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— How Thinking Goes
Wrong

Michael Shermer

This article originally appeared in the excellent US magazine
Skeptic, edited by Shermer, (Vol 2 No 3) and also forms Chapter
4 of Shermer’s book Hope Springs Eternal: How Pseudoscience

Works and why People Believe in It. It’s a thought-provoking
piece which should be handy reference for any skeptic’s library.

This is part one of three.

In one of the most important
books ever written on the phi-
losophy of science, Sir Arthur
Stanley Eddington made this
observation in The Philosophy
of Physical Science (1958, p.
9). “For the truth of the conclu-
sions of physical science, ob-
servation is the supreme Court
of Appeal.”

It is that simple. Whenever
there is a dispute we have
merely to look and submit our
conclusions to the Court. The
decision will be obvious and in-
disputable. Of course, if it were
really that easy Eddington
would not have had to write an
entire book about it, covering
all the problems scientists con-
front in the physical sciences, a
relatively “pure” enterprise
compared to the biological and
social sciences.
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The problem is that the
Court is staffed by illogical,
emotional, ego driven, cultur-
ally biased, and socially embed-
ded observers. The observa-
tions never just speak for them-
selves. They are filtered
through these fallible brains,
and 1n the process thinking can
and often does go wrong. And

not just for those pseudoscien- -

tists, paranormalists, and
fringe-belief inhabitants whose

claims skeptics often take such

delight in skewering. The
multi-faceted fallacies of think-
ing, unfortunately, apply to
everyone, even the most rigor-
ous and careful of scientists and
skeptics. Even skepticism,
taken to an extreme, can be an
inhibitor to creative and critical
thinking.

Thus, it is a useful exercise
for us to reexamine these vari-
ous ways that our thinking can
go wrong. 1 have subdivided
them into different categories,
with lists of specific fallacies
and problems in each. As a
positive assertion on how think-
ing can go right, I begin with
what I call Hume’s Maxim and
close with what I call Spinoza’s
Dictum.

Hume’s Maxim

The importance of skeptical
publications in this late 20th-
century resurgence of interest
in miracles and various claims
of the paranormal cannot be

overstated. Yet it is — p3
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Wﬁeﬂ Brian Edwards interviewed Uri Gel-
- some years ago, Dr David Marks of Otago
"y usacf the pnnted transcﬂpt to dem-

su"nply refused to be drawn and our worid-fa—
‘mous connection to the spiritual world was
left floundering.

- Ms Altea claims to see dead relatives
éstandmg beside the living who then reveal
remarkable truths and pass on meaningful
nmunications. In this case, Dr Edwards’s
father was standing by and telling her some
remarkable truths abolt Brian's current life so
that she could pass them on — even though
' yresumably know them already. (As
out, no one can be certain that Brian’s
ffafher is dead. One wonders how Ms Altea
will expiam her visions should he turn up alive

| The reveiailens from the other world began
iwmh suggestions of “moving” or “relocating.”
-Given that most people in New Zealand move
‘house once every four years this was a rea-
‘sonable sh@t When Br;an sald he hadnt
w;th messages regardmg sloping Iand wnth
‘some steps to a garden Which is also a fair
stab in the semi-dark, given that it is common
‘knewiedge that BI‘E&H ilves 1n the country ona

neazr impos;iibie to fznd 1_3 acre_s of flat .la_nd '

‘When this also appeared to be a dead end
Brian appeared to put her out of her misery by
gte ltng her that they were bundtng a water

:erty “Flsh?” she “saw”-—-w

“No fi,sh . said
'Bnan ' o

returned if clearly labelled.

clippings.

Deadline for next issue: 1 May
2 New Zealand Skeptic

| :5_:3;'_:_2;11& Je ays of Cold Reading — You Win Stma and es.e' Smne

”set "further traps She" ran

1o leave. The cruel Brian reminded her that she

This is a floppy disc. If at all possible, please
send articles on an IBM-compatible disc in
ASCII text, Wordstar or Word Perfect formats,
or email them (address at right). Discs will be

Maybe Brian’s father was mi

 to cell — the connection seemed :less ihan sa‘t*
: .tsfactary '

Later in the interview Ms A tea Gtaimed that

~ she could always establish her veracity by giv-
ing people some information she could not
possibly know without inforrnation from the
other side — like the fact that the Edwards

were building a water-garden. “No - 1 told you
that" sald Brian, closmg the trap '

" ,I'ed on ab@t}t his
father, passing on the non plamudmous
messages-——such as the fact d re

cedmg haur—unhi Brzan po

except tha’r he had spent six months in prlsori
for bigamy. Brian wanted to know where his
father had been for the last 57 years, but Ms
Altea refused 1o discuss this, except to say that
there was something unpleasant involved.
(Death maybe?)

This session was not going too well. Finally
Ms Altea explained, with a measure of exas-

peration “Of course [ dont have to prove any-

thing. I know that what | experience is true, and
[ just tell people what | see.” Well, so do five
year olds making up their own fantasies. But
they don’t go on the Oprah show, write books,
tour the world and make large sums of money.
Maybe there is a case for different standards
of evidence.

During her introduction to us all, Ms Altea
had promised to conclude the interview with a
final “pearl of wisdom” but, knowing that she
had picked up so little, she suddenly prepared

had promised him some special and
meaningful message from his long lost father,
“He loves youl” came the stunning revelation
as she escaped from the studio. Given that his
father didn’t want him, and had pressured his
mmher tc: have hlm piaced in an orphanage

Contributions should be directed to:
Owen McShane, NZ Skeptic Editor

50 Te Ahu Ahu Road

RD1 Karekare, Auckland 7
Email:omcshane @deepthnk.kiwi.gen.nz

Please indicate publication and date of any

Opinions expressed in the New Zealand Skepfic
are those of the individual authors and do not necessar-
ily represent the views of NZCSICOP or its officers.
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come so fa aus and how
: she had _ever managed to get

many of us be vg fttakesto
get on to the Oprah thfre}f;
show... _ i
‘One thing — we can be
sure that this particular inter-
view will never appear in
Rosemary Altea’s CV.

Oweti M(:Shane.

equally important to remember
our historical antecedents and
how they analysed and cri-
tiqued such claims in their own
time.

One of the greatest skeptics
of the Modern Age is the Scot-
tish philosopher David Hume
(1711-1776), whose work, An
Enquiry Concerning Human
Understanding, is a classic in
skeptical analysis. The book
was originally published
anonymously in London in
1739, as A Treatise of Human
Nature, but, in Hume’s words,
“fell dead-born from the press,
without reaching such distinc-
tion as even to excite a murmur
among the zealots.” (An
author’s biggest fear is not be-
ing panned; it is being ignored.)

Hume blamed his own writ-
ing style and reworked the

Autumn 1996 Number 39

manuscript into An Abstract of
a Treatise of Human Nature in
1740, and again in 1748, as
Philosophical Essays Concern-
ing the Human Understanding.
The work still gained Hume no
recognition, so in 1758 he
brought it out in a final version
as An Enquiry Concerning Hu-
man Understanding, which
comes down to us today as his
greatest philosophical work.

Ironically, when Hume fi-
nally did achieve fame and po-
sition, his critics often attacked
his earlier works, a practice
Hume found *very contrary to
all rules of candour and fair-
dealing, and a strong instance
of those polemical artifices,
which a bigoted zeal thinks it-
self authorised to employ,” as
he wrote in an “Advertisement”
to the final publication!

In Section XII, “Of the Aca-
demical or Sceptical Philoso-
phy,” Hume distinguished be-
tween “antecedent skepticism”,
such as Descartes’s method of
doubting everything, that has
no “antecedent” infallible crite-
rion for belief; and “consequent
skepticism,” the method Hume
employed that recognises the
“consequences” of our fallible
senses, but corrects them
through reason: “A wise man
proportions his belief to the evi-
dence.” Wiser words could not
be chosen for a skeptical motto.

For the modern skeptic,
Hume’s Section X, “Of Mir-
acles,” provides a foolproof,
when-all-else-fails analysis of
miraculous claims.

That is, when one is con-
fronted by a true believer
whose apparently supernatural
or paranormal claim has no im-
mediately apparent natural ex-
planation, Hume gives us an ar-
gument that even he thought
was so important (and Hume
was not a modest man) that he

placed his own words in quotes
and called it a maxim.

I think it is so useful an argu-
ment that it bears repetition, as
Hume’s Maxim: The plain con-
sequence is (and it is a general
maxim worthy of our atten-
tion), “That no testimony is suf-
ficient to establish a miracle,
unless the testimony be of such
a kind, that its falsehood would
be more miraculous than the
fact which it endeavours to es-
tablish.”

When anyone tells me that
he saw a dead man restored to
life, T immediately consider
with myself whether it be more
probable, that this person
should either deceive or be de-
ceived, or that the fact, which
he relates, should really have
happened. I weigh the one mir-
acle against the other; and ac-
cording to the superiority,
which I discover, I pronounce
my decision, and always reject
the greater miracle. If the false-
hood of his testimony would be
more miraculous than the event
which he relates; then, and not
till then, can he pretend to com-
mand my belief or opinion.

Scientific Problems in
Thinking
Theory Influences
Observations

In his quest to understand
the physical world, Werner He-
isenberg concluded: “What we
observe is not nature itself but
nature exposed to our method
of questioning.” This is espe-
cially true in quantum mechan-
ics, where the “Copenhagen in-
terpretation” of quantum action
states that “a probability func-
tion does not prescribe a certain
event but describes a contin-
uum of possible events until a
measurement interferes with
the isolation of the system and a
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single event is actualised (1987,
p- 412).

The Copenhagen interpreta-
tion eliminates the one-to-one
correlation between theory and
reality. The theory, in part, con-
structs the reality. Reality exists
independent of the observer, of
course, but our perceptions of it
are highly influenced by the
theories through which we ex-
amine it. Philosophers thus say
that science is “theory laden.”
Eddington put it this way (p.
110):

Suppose an artist puts for-
ward the fantastic theory
that the form of a human
head exists in a rough-
shaped block of marble. All
our rational instinct is
roused against such an an-
thropomorphic speculation.
It is inconceivable that Na-
ture should have placed
such a form inside the block.
But the artist proceeds to
verify his theory experimen-
tally-with quite rudimentary
apparatus too. Merely using
a chisel to separate the form
for our inspection, he trium-
phantly proves his theory.

This is true not only in the
physical sciences, but in all ob-
servations made of the world.

When Columbus arrived in
the New World he had a mental
model that he was in Asia, and
proceeded to perceive it as
such. Cinnamon was a valuable
Asian spice and the first New
World shrub that smelled like it
was declared to be it. When he
encountered the aromatic
gumbo-limbo of the West In-
dies, Columbus concluded it
was an Asiatic species similar
to the mastic tree of the Medi-
terranean. A New World nut
was mistaken for Marco Polo’s
description of a coconut. Even
Columbus’ surgeon declared,
based on some Caribbean roots
his men had uncovered, that he
had found Chinese rhubarb.

A theory of Asia produced
observations of Asia, even
though Columbus was half a
world away. Such is the power
of a wrong theory to deceive
our senses and our mind.

Observations Change
the Observed

Physicist John Archibald
Wheeler once noted the change
in thinking that quantum me-
chanics had wrought in our un-
derstanding of nature (1987, p.
427):

Even to observe so minus-
cule an object as an elec-
tron, he must shatter the

glass. He must reach in. He
must install his chosen
measuring equipment. It is
up to him to decide whether
he shall measure position or
momentum. To install the
equipment to measure the
one prevents and excludes
his installing the equipment
to measure the other. More-
over, the measurement
changes the state of the elec-
tron. The universe will never
afterward be the same.

The problem is especially
true in the human and social
realm as the act of studying a
problem can change it. Anthro-
pologists know that when they
study a tribe the behaviour of
the members may be altered by
the fact they are being observed
by an outsider.

Margaret Mead was appar-
ently duped by her female sub-
jects in Samoa, who acted the
way she expected them to with
regards to their teenage sexual-
ity. This is why psychologists
use blind and double-blind con-
trols. If subjects know what ex-
perimental conditions they are
being subjected to, they may al-
ter their behaviours. Or, if the
psychologist knows which
group they are in, he or she may

SPRiTE

I1ONCE KEPT A RAZOR BLADE SHARP
FOR MONTHS, JUST BY STORINGIT
UNDER A LITTLE PAPER PYRAMID.

PVE KEPT ARAZOR
BLADE SHARP FOR

BY KEEPING
1T UNDER A

NO.BY LEAVING IT | /5 assharpasever.

IN THE PACKET AND

THEPAST 30 YEARS./ \?YRAMID ?

Donald Rooum, Skeptic (UK
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perceive the behaviour to be ap-
propriate for that condition.

Lack of such controls is
often found in tests of paranor-
mal powers and is one of the
classic ways that thinking goes
wrong in the pseudosciences.

Experiments Construct
Results

The type of equipment used
and the manner in which the ex-
periment is conducted, very
much determines the results.
The size of telescopes through-
out history, for example, have
shaped our theory of the size of
the universe. Hubble’s 60-inch
and 100-inch telescopes on Mt.
Wilson in Southern California,
for example, provided the see-
ing power for Hubble to deter-
mine individual stars in other
galaxies, thus proving that
those fuzzy objects called nebu-
lae that were thought to be in
our own galaxy, were actually
separate galaxies. In the 19th
century, craniometry defined
intelligence as brain size, and
measured it as such; today intel-
ligence is defined by the IQ
test.

To illustrate the problem Ed-
dington presented this clever
analogy (p16):

Let us suppose that an ich-
thyologist is exploring the
life of the ocean. He casts a
net into the water and brings
up a fishy assortment. Sur-
veying his catch, he pro-
ceeds in the usual manner of
a scientist to systematise
what it reveals. He arrives at
two generalisations:

(1) No sea-creature is less
than two inches long.

(2) All sea-creatures have
gills.

In applying this analogy, the
catch stands for the body of
knowledge which constitutes
physical science, and the net
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Jor the sensory and intellec-
tual equipment which we use
in obtaining it. The casting
of the net corresponds to ob-
servations.

An onlooker may object that
the first generalisation is
wrong. “There are plenty of
sea-creatures under two
inches long, only your net is
not adapted to catch them.”
The ichthyologist dismisses
this objection contemptu-
ously. “Anything uncatch-
able by my net is ipso facto
outside the scope of ichthy-
ological knowledge, and is
not part of the kingdom of
fishes which has been de-
fined as the theme of ichthy-
ological knowledge. In
short, what my net can’t
catch isn’t fish.”

Likewise, what my telescope
can’t see isn’t there, and what
my test can’t measure isn’t in-
telligence.

Anecdotes Do Not
Make a Science

Anecdotes - stories re-
counted in support of a claim -
do not make a science. Without
corroborative evidence from
other sources, or physical proof
of some sort, 10 anecdotes are
no better than one, and 100 an-
ecdotes are no better than 10.

Anecdotes are stories told by
biased and selective human
story tellers. Farmer Bob in
Puckerbrush, Kansas may be an
honest, church-going, family
man, but we need concrete
physical evidence of an alien
spacecraft or alien bodies, not a
story about landings and abduc-
tions at 3:00 a.m. on a deserted
farm road.

Likewise with many medical
claims; I do not care if your
Aunt Mary’s cancer was cured
by watching Marx Brothers
movies, or taking liver extract

from castrated chickens. It
might have gone into remission
on its own, which some cancers
do; or it might have been misdi-
agnosed; or, or, or...

What we need are controlled
experiments, not anecdotes. We
need 100 subjects with cancer,
all properly diagnosed, 25 of
whom watch Marx Brothers
movies, 25 of whom watch Al-
fred Hitchcock movies, 25 of
whom watch the news, and 25
of whom watch nothing. Then
we need to deduct the average
rate of remission for this type of
cancer, and then do a data
analysis to determine if there is
a statistically significant differ-
ence between any of the groups.
If there is, which would be ex-
traordinary, we better get con-
firmation from other scientists
who conduct their own experi-
ments separate from ours, be-
fore we hold a press conference
to announce the cure for cancer.

Pseudoscientific
Problems in Thinking

Scientific Language Does
Not Make a Science

Packaging a belief system in
the facade of science using the
language and jargon, as in
“creation-science,” means
nothing without evidence, ex-
periment, and corroboration.
Because science is such a pow-
erful system in our society,
those who wish to gain respect-
ability but do not have evi-
dence, do an end-run around
this problem by trying to look
and sound the part. Here is a
classic example from a New
Age column in the Santa
Monica News:

This planet has been slum-
bering for aeons and with
the inception of higher en-
ergy frequencies is about to
awaken in terms of con-
sciousness and spirituality.
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_'of Hertforafshlre (Hatfield, UK) wish to ap-
/senior fecturer in psychology. The successful
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'Wamék Research Umt
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Masters of limitation and
masters of divination use the
same creative force to mani-
fest their realities, however,
one moves in a downward
spiral and the latter moves
in an upward spiral, each in-
creasing the resonant vibra-
tion inherent in them.

How’s that again? I have no
idea what this means, but it has
the language components of a
physics experiment: “higher en-
ergy frequencies,” “downward
and upward spirals,” and “reso-
nant vibration.” These things
mean nothing without precise
and operational definitions.
How do you measure the
planet’s higher energy frequen-
cies, or the resonant vibration
of these masters of divination?
For that matter, what is a master
of divination?

Bold Statements Do Not
Make True Claims

A red flag that something is
pseudoscientific is when outra-
geous claims are made for its
power and veracity, especially

6 New Zealand Skeptic
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when supportive evidence is
lacking.

L.. Ron Hubbard, for exam-
ple, opens his book, Dianetics:
The Modern Science of Mental
Health, with this statement:
“The creation of Dianetics is a
milestone for man comparable
to his discovery of fire and su-
perior to his invention of the
wheel and arch.” Wilhelm
Reich called his theory of Or-
gonomy “a revolution in biol-
ogy and psychology compara-
ble to the Copernican Revolu-
tion.” I have a file filled with
papers and letters from obscure
authors filled with such out-
landish claims (I call it the
“Theories of Everything” file).

Scientists sometimes make
this mistake, and when they are
wrong they pay a high price, as
we saw at 1:00 p.m., March 23,
1989, when Stanley Pons and
Martin Fleischmann announced
to the world through a press
conference that they had dis-
covered cold nuclear fusion.

The proper procedure in sci-
ence is to hold the press confer-
ence after the claim has been
tested and corroborated by
other scientists in other labs,
and after it appears in a peer-re-
viewed publication. The more
extraordinary the claim, the
more extraordinary the evi-
dence must be before making
such pronouncements. Gary
Taubes excellent narrative of
the cold fusion debacle, appro-
priately named Bad Science
(1993), well demonstrates the
implications of this problem.

Martyrdom Does Not
Equal Correctness

They laughed at Copernicus.
They laughed at the Wright
Brothers. Yes, well, they
laughed at the Marx Brothers.
So what? Becoming a martyr
does not mean you are right.

Wilhelm Reich compared
himself to Peer Gynt, the un-
conventional genius out of step
with society, and misunder-
stood and ridiculed until proven
right:

“Whatever you have done to
me or will do to me in the
Juture, whether you glorify
me as a genius or putme in a
mental institution, whether
you adore me as your sav-
iour or hang me as a spy,
sooner or later necessity will
force you to comprehend
that I have discovered the
laws of the living.”

History is replete with
chronicles and tales of the lone
and martyred scientist working
against his peers, and in the face
of opposition from the known
doctrine of his own field of
study. Most of them turned out
to be wrong and we do not re-
member their names. For every
Galileo shown the instruments
of torture for exclaiming the
truth, there are a thousand (or
ten thousand) Walter Wanabees

Autumrn 1996 Number 39



whose “truths” never cut mus-
ter with the powers that be.

Can Walter really expect sci-
entists to take the necessary
time to test every fantastic
claim that comes down the
pike? No. If you want to do sci-
ence you have to learn to play
the game of science. This in-
volves getting to know the sci-
entists in your field, exchang-
ing letters, calls, faxes, and
(now) email with your col-
leagues, presenting papers at
conferences, publishing in
peer-reviewed journals, and the
like. Galileo paid his dues and
learned to play the game. Wal-
ter Wanabee must do the same.

Rumours Do Not
Equal Reality

A classic fallacy of thinking is
“I read somewhere that...” or “I
heard from someone that....” Be-
fore long the rumour becomes re-
ality as it is passed from person to
person, usually by word of
mouth, without the necessity of
supportive evidence. Rumours,
like “urban legends,” may be
right, of course, but they usually
are not, even if they do make for
great tales.

What teenage boy did not
tell his date on Lover’s Lane the
“true” story of the escaped ma-
niac with a prosthetic hook who
haunted that very parking spot,
with the addendum that one
couple, when they returned
home, found a hook dangling
from the passenger door han-
dle? Or the “Vanishing Hitch-
hiker” story where a hitchhik-
ing woman vanishes from the
car in which she was picked up,
whereupon the driver, who had
lent her his jacket, discovers
that she had died that same day
the year before; he then discov-
ers his jacket on her grave.
(There are many modified ver-

sion of these stories, but the |

core remains the same.)
Autumn 1996 Number 39

At a dinner I once hosted for
Stephen Jay Gould, the Caltech
historian of science, Dan
Kevles, related a story he sus-
pected was apocryphal about
two students who took a ski trip
before their final exam but did
not get back in time because the
evening activities extended
well into the night. They told
their professor that they got a
flat tire so he gave them the fi-
nal the next day. Placing the
two students in separate rooms
he asked them just two ques-
tions: (1) “For 5 points, what is
the chemical formula for
water?” (2) For 95 points,
which tire?

Both Gould and Carol
Tavris, also at the dinner, sus-
pected it was an urban legend
because they had heard a
vaguely similar story. The next
day I repeated the story to my
students, three of whom simul-
taneously blurted out “which
tire?” before I could give the
punch line. They had heard the
story in high school. Urban leg-
ends spread far, wide, and fast.

The following are examples
of rumours, that, in fact, have
no basis in truth:

+ The secret ingredient in Dr.
Pepper is prune juice.

+ A woman accidentally killed
her poodle by drying it in a
MICIOWave ovel.

Paul McCartney died and
was replaced by a look-
alike.

+ Giant alligators live in the
sewers of New York City.

+ The moon landing was faked
and filmed in a Hollywood
studio.

*,
(<3

+ George Washington had
wooden teeth (false teeth
were made of ivory or wal-
rus tusk).

<+ The number of stars inside
the “P” on Playboy maga-
zine’s cover indicates how

many times publisher Hugh
Hefner had sex with the cen-
trefold (it was actually just a
distribution code).

A flying saucer crashed in
New Mexico and the bodies
of the E.T.s are being kept
by the Air Force in a secret
warehouse.

&,
5

There are a thousand more
like these that are titillating to
consider but should not be
taken seriously without con-
firming evidence.

Unexplained Is Not
Inexplicable

Most people are overconfi-
dent enough to think that if they
cannot explain something, it
must be inexplicable and there-
fore a true mystery of the para-
normal. There is nothing more
amusing than an amateur ar-
chaeologist declaring that be-
cause he cannot figure out how
the pyramids were built, that
they must have been con-
structed by space aliens.

Even those who are more
reasonable at least think that if
the experts cannot explain
something it must be inexplica-
ble. This is often seen in the
performance of seemingly im-
possible feats, such as the bend-
ing of spoons, firewalking, or
mental telepathy, which are
thought to be of a paranormal or
mystical nature because most
people cannot explain them.
And when they are explained
most people respond with a
“yes, of course,” or “that’s ob-
vious once you see it.”

Firewalking is a case in
point: people speculate about
supernatural powers over pain
and heat, or mysterious brain
chemicals secreted to block the
pain and prevent burning. The
simple explanation is that the
capacity of light and fluffy
coals to contain heat is very
low, and the conductivity of the
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heat from the light and fluffy
coals to your feet is very poor.
As long as you don’t stand
around on the coals you will not
get burned. (Think of a cake in
a 450-degree heated oven. The
air, cake, and pan are all 450
degrees. Only the metal pan
will burn your hand, because air
and cake are light and fluffy
and have a low heat capacity
and conductivity.)

This is why magicians do
not tell their secrets. Most of
their tricks are extremely sim-
ple and knowing them takes the
magic out of the trick.

There are many genuine un-
solved mysteries in the universe
and it is okay to say “We do not
yet know but someday perhaps
we will.”

Coincidences Are Not
Causation

Coincidences are a type of
contingency - a conjuncture of
two or more events without ap-
parent design. When the con-
nection is made in a manner
that seems impossible by our
intuition of the laws of prob-
ability, there is a tendency to
think something mysterious or
paranormal is at work.

SR /WI’// i ;
s ////////,ﬁéﬂ‘wmmw i
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You go to the phone to call
your friend Bob. The phone rings
and it is Bob. You think, “Wow,
what are the chances? This could
not have been a mere coinci-
dence. Maybe Bob and I are
communicating telepathically.”

Most people have a very
poor understanding of the laws
of probability. Gamblers will
win six in a row and think they
are on a “hot streak.” Or they
will think they are “due to
lose.” They have just predicted
both possible outcomes, a fairly
safe bet! The probability of two
people having the same birth
date in a room of 30 people is
71%, yet most would be
shocked to find such a “coinci-
dence” and think something
mysterious was at work.

As B.F. Skinner proved in
the laboratory, the human mind
seeks relationships between
events and often finds them
even when they are not present.
Slot-machines are based on
Skinnerian principles of inter-
mittent reinforcement. The
dumb human, like the dumb rat,
only needs an occasional rein-
forcement to keep pulling the

ANy

handle. The mind will do the
rest.

I believe that one of the rea-
sons paranormal beliefs and
pseudoscientific claims flourish
in market economies is because
of the uncertainty of the market-
place. According to James Randi,
once communism collapsed in
Russia there was a significant in-
crease in such beliefs,

Not only are the people freer
to try to swindle each other with
scams and rackets, many truly
believe they have discovered
something significant about the
nature of the world. Capitalism
is a lot less stable a social struc-
ture. These uncertainties lead
the mind to look for explana-
tions for the vagaries and con-
tingencies of the market (and
life in general), and these often
take a turn toward the super-
natural and paranormal.

Continued Next Issue

Skeptic magazine editor Michael
Shermer is Director of the Skeptics
Society (US) and adjunct assistant
professor in the history of science
at Occidental College (US). Skep-
tic magazine can be contacted at
2761 N. Marengo Ave, Altadena,
CA81001, USA; email skep-
ticmag@aol.com.

“This..? No, this isn't a U.F.O. It's on the ground now. And you've identified it. That makes it an1.G.O.”
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Eternal Life — Courtesy Time/Life

When I received through the
mail a coloured brochure from
Time/Life advertising a series
of videos and cassettes titled
“Growing Younger”, I was sur-
prised to see that I could learn
from Time/Life via their series
how to develop an “ageless
body”. In addition I could learn
to “help reverse ageing” and
that the series could “open the
door to a life free from the ef-
fects of aging” (sic).

When I read Time/Life’s
promises I was reminded once
again of the shysters’ creed that
“no-one ever got rich overesti-
mating the intelligence of the
general public”.

I was similarly reminded of
a newspaper advertisement ad-
vising readers of the presence
of the Advertising Standards
Authority.

The Authority is a body that
is set up to maintain ethical ad-
vertising standards. In their
words the Authority ..."is dedi-
cated to ensure that not only
does advertising comply with
the law but is also truthful and
not misleading or deceptive,
and that it is socially responsi-
ble."

Surely, I thought, Time/Life
must be in breach of The
Authority’s regulations. I there-
fore requested and received the
Advertising Codes of Practice.
In it I found The Code of Ethics
containing the following:

Rule 2 Truthful Presenta-
tion

Advertisements must not
contain any statement or vis-
ual presentation which di-
rectly or by implication,
omission, ambiguity or ex-
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Mike Houlding

aggerated claim is mislead-
ing or deceptive, is likely to
mislead or deceive the con-
Sumer...

I therefore laid a formal
complaint to the Complaints
Board, mentioning Rule 2 of
the Advertising Code of Ethics,
and Time/Life’s promises of
“an ageless body”, “a life free
from the effects of aging” (sic),
and the claim to “help reverse
ageing”.

To my astonishment, after
deliberating the Board ruled not
to uphold the complaint.

The Board were apparently
entirely in agreement with
Time/Life who said in defence
of the brochure, that the guru
concerned with the series, Dr
Deepak Chopra, was not speak-
ing in “chronological” terms
with regard to ageing, but rather
in “biological” and “psycho-
logical” terms. In addition, said
Time/Life, Dr Chopra had a
“worldwide reputation in both
traditional and alternative
medicine”..."with great de-
mand for his products." Fur-
thermore, said Time/Life “...1
am satisfied with the integrity
with which we have repre-
sented "Growing Younger" to
our New Zealand customers."

Yes, but what about claims
of an “ageless body”, “a life
free from the effects of aging”
(sic)?

Mere “puffery” said the
Board, * as opposed to claims
that were capable of substantia-
tion”. In addition they were of
the opinion “...that the adver-
tisement would not mislead
consumers ...rather the state-
ments were the advertiser’s hy-

perbole about the perceived
benefit of the product.”

Time/Life and Dr Deepak
Chopra, are presumably
wealthy and influential. It
would be interesting to read
how many millions of dollars
are spent advertising their pub-
lications. It is, (to my mind any-
way) quite impossible to pub-
lish such outlandish claims
without being in breach of the
Advertising Code of Ethics.
Surely this is a classic “exag-
gerated claim” likely to “de-
ceive or mislead the consumer”.

I have written to the Board
formally objecting to the deci-
sion and requesting a review.
To my mind the decision raises
a precedent that invites adver-
tisers to treat the consumer (and
the Board) with disdain. The
decision similarly downgrades
the Board as a consumer watch-
dog.

The time is well past that
claims made by health care
providers of all shapes and hues
must be examined. Any cursory
glance in a ‘“health store” or
new age crystal merchant’s
premises will reveal a mass of
laughable gibberish masquer-
ading as “health advice”. Most
of it is aberrant nonsense, not
likely to be taken seriously.
Some of it though defrauds the
gullible, and endangers health.
Why on earth do we have statu-
tory bodies such as the Adver-
tising Standards Authority if we
cannot rely on them to uphold
their own Code of Ethics?

Mike Houlding is a Tauranga skep-
tic who's growing old along with
the rest of us...
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' Advice to police in
‘abuse case queried

Criticism of recovered -memory .issue

1

A Christchurch psychiatrist's advice
to the police about the reliability of two
complainants who claimed to have
recovered memories of sexual abuse
was criticised in the Christchurch High
Court yesterday.

The police used the advice iIn
deciding in 1993 to charge an elderly
Rangiora man with sexually abusing his
two daughters dunng their childhood.

One daughter pulled out of the
prosecution and the man was acquitted
by a jury of all charges relating to the
remaining daughter last year.

In an application for costs against
the police, Les Atkins QC for the man,
said the psychiatrist, Dr Karen Zelas,
should have advised the police to
investigate fully how and in what
circumstances the memories on which
the charges were based had emerged.

In asserting the complainants’ cred-
ibility, she had relied essentially on
statements they made to her and did not
advpcate the degree of caution that was
appropriate, he said. The police should
also have been more careful and
conducted a fuller inguiry into the
origin of the memories.

The psychiatrist had failed to warn
police that one of the women appeared

to have undergone reblrthmg, which
would - have eventually revealed that
the memories of abuse had emerged in
that process.

Mr Atkins said Dr Zelas had reported
that both daunghters denied receiving
hypnotherapy and dismissed the issue
despite statements from other members
of the family relating to at least one
daughter wundergoing hypnotherapy.
She had not made the police aware of
the controversy about recovered mem-
ories within her profession.

Mr Brent Stanaway, for the Crown,
said the criticisms of Dr Zelas were
based on the benefit of hindsight,
advances in the psychiatric com-
munity’s knowledge, and argument
concerning recovered memories. Police
activity showed they had taken a
cautious approach to the case and had
not charged the man until 14 months
after the complaints were made.

The police had provided the accused
with every opportunity to put his
version of events in writing, but
nothing was received. Professional
debate about recovered memories did
not develop until after Dr Zelas
interviewed the complainants, he said.
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Shabby response

Complacent, disturbing, and bad-
mannered. That is the least that can be
said of the New Zealand Qualifications
Authority’s response to criticisms of last
vear’s School Certificate science paper.
Belatedly acknowledging that those who
attacked the paper are correct, the
‘authority has nevertheless implicitly
suggested that their concerns were
overblown. The latest to utter is the
-authority’s communications co-ordinator,
Kathryn Asare, who awarded ‘“full
marks’ to the president of the Institute of
Physics, Professor Geoff Stedman, for his
detection of “an area where a problem
occurred”, itself a description minimising
the issue. She then went on to “doubt

‘whether it merits the hours spent.

‘polishing those elegantly penned attacks
on the authority™.

* " Professor Stedman had criticised the
NZQA for several “appalling” questions in
the School Certificate science exam, which
he said demonstrated a complete lack of
understanding of basic physical principles.
The authority, having unsuccessfully tried
to confine Professor Stedman’s concerns so
they might not become public, then
suggested that his criticisms of the paper
were perhaps the result of another agenda.
In a futile bid to back-pedal, it now asserts
that, while the questions were flawed,
students sitting the exam understood what

- was being asked. It further contends that

the meaning of the flawed questions would
be unclear only to those with an advanced
understanding of physics.

. According to Ms Asare, “a university
physicist will be aware of some aspects of
‘physics which a fifth-former would not be,
and will naturally find some questions
unanswerable at an advanced level”. She
cannot be acquainted with too many
‘promising fifth-form science students.
These days their knowledge is ' not
confined to what is taught in the
classroom, itself far wider than the
Newtonian physics to which some of the
disputed questions relate. One correspon-
dent to " The Press™, B. H. Howard. put the
problem succinctly: I can easily imagine a
situation where a bright candidate. who
sees an error in a question or is puzzled by
an ambiguity, could falter and be marked
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down, while a mediocre one, blindly
putting numbers into an appropriate
formula, would get the ‘right’ answer.”
Bad though it may be that the questions
were not properly moderated, what is
worse is the grudging manner with which
the authority has acknowledged that its
critics are right. That has implications for
its competence, already challenged and
about which few can now have confi-
dence. Professor Stedman himself has
characterised the authority’s latest re-
sponse as “incredible”. W
Ms Asare says it is not the closed,
defensive agency that has been portrayed.
If that is so, why the initial attempt to stop
the cat getting out of the bag? Why the
later ad hominem argument? Tardy
attempts at public-relations gloss, them-
selves inept, will do nothing to repair
mistakes that, if anything, now assume
more significance than if the authority
had come clean in the first place.
Professor David Wilkinson, of the
department of civil engineering at the
University of Canterbury, has on this page
posed the concern of academics and others
at the authority’s behaviour. “The attempt
by the NZQA to excuse the inexcusable
only further discredits its position,” he
wrote. ‘I view with concern the fact that
the NZQA is responsible for assessing the
quality of education in New Zealand’s
secondary schools and polytechnics.
Quality assurance procedures should be
urgently implemented within its own
organisation before it can be considered a
credible body to review our colleges and
schools.” ~
The authority’s apparently smug
attitude goes far beyond gquestions in a
science paper. As part of its speedy, some
say over-hasty, drive towards a qualifi-
cations framework, the authority enjoys
considerable scope and power. The
Education Forum, for one, has suggested
that it has too much. Proposals are on the
table to widen the authority’s embrace to
include existing university degrees. Not a
good idea. If the authority is as sanguine
as it seems over mistakes in a fifth-form
paper, what kind of mess might it make of
overseeing more significant qualifi-
cations?
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Therapeutic Folie-a-Deux

Elizabeth A. Feigon, M.D

Folie-a-deux can be defined
as a paranoid disorder in which
the same delusion is shared by
two (or more) persons. The de-
lusion is thought to be transmit-
ted from a dominant but para-
noid person to his or her de-
pendent intimate(s), and the lat-
ter may recover “normal” real-
ity testing after separation from
the former.

To my mind the interesting
essential of this situation 1s that
the sharing of a belief bonds
and comforts its adherents; this
feature may be obvious even
where the belief is shared by
many and would not ordinarily
be regarded as delusional. For
example, picture a church con-
gregation reciting its creed in
unison.

The Comfort of
Shared Belief

What is the nature of the
comfort so provided? In our
prototypical, pathological case,
where the belief is a persecu-
tory delusion, the acceptance of
the belief by a “significant
other” signifies to “the belea-
guered one” that he has found
an ally or a protector; contrari-
wise, skepticism creates the
kind of anxiety that would be
felt by a small child who hears a
robber entering his bedroom,
but can’t convince a nearby
parent to come to the rescue.

The delusional belief can
thus function as a probe with
which to test the love, loyalty
and ready courage of the other.
Where the belief is less perse-
cutory (e.g., belief in God), the
sharing of it is at least friendly,
like sharing a meal; and the be-
lief may seem to be validated
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by the numbers subscribing to
it.

In either case, if a newcomer
to the “church” demands evi-
dence, he either misses the
symbolic point, or is being de-
liberately obtuse and distinctly
unfriendly. Those of us who are
skeptics at heart will hesitate at
the church door, having in the
past experienced conflict be-
tween that social pressure and
1ts opposite, a desire to be the
maverick whose superior sci-
ence will expose the error of the
herd.

Or, if we were doctors,
thought we had joined another
sort of church, whose members
sing in unison, credo in unum
deum, Reality; and otherwise
have to agree only on the means
for finding it (the scientific
method).

As doctors, we still take a
great deal on trust in our human
relationship with patients, and
find warmth in that relationship
that is cemented, without our
consciously considering it, by
mutual and traditional assump-
tions (for example about the na-
ture of the roles each is to play).
Generally, we assume the pa-
tient is trying to be honest, and
certainly don’t demand proof
for every detail of the history.

By being credulous in that
way, we become the parent who
will keep the robber, Death, at
bay. Sometimes we come run-
ning even when we think the
robber is imaginary. And after
all, how can one be sure? In a
case of suspected child abuse,
better to call Social Services af-
ter a minimal reality check.

“Time may be of the essence.”
“Better to be safe than sorry.”

Yet there are many situ-
ations in which the credulous
posture becomes problematic.
The simplest of these is when
the patient has been identified
as “delusional”, which means
that the doctor has decided in
her heart that she does not be-
lieve, does not stand on com-
mon ground with her patient in
regard to the delusional idea
and does not wish to.

In the interests of the alliance,
or out of empathy, she may still
search for the grain of truth on
which they can agree. Might she
even disguise her belief for stra-
tegic purposes? Perhaps, after all,
her patient is repeating in this
doctor-patient relationship a
childhood experience of being
unable to summon a parent in a
moment of terror.

Believing the Fantastic:
The Problem

An especially muddled situ-
ation depending on credulity in
the therapist-patient alliance
has been the proliferation in re-
cent years of therapies for vic-
tims of fantastic post-traumatic
syndromes.

For example hypnotherapies
for people who have been con-
tacted, abducted or violated by
extraterrestrials, or who have
suffered trauma in a previous
existence. I assume the reader
shares my automatic scepticism
regarding these trauma and
their treatments. In any case, do
we need to concern ourselves
with this phenomenon beyond
perhaps noting it as an interest-
ing example of folie-a-deux?
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But if such is their church,
and it comforts them, why not
leave them to it? Are not all the
communicants consenting
adults? The phenomenon is
spreading. Abduction stories
are becoming epidemic and are
gaining more credibility in the
media.

Another example, which has
been closer to home for psy-
chiatry, is the “growth indus-
try” of treatments and confer-
ences pertaining to multiple
personality disorder and Sa-
tanic ritual abuse.

I say “closer to home” be-
cause, according to the sociolo-
gist Jeffrey S. Victor, fifty psy-
chiatrists (and two hundred
other professionals) attended
the conference on ritual abuse
he describes in his article, and
two-thirds of the audience at
one lecture raised their hands
when asked if they had treated
Satanic ritual abuse. Most
seemed to assume that the sur-
vivor stories were literally true
and that often such abuse had
been the etiology of a multiple
personality disorder in the sur-
viving adult.

Admittedly such a confer-
ence will concentrate believers,
but in my everyday work for a
large health plan I too have had
occasion to discuss Satanic rit-
ual abuse with credulous thera-
pists and to interview patients
who presented typical survivor
stories.

The contents of a typical rit-
ual abuse story by now are fa-
miliar to many readers: per-
verse sexual activities occurred
at length, repeatedly over the
years, between Satanic perpe-
trators and the child protago-
nist, embellished with black
robes and candles and laboured
misuse of Christian symbols;
the child was forced to take an
active role in the murder of an-
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other child; blood was drunk or
babies were dismembered and
caten; babies were being bred
by the cult for the purpose of
ritual sacrifice. Satan himself
might appear on the scene.

In day-care cases, the lack of
disinterested witnesses is ex-
plained by improbable trans-
portation of children to a hid-
den site (by plane, by tunnels
etc.), reminiscent of the “night
flight” aspect of witchcraft hys-
teria. Enthusiasts for the theory
hold that such abuse is wide-
spread, for example that fifty
thousand ritual sacrifices occur
yearly, or that Satanic cults
comprise a world-wide, multi-
generational conspiracy.

According to Kenneth Lan-
ning, in charge of an FBI unit
investigating Satanic cult
crimes, “We now have hun-
dreds of victims alleging that
thousands of offenders are mur-
dering tens of thousands of peo-
ple, and there is little or no cor-
roborative evidence, from a
law-enforcement perspective”.

As therapists, should we
care one way or the other about
corroborative evidence? Is it
not in the nature of an empathic
therapeutic alliance to enter
mto the spirit of the patient’s
experience? Is it not in the na-
ture of the therapeutic process
to deal evenhandedly with ma-
terial drawn from fantasy and
reality alike? And when it
seems that numbers of profes-

| stonals are unduly impressed by

such stories, perhaps it is only
their empathy at work; instinc-
tively recognising that there is
no better way of forging an alli-
ance with the patient than to en-
dorse the patient’s view of real-
ity.

Yet, I am concerned that in
pursuing this course, the thera-
pist can lose track of how much
sacrifice of her own intellectual

autonomy is being made on be-
half of the therapeutic relation-
ship. Taken to an extreme, this
kind of empathy ultimately
places the therapist in the posi-
tion of the dependent partner in
a folie-a-deux.

There are other possible for-
mulations of the problem I am
addressing. Some ritual-abuse
patients may be diagnostically
closer to having a factitious dis-
order than to having paranoia,
in which case the involved
therapists might be regarded as
the susceptible targets of a
frand. For example, I inter-
viewed one patient who had ob-
tained disability income on the
basis of her post-Satanic multi-
ple-personality disorder, while
working with a therapist who
had accepted this history with-
out corroboration.

In the case of an adult who
identifies cryptic signs of ritual
abuse in a child and then ap-
plies for treatment or legal ac-
tion, I see a parallel with the
parent enacting a Munchausen-
by-proxy (in which the child is
presented for treatment of an
odd physical illness which has
been fabricated or induced by
the parent). In both cases, the
parent usually appears espe-
cially devoted and concerned
for the welfare of her child and
compels the admiration of phy-
sicians and others involved, un-
til the true situation is uncov-
ered.

What factors beside empa-
thy may have paralysed our ca-
pacity to doubt?

Obligatory belief

We all realise the harm that
can result from not taking a sex-
ual abuse story seriously, par-
ticularly when it comes from a
child. We now practice in a
state of heightened vigilance to
prevent such abuse, interrupt it,
or treat its post-traumatic stress
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disorder. We bend over back-
wards to correct Freud’s under-
estimate of the true incidence of
incest.

As a result, many of us have
come to feel embarrassed to
question any aspect of any story
involving sexual abuse, no matter
how truly fantastic. Even in the
privacy of our own minds, it can
seem that belief is obligatory.
And when it comes to voicing
doubts out loud, we anticipate a
consensus to the contrary, or ar-
guments ad hominem that charge
our scepticism to our squeamish-
ness, denial or insensitivity.

And here let me make a per-
sonal value exphclt that belief

ideally rests on evidence that
convinces, and that scepticism
is a healthy, or at very least, a
permissible first response to
someone else’s novel hypothe-
sis, especially when that hy-
pothesis involves the super-
natural or challenges common
sense.

Mass Hysteria

A third formulation to ex-
plain therapist credulity is fa-
voured by Jeffrey Victor and
other sceptical sociologists.
They suggest that the Satanic
ritual abuse phenomenon is an
example of mass hysteria
(a.k.a. moral panic), in which
theraplsts patlents clergymen

police and others become in-
volved according to individual
vulnerability and social con-
text. They support this theory
by an analysis of the manner in
which the Satanic cult rumours
are spread, and by amassing the
cases in which no evidence
could ever be found to demon-
strate a reality behind the ru-
mour.

The content of ritual-abuse
stories also lends support to this
explanation. For example,
some women who seek “depro-
gramming” claim to have been
practising witches under the
domination of Satan. Their sce-
nario of an indulgence followed
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by repudiation is an exact du-
plication of that sequence in the
behaviour of the children at the
core of the seventeenth century
witchcraft hysteria in Salem
Village in Massachusetts. Be-
liefs about blood-drinking,
baby-sacrifice, perverse inter-
course with demons etc. were
also all represented in such ear-
lier hysterias.

In the three hundred years of
European witchcraft hysteria,
ending not long after the Salem
outbreak, 200,000 innocent
men and women were mur-
dered as witches. The hysteria
was supported by the estab-
lishment, partly because the es-
tates of wealthy “witches”
could be confiscated by the
court after they had been exe-
cuted.

It is hard to imagine that
three hundred years later, there
is any danger of the whole so-
cial structure becoming caught
up in the hysteria in the way
that it was in those times. It is
alarming that part of the con-
temporary legend is a belief that
individual modern cults are part
of an ancient conspiracy, whose
goal is to “create international
chaos in order to allow Satan to
take over the world.”

While believers in this the-
ory may never succeed in creat-
ing the kind of panic that leads
to sanctioned executions, “an
unjustified crusade against
those perceived as satanists
could result in wasted re-
sources, unwarranted damage
to reputations, and disruption of
civil liberties,” as Kenneth Lan-
ning wrote in 1990. It has hap-
pened. Thousands of families in
the United States have been
needlessly disrupted, even if
one can speculate that in some
cases distancing the family
might have been part of the pa-
tient’s agenda.
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Causes of Mass Hysteria

The phrase “mass hysteria”
describes a social phenomenon
not necessarily restricted to
people who individually suffer
from histrionic or paranoid dis-
orders. Other factors thought to
contribute to vulnerability in-
clude gender (more often fe-
male) and preexisting social
ties. In the case of the Satanic
cult hysteria, the “pre-existing
social ties” exist within certain
sub-groups of the mental-health
professional communities.
And, the law-enforcement con-
tingent at the seminars shares a
fundamentalist Christian per-
spective:

“The most notable circular
among cult-crime investiga-
tors, File 18 Newsletter, fol-
lows a Christian world-view
in which police officers who
claim to separate their relig-
ious views from their profes-
sional duties nevertheless
maintain that salvation
through Jesus Christ is the
only sure antidote to Satanic
involvement, whether crimi-
nal or noncriminal, and
point out that no police offi-
cer can honourably and
properly do his or her duty
without reference to Chris-
tian standards.”

Many of the participating
therapists also share this con-
text.

Modern “local panics” about
satanic cults “have almost all
occurred in economically de-
clining small towns and rural
areas of the country.” Similarly,
an analysis of the economic and
political factors favouring hys-
teria can be made on the basis
of the location on the Salem
map, in 1692, of the homes of
the accusers, the accused, and
their defenders.

It is interesting to speculate
about other social causes of
such hysterias. One possibility
is that many people are inter-
preting the AIDS epidemic as
God’s punishment for sexual
wrongdoing, especially as it oc-
curred concurrently with in-
creasing public awareness of
the reality of incest. A subgroup
of these people may have been
conditioned, by religious up-
bringing or personal history, to
deal with anxiety about forbid-
den impulses through projec-
tion and splitting, and the real
existence of Satanic cults pro-
vided the seed crystal for a con-
spiracy theory.

Similarly to a conversion
symptom, the hysteria also pro-
vides the opportunity for dis-
guised expression of sexual and
aggressive interests, as the par-
ticipants can discuss the details
of abductions and orgies while
claiming to be traumatised or
outraged.

Relationship to
Real Sexual Abuse

This brings me to the ques-
tion of just what relationship
the Satanic ritual-abuse hysteria
bears to real instances of physi-
cal and sexual child abuse.

Obviously it can be viewed
as a simple imitation of a true
abuse situation, which appears
cruder or gaudier than the origi-
nal, as natural imitations gener-
ally do. Like the larger and
more brightly spotted eggs of
the cuckoo, the ritual-abuse
story is a winner in the contest
for nurturing behaviour.

In some cases, professionals
involved in the hysteria have
had personal knowledge of real
cases of child pornography, in-

| cest, physical abuse, neglect, or

those rare instances where the
sexual molestation of a child
was associated with Satanic
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embellishments (such perhaps
was the case of Frank and Iliana
Fuster, described by Roland
Summit and others). Their sub-
sequent participation in mass
hysteria could be viewed as a
manifestation of professional
shell-shock.

In the New York Times of
March 3, 1991, there was a de-
scription of a case in which a
couple abandoned an infant to
death by starvation because of
their participation in an ex-
tended crack orgy. Three years
ago I was involved in a similar
case (the mother had been my
patient). When her crime was
discovered, incredulous friends
attributed it to her having been
kidnapped by a Satanic cult,
which forced her to kill the
baby.

This colourful explanation
eased vicarious guilt (mine in-
cluded, at the moments I was
tempted to believe it) and ex-

tracted a drop of pleasurable
drama from what was, in stark
reality, an unmitigated horror.

The Satanic ritual-abuse
hysteria could well be, in part,
the product of that amazing
ability of the human mind to
transmute pain into pleasure. If
so, I can understand why its ad-
herents would be tenacious.
Supposing them to have had
childhoods studded by such
painful episodes, one can
hardly begrudge them the
soothing balm and spangly en-
tertainment of hysteria; of fic-
tionalising and dramatising
their trauma at the moment of
its emergence into publicity. At
one remove, I am doing some-
thing similar as I now write.

Let me look a little more
closely, though, at the nature of
the relief provided to the ritual-
abuse patient. It could go like
this: if Satan and all his minions
ravished her or her child, she

Bear in Mind

Skeptics will probably be interested in the
following events coming up later this year:

~ Tan Plimer visit
~ In late April the arch-foe of Australian creationists will be
-visiting a number of New Zealand cities to speak on:

Telling Lies for God: the truth about creation “science”
Keep an ¢ye open for local announcements.

e Richard Dawkins visit
Zoologist Dawkins is the author of popular books such as The
Selfish Gene and The Blind Watchmaker. He is scheduled to
be in New Zealand during the week of 9 S&ptembﬁr and ;

current plans are for him to visit Christchur
- : and Wellington.

See the next Skeptzc for an anmuncemant of the: date and
venue of our annuai get~togethar nay J
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was really not to blame. Never
mind if mental health profes-
sionals had been trying to tell
her that for years; when it
comes to ground-in guilt, noth-
ing gets it out like a home-made
remedy.

How can it hurt to let the
patient go on feeling that we
validate this version of her
story? In some cases that might
seem the best course, or is the
only alliance the patient will al-
low. But leaving aside the po-
tential division of a family,
within the patient herself, the
split is left unhealed. Some-
where deep in her heart, she
could still be wondering
whether Satan, penis and all, is
not a piece of herself, torn like
Adam from her own chest.

And to get at that question,
she will have to tell the real
story — more homely, sad, or
embarrassing. It might be a real
incest story, but more likely it
will be the story of a puritanical
childhood, which — as in
Marion Starkey’s Salem — al-
lowed excitement only via tales
of sin and punishment.

Secondary Gain

And what of the patients
who, though now in no great
distress, instinctively exploit a
mass hysteria? What treatment
will divert them from a life of
disability under a factitious di-
agnosis of multiple personality
disorder or post-Satanic stress
syndrome?

Thigpen and Cleckley, the
authors of The Three Faces of
Eve, believe that full-blown
multiple-personality is ex-
tremely rare. Most patients
secking the diagnosis are histri-
onic personalities with a capac-
ity for some dissociation, and a
desire to promote that capacity
“to ... gain attention, or main-
tain an acceptable self-image,
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or accrue financial gain, or even
escape responsibility for ac-
tions.” Multiple personality is
almost unknown in England,
where sensational biographical
accounts of such patients are
less available.

Fahy et al suggest treating
multiple personality and lesser
degrees of dissociation as
symptoms of personality disor-
der. “It is our contention that
sanctioning the dissociative be-
haviour, by concentrating on
symptoms Or encouraging
symptomatic behaviour, may
lead to reinforcement and en-
trenchment of the relevant
symptom.” (The same argu-
ment applies to preoccupation
with the ritual-abuse story.)

In a personal communica-
tion, Bessel VanDerKolk re-
framed the ‘“‘attention-getting”
motive I have here attributed to
the multiple-personality or rit-
val abuse patient. He takes a
therapist’s sense that a patient is
exhibiting or “getting off on
trauma”, to be a marker for the
presence of narcissistic issues
in that patient, such as would
derive from a childhood that
was lacking the minimum es-
sential mirroring from the par-
ents. The resulting hunger to
feel important to someone is
appropriately gratified by an
outraged therapist, even if the
trauma is mislabelled by both
therapist and patient.

There is a lively dialogue on
the subject of therapist scepti-
cism regarding multiple person-
ality in The Journal of Nervous
and Mental Disease. 1 wonder
if professionals polarise over
endorsing this diagnosis be-
cause of personal values re-
garding responsibility vs. de-
pendency.

Physicians tend to be re-
sponsible, counterdependent
stoics; as such we face a contin-
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ual choice between envying the
apparent ability of the dissocia-
tive patient to escape account-
ability, or merging with this pa-
tient in order to enjoy vicari-
ously the gratifications he
seems to achieve in that way. It
is possible to shift between the
two positions, but most will
have a tendency toward one or
the other.

Iatrogenic Contributions
to Mass Hysteria

We must finally confront the
fourth, and least palatable form
in which therapist participation
has contributed to mass hys-
teria: case-finding therapists
have been playing a role analo-
gous to the witch-finders of ear-
lier hysterias.

Of course then, the witches
were not so much found as cre-
ated, often by quite deliberate
fraud with an obvious profit
motive; I had presumed the
therapist motivation to be more
complicated, including for ex-
ample the understandable
pleasure of sharing in the lime-
light falling on such a case.

An article on Satanic ritual
abuse in the April, 1992 issue
of The Psychiatric Times de-
scribes a case of a therapist who
allegedly pressured her patient
into telling the ritual abuse
story. The patient explained, “It
was never just enough to tell
her that my grandmother had
abused and tortured me. It al-
ways needed to be worse.”

This was a harbinger of the
flood of false-memory retrac-
tions now appearing in the
United States. Such zealous
therapists would be the domi-
nant partners of the folies-a-
deux, the parents in a Mun-
chausen-by-proxy, and the
driving force behind hysteria.
The past year’s work of the
False Memory Syndrome

Foundation would suggest that
numbers of recanting accusers
feel they had been pressured by
their therapists in just this way.

The profit motive must now
be taken more seriously. It is
not necessarily unethical to pur-
sue a specialty which meets the
need of fashion, even if one
does so with the covert thought,
“there’s money to be made
from this.” Consider for exam-
ple a hypnotist who decides that
because of new anti-smoking
laws, a smoking-cessation prac-
tice is likely to succeed. It is
perfectly possible that he is sin-
cere and zealous about this
practice which also happens to
be profitable. Yet, if somehow
it turned out that hypnotism
were more harmful than ciga-
rettes, we would begin to won-
der just how long the practitio-
ner might have secretly stilled
the doubts now shared by all.

Education or Tolerance?

It will not be possible to
eradicate this type of mass hys-
teria, which has such a strong
appeal and is so nearly adaptive
for so many. Indeed, a fifth and
final reframe for the phenome-
non was suggested to me by the
anthropologist Sherrill Mulhern
(director of the Laboratoire des
Rumeurs, des Mythes du Futur
et des Sectes at the University
of Paris). She believes that the
satanic-abuse survivors and
their convert therapists com-
prise an American possession
cult.

Labeling mass hysteria in
this way, reminds us of the
adaptive and comforting as-
pects of religion, and blames no
one (not parent, nor patient, nor
therapist) for a phenomenon
that springs from some wide-
spread cultural source.

Yet (along with Ms. Mul-
hern) I remain concerned about
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the dangerous and counter-
therapeutic aspects of cultic re-
ligions, in which vulnerable in-
dividuals may feel too much
pressure to conform and to re-
nounce family ties that might
still have been a net positive re-
source.

And I feel bewildered to
walk into my scientific church
and find a significant portion of
the congregation busily sacri-
ficing a scapegoat on the altar.

Part of our role as doctors is
to educate. We can make an ef-
fort to enlighten those of our
colleagues who are treating fac-
titious and conversion disorders
without recognizing them as
such, and to come to the aid of
those who sense the sympto-
matic nature of the story-telling
but are confused as to what
“empathy” requires in that situ-
ation.

Empathy need not disable
the therapist’s observing ego,
nor its faculty of critical
thought. That is what generates
the full list of diagnostic hy-
potheses and assesses the qual-
ity of the evidence available for
choosing between them, so our
empathy will be attuned to the
real source of pain in a particu-
lar patient.

Institutionally, we can make
more conscious choices about
limiting clinical resources such
as hospitalisations, especially
where the relevant symptom is
fully ego-syntonic or factitious.
And finally, I think we need to
examine the role played by rit-
ual-abuse conferences, courses
or therapies in feeding hysteria
or proselytising for a new relig-
ion.

Blarg, wibble, bio stuff...
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tailed without giving away the
“whodunnit’ aspec
- book. | ¢an only ask youto
: accept .my word that this is 4

- THE HIPPOPOTAMUS by

~ Stephen Fry; Arrow Books T

5[td *1995' xi + 356 pp;
$19 95 pbk

' 'S’te_phen Fry _o_n!y for hts T\f AT
comic appearances (A Bit of 'V
Fry and Laurie, Jeeves and 9°°C

_everyone else has receg*
n ed the truty paran a13

ok -'ys cf ‘Fry "HiS
m_cfudﬂer eoc;kmg his

Wooster, Blackaddep) may commas.”

be surprised to meet him as
author of a novel, and even

more surprised that such a

novel should be reviewed in
New Zealand Skeptic.
Squash your doubts — this
book is full of paranormal
mysteries to delight the skep-
tical reader.

The story is of the miracu-

lous happenings at Swafford
Hall, a country house in Nor-
folk; a cancer cure, a veteri-

“nary marvel, the transforma-
tion of an ugly duckling into a

swan, the laying on of hands,
general sorcery, and the lib-
eral dispensing of Reichian
energy, ie *healing” in its wid-
est sense, and definitely in
quotation marks, all seem to
be associated with the ado-
lescent younger son of the
house.

S0, why should a novel
about bizarre events at an
English country house, writ-

‘ten by a comic actor, be
strongly recommended to

this magazine’s readers?
It is i’mpﬁssrbie to be de-

. of the

a WGlcnme cmn’trést
3l story of the para-

‘normal, where the skeptic is

'h,us stup:dnty on]y i__.ng aﬁer-__- i

rious r_elaﬂorzship enters ?the
story, where the god-daugh-
ter and god-son of the hippo-
potamus are central.

And so to the beast him-
self, Ted Wallace, burned-out
poet, drunken journafist, just
dismissed, as the story opens,
for writing a scurrilous review
of a play by a popular drama-
tist, He is, therefore, available
to be sent to observe the mir-
acles at Swafford as they hap-
pen, by the aforementioned
god-daughter, healed [eukae—-
mia sufferer.

Many chapters c&nsast Of
feﬁers exchanged between
these two (Maha, you Eng.
Lit. students will exclaim, an
Epistolary Novel). Put aside
your prudish sensibilities
when you pick up The Hippo-
potamus; the language is
strong and fruity, and there is
plenty of explicit sex @f not.
only the hetero- mo-
type, but of the be: al also,
Definitely not to be put in the
hands of your tl’adlﬂ@ﬂalg
maiden aunt ' ;

 Bernard Howard
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Chemists aren’t
Pharmacists

When reading the latest is-
sue of the NZ Skeptic 1 was
somewhat dismayed to find that
both our worthy Chair-Entity,
and our Hokum Locum failed
to appreciate the difference be-
tween a chemist and a pharma-
cist/druggist. Although this is
common failure on the part of
the general public I would have
expected better from fellow
Skeptics.

For example, T have a BSc in
chemistry (and biochemistry)
and am a Fellow of the NZ In-
stitute of Chemistry. Thus I
may rightly claim to be a chem-
ist, yet I cannot sell drugs or
dispense prescription medi-
cines. In my experience, few
pharmacists/druggists have

Forum

much knowledge of chemistry,
let alone any formal qualifica-
tion in chemistry, so have no
right to be called “chemists” de-
spite common misuse of the ap-
pellation.

John R.L Walker, BSc(Hons),
PhD, FNZIC

Dept. of Plant & Microbial Sci-
ences, University of Canterbury

Grovel, Grovel and a
Quick Right Cross

OK, mea culpa, mea culpa,
mea maxima culpa!

Sorry John, and all you
other real chemists out there
for defaming the name of the
chemically competent. Yes, |
was talking about pharmacists
when discussing those so-
called *health professionals
you see most often”.

(In defense, and appealing
to authority — something we
Skeptics never do — the dic-
tionary does accept chemist
as a synonym of pharmacist
— but then it offers it as a
synonym for alchemist too!)

My article in the last issue
mentioned that one might
want to consider avoiding us-
ing the Amcal chain because
of their dubious chemistry.
Here below is good reason to
boycott the Unichem chain.
They've got one thing right —
pregnant women are vulner-
able — all the more reason to
campaign against those busi-
ness wanting to take advan-
tage of them in the name of
pseudo-science.

Vicki Hyde,
Chastened Chair-entity

Homoeopathy for the mum-to-be

Probably the most winer- well to homoeopathic treatment. For for use during the early days of feeding),
able time in any woman’s life is example, moming sickness often plagues Calendula cream helps to soothe and heal.
when she is preghant. many during the first few months of Used in many matemity units, its gentle

Some treatments for day-to- pregnancy. Remedies such as Nausmed soothing action helps the nipple to heal
day illnesses such as Relief (containing theridion, cocculus, when applied regularly following and in-
common allergies and apomorphinum, tabaccum, petroleum and between feeding.

coughs and colds are on ignatia) can help relieve the feeling of PreBirth, Emergency Relief and
the “not to be taken” list. nausea and stop vomiting. Calendula cream are all included in a
So for this reason, Preparing for birth is an important special matemity pack avaitable from most
homoeopathy offers an feature of homoeopathic treatment in the Unichem Phamacies.
altemative option to all last two to three weeks of pregnancy. A
product such as Pre-Birth contains
Caulophyllum, used to tone and strengthen”
the walls of the uterus and ease those
pains in the back and hips.

During delivery many women have
benefited from the use of Emergency Relief.
This contains Amica, recommended by

Homoeopathic treatments are available many midwives, and also combined
for many ilinesses that occur in pregnancy Hypericum for pain relief and other
"and none is a risk to either the mother or homoeopathic preparations to help calm

her precious baby. nerves and worry during labour.
Problems peculiar to pregnancy respond To help prepare for breastfeeding (and
x
4 | Healthy Times Unichem The Heart of Community Healthcare.

Autumn 1996 Number 39 New Zealand Skeptic 19



POSTAGE PAID
Christchurch, NZ.
Permit No. 3357
If undelivered, return to:
Prof Bernard Howard
150 Dyers Pass Rd
Christchurch 2
Moving Around?
There may be psychics out there, but none of
them help with the Skeptic. If you change
address, please tell us. We want you to enjoy
your magazine.
New Zealand Committee for the
Scientific Investigation of
Claims of the Paranormal (Inc.)
Chair-entity:Vicki Hyde (Christchurch)
Secretary/Treasurer: Bernard Howard (Christchurch)
Media Spokesman: Denis Dutton (Christchurch)
Editor: Owen McShane (Auckland)
Committee: Heather Mackay (Auckland) Bill Cooke (Auckland)
Robert Woolf (Auckland) Owen Wilkes (Hamilton)
Kerry Chamberlain (Palmerston North)  Mike Dickison (Wellington)
Warwick Don (Dunedin) Tan Short (Christchurch) |




