Psychiatrist, Townsville General Hospital.
Argues that the present system of accrediting Australian medical courses so that students receive Austudy, needs reform.  We do not deny the potential therapeutic effects of alternative or unconventional health practices such as acupuncture or aromatherapy, that are in wide use by Australian physicians.  When used to complement conventional interventions, such treatments do not typically appear to cause harm, and may have a placebo effect.  Our concern is in the non-"borderline" areas where treatments have been rigorously evaluated, with unambiguously no basis in scientific fact.  These therapies are likely to cause harm since they discourage and discredit conventional treatments, and are not amendable to complementary co-existence with scientific medicine.  Iridology is one such example where taxpayers fund pseudoscience.  Under the present Austudy scheme, dubious Australian health institutions receive government subsidies to promote this dangerous treatment.  The practice of iridology in Australia is compared with one of the authors (RB) experience with witch-doctoring in Malaysia that nearly resulted in the death of his wife and daughter (12 references).
"Epidemic Hysteria in Schools: An International and Historical Overview." Educational Studies 22(3):285-311.  Co-authored with Professor Francois Sirois, MD., Department of Psychiatry, Hospital Laval, Quebec, Canada.

This study examines the characteristic features of epidemic hysteria reports in school settings, describing broad presentation patterns, and implications for management. Three distinct symptom patterns are evident based on the descriptive features of reports. The first type is 'mass motor hysteria' (N=53) which predominates in non‑Western traditional cultures among students exposed to pre‑existing psychosocial stress, most frequently repressive academic and religious discipline, which precipitates dissociation, histrionics, and psychomotor altera​tions. A second pattern, 'mass anxiety hysteria' (N=63) is typified by the sudden appearance of extreme anxiety following the redefinition of a mundane event such as illness in a fellow student or an unfamiliar odour, which is perceived as an imme​diate threat. A third pattern, 'mass pseudo‑hysteria' (N=1) involves the relabelling of mundane symptoms by hypervigilant authorities. Epidemic hysteria in school settings manifests as variants of a unitary syndrome that is masked by cultural custom and local nomenclature. A diagnosis is reached by noting the absence of a concrete pathogenic etiology, in conjunction with group anxiety, ambiguous, benign, transient symptomatology, and a preponderance of female victims. Management consists of the identification and removal of the precipitating psychosocial stress (199 references; 2 tables).

"'A Strange Epidemic:'  Notes on the First Detailed Documented Case of Epidemic Koro."  Transcultural Psychiatric Research Review 33, 3 pps. (1996). Co-authored with Jane Gregory, Prince Alfred College, Adelaide, South Australia.  

Over the past three decades, episodes of the "culture-bound syndrome" of epidemic koro have been described in the scientific literature in Singapore (1967), Thailand (1976, 1981), China (1974, 1984-85, 1987), and India (1982), with collective koro-like symptoms reported in Nigeria (1975-76, 1979, 1990).  However, prior to 1967, virtually nothing is known of koro epidemics except for passing references to dates of outbreaks in China during 1865, 1955 and 1966.  Any information on these earlier cases are of historical and psychiatric interest, especially in how they compare to contemporary reports.  In 1908, J. Legendre reported on a case of epidemic koro in China.  We managed to obtain a verbatim copy of this obscure report and describe its contents.

"Epidemic Hysteria, Cautions and Caveats:  A Dialogue with Francois Sirois." Medical Principles and Practice 6(1)[12pp.] (1996).

This article critiques the concept of group hysteria as held by psychiatrist Francois Sirois, arguing that the term "epidemic" or "mass" hysteria is pejorative and confusing. To describe the spread of conversion symptoms as "hysteria" can be construed as prejudicial to females, not that it is inaccurate, but because of its historical vernacular usage to describe exaggerated emotions and irrationality, especially among females. The word "hysteria" has also been used to unconsciously marginalise ethnic and ideological minorities holding deviant, unpopular or unfamiliar beliefs that differ from mainstream Western notions of normality, rationality and reality.  A more neutral, politically sensitive designation specifically describing the spread of conversion reactions is desirable, such as "collective conversion syndrome." The word "hysteria" is also highly ambiguous and confusing as it is presently used to describe at least 10 distinct behavioural entities including psychogenic pain disorder, histrionic personality, and hysterical psychosis. To use such terms as psychogenic or sociogenic "illness" is not always appropriate since sometimes victims are experiencing the psychosomatic consequences of beliefs that are inappropriately defined in psychiatric terms (22 references).

"The Medicalization of the Exotic: Latah as a Colonialism-Bound 'Syndrome.'" Deviant Behavior 18:47-75 (January, 1997). 

Latah is typified as an involuntary culture-bound syndrome that is almost exclusively confined to Malayo-Indonesian cultures, involving exaggerated responses to startle.  Severe cases typically respond with verbal insults, obscenities, mimicking the words and actions of others, and "automatic obedience," with reports of serious injury or death to bystanders.  All known legal and historical accounts of Malayo-Indonesian latah are reviewed.  There is neither a single first-hand eyewitness account of a latah subject inflicting serious injury, nor a recorded legal case describing the perpetration of a violent act.  Neither participants nor onlookers appear to be distressed by paroxysms, nor do they seek patienthood, supporting ethnographic accounts suggesting that latah is a deviant social role.  Claims that latah is a local variant of a universal startle disorder that is shaped by cultural conditioning, are criticised.  It is concluded that latah is a uniquely Malayo-Indonesian idiom (103 references).

"The Medicalization of Exotic Deviance:  A Sociological Perspective on Epidemic Koro.  Transcultural Psychiatric Research Review, 36 pp. (1997).

Koro is a Malay word that has gained acceptance as standard psychiatric nomenclature to describe individual and collective cases of mental disorder involving perceived genitalia shrinkage or retraction and accompanying panic.  This study focuses on the social and cultural context of epidemic koro participants and those diagnosing the 'disorder,' arguing that the psychiatric designation of participants as psychologically aberrant, is pejorative and Eurocentric, imposing Western standards of normality, reality, and rationality.  Such pathological interpretations reflect the medicalization of sexual variance, and unlike rare, sporadic individual koro cases without related social or cultural beliefs, no consistent pattern of psychological disturbance has been identified.  Ironically, the most prolific advocate of epidemic koro as a mental disorder, is Indian Psychiatrist Arabinda N. Chowdhury, who typically utilises Western-based personality inventories and profiles to demonstrate that subjects are sexually maladjusted.  The results of these findings are ambiguous.  For instance, in examining the behavioural profiles of 162 koro subjects with 160 controls (all Indian males), it was found that those experiencing epidemic koro had a greater incidence of aberrant sexual behaviour, conflicts and guilt.  However, "aberrant" can also be viewed as creative, inventive, expressive, intense, or different.  These subjects may have been more sexually conscious.  Further, sexual "difficulties" per se do not necessarily validate the existence of a psychosexual disturbance. The characteristic features of epidemic koro unambiguously meet the standard social science criteria for the constitution of a collective delusion, with participants experiencing the cognitive consequences of deviant perceptual sets, and the psychosomatic consequences of sexual social realities that become self-fulfilling and real in their consequences.  Yet, because koro-related folk beliefs are not plausible social realities among mainstream Western-biased psychiatric evaluators, images of psychological disturbance continue to be the predominate explanatory models (169 References, 32 Footnotes, 1 Table).

Published:

"The Idiom of Latah: Reply to Dr. Simons." The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease 183:184-185 (1995). Medicalization of Deviance; Culture-Bound 'Syndromes;' Deception by Anthropological Informants
Contends that Anthropologist Ronald Simons was deceived by his Malaysian latah informants who purportedly exhibited "severe" symptoms of this dubious psychiatric disorder.

"Culture-Bound Syndromes as Fakery." The Skeptical Inquirer 19(6):36-41 (1995). Deception by Anthropological Informants; Social Construction of Mental Disorders; Medicalization of Deviance
This article examines the exhibitionistic aspects of the Malayo-Indonesian culture-bound 'syndromes' of latah and epidemic spirit possession.  Social scientists perform an injustice by using such words as "role," "theatre," "malingering," "histrionic" and "symbolic action" in describing attempts to achieve social gain in the absence of organic illness.  Stripped of these euphemisms, all too often the underlying content involves conscious deception for personal gain, and as such, often represent culture-bound idioms of deception that are couched in semi-legitimising scientific terms. The entire notion of the perpetration of fraud in non-Western cultures needs to be reevaluated regardless of whether the perpetrators express a belief in the existence of supernatural forces related to their deception.  



Anthropologist Michael Kenny contends that "severe" latah subjects do not enter trance states, but are engaged in a "performance" and "theatre"--a culture-specific idiom expressing marginality.    Never are the words "fraud" or "deception" used.  Yet some anthropologists appear guilty of employing double standards.  A number of social scientists have exposed fakery and deception in group settings: spiritualism during the early twentieth century; epidemic demonic possession in medieval European nunneries; and channelling associated with the contemporary New Age movement. Anthropologists and psychiatrists tend to use different language in scrutinising similar non-Western traditions. The study of a Western faith healer is often viewed as fraudulent, but place an exotic label on essentially the same behaviour involving a shaman in some exotic location and anthropologists are quick to note the "symbolic" qualities.  Yet, there is also symbolism in fraud, quackery and channelling (43 references, 4 footnotes).
"When the Consequences of Beliefs are Defined as Psychiatric Entities." The Journal of Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics  15(1):62-64 (1994).  Feminist Studies; Medicalization of Deviance; mass psychology
The author takes issue with a recent study of "mass sociogenic illness" involving students and teachers at a Rhode Island Junior-Senior High School (J Dev Behav Pediatr 13:339-342, 1992).  The diagnosis is based upon exclusionary criteria which assumes the presence of a psychiatric disorder model of mental disturbance that varies according to cultural context.  As such, victims are typified as females who are innately susceptible to episodes and who are exhibiting abnormal illness behaviour that was likely precipitated by anxiety associated with the recent onset of the Persian Gulf War.  This case will be used to illustrate the problematics of such analyses, and expose medical practitioners and psychiatrists to a new stream of anthropological literature which questions the very existence of "mass sociogenic illness" (Commentary, 31 references).

"Disease, Disorder or Deception? Latah as Habit in a Malay Extended Family." The Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease  182(6):231-238 (1994). Culture-Bound 'Syndromes'; Malay Idioms; Deconstruction; Medicalization of Deviance; Malingering and Fraud

This study argues that while sufferers of latah are typically identified as possessing a disease or disorder, 'mild' subjects are engaging in a habit, while 'severes' are always feigning symptoms for social gain.  Thirty-seven cases of latah are examined within the author's Malay extended family (N=115).  Cases are readily divisible into two broad categories: habitual (33) and performance (4). The first form represents an infrequent, culturally conditioned habit that is occasionally utilised as a learned coping strategy in the form of a cathartic stress response to sudden startle with limited secondary benefits (i.e., exhibiting brief verbal obscenity with impunity).  In this sense it is identical to Western swearing. Performers are engaged in conscious, ritualised social gain through the purported exploitation of a neurophysiological potential.  The latter process is essentially irrelevant, akin to sneezing or yawning. It is concluded that latah is a social construction of Western-trained universalist social scientists. 


The concept of malingering and fraud in anthropology is critically discussed, as this issue is highly ambiguous and yet to be adequately addressed. It is typically difficult and problematic to ascertain the extent of a subject's involvement relative to unverifiable illness or healing claims, and whether they are involved in subconscious, partially conscious or wholly conscious deception for personal gain, or a variety thereof.  The present treatment of such claims is partly the result of anthropologists, who tend to emphasise, idolise and glorify the exotic, especially when it appears in someone else's backyard, and psychiatrists, who are often overly eager to place a convenient and unitary disorder or disease label on deviant, deceptive and unconventional behaviour worldwide (60 references, 7 footnotes). 
"Tarantism, Dancing Mania and Demonopathy: The Anthro-Political Aspects of Mass Psychogenic Illness." Psychological Medicine 24:281-306 (1994). Feminist Studies; Medical History; St. Vitus Dance; Medicalization of Deviance
This study challenges the widely held assumption that "mass psychogenic illness" (MPI) exists per se in nature as a psychiatric disorder. Most MPI studies are problematic, being descriptive, retrospective investigations of specific incidents which conform to a set of pre-existing symptom criteria that are used to determine the presence of collective psychosomatic illness. Diagnoses are based upon subjective, ambiguous categories that reflect stereotypes of female normality which are predicated on universalist illness models, underemphasizing or ignoring the significance of episodes as culturally conditioned roles of social action. Examples of this bias include the mislabeling of dancing manias, Tarantism and demonopathy in Europe since the Middle Ages as culture-specific variants of MPI.  While 'victims' are typified as mentally disturbed females possessing abnormal personality characteristics who are exhibiting cathartic reactions to stress, it is argued that episodes may involve normal, rational people who possess unfamiliar conduct codes, world-views and political agendas that differ significantly from those of Western-trained investigators who often judge these illness behaviours independent of their local context and meanings.  Parallels are made with the political aspects of the diagnosis of 'repetition strain injury' in Australia and mass spirit possession in Malaysia (242 references, 15 footnotes, 2 tables).

"Ethics? Whose Ethics?" The American Anthropological Association's Anthropology Newsletter 34(7):2, in response to a solicitation of views on the AAA's policy concerning the ethics of fieldwork. Cultural Relativism
For many anthropologists, the worst insult is to be labelled as ethnocentric.  We pride ourselves on being sensitive to the enormously rich and diverse mosaic of transcultural realities which comprise the ethnographic record.  However, we must be mindful that Western conceptualization's of such notions as "ethics" and "morals" typically reflect social and cultural constructions of reality that are often unconsciously imbedded in Western society, and imposed even by scholars and scientists, who assume them to be an objective given or universal standard of behaviour.   It is argued that the present American Anthropological Association guidelines concerning the ethics of fieldwork places inappropriate impositions on its members, which could be construed as unethical, authoritarian, and certainly ethnocentric (Commentary).

"The Social Psychology of 'Epidemic Koro." The International Journal of Social Psychiatry 40(1):46-60 (1994). Culture-Bound 'Syndromes'; Deconstruction; Medicalization of Deviance; Mass Psychology of 'Genital Retraction Syndrome'
The origin and nature of koro continues to be debated within transcultural psychiatry. It is typically defined as a culture-bound 'syndrome.'  While the few isolated reports of individual koro exhibit a symptomatology indicative of major psychiatric conditions (i.e., psychosis or affective disorder), it is argued that they are unrelated to collective episodes which involve social, cultural, cognitive and physiological factors in the diffusion of koro-related beliefs. Yet, koro 'epidemics' continue to be viewed as exemplifying mass psychopathology or irrationality.  An historical examination of all known episodes suggests an alternative, non-psychopathological explanation.  

In reclassifying 'epidemic' koro as a collective misperception rather than a culture-bound syndrome, it is argued that koro is a rational attempt at problem-solving which involves conformity dynamics, perceptual fallibility and the local acceptance of koro-associated folk realities, which are capable of explaining such episodes as normal within any given population (78 references, 8 footnotes, 1 table).

"Redefining Epidemic Hysteria: An Example from Sweden." Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica 88:178-182 (1993). Scandinavian Popular Culture; Social Delusions; Medicalization of Deviance.

Francois Sirois' influential paradigm for diagnosing episodes of "epidemic hysteria" is discussed.  The part of his schema addressing the "large diffuse outbreak" should be eliminated as it does not possess characteristic features of "mass hysteria" and overlooks the potential social, cultural, political, ritualistic and institutional patterning of collective behaviour.  A case study involving the collective delusion of phantom rockets over Sweden during 1946 illustrates the complexities of such episodes. Large diffuse 'outbreaks' of seemingly strange beliefs as the infamous Martian invasion panic (Cantril 1940), mutilation scares (Jacobs 1965; Stewart 1977), prosaic windshield pitting (Medalia and Larsen 1958), Virgin Mary visions (Tumin and Feldman 1955; Yassa 1980), and perceptions of mysterious aerial objects (Miller 1985; Bartholomew 1989), are often viewed as irrational.  However, since rationality does not necessarily depend upon objective reality, but social circumstances surrounding the formation of seemingly bizarre beliefs, these large diffuse delusions are more accurately described as nonrational. In this sense, they involve plausible social realities which attain potency within a specific sociocultural setting, and are thus no more irrational than a group of children believing in Santa Claus, or other widespread social realities: Islam, Christianity or astrology. They may be unsubstantiated, but they do not deserve to be categorised as a psychiatric or psychological disorder or the result of a dysfunctional 'proper' social order, any more than emotionalism accompanying religious revivals during the past century deserved the typification within mainstream psychiatry as "religious insanity" (69 references).
"A Brief History of 'Mass Hysteria' in Australia." The Skeptic (Australia) 1992:23-26. Australian Popular Culture; Collective Behaviour; Mass Psychology of Panics and 'Crazes' 
A combination of pseudoscience, rumours of perceived importance, fervent wishful or apocalyptic thinking, ignorance of the fallibility of human perception and memory processes, and mass media publicity have fostered several instances of collective social delusions in Australia. Examples include the persistence of mass sightings of the Tasmanian 'Tiger' in both Tasmania and mainland Australia, and the Adelaide 'Earthquake Panic' of 1975-76 in which many residents sold their homes or fled to the hills for the day, following the highly publicised prediction of 'psychic' John Nash.  Also discussed is the South Australian 'End of the World' scare in 1909, precipitated by a brilliant display of the Aurora Australis (Southern Lights) coinciding with a widespread failure of the telephone system.  Also examined are widespread sightings of imaginary German Zeppelins over Sydney and Melbourne during August 1909, following rumours of a surprise German aerial invasion.  Contemporary sighting waves of unidentified flying objects and related crop circles in Australia are also analysed.  It is concluded that education of fundamental human perceptual processes can reduce, but not eliminate, the persistence of mass delusions in Australia and elsewhere (Commentary).

*I intend to expand this article into a full-length book.
"The Symbolic Significance of Modern Myths." The Skeptical Inquirer 15(4):430-431 (1991).  Semiotics; American Popular Culture; Religion
The persistence of such modern myths as flying saucers and monsters can be fruitfully examined by analysing their symbolic function, and tracing the evolution of earlier motifs. The persistence of Western sightings of 'monsters' and 'little green men' parallel the secularisation of the American collective unconscious, seeking to resurrect the power and function of the gods within a plausible, rationalistic framework (Commentary, 1 Illustration).
"The Quest for Transcendence: An Ethnography of UFOs in America." Anthropology of Consciousness 3(3-4):1-12 (July-December 1991). Semiotics; American Popular Culture; Medicalization of Deviance
Two case studies are presented involving waves of claims and public discourse about mysterious aerial sightings in the United States over half a century apart. Most evaluations of such episodes by scientists ethnocentrically portray sightings of unidentified flying objects (UFOs) as the product of deviance, irrationality or psychopathology. The emphasis on natural science approaches to understanding the social sciences is primarily responsible for the present erroneous pseudoscientific status of UFOs, and the failure to recognise or take as problematic the notion of rationality as a cultural category. Consequently, the symbolic significance of UFOs has been obscured. Contemporary interpretations of UFOs serve the unconscious resurrection of the power and function of omnipotent beings during a secular age. A semiotic culture-as-text social anthropology approach is more fruitful as it does not treat rationality as an objective given, but emphasises the social construction of reality and the translation of unfamiliar symbol systems. To ignore 'exotic' Western realities, that is to say those beliefs defined as such by Western social scientists, because of the fantastic nature of the claims, or to treat them as exemplifying irrationality or psychopathology, is to obscure their symbolic meaning and risk depriving the Western world of its own cultural heritage and censor the ethnographic record (182 references, 13 footnotes).
"UFO Abductees and Contactees: Psychopathology or Fantasy-Proneness?" Co-authored with Professor George S. Howard, Chairperson, Department of Psychology, University of Notre Dame, and Keith Basterfield, Adelaide, Australia. Professional Psychology: Research and Practice 22(3):215-222(1991). Personality Development; Fantasy; Dissociation; Medicalization of Deviance
Psychopathological interpretations of individuals claiming contact with extraterrestrials typify the few psychiatric evaluations of such behaviour. Biographical analysis of 154 subjects reporting temporary abductions or persistent contacts with UFO occupants are remarkably devoid of a history of mental illness. However, in 132 cases, identifications were made with one and often several major characteristics not typically found in the general population, of what Barber and Wilson (1981) first identified as the 'fantasy-prone personality.' While appearing to function as normal, healthy adults, FPPs experience rich fantasy lives, scoring dramatically higher (relative to control groups) on such characteristics as hypnotic susceptibility, 'psychic' ability, healing, out-of-body experiences, automatic writing, religious visions, and apparitional experiences. In the present study, UFO 'abductees' and 'contactees' evidence a similar pattern of symptomatology to FPPs. Thus, clinicians should consider testing UFO 'abductees' and 'contactees' for fantasy-proneness in cases where a particular psychopathological diagnosis is not obvious. Similar testing may also prove fruitful within a variety of cross-cultural settings in diagnosing subjects reporting persistent encounters and/or sightings of culture-reflective beings, such as jinn spirits within Islamic societies and Bigfoot in the United States. In utilising this approach, it is argued that the essence of rationality for the scientist-practitioner lies in the periodic testing, honing, refining, and possible revision of his/her modes of thought (242 references inclusive of a 19-page appendix detailing data on all 154 subjects scrutinised available from the authors).

"Ethnocentricity and the Social Construction of 'Mass Hysteria.'" Culture, Medicine and Psychiatry 14(4):455-494 (December 1990). Deconstructionism; Feminism; Medicalization of Deviance
This study provides a critical historical review and analysis of the variety of human expressions which have been erroneously labelled under the grandiose category "mass hysteria" and collective mental disorder. It is argued that Western science reductionist approaches to the classification of "mass hysteria" and collective psychosis treat it as an entity to be discovered transculturally, and in their self-fulfilling search for universals systematically exclude what does not fit within the autonomous parameters of its Western-biased culture model, exemplifying what Kleinman (1977) terms a "category fallacy." As a result of objectivist methodologies, the etiology of actions labelled as "mass hysteria" is typically viewed as deviant, irrational or abnormal behaviour resulting from a malfunctioning 'proper' social order. However, what constitutes 'the' correct social order is a function of a researcher's historical sociocultural and/or scientific milieu. This study reviews the problem, advocating Geertz's (1973) culturally relativistic approach to understanding cross-cultural behaviours that is sensitive to and tolerant of the unique context and milieu of participants. "Mass" or "epidemic hysteria" is viewed as an invention of Western psychiatry and should be abandoned. Instead of attempting to discover a neatly packaged, unitary external disease entity, the focus of a meaning-oriented approach emphasises the deciphering of foreign realities, semantic networks and symbol systems. A variety of behaviours are examined within this context, including so-called 'cargo cults,' medieval flagellants, collective suicide, witch hunts, associative illness and pica epidemics among Australian Aborigines, culture-bound 'syndromes,' mass psychogenic illness and Nazism (317 references, 4 footnotes, 2 tables).
"The Airship Hysteria of 1896-97." The Skeptical Inquirer 14(2):171-181 (Winter 1990).  Collective Behaviour; Social Psychology; American Popular Culture 
Mass sightings of phantom airships across the United States during 1896-97 are examined as a collective delusion. The episode is reviewed relative to the literature on mass hysteria and collective psychosis. The presence of ambiguity, anxiety and a redefinition of the situation are viewed as important contributory factors, in addition to the influence of popular culture and newspapers in creating and perpetuating the wave. Research on the fallibility of human perception, problem-solving dynamics and autokinetic movement are important to understanding the episode. The episode is seen as a wish-fulfilment response to the rapid socio-technological changes transpiring within the period (21 references, 5 figures, 2 footnotes).

"The South African Monoplane Hysteria: An Evaluation of the Usefulness of Smelser's Theory of Hysterical Beliefs." Sociological Inquiry 59(3):287-300 (August 1989). Collective Behaviour; Social Psychology; Popular Culture

An outbreak of monoplane sightings within British South Africa during 1914 is examined as a case of mass hysteria.  Analysis is based on a survey of seven regional newspapers published during 1914, and a computer program used to calculate positions of prominent astronomical bodies over British South Africa during the period of the episode. The incident is used to evaluate the utility of Neil J. Smelser's category of the negative or hostile hysterical belief manifestation within Smelser's value-added theory of collective behaviour, namely: structural conduciveness, structural strain, growth and spread of a generalised belief, mobilisation of participants for action, and inadequate measures by agencies of social control. Each of these was found to be present during the period immediately prior to and encompassing the collective episode, thus supporting Smelser's explanation. However, Smelser's objectivist approach offers evidence only in retrospect, utilises ambiguous, grandiose categories, labels collective behaviour as irrational and is limited beyond providing a general ordering of conditions involved in a particular collective action (32 references, 4 footnotes).

Reports and Consultancies:  

Miracle or Mass Delusion? What Happened in Klang, Malaysia?  (1993). An investigation conducted for The Religious Affairs Division of The Prime Minister's Department, Government of Malaysia. 23 pp. Malay and Islamic Popular Culture; Social Delusions; perceptual psychology and conformity

On Wednesday night, July 29, 1992, beginning at about 11 pm., approximately 200 students and a female instructor at the Hishamuddin Secondary Islamic School in Klang, Selangor, observed a variety of seemingly miraculous sights in the sky during a five-hour period.  This included the word Allah in Jawi script (Arabic writing), followed by the appearance of a fetus in the womb, women with their aurat exposed (body parts which must be covered according to the Koran), and a liquor bottle.  A total of 26 images were reported.  The following evening, July 30th at about 6:50 pm., a similar incident occurred while the students were praying in a school field.  During both episodes, the images were reportedly formed in, on or by clouds. With the consent of the Malaysian Government, the author examined the case in an attempt to answer several questions, including whether the reported events are potentially explainable by known sociological, psychological, astronomical, meteorological, or geophysical processes? Are there any historical precedents?  Is there any incontrovertible physical evidence to substantiate these claims?  It is concluded that the episode represents a mass social delusion.  Research on the fallibility of human perception and memory reconstruction, peer pressure, conformity studies, and the religious climate at the time of the sightings are discussed (36 footnotes, 26 student sketches, 1 photograph--the sketches are prohibited from being publicly shown at the request of the Malaysian Government). 

Articles Under Submission:
"Occupational Mass Psychogenic Illness: Prevalence and Presentation Patterns." Submitted to Public Health Reviews, 38 pp.  Co-authored with Professor Francois Sirois, MD., Department of Psychiatry, Hospital Laval, Quebec, Canada.

Reports of occupational mass psychogenic illness (OMPI) in the scientific literature are examined with the purpose of describing underlying presentation patterns, and explaining their irregular temporal appearance. Three distinct patterns are discernible.  "Mass anxiety hysteria" is precipitated by the sudden appearance of an anxiety-generating stimulus following the redefinition of an innocuous or imaginary odour or agent that is perceived as an immediate threat.  "Mass motor hysteria" is characterised by internalised conflict which fosters dissociation, histrionics, and psychomotor agitation.  Episodes are typified by an atmosphere of pre-existing tension and employee dissatisfaction with restrictive management practices coupled with inhibited negotiation channels.  A third presentation pattern involves the relabelling of endemic symptoms and the occasional appearance of conversion reactions, that are reinforced by a hypervigilant medical community.  Social factors can explain the irregular appearance of reports (118 references; 3 tables).

"Mass Hysteria, Collective Delusions and Related Phenomena: A Taxonomy."  Submitted to The International Journal of Social Psychiatry. 57 pp. Co-authored with Professor Francois Sirois, MD., Department of Psychiatry, Hospital Laval, Quebec, Canada. 

The term "epidemic hysteria" is a source of confusion among psychiatrists. Ill-defined and ambiguously conceptualised, it is loosely employed to describe a variety of seemingly heterogeneous collective phenomena.  In addressing this situation, a taxonomy is undertaken of mass behaviours that are labelled under this rubric.  Episodes are classified into five broad categories: (1) epidemic conversion reactions; (2) psychosis of association; (3) small group phantom aggressions; (4) diffuse collective anxieties; (5) epidemic pseudo-hysteria. Each of these categories are broken down into further sub-categories (210 references; 7 tables).

"Religious Devoutness Construed as Pathology: The Myth of "Religious Mania."  Submitted to The International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 27 pps. Co-authored with Dr. Julian O'Dea, Research Fellow, Department of Anthropology and Archaeology, Australian National University.   

Contemporary Eurocentric norms and values continue to be superimposed onto various deviant religious convictions and expressions occurring both transculturally and transhistorically.  Value judgements as to what constitutes acceptable forms of emotional expression and worship, are often made under the insidious 'neutral' guise of science, which is dominated by narrow, restrictive Western concepts of normality.  Western-trained social scientists must be more sensitive to the historical and ethnographic records, and the caveats of imposing moral proscriptions onto unfamiliar or exotic symbol systems (96 references).
"Collective Delusions: A Skeptic's Guide."  Submitted to The Skeptical Inquirer, 12 pp. 

Argues that collective delusions are an important topic for scientists to address as they have the potential to influence millions of people.  They are also a common source of confusion since the term is often used as a "catch-all" category to describe a variety of different behaviours under one convenient heading.  The article proceeds to familiarise readers with the most common forms of contemporary mass delusions, how to recognise their features and counteract their influence (30 references).

"The Rationalization of Deviance: UFOs in America as an Adaptive Idiom." For submission to Deviant Behavior, 25 pps., co-authored with Dr. Joseph P. Reser, Associate Lecturer in Psychology and Sociology, James Cook University.

Humans are meaning-oriented beings who are capable of adapting to changes in their environment in a myriad of creative and often unprecedented ways.  New coping strategies and ways of ordering reality, function to provide meaning and stability.  The emergence of the plausible existence of the world's first practical airship in America during the late nineteenth century, embodied the promise of 'magical' science during a secular age, while the prominent twentieth century belief in extraterrestrial visitors less conspicuously fulfils a transcendent void in contemporary America.  This development is documented by examining separate episodes involving waves of claims and public discourse about unidentified flying objects (UFOs) in the United States during two separate centuries.  Scientific evaluations typify episodes as products of abnormality or irrationality precipitated by societal strain, and in the process medicalize deviant perceptual sets, marginalise plausible social realities, and obscure their adaptive, transcendent function.

Work-in-Progress for Impending Submissions:

"A New Category of Collective Delusion:  Small Group Scares."  For submission to The Skeptical Inquirer. 16 pp., co-authored with Keith Basterfield, Adelaide, Australia, and Dr. Joseph P. Reser, Associate Lecturer in Psychology and Sociology, James Cook University. 
Collective delusions are characterised by the spontaneous, rapid spread of false beliefs that do not occur in an organised, institutionalised or ritualised fashion.  Most are readily classifiable into four broad types.  Each of these categories is outlined, and the addition of a fifth type, "small group scares" is suggested (47 references)

"A Comparison Between Latah and Parasuicide:  Culture-Bound Syndromes or Culture-Specific Idioms?" In Collaboration with Dr. Joseph P. Reser, Associate Lecturer in Psychology and Sociology, James Cook University, and Mr. Paul A. Reser, Associate Lecturer in Psychology and Sociology, James Cook University.

This study examines the scripted, ritualistic features of the so-called Malayo-Indonesian culture-bound syndrome of latah, and the behaviour pattern of parasuicide among certain Aborigine clans in North Queensland, Australia.  In comparing the characteristic features of these two behaviours, it is argued that they are most appropriately described as functional culture-specific idioms of distress that have been evaluated independent of their local context and meaning.  Also examined are the social, cultural and political contexts of their identification and designation into Western classification schemes of mental disorders.   

"The New England Airship Mania: The Medicalization of Deviant Perceptual Sets." 12 pps. Work-in-Progress Dr. Julian O'Dea, Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Australian National University. 

The relatively sudden, spontaneous collective appearance of "unusual" behaviours accompanying periods of rapid social and technological changes has fascinated and entertained both scholars and the lay public alike with bizarre accounts of psychological disturbance on a mass scale.  Episodes range from collective crying, fainting and glossolalia accompanying Melanesian "cargo cults," head-hunting rumour-panics in Borneo, to communist infiltration scares in America, rumours about a network of Satanic cults kidnapping and sacrificing children, the fear of witches, and the Dutch tulip mania.  The stimulus for such behaviours is typified as the products of anomie, cultural lag, and general social system disturbance whereby participants are exhibiting cathartic stress reactions involving collective maladjustment, irrationality or psychopathology that are based on erroneous or exaggerated fears or desires. Utilising a phenomenological sociology of knowledge perspective, it is argued that an alternative non-psychopathological framework is equally plausible in explaining these "bizarre" behaviours.   This article examines an episode of collective delusion involving reports of a phantom airship in the Northeastern United States during a 40-day period early this century.  Plausible rumours of perceived importance, speculative newspaper reports, human perceptual fallibility and the autokinetic effect are capable of explaining the episode.

New Zealand's Phantom Zeppelin Episode of 1909.  For submission to The New Zealand Journal of History, 15 pp. Co-authored with Mr. Brian Dickinson, Surrey Hills, Sydney, New South Wales.

Examines the symbolism and historical sociocultural context of a collective social delusion in New Zealand.  The year 1909 was a turbulent period in New Zealand history, characterised by enthusiasm over rapid, dramatic aeronautical achievements, xenophobia, invasion fears and a sudden perception of military vulnerability.  Amid this anxiety, excitement, and rapid social change, a remarkable event occurred.  Between July 10th and September 2nd, tens of thousands of residents reported seeing airships, typically resembling Zeppelins, and coincided with growing concern in the British Empire, of Germany's increasing military prowess, especially their Zeppelin fleet.  Two subjects dominated New Zealand newspaper headlines prior to the sightings: rapid aviation advancement, and concern over the adequacy of the country's defence from a potential German invasion.  While early in 1909, press discussion focused on the likelihood of Germany directly attacking the British Isles, by mid-year there was concern that they might instead attack the Empire's more vulnerable, remote outposts.  The long-held feeling of military invincibility among Commonwealth territories, especially in distant New Zealand, was suddenly shattered. 


In the months prior to and encompassing the sightings, invasion fears were intensified as New Zealand newspapers described "the wild rate at which shipbuilding is proceeding in Germany and England."  Responding to fears that the German military would soon supersede Britain's long-held naval superiority, a policy was initiated to concentrate its naval fleet near the motherland, fostering perceptions that Australia and New Zealand were in a vulnerable position to potentially hostile foreign powers.  For centuries prior to the airship episode, Britain's status as the world's naval leader was unchallenged.  Although it was unfeasible that Germany could or even would intend to deploy Zeppelins in a dominion invasion, the perceived Commonwealth danger represented a direct threat to the British loyalists within the South Pacific, especially New Zealand.  The result was a massive redefinition of prosaic aerial phenomena reflecting the prevailing mood (64 footnotes).    

"The Swedish 'Ghost Rocket' Crisis of 1946."  For submission to The Journal of Popular Culture.  Co-authored with Clas Svahn, a journalist with Sweden's largest morning newspaper, Dagens Nyheter, and Anders Liljegren, S-600 11 Norrkoping, Sweden.

Examines the widespread panic across Sweden during 1946 as tens of thousands of citizens reported observations of phantom missiles, which led to the widespread folk theory that remote-controlled German V-rockets confiscated by the Soviets at the close of World War II, were being test-fired as a form of political intimidation, or a prelude to an invasion.  Despite the widely publicized views of Swedish and foreign authorities supporting the rocket's reality, and voluminous press reports treating their existence as factual, no concrete physical evidence was ever found.  By the episode's end, Swedish military investigators, with assistance from Britain and the United States, concluded that most observations were of meteors and related celestial phenomena, and of those unexplained, none were V-rockets.  This article describes the episode, locating it as one in a long history of Soviet invasion fears which have preoccupied Swedes for centuries.  


The Soviet relationship with northern Europe is characterized by two hundred years of ideological conflict and distrust, exchanges of political rhetoric, spy accusations, border disputes, wars, and invasion fears.  During the latter 19th century there were tales of mysterious "ghost riders" who were believed to traverse the northern Swedish provinces on horseback dressed in black; they were typically assumed to have been Russian spies.  From 1899-1914, itinerant Russian workmen traveled throughout Sweden.  They were referred to as "saw-filers" as they were renown for sharpening tools, especially saws.  During this period, the term became synonymous in Sweden with Russian spies, although their presence was never confirmed.  During the 1930s, mysterious "ghost planes" were widely reported across Sweden.  Also popularly known as the "ghost flier" or "flier x," they were they possessed quasi-supernatural qualities as period aircraft were incapable of operating under treacherous blizzard conditions for hours at a time, performing the daring maneuvers described by witnesses, and eluding military searches.  While many citizens thought they may have been smugglers avoiding customs, a prominent and more sinister folk theory held that they were potentially hostile Russian reconnaissance missions.  Since the early 1980s, there have been thousands of reports of phantom submarines in Swedish territorial waters, popularly assumed to be on Soviet spy missions.  The Swedish Government's Submarine Commission was given the task of assessing over 6,000 reports of suspected underwater incursions between 1981-1994, noting that natural explanations had been found for a "great number of reports."  It also remarked on the influx of cases in proportion to media publicity.  

"Ethnography on Trial:  Anthropological Controversies and the Accuracy of Data," 26 pp. For submission to a critical Anthropology journal.  Co-authored with Dr. Joseph P. Reser, Associate Lecturer in Psychology and Sociology, James Cook University.

This study discusses the quantitative versus qualitative polemic that currently pervades American sociology and anthropology, and suggests that a balanced approach is achievable by focusing on the key issue of verification.  While interpretive approaches offer potentially insightful understandings of different thought-worlds, they possess ambiguous methodologies and verification problematics.  It is precisely these ambiguities with interpretive methods that have allowed apparently fictitious fieldwork experiences to be presented as first-hand as in the case of Carlos Castaneda.  As there are no agreed upon protocols to serve as verification, the social sciences are characterised by divergent interpretations of cultural codes, as has happened with the Samoan writings of Margaret Mead and Derek Freeman.  The use of interpretive methods has also fostered polarised debates over disputed claims such as the authenticity of the contention that the Shroud of Turin is the burial cloth of Jesus of Nazareth.  Other contentious examples include the authenticity of the Tasaday of the Philippines as a ‘stone age’ tribe, and the claims that Castaneda’s doctoral dissertation was not based on actual observations but were fictitious.  The aforementioned are contemporary examples that may be effectively used to illustrate the benefits and limitations of quantitative versus qualitative approaches.  The writings of cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz will be used to highlight the applicability of both approaches (53 references).
"The Social Dynamics of Cognition:  The Case of a Scandinavian Mass Delusion."  For submission to Perceptual and Motor Skills, 10 pp.

Experimental studies on the fallibility of human perception and the 'autokinetic effect' are plentiful in the perceptual psychology literature.  However, few non-laboratory studies describe the potential social consequences of autokinetic movement and the fallibility of eyewitness perception within society at-large.  This study examines the interaction of cognition within a variety of social processes: reality testing, emergent norm and labelling dynamics, in addition to cultural and institutional aspects which shape meaning.  An historical case study from Scandinavia is presented, in which the combination of these processes engendered extreme political tension (6 References).
Book Chapter:

"The Airship Hysteria of 1896-97," in The UFO Invasion to be published by Prometheus Books, Buffalo, New York (April 1997).  This book will provide a critical examination of the UFO phenomena by a variety of international scientists and specialists.  

Book Editor:

Monsters of the North Woods.  North Country Books, Utica, New York  (1992, first, second and third printings). 136 pp. A co-authored work of popular nonfiction intended for a lay audience.  Forward by the late Anthropologist and Pulitzer Prize nominee Professor Warren L. Cook, Castleton State College, Castleton, Vermont.  Introduction by Washington County, New York Historian Paul Rayno. I have authored three chapters in this book which I also edited and which chronicles historical and contemporary reports of large, hairy man-like 'monsters' sighted across New York and Vermont States. My contributions are written in the phenomenological spirit of Carlos Castaneda's writings, arguing that percipients are not necessarily irrational or mentally disturbed, but are typically misinterpreting ambiguous stimuli reflective of culturally-conditioned perceptual sets. The following is an excerpt in which I summarise my position:


Seemingly honest, intelligent, mentally healthy people worldwide report encounters with supernatural creatures daily. Malaysians meet Toyl spirits who are typically just a few inches tall. The Ojibway Indians of Ontario, Canada, continue to see Thunderbirds the size of airplanes, while many modern-day encounters with Bunyips have been reported by Australian Aborigines. The numerous animist cultures, who believe in various indwelling nature spirits, frequently report encountering such entities. What does it all mean? Is there some deep-seated psychological need to believe in 'monsters'--so much so that our imaginations create them? At the least, this study provides insights into the making of a modern myth and helps to dispel the erroneous belief that many witnesses or believers in 'monsters' are mentally unbalanced. At best, if true, it documents one of the most startling and important events in human history. While I hope that Bigfoot and other phantom creatures exist, and find much of the evidence intriguing, I cannot accept their reality until concrete proof is uncovered that will convince the scientific community:  nothing short of a body, bones, or fossilised remains. Eye-witness testimony, footprints, ambiguous hair strands, and photographs are interesting, but unconvincing, unacceptable scientific evidence. People once reported fairy and witch sightings by the thousands. There were even purported abductions to Fairyland and witch Sabbaths. Similar parallels can be made with the widespread belief in spiritualism during the latter 19th century. While the notion that fairies or witches exist today seems laughable, the point is--seemingly honest, reliable people raised in an environment that promotes the reality of fairies or witches, saw what they expected and wanted to see. Even hallucinations reflected the prevailing beliefs. This does not mean that Bigfoot does not exist. But it does help to explain why the scientific community, myself included, has yet to accept Bigfoot's existence. Remarkable claims require clear, non-circumstantial evidence. Time, and adherence to the scientific method will ultimately determine whether Bigfoot exists, or if it belongs to the realm of folklore and social psychology, as a monster of the human mind (144 footnotes).
Books:

UFOlore: A Social Psychological Study of a Modern Myth in the Making. Stone Mountain, GA: Arcturus Books (May 1989).  247 pp. Forward by Philip J. Klass, Science Writer and former Senior Editor, Aviation Week and Space Technology; Preface by Dr. Thomas E. Bullard, Department of Folklore, Indiana University at Bloomington.

This non-academic, popular study provides an historical analysis of the UFO myth relative to the psychology of misperception, the fallibility of human memory reconstruction, conformity dynamics, mental disturbance, cults, hoaxing, fugue states, amnesias, hypnotic fantasy, self hypnosis, road hypnosis, hallucinations, psychosomatic reactions, imaginary companions, hypnagogic and hypnopompic imagery, the fantasy-prone personality, out-of-body experiences, myths, legends, urban legends, folie `a deux psychosis, and automatic writing (144 references).
Pamphlets:

Asian Harvest:  Brainwashing or Finding God?  (March 1988, The Author). 26 pp. 

Discusses some of the difficulties experienced by overseas Malaysian students attending two Universities in South Australia. It critically evaluates a variety of ecstatic religious conversion techniques employed on overseas Malaysian students by the Overseas Christian Fellowship at both Adelaide and Flinders Universities.  Its primary purpose was to describe the intense emotional zeal at some meetings and make potential participants aware that alternative explanations (in addition to fundamentalist religious interpretations) exist within the sociological, psychological and anthropological literature to potentially account for such phenomena as glossolalia, trance, possession  and ecstatic states. This paper was written while I was a graduate student at Flinders University. As a result of this paper, and through the voluntary cooperation of OCF leaders, such techniques on both campuses were discontinued (51 references, 3 footnotes). 
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