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Charles Fort’s Life
and Legacy of Strangeness
ROB BOSTON
Charles Fort: The Man Who Invented the Supernatural.
By Jim Steinmeyer. Tarcher-Penguin, 2008. 332 pp. Hardcover, $24.95.

W

riter Charles Hoy Fort occupies an unusual position these
days: respected and revered
by advocates of the paranormal, scorned
and dismissed by skeptics, and forgotten
by everyone else.
Fort enjoyed cataloging unlikely events:
showers of frogs and blood raining out
of clear skies, mysterious “airships” drifting among the clouds, accounts of strange
disappearances. In the early twentieth
century, Fort penned a series of books
that some argue is the work of a genius
and others of a first-class crank.
Jim Steinmeyer’s new biography of
Fort, Charles Fort: The Man Who Invented the Supernatural, is a well-written,
well-researched account of the life of a
man whose name lives on in paranormal
“Fortean societies” worldwide (groups
Fort never supported, by the way). More
than seventy years after his death, Fort
still inspires admiration and imitation.
His nonfiction works have never been
out print.
Fort led an interesting life. He grew
up under the thumb of an overbearing
and abusive father, escaped to work
briefly as a newspaper reporter at the
tender age of fifteen, and traveled the
world on a shoestring budget. Settling
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in New York City, Fort married and
eked out a living supplying magazines
with unusual short stories featuring O.
Henry-esque twist endings. He eventually came to the attention of editor and
novelist Theodore Dreiser, who admired
Fort’s stories and urged him to produce
more. Prodded by Dreiser, Fort penned
an odd, now forgotten novel called The
Outcast Manufacturers before turning his
hand to the world of the mysterious.
Fort wrote two paranormal-themed
books titled X and Y before cranking out
Z, later renamed The Book of the Damned.
(He later destroyed the manuscripts for
X and Y.) Dreiser was enthusiastic about
the work and pressed his publisher to
put it out, threatening to break with the
firm when the editors balked.

The book sold poorly, but Dreiser
used his influence to keep Fort going.
Subsequent works, Wild Talents, Lo! and
New Lands, gathered more attention,
and Fort began to attract a following.
Steinmeyer draws heavily on fragments of Fort’s unpublished autobiography and the voluminous correspondence between Fort and Dreiser to flesh
out the story of this enigmatic figure.
The portrait that surfaces is of a reclusive man poring over journals in a public library and cataloging musty clippings at home.
Fort was primarily a compiler. He
published his material with little comment except to imply repeatedly that
these odd tales had to mean something,
daring scientists to explain them. He did
no actual investigating himself.
Nevertheless, Fort clearly believed he
was on to something big. Surviving descriptions of X and Y refer to unconventional
theories—a type of floating sea in the sky
that hurled down amphibians and
blood, a solar system with planets much
closer than they appear, a flourishing civilization at the South Pole.
Fort saw Mars as key to the puzzle. In
Fort’s day, the idea of Mars being inhabited was not considered so strange. He
toyed with the idea that Martians were
keeping Earth as a type of intergalactic
petting zoo. One of Fort’s best-known
sayings is, “I think we’re property.”
Intrigued by these oddball theories,
Dreiser continued to promote Fort to
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anyone who would listen. One Dreiser
associate, the acerbic newspaper columnist H.L. Mencken, was not impressed.
Fort, Mencken tried to explain to the
novelist, was ignorant of basic science.
Dreiser had no better luck with H.G.
Wells. After examining The Book of the
Damned, Wells wrote to Dreiser and
called Fort “one of the most damnable
bores who ever cut scraps from out-ofthe-way newspapers” who “writes like
[a] drunkard.” Dreiser sent back a long
reply, defending his friend.
Forteans like to portray Fort as an
early skeptic, but a more likely scenario is
that he was gullible and/or simply ignorant of science. Fort rejected Newtonian
physics and Darwinian evolution. In one
of his books, he opined that a tale of a
talking dog that said a few words before
disappearing in a flash of green light was
perhaps going too far—because of the
green flash. Tales of talking animals had
happily populated other Fort tomes.
Fort’s smug attitude toward science and
his self-congratulating prose indicate that
he viewed himself as something of a
prophet—but of what? As Steinmeyer
points out in a nicely phrased passage, Fort
produced a “canon of the supernatural,”
and his “four gospels” inspired writers like
Charles Berlitz, Erich von Daniken, Ivan
Sanderson, and others. That’s a poor
legacy indeed, but it’s not Fort’s only one.
He has also inspired science-fiction writers, creators of graphic novels, and even
authors of children’s literature.
In the end, it is not necessary, as
Steinmeyer implies in his conclusion, to
grapple with whether Fort was a genius
or a crank. The choice need not be so
stark. Clearly Fort was no genius. He was
not a researcher, never got near an actual
lab, and did not study at a university. His
speculations about the nature of our
planet and the universe belong to the
realm of early science fiction.
Yet it would be a mistake to dismiss
Fort merely as a type of uber-crank who
paved the way for the excesses of today’s
paranormal devotees, some of whom
even Fort would likely agree go too far.
The universe is probably not as strange

as Fort believed it to be, but, for better
or worse, many people have over the
years been influenced by his insistence
that it is. Long in his grave, Fort contin-

ues to force skeptics to respond to his
ideas. That may be his most enduring
legacy, and it is one that would likely
please Fort.

Statistically Significant
Results Vs. Oomph
PETER LAMAL
The Cult of Statistical Significance: How the Standard Error
Costs Us Jobs, Justice, and Lives. By Stephen T. Ziliak and
Deirdre N. McCloskey. University of Michigan Press,
Ann Arbor, 2008. ISBN: 13:978-0-472-05007-9. 320 pp.
Paperback, $24.95.

A

group of students taught by a
particular teaching method is
tested at the end of the school
year. The average (mean) test score and
the range of scores from lowest to highest are determined. This is an example of
descriptive statistics. Using inferential
statistics in another scenario: A group of
students is taught by Method A and a
second group by Method B. The test
scores of both groups are analyzed and
statistical procedures are used to determine if one of the groups scored statistically significantly better than the other
group. In this example, the use of inferential statistics exemplifies the focus of
Ziliak and McCloskey’s strong criticism
of one area of inferential statistics.
The authors of The Cult of Statistical
Significance, who are quantitative economists, make it clear that they are not
attacking statistics as such, which they
value as a crucial tool. Their central point
is that a particularly bad practice has
reigned for more than eighty years that has
consisted of reducing problems of testing,
measurement, and interpretation of results
to one of “statistical significance.” This
Peter Lamal is an emeritus professor of psychology at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte and a fellow of the
Division of Behavior Analysis of the American Psychological Association. E-mail:
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emphasis on statistical significance is a
fundamental problem, because it diverts
attention away from the proper objects of
scientific study: scientific or practical (as
opposed to statistical) significance, error
analysis, and rational decision making.
The erroneous emphasis on statistical significance has, the authors maintain,
caused a loss of jobs, justice, profit, and
human lives, and they provide examples
in support of their assertion. A finding of
statistical significance, or the lack of it, “is
on its own almost valueless, a meaningless
parlor game. Statistical significance
should be a tiny part of an inquiry concerned with the size and importance of
relationships” (2).
So just what is the problem that
Ziliak and McCloskey are so concerned
about? The problem, they say, is that
tests of statistical significance do not
answer quantitative, scientific questions.
A test of statistical significance is not a
scientific test; rather it is a philosophical, qualitative test. It asks whether some
relationship exists; it does not, however,
ask to what degree it exists. The social sciences ask, for example, whether there
exists an effect of drug prices on addiction or whether there exists an effect of
Vioxx on heart attacks. An effect does or
does not exist, say the practitioners of
statistical significance. But if an effect is
found, they fail to ask the question
“How big is the effect?” They fail to
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consider the pragmatic questions:
“What difference does the effect make?
Who cares about the effect?”
In the 1920s and 1930s, R.A. Fisher,
one of the most renowned statisticians of
the twentieth century, developed the subdiscipline of statistical significance testing
and attracted a number of influential disciples. Fisher’s word is extremely influential to this day. The authors’ hero, in contrast to their dim view of Fisher, is the
neglected William Gosset (1876–1937),
who unlike Fisher asked the right question: what is the substantive significance
of a statistical result?
Statistical significance testing misguidedly involves choosing precision
over practical considerations, the latter
being “oomph” in the authors’ lexicon.
This is illustrated by an example of two
weight-loss pills of differing average
effect. How to choose between them?
The effect of one of the pills is much less
variable (more precise) than the effect of
the other, but the other can, although
not necessarily, result in much greater
weight loss. The latter pill has “oomph”
and is the one to choose.
In addition to lack of oomph, testing
for statistical significance involves the fallacy of the transposed conditional. That
is, if a certain hypothesis (e.g., teaching
method A is superior to method B) is followed by a certain observation (students
taught by A perform better than those
taught by B), this particular finding does
not warrant the conclusion that other better-performing students have necessarily
been taught by method A. “If H, then O”
does not affirm “If O, then H.” Ziliak
and McCloskey illustrate the fallacy by
saying that if a person is hanged he will
probably die. On encountering a corpse
under a sheet, statisticians subject to the
transposed conditional fallacy would thus
say, “He was probably hanged.” Since
Fisher’s work in the 1920s, the fallacy has
had a pernicious effect on the work of
many economic, medical, psychological,
and forensic scientists.
The persistence in economics over
decades of the focus on statistical significance versus oomph is the result of
54
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teachers and textbooks emphasizing the
importance of the former. In many textbooks, practical significance is not even
mentioned. But in sociology, psychology, and educational research, many
researchers have considered the difference between oomph and statistical significance. But “psychologists have known
about the difference for many decades,
although like economists, most of them
continue to ignore it” (111). It should
be pointed out, however, that behavior
analysts, at least since B.F. Skinner (Science and Human Behavior, 1953), have
not been captivated by statistical significance testing, focusing instead on demonstrating substantive, pragmatic significance.

For the general reader, Ziliak and
McCloskey recommend the first three
of the twenty-four chapters of this
book. The reader will understand the
main point that oomph—the difference a treatment makes—is much
more important than statistical significance testing. For the remainder of the
book, they assume the reader is familiar with testing, estimation, and error
statistics as used in the life and human
sciences.
Ziliak and McCloskey have persisted
in their praiseworthy endeavor for many
years. It would be extremely gratifying
to see them succeed—think of the
increase in oomph in the social and
medical sciences that would generate.

Secular Sunshine as the
Best Disinfectant
KENNETH W. KRAUSE
The Secular Conscience: Why Belief Belongs in Public Life.
Austin Dacey. Prometheus Books: Amherst, New York,
2008. ISBN: 978-1-59102-604-4. 240 pp. Hardcover,
$24.95.

I

n America, self-anointed “values voters” receive an intellectual pass every
election year. Rarely, if ever, are
alternately furious or teary-eyed “pro-lifers” asked to publicly and rationally
defend their bald claims that nonfeeling,
nonsentient fetuses and, in some cases,
even 150-cell blastocysts possess rights
superior to those of hopeful billions who
are conscious of themselves and their
world and, in fact, can sense the pain
and despair with which all people
should be able to empathize.
Surely, secularists must realize that in a
wild, standard-free struggle between emotionally charged sound bites, “pro-choice”
can never triumph over “pro-life.” Indeed,
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were the issues that uncomplicated, it
should not. But the technical and societal
details of these matters easily favor both
legal abortion and, despite recent scientific
advances, generous public support for
embryonic stem cell research. So why do
most secularists refuse to argue the salient
facts to the common American voter?
Throughout the world, Islamist terrorists issue death sentences to authors
and apostates, support so-called “honorkillings,” and bomb innocent civilians to
fulfill their perceived duties to God.
Although secular world leaders and news
organizations rightly condemn the perpetrators as individual fanatics, they seldom dare to so much as question the
religious motivations behind such fanaticism. Instead, Islam is ever so diplomatically dubbed “a religion of peace.” Why
not at least acknowledge the apparent
correlations between religious conviction
and senseless violence?
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Because secularism has “lost its soul,”
replies Austin Dacey, professor of humanities and United Nations representative for the Center for Inquiry/Transnational. Although the American model
of secular government was premised on
open and vigorous competition between
numerous philosophies and religious
sects in the free marketplace of moral
visions, American citizens of all persuasions have since deeply internalized at
least two logical fallacies that prevent
them from achieving that ideal.
The Privacy Fallacy, Dacey instructs,
decrees that all matters of conscience—
secular or religious—are utterly personal
and, hence, forbidden subjects for public discourse. So long as beliefs are not
“imposed” on others, this hopelessly regressive mantra goes, every person has a
“right” to believe as she will without
interference of any kind. Enter the
Liberty Fallacy, which mistakenly concludes that because conscience must not
be coerced, it is equally immune to reasoned critique and objective intellectual
and moral standards.
But unlimited deference to others’
beliefs does not constitute respect for
those beliefs but rather a blind, blanket
acceptance of or careless indifference to
them. Respect for truth and decency, by
contrast, necessarily entails serious consideration, scrutiny, and when appropriate, direct public criticism. The architects
of secular liberalism would scarcely recognize their descendants today, because
they would never have tolerated, much
less recommended, political neutrality
regarding matters of conscience. Dacey
draws heavily from the skeptical and utilitarian writings of Baruch Spinoza and
John Stuart Mill to prove his point.
Perhaps most instructive for the
author, however, is ethicist Adam Smith’s
1759 Theory of Moral Sentiments, which
appealed to every man’s “impartial and
well-informed spectator” as “the great
judge and arbiter of their conduct.” The
moral point of view, according to Smith, is
anything but subjective. Rather, it transcends the individual and is, at least in theory, accessible to every citizen. In the larger

societal context, Dacey concurs, accessibility necessarily depends on a permissive
public attitude. Freedom of conscience, in
other words, is inherently social and must
include the liberty to speak publicly as
one’s conscience compels.
So, if secularists are committed to
morality’s rational foundation, they
shouldn’t object to open political religious expression on any grounds, much
less on the basis of personal autonomy
or subjectivity. In so doing, they would

Unlimited deference
to others’ beliefs does
not constitute respect for
those beliefs but rather
a blind, blanket
acceptance of or careless
indifference to them.
forfeit precious opportunities to confront religious extremism and expose it
as the institutionalized fear and bigotry
that it plainly is. Nor should religious
speech be barred for its proven divisiveness. All moral questions are intrinsically provocative. If secularists wish to
publicly reclaim the ethical high ground,
they ought not to exclude certain ideas
arbitrarily.
Religion must be freed from its
rhetorical and ideological closets before it
can be fully exposed to the light of reason. For perhaps the first time in history,
faith must be held to the same practical
standards routinely applied to other
claims of fact and conscience. For Dacey,
these include honesty, rationality, consistency, evidence, feasibility, legality,
morality, and revisability. Although the
author admits there can exist no concrete
and all-encompassing Theory of Everyone
(which the Golden Rule and Kant’s
Categorical Imperatives attempt but fail
to accomplish), he insists that ethical
objectivity and universality can nonetheless

be achieved with a method—a shared
language of public examination.
Even if we can’t assent to a sufficient
number of values and principles, we
should be able to agree on the means by
which we converse about and distinguish them. Such, in general terms, is
the objective, transparent, and meritbased method of science. When all
beliefs are liberated for (but not from)
inspection, Dacey concludes, they will
necessarily be forced to stand trial in the
common and supreme court of reason.
Dacey’s philosophy, as such, is hopeful and theoretically sound. The problem
is that from the philosopher’s ivory tower
the cruel and cluttered scientific facts—
especially those describing the ordinary
person’s evolved psychology and tribal
character—are nearly imperceptible.
What the author fails to recognize, or at
least to account for, is that both reason
and morality have always taken a distant
backseat—not so much to religion specifically—but to humanity’s innate tendency to fracture into mutually sanctimonious and ultimately antagonistic inand out-groups. Nature has never
selected for completely independent,
much less impartial, human spectators.
Religion continues to hold popular
sway, in other words, not merely because
people don’t know that other options
exist—although that might be true in
many unfortunate cases—but rather because group constituents don’t really care
to know about other groups’ ways of life.
Secularists can invite anti-intellectuals to
a candid, open, and rational debate until
their tongues seize, but rarely will they
succeed in extricating a person from the
tribe with which she has long enjoyed
comfort, safety, and reinforcement.
Arguably, Dacey assumes too much of
people too quickly.
That said, maybe it’s worth a shot
anyway. Secularists have much or very little to lose, depending on one’s perspective, but any argument calling for a more
sincere and inclusive discussion can’t be
all that bad. And certainly Dacey is correct that once achieved, an empiricorational moral system would prove far
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superior to one based on religious dogma
(he notes, for example, that although secular Americans are significantly less likely
to give to the poor than their religious
counterparts, the second most generous
nation, Denmark, also claims one of the
lowest rates of church attendance and,
not so incidentally, the highest rate of
self-reported life fulfillment).
People do change at both the individual and species levels, if ever so method-

ically. A new Pew Forum survey of the
American religious landscape reveals that
28 percent of adults have fled their childhood faith to another religion or to no
religion whatsoever, that Protestants now
comprise only 51 percent of the population compared to two-thirds in 1980,
and that 16.1 percent of Americans are
not religiously affiliated—twice the rate
as when they were children. One can
only hope, of course, that these apostates

LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT
Continued from page 30
A Lasting Impression
What, you may justifiably ask, does all this have to do with my
love life? If I fall in love at first sight, will I be acting like a
“bird-brain”? Well, perhaps. Both birds and human beings are,
after all, links in evolution’s chain, though there is a huge biological gap between them.
Recent research, however, suggests that imprinting does
indeed influence our choice of mates. People choose partners
whose faces have been shown to resemble not only their own
faces but also the faces of their parents of the opposite sex, especially when it comes to hair color and eye color (Bereczkei, et
al. 2002; Little, et al. 2003). The age of our parents also seems
to influence our choice of mate, with females born to older parents being attracted to the faces of older men and males born
to older parents being drawn to the faces of older women
(Perrett, et al. 2002). Furthermore, daughters who were
adopted between two and eight years old or who rated their
childhood relationships with their fathers highly chose husbands whose faces looked like those of the fathers who raised
them (Bereczkei, et al. 2004; and Wiszewska, et al. 2007).
Thus, it’s entirely possible that the person who made the
most lasting visual impression on you when you were a young
child or infant—a parent, a sibling, or even a nanny—
unknowingly drew the mental roadmap to your romantic
future. Your search for Mr. or Mrs. Right might simply be an
exercise, albeit a risky one, in suggestion.
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have managed to supplant religion with
something much better.
Regardless, perhaps Dacey’s secularism
can reclaim its common democratic sense
and, thus, its soul. And given ample time,
or alternatively an emergent mass rebellion against humanity’s selfish genes and
memes, maybe secularists can achieve
their ultimate goal of cultivating among
all persons a truly thoughtful, empathetic,
l
and responsive secular conscience.
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More Cool Careers for Dummies:
Ghost Hunter
PAUL DESORMEAUX

W

hile searching for jobs during these challenging economic times, the general
type of question job seekers ask is “How
am I going to fill my gas tank on a
%$#%@ telemarketer’s salary?” If you’re
someone who thinks outside the cubicle, though, it’s only a matter of time
before you begin exploring a variety of
lucrative and cutting-edge career choices,
such as crop-circle designer, cult leader,
or fortune-cookie writer. May I also suggest printing up a stack of Ghost Hunter
business cards?
What are the job prospects for a ghost
hunter in this day and age? Since about
one-third of the U.S. population believes
in things that go bump in the night and
one-quarter believes, they’ve come face-to-

ectoplasm with an apparition, you can
bet your sweet poltergeist that ghost
busters will be in demand for years to
come—especially if the ghost population continues increasing because of
human beings’ persistent habit of dying.
As for educational requirements,
whether you’re a college graduate, a
couple of plumbers, or occasionally forYou can bet your sweet
poltergeist that ghost busters
will be in demand for years to
come—especially if the ghost
population continues increasing
because of human beings’

When you eventually decide on a career
in hunting spirits, you will need the basic
equipment listed below. Luckily, ghost-finding starter kits are fairly inexpensive and
will cost you no more than, say, a month’s
worth of “donations” to the sperm bank.
Once you’re established as a genuine, professional ghost chaser, you’ll be able to add
more expensive and sophisticated tools to
your arsenal, e.g., the Ectomobile S3000
and a psychic on retainer.
Basic Ghost Hunting Equipment
Notebook and pencil Use these essential
utensils to write down any abnormal observations, impressions of strange appearances
and noises, and while you’re endlessly waiting for an actual paranormal event, a list of
euphemisms for female breasts.

persistent habit of dying.
get to breathe, you’re uniquely
qualified to hunt spiritual
thingamajigs. If, however, you
think you might be more
marketable if you can wave
credentials under a potential
client’s nose, by all means look
into credits and certificates
you can earn from a number of
reputable sources, such as online courses, Manila’s “diploma”
mill, or your computer printer. With minimum effort on
your part, you won’t be just any
idiot hunting for ghosts; you’ll
be a certified one.

Flashlight Wave this handy item around a
haunted house and those boundless,
bizarre reflections will surely be interpreted
as ethereal events. Alternatively, you’ll
snap pictures a-plenty when it’s used to
create spooky hand shadows.
Paul DesOrmeaux wrote “Cool Careers for
Dummies: Psychic Detective” in our March/
April 2008 issue. He oversees the Rochesterville Skeptics Club in Central New York.
Email: skepticalfunhouse@gmail.com.
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Dowsing rod These must-have ghostlocators—which are traditionally used
to find water—consist of two L-shaped
rods of specialized light metal, such as
brass, copper, or coat hanger. By holding
one rod lightly in each hand and pointing them away from your body, they will
cross, rise, or dip when encountering a
ghost’s energy field or urine puddle.

Digital camera Although any camera will
do, a digital camera is especially effective at
photographing ghost “orbs.” Medically
speaking, these ghostettes, or “balls of light,”
are thought to be early ghost embryos.
Digital video camera Video affirmation of
ghosts is always more impressive than still
shots, e.g., close-up, out-of-focus images of
Boo Berry cereal floating in milk.

Digital audio recorder (DAR) Although
you might think ghosts go quietly about
their business, they actually knock items
off walls, levitate objects, and are able to
verbalize without vocal chords (known as
Electronic Voice Phenomena). DARs can
provide clear evidence of ghost vocalizations, such as “boo,” “whooo,” and “If
thou didst ever thy father love, revenge his
foul and most unnatural murder.”

Infrared thermometer Because ghosts
absorb ambient energy, they will be
warmer than the air around them, which
this thermometer will record. Any tendegree change can indicate the presence
of a ghost or, more likely, flatulence.
Ghost Hunting Rules
EMF detector This invaluable piece of
equipment measures electromagnetic
radiation and is used to detect a ghost’s
energy field. Any positive reading inside
a haunted house could be a clear sign of
a ghost, spirit, or toaster oven.
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Follow these simple rules and, who
knows, before long you may be hosting
your own ghost-hunting podcast.
Bring extra batteries. Ghosts or spirits
need energy to materialize, so they will
sap the energy from the batteries in your

electronic equipment, your car, and
your electronic propeller beanie.
Before taking digital pictures, never
clean the lens. Dust particles, insects, and
smudges left on the lens will guarantee
clear evidence of “spiritual irregularities.”
Smoke cigarettes. While puffing away,
keep your camera clicking. Where
there’s smoke, there are billowy, swirly,
cancer-causing ghosts.
Always bring along a buddy. It’s good
legal practice to have a witness available
if a phantom accuses you of spiritual
harassment.
Drink alcoholic beverages, ingest
drugs. Overactive imaginations increase
the chances of reporting apparitional
phenomena.
Gather information before investigating a haunted house. When getting
started, favor houses where the deceased
was obese. It’s only logical that it’s easier
to spot fat ghosts.
Get the property owner’s permission
before entering a haunted house.
Otherwise she may mistake you for an
intruder. In our gun-loving culture,
many a trigger-happy, haunted-house
owner has magically converted a ghost
“hunter” into a ghost “hunted.”
Be respectful. In all likelihood, ghosts
are probably angry that you’re living and
they’re not. So when you converse with
them, be diplomatic. If they’re confrontational, stay positive. “Would you
like a hot cup of ions” is more appropriate than “Go suck on a battery.”
Ask the spirits plenty of questions.
However, don’t expect an immediate EVP,
since it’s obvious they lack a primary auditory cortex. As an alternative, keep the
recording device running, ask your questions, and leave for awhile. When you
return, at the very least you’ll pick up
mysterious sounds of footsteps retreating
from and then approaching the recorder.
So, if you can arm yourself with the
proper ghost-hunting equipment, if
you’ve studied and follow the basic
spirit-finding rules, and if you have a
tendency to see human-like images in
sweat stains or bowls of chili, an exciting, recession-proof, ghost-hunting
career is just an illusion or two away. l
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Ghosts and Ion Counters
DON A. MERRELL

O

n a recent Friday night
on the Travel Channel,
the ghost hunters
on the show Most Haunted
were seeking specters in a
creepy Welsh mansion. Though
the hunters were finding no
ghosts with their cameras, their
ion counter was registering a marked change in positive and negative
ions—apparently produced by a
ghost in the room. The ion counter, it
seems, has become (along with the
electromagnetic field/EMF detector)
the tool of choice for the sophisticated
ghost hunter. Unfortunately, even if
ghosts exist, we could not know that the
ion counter is registering their existence.
To see why, let’s examine the fish-finder.
Fish-finders are useful devices allowing one to see a picture of the underwater environment, thereby giving the
angler the advantage of wasting no time
blindly tossing line into fishless water.
How do we know that fish-finders are
reliable for finding fish? I’m assuming
that something like the following is the
answer: at the fish-finder factory there is
a large tank filled with water. In this
tank we find various immersed items—
logs, beer cans, rocks, bicycles, etc.—
and, of course, we need some actual fish
in there too. To test the fish-finder, the
technician turns the fish-finder on and
allows it to scan the tank. If the fishfinder finds the fish, it will distinguish
them from all nonfish objects in the
Don Merrell is visiting assistant professor
of philosophy at Arkansas State University.
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tank. It usually does so by representing
all of this on a small digital screen. And
what is essential here is that the technicians can independently verify that the
fish-finder is finding fish, which is easy
to do since those who set up the experiment already know how many fish are in
the tank, where they are, and where all
the nonfish are. (You don’t want the
fish-finder to misrepresent nonfish as
fish. That’s why we need to already
know the location of all the nonfish.)
The fish-finder offers a paradigm for
locating objects not readily seen by the
naked eye. If so, then why in the world

would we think that the ion
counter is able to locate ghosts?
To be minimally confident
that the ion counter is reliable
at locating ghosts, wouldn’t we at
least have to already know that
ghosts exist, where they are
located, and how much ionic
change they can achieve? How
could one go about testing the reliability of the ion counter as a ghost detector? If the fish-finder analogy is apt,
something like the following would
have to be the case: we’d have several
large rooms, each filled either with
ghosts or nonghosts (some actual people, some mannequins, a sofa, a coat
tree, etc.) and then we’d turn the ion
counter on and let it read each room.
We’d know that the ion counter is a reliable ghost detector if we see that it accurately represents a marked change in
ions where the ghosts are but not where
the nonghosts are—in the same way
that the fish-finder displays fish on the
screen only when fish are present.
But doesn’t this mean that we need
independent and overwhelming evidence—visual or auditory—for ghosts?
I assume that if one did find overwhelming evidence, it would be sufficient to refute the skeptics. Why haven’t
we seen all this evidence? Surely this
evidence exists if all these ghost hunters
are confident that their ion counters are
reliable ghost detectors. Since we
haven’t seen this evidence, we must conclude that there is no reason to suspect
that ion counters are reliable ghost
l
detectors.
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A Mind for Murdergate
“Psychic clues” audaciously altered in new edition of Renier memoir

GARY P. POSNER

I

n the opening paragraph of my
September/October 2005 review of
“psychic detective” Noreen Renier’s
memoir, A Mind for Murder (published in
paperback by Berkley Books, a division of
Penguin), I complimented the book as
“an entertaining adventure . . . and the
writing isn’t half-bad.” I then added, “But
are the author’s ‘psychic’ claims even halftrue?” Much of the remainder of the
review offered my reasons for being highly
skeptical of the book’s veracity.
Reissued earlier this year by a new
publisher, at first glance this “Expanded,
Revised, and Updated Edition” appears
essentially the same as the original, save
for a larger format and two chapters
being replaced with two new ones (on
the Laci Peterson case and another in
Montana). However, closer inspection
reveals a number of small changes,
including one so audacious it defies any
innocent explanation imaginable.
The two jettisoned chapters focused
upon Renier’s legal battles with skeptic
John Merrell, whom she sued for libel in
1986 for having accused her of “fraudulent activities.” As I reported in a July/
August 2007 “News and Comment”
item, these chapters violated Renier’s
1992 settlement agreement with Merrell
and prompted Berkley/Penguin (which
Merrell sued along with Renier, her coauthor, and her editor) to withdraw the
book. Per that 1992 agreement, neither
Renier nor Merrell was permitted to
again publicly disparage the other.

Resurrected this past April by Hampton Roads Publishing of Charlottesville,
Virginia (Renier’s hometown, to which
she returned in 2004 after residing for
nearly two decades in Florida), the book’s
cover contains a new tagline proclaiming Renier as “Court TV’s Psychic Detective,” which she certainly had been
until the first of this year, when Court
TV revamped itself into truTV and
Psychic Detectives vanished from its Web
site’s program listings (the series reemerged recently with new episodes,
and time will tell if Renier remains a featured attraction).
Mysteriously missing from the new
cover is the name of Renier’s co-author,
Naomi Lucks, which had originally been
nearly as prominent as Renier’s. I suspect
that Lucks’s professional craftsmanship is
largely responsible for the book’s redeeming stylistic flair. The “Acknowledgments” also no longer mention Lucks or
the authors’ original editor. The book is
nothing close to a rewrite, so why would
they no longer merit Renier’s appreciation? A much more likely explanation is
that, having been kept in the dark by
Renier about her binding agreement not
to trash Merrell in print and thus blindsided by his lawsuit, they wished to have
nothing more to do with the book.
But unexpurgated from the “Acknowledgments” is a brief paragraph, no
doubt confounding to most readers,
thanking “my attorney . . . who tried my
[1986] libel case against the skeptic,”

even though no mention remains anywhere else in the book about the case or
the skeptic (Merrell). It is with mixed
feelings that I realized Renier’s critical
mention of yours truly had also been in
one of the two purged chapters.
This new edition presented Renier with
an opportunity to correct any known factual errors that had inadvertently found
their way into the first printing, and I’ve
counted about fifteen or so minor corrections—or at least changes. A few examples:
an instance of “psychologist” was changed
to “parapsychologist,” “Cindy” (a murder
victim) to “Sally,” “Burrville” Police Department to “Hampton,” “Dennis” (a police
sketch artist) to “Mike.”
But then there’s the one “correction”
that stands out among all others—at
least to the handful of people who know
the case intimately and have compared
the two accounts microscopically. In his
historic series of interviews with disgraced American ex-president Richard
Nixon, David Frost cajoled Nixon into
acknowledging that he had provided his
detractors ammunition with his Watergate-related conduct (including the doctoring of transcripts): “I gave them a
sword, and they stuck it in and they
twisted it with relish.” Chapter 16 of
Gary Posner, MD, is founder of Tampa
Bay Skeptics and a CSI scientific consultant. His extensive writings on Noreen
Renier can be found at http://members.
aol.com/garypos/Renier_list.html.
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Noreen Renier’s reissued memoir contains such a sword.
That chapter discusses the case of a
small airplane that disappeared in
northern Massachusetts in January
1984. One of the four passengers,
Arthur Herbert, was the brother of the
ex-wife of an FBI agent, and both his
sister and the agent offered sworn testimony on Renier’s behalf during her
1986 libel trial against John Merrell,
crediting Renier with providing clues
instrumental in locating the wreckage,
though the brother was found dead
along with the others.
In chapter 16 of the new edition,
while reciting the series of clues that she
had offered the then-missing man’s sister (on page 146), Renier says:
I saw two sets of numbers. Breathlessly, I repeated them to my client
[Arthur Herbert’s sister, Jessica]. I
could feel they were important.
Now letters came into my head. “I
see three letters,” I said. “G, T, and O
. . . they are significant . . . they could
be initials of towns . . . they definitely
have something to do with the location of the missing airplane.” (Spelling,
punctuation, and ellipses are verbatim.)

Two pages later, in discussing the
aftermath:
[T]he numbers I had given Jessica
turned out to be longitude and latitude of the downed plane. And the letters? They were the initial letters of the
names of two towns, Gardner and
Templeton, whose outskirts connected
in the area marked by the longitude
and latitude. The “O” turned out to be
the first letter of the name of the river
that runs right next to the crash site.

Renier then goes on to say that the
wreckage was ultimately located by Carl
and Cheryl Wilber, a father and daughter who were following deer tracks
through the snowy, dense woods. She
further described the nature of the terrain as rocky with “towering hills” and
“big gorges.” Renier says that the
Wilbers “couldn’t help [but] notice the
[search] planes that had been circling
overhead,” implying that her numerical
and alphabetical clues had pinpointed a
precise tract in the Gardner-Templeton
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area, along a particular river, resulting in
the Wilbers’ decision to search there.
No wonder Renier enjoys a reputation, perhaps second only to Sylvia
Browne’s, as a world-renowned “psychic
detective.” But buried among the dirty
linen in the laundry list of problems
associated with Renier’s telling of the
story is the Nixonesque sword. From
page 188 of the first edition’s chapter 16:
Now letters came into my head. “I see
three letters,” I said. “H, D, and A . . .
They are significant. . . . They could
be initials of towns. . . . They definitely
have something to do with the location of the missing airplane.” (Punctuation and ellipses are again verbatim.)

And what towns and/or river did
those clues—presumably the actual ones
she had provided—point toward?
Renier didn’t specify, saying simply,
“They were the initial letters of the
names of three towns whose outskirts all
connected in the area marked by the
longitude and latitude.” Not three
towns associated with this crash! But
John Merrell has an idea where “H, D,
and A” may have come from—he suspects Renier may have made the same
“nonpsychic” mistake I did!
When presenting this case in my chapter on Renier in Psychic Sleuths (Prometheus Books, 1994), one of the news clippings that I referenced (about an onboard
“fire”) actually pertained to one of two
other small-plane crashes that occurred
within a thirty-mile radius in the same
general time frame as the “G, T, and O”
crash. As Merrell explains on his Web site
devoted to the book (www.amindformurder.com), “If one examines a map of the
area you can draw a virtually straight line
from east to west from Hubbardston to
Dana Center to Amherst for the Barre
crash. . . . And for the crash near the
Monadnock area there is the Ashuelot
River, Dublin and Hadley.” He also notes
that, unlike this case’s crash site, “Both of
[the others] were near mountainous terrain, rock slabs, and gorges,” matching
Renier’s description.
Even if her clues actually had been
“G, T, and O,” would they have mattered? As reported in the press, the trou-

bled plane was witnessed going down
about a half-mile from the Gardner airport nearly two weeks earlier, and the
Wilbers set out in that direction for that
reason alone. They never saw any circling search planes, and only in 2006,
when Merrell tracked them down for an
interview, did the pair first hear of
Renier and her claims. Upon reading
her version of events (including her
“psychic” visions of various nearby landmarks, the rocky, gorge-filled terrain
with “towering hills,” the Wilbers’ reason for searching where they did, etc.),
Carl Wilber told Merrell, “I don’t think
she got anything right.” Said Cheryl, “It
makes me feel terrible that somebody
took advantage of the situation. . . . She
made up a lot of stuff.”
Here’s something else that Renier made
up—though Jessica Herbert seemed to
believe it when she offered it at deposition
before the libel trial: “Noreen said that
[my brother] had survived, the girl had
survived . . . and that he had taken her out
of the plane, set her in a safe place and
gone for help. [She also] described how he
had tried to get down the side of the big
hill and sat down because of the broken
leg.” According to Merrell, in conjunction
with Renier’s own dramatic courtroom
testimony, Herbert’s rendition of this selfless act of heroism, when read into evidence during the trial, brought two of the
jurors to tears. Yet the scenario is sheer fantasy. The NTSB had determined that all
four occupants died immediately upon
impact, and the woman’s decapitated body
couldn’t even be removed until the mangled metal was cut apart.
There had already been myriad reasons, as I and other critics have extensively documented, for taking such “psychic” claims with a gargantuan grain of
salt. But the newly revealed Watergateworthy doctoring of “H, D, and A” to
“G, T, and O” in this case—one of the
most famous and vouched for in Noreen
Renier’s storied career—should resign
her to the fact that she has handed the
world a sword that has unequivocally
and forevermore impeached her credibility. Anyone care for relish?
l
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Ray Hyman replies:

Anomalous Cognition:
Replicable Effects?
In describing a scientific meeting on anomalous cognition (“Anomalous Cognition? A
Second Perspective,” SI, July/August 2008),
Ray Hyman writes that “a psi proponent
reported a meta-analysis of [telepathy experiments] with an average effect size that significantly differed from zero with odds of
more than a trillion to one while another
meta-analysis . . . concluded that the average
effect size was consistent with zero.”
The latter refers to a publication by
Milton and Wiseman (1999), which analyzed only a small subset of available experiments and based its conclusion on a method
that underestimated the true effect. When
using the same (simpler and more powerful)
technique as other meta-analyses, their result
was significantly positive (Radin 2006, 118).
In addition, when skeptical psychologists
recently attempted to repeat these same
experiments, to their chagrin they too
obtained a significantly positive outcome
(Delgado-Romero and Howard 2005).
Considering all available evidence, including many other experiments presented
at the cited meeting, it is clear that some
anomalous cognition phenomena have been
successfully and independently repeated.
Dean Radin
Senior Scientist
Institute of Noetic Sciences
Petaluma, California
References
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Dean Radin questions the import of a quotation that he attributes to me (actually the statement was made by Amir Raz in his article that
accompanies mine). Amir Raz was illustrating
the lack of robustness in the parapsychological
literature. Two meta-analyses conducted on the
same body of literature at approximately the
same time came to radically different conclusions. Radin attributes this inconsistency to
weaknesses in the Milton and Wiseman metaanalysis. The implication is that his own metaanalysis, which he claims yielded a highly significant effect size, was relatively free of weaknesses. Milton and Wiseman asked if the
Ganzfeld effect was replicable. They correctly
realized that replicability is a prospective,
rather than a retrospective, idea. This means
that a replicable effect is one that we can expect
to obtain, given adequate power, in future
experiments. To see if the Ganzfeld results were
replicable, they included only those studies that
had been conducted after those which constituted the database that served as the basis for
the dispute between Honorton and me.
Radin’s meta-analysis included the original
Ganzfeld database as well as the later studies.
Such a meta-analysis does not speak to the
replicability of the Ganzfeld effect, since it
includes the data whose repeatability is in question! Radin also faults the Milton-Wiseman
study for not “using the same (simpler and more
powerful) technique as other meta-analyses. . . .” The other meta-analyses may be using
a simpler and more powerful technique, but it
is one that illegitimately inflates the significance level because it ignores, among other
things, the heterogeneity among the studies in
each meta-analysis.
However, the question about whether metaanalysis is an appropriate way to evaluate the
replicability of parapsychology experiments is
moot given the points I made in my article.
When effect sizes are plotted against the date of
the research study, the regression lines decline to
zero in the Ganzfeld experiments as well as
other major research programs in parapsychology. This hardly supports a claim of replicability. In more direct attempts to obtain predictable results, even where the power is adequate, the outcome is failure. Finally, Radin
still has not explained how his claim that evidence for psi is replicable can be reconciled with
the admissions by other major parapsychologists

that psi effects cannot be replicated according to
scientific standards.

Puh-leaaase. I’m sick and tired of nambypamby skeptics kowtowing to the forces of
irrationalism.
Amir Raz writes (“Anomalous Cognition:
A Meeting of Minds, SI, July/August 2008):
“Based on insufficient evidence we cannot
decisively conclude that the Tooth Fairy does
not exist.” I’m sorry, but I do know (full and
plenty well) that the Tooth Fairy exists solely
as an element of imagination, perhaps in dolls
and drawings, etc., but not otherwise. Okay,
I don’t “know” this in any silly transcendent
sense, but there is very little I do know in such
a sense. As a practical matter, none of my
working knowledge about the world is in any
manner transcendent. It’s all inductive, and
my knowledge about the Tooth Fairy’s existence, or nonexistence, is on no lower plane
than my knowledge that Earth is (roughly)
spherical and orbits the sun.
Why are so many skeptics so unreasonably skeptical about “negative” knowledge
(i.e., a reasonably strong sense of certainty
that some imagined object does not extend
beyond the imagination)?
It’s clear what is happening. A large number of people want to believe in things for
which there is no reasonable evidence and
scads of counterevidence. Too many skeptics
are too sympathetic and grant passes in circumstances where otherwise there’d be no
respect or deference. Ultimately, it’s very
counterproductive.
It’s fully possible, on the one hand, to
grant that a person sincerely believes in some
delusion, finds it supra-meaningful, and is
(even) totally convinced of its reasoned
veracity. It is simultaneously consistent, on
the other hand, to refrain from falsely sympathizing (much less joining in) with the
delusionary methods a believer deploys.
Just to be clear, I am not claiming that
any of our knowledge is infallible. We might
indeed find we’ve been mistaken about Earth
orbiting the sun. Every true skeptic acknowledges that. But simultaneously, we acknowledge that any hope for that prospect (at least
while respecting the state of evidence as it
exists today) would be the height of silliness.
I submit that the entire MoM enterprise
(as described by Raz) was similarly silly, and
as skeptics we should refrain from taking
stances that seem to imbue such objects with
even apparent dignity.
Glade Ross
Shelton, Washington
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CFI Conference Coverage
and Conditions in China
The SKEPTICAL INQUIRER (March/April
2008) devoted two articles by Kendrick
Frazier and myself to describing the recent
conference held in Beijing as a culmination
of twenty years of cordial exchange programs
between the Chinese Association for Science
and Technology (similar to the American
Association for the Advancement of Science)
and the Center for Inquiry (including the
Committee for Skeptical Inquiry).
This exchange program is primarily scientific and educational. It is concerned with
the problem of conveying to the public an
understanding of science, including criticisms of claims of the paranormal and superstition. CFI/Transnational brought several
distinguished speakers from five countries,
and it was generally agreed that we all profited from the experience.
Jeffrey T. Richardson criticizes me (SI,
Letters, July/August 2008) for not being sufficiently skeptical of the Chinese government (its policies in Tibet, North Korea, and
Sudan, and its abuse of human rights). This
was a scientific, not a political, conference.
We also did not deal with the policies of the
U.S. government (in Iraq, Afghanistan, or
Guantanamo Bay) or the policies of the
British or French governments.
I tried to point out in my article that it is
useful to engage in dialogues, and we found
the discussions of “science and the public”
extremely interesting. Given the facts of global
interdependence, thousands of companies,
universities, institutes, and associations have
sent emissaries to China and vice versa and
have engaged in commerce and exchange with
mutual benefit. It was helpful for CFI and CSI
to have done so as well, particularly since the
Chinese place such a high value on science and
technology. Of course, I do not agree with the
abuse of human rights in China, and I have in
my writings consistently defended human
rights and democracy. I sought to point out
that the Chinese regime is more authoritarian
than totalitarian (there is a difference), and
that we should avoid, if we can, the partisan
controversies of the Cold War.
Indeed, China has a mixed economy far
more committed to a market economy than
to communism or socialism. I hope that we
can engage in such exchange programs without rancor. Many of the Chinese scientists
and educators at the conference praised
human rights, democracy, and humanism,
but whether and to what extent they will be
implemented is the great issue of our time.
64
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Barry Seidman, on the other hand, indicts
me for pointing out the grave problems that
China faces because of the vast disparity in
income between the new class of entrepreneurs and billionaires and the widespread
poverty among a large sector of the population (and I might also mention the grave
problem of environmental pollution), and
the fact that I applauded its free market for its
contributions to economic growth. I do not
think that the terms “capitalism” or “communism” are easily applicable to China today;
for it has a mixed economy and in this sense
is somewhat similar to economies of Europe.
Clearly, China faces awesome problems. I do
not think that ideological name calling
advances our understanding of what is going
on or contributes to fruitful dialogue.
Paul Kurtz
Chairman, Center for
Inquiry
Chairman, Committee for
Skeptical Inquiry
Amherst, New York

Superstition and Rationality
I’d like to address some issues raised by
Konrad Talmont-Kaminski in his article “In a
Mirror, Darkly: Does Superstition Reflect
Reality?” (SI, July/August 2008). In determining the potential rationality of superstitions, one might consider the placebo. John
E. Dodes in “The Mysterious Placebo” (SI,
January/February 1997) states: “Research
shows that the placebo effect can be greater
and is far more ubiquitous than commonly
thought.” My favorite observation on this
phenomenon comes from an exasperated
Martin Gardner in Fads and Fallacies in the
Name of Science who observes, in discussing
Scientology: “Of all the defenses which can be
made of dianetics, the defense that ‘it works’
is the most irreverent. It is irreverent because
in the cure of neurotic symptoms, anything in
which a patient has faith will work.”
So is it rational to observe a superstition
that is believed to confer health? One must
admit the possibility that such a superstition
could contribute to a feeling of health and
thus be rational from the point of view of the
subject, especially if it is inexpensive. Because the human organism as a whole has an
odd relationship to rationality, an unusual
belief might “reflect reality” of some sort.
This is fully independent of the bounded
nature of our conscious rationality.
Jack Reinoehl
Hillsdale, Michigan

Konrad Talmont-Kaminski suggests superstition’s ubiquity is natural and never ending.
Hopefully he is wrong, unless we are hardwired for religion as some propose—a concept discarded by a growing number as mere
psychological manipulation.
Religious superstition may have evolved
as a survival mechanism—a protective shield
where think-alike obedience was a primary
attribute and imperative for continuity of
the collective.
That religion is still with us, though no
longer essential for tribal defensiveness, perhaps hinges on its brain-contaminating
insidiousness, a metamorphosis from virtual
insentience and knee-jerk compliance to a
guileful brainwashing.
Perhaps a withering away is in works, but
in the meantime, to protect humanity from
self-destruction, the mitigation of arrogance
and self-righteousness in modern-day religion is mandatory. A simmering down of its
selfish converting techniques and a replacement by essential humanitarian values is in
order—sans superstition.
William R. Lamppa
Embarrass, Minnesota

Is Deception Really
Necessary?
I was disturbed by Katherine Merow’s article
in the July/August 2008 SI (“But You
Deceived Me!”) concerning the necessity of
deception in investigating the paranormal.
While there can be some legitimate debate
on the question of whether deception is justified in paranormal investigations (see my
letter and Joe Nickell’s reply in the June/July
2007 SI), it is certainly a mistake to make
deception the default investigative technique. Our goal as skeptics should be to
gather objective and persuasive evidence
about the validity of a particular claim.
I doubt if any of the psychics in Merow’s
study actually claimed that their psychic
abilities were of a type that could prevent
them from being deceived by someone
intent on doing so. It is patently unfair to
criticize people for failing to live up to a
claim they never made. For example, would
skeptics consider lying to doctors about their
symptoms, with the object of getting a diagnosis of a disease they don’t have, a fair test
of the medical profession? Of course not.
Then how can we expect people to be persuaded when we apply the technique to psychics (and publish the study in our premier
journal)?
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We should not be training our next generation of skeptical researchers (the study was
a student research project funded by the
Philadelphia Association for Critical Thinking) to do the equivalent of shooting fish in a
barrel but rather to do research that will actually be persuasive to those who do not already
share our views. The skeptical community
needs to think very carefully about when to
apply deception in their investigations and to
what extent. Particular attention needs to be
paid to how the use of deception affects our
image and our credibility to outsiders.
I hope that a future issue of SI can devote
some space to a thoughtful consideration of
this topic from a variety of perspectives. For
now, I encourage SI readers to re-read Karla
McLaren’s very informative article “Bridging
the Chasm between Two Cultures” in the
May 2004 issue (available online at www.csicop.org/si/2004-05/new-age.html) and consider whether Merow’s study helps to bridge
the chasm or to widen it.
John P. Wendell
Kailua, Hawaii
Katharine Merow replies:
Although the psychics I deceived may not have
realized they were under scrutiny, it lay well
within their “powers” to foil my attempts to
debunk them. All they had to do was refuse my
request for information about the mystery
child, by, for example, declaring their channels
blocked by my skepticism (had they been able to
detect it). And yet all five furnished me with
details about a nonexistent sibling. I did not
back the psychics into a corner; they took my
money (the Philadelphia Association for
Critical Thinking did not, to set the record
straight, foot my psychic bills) and told me
what they thought I wanted to hear.
As I indicated, though, in my account of the
experience, I did not make the decision to
employ deception lightly. I struggled with the
ethicality of being less than forthright with my
unwitting subjects. After much soul-searching,
however, I came to view deception not as a
“default investigative technique” to be deployed
gleefully or with malice but as something of a
necessary evil: regrettable but, because of most
paranormal practitioners’ unwillingness to submit to study, indispensable.
That said, I agree with Wendell and
McLaren about the importance of skeptics
learning to communicate clearly and noncombatively with those who hold opposing views. If
evolutionary biologists are a “flock of dodos” (as
the documentary of that name suggests) unable
to explain Darwin’s theory to creationists in a

compelling way, perhaps skeptics are a cackle of
hyenas, too busy deriding New Age adherents to
mount an honest effort to sell them on scientific
inquiry. This is, of course, less than productive.

Expanding on
‘When Faith Kills’
The excellent article by Kenneth Krause in
your July/August 2008 issue (SI, “When
Faith Kills: Christian Healing at the expense
of Rational Medicine”) points out one of the
most tragic consequences of biblical literalism—children dying because their parents
treated their illnesses only with prayer. As
unfortunate as this practice is, we need to be
aware that there is a far more widespread
problem regarding “faith healing” and children. Those who die come to the attention of
authorities frequently and are consequently
publicized, but a great many more cases
involve children who eventually recover.
After all, most illness and accidents are not
fatal and can be cured by a child’s natural
immune system. However, modern medicine
does more than prevent premature deaths; it
does a great deal to prevent illness, hasten
healing, and alleviate a child’s suffering and
pain while in recovery. Parents who view doctors antagonistically as the Bible describes
them and who follow what the Bible says
about healing coming only from God frequently cause maladies to persist, pain to go
untreated, and long-term debilitating consequences of what would otherwise be fewer
and far less traumatic health problems.
As Krause points out, most states have
laws that protect these parents from prosecution, and the cases he cites make a good
rationale for changing those laws. Perhaps
awareness of how many more children suffer
unnecessarily because of such misguided parenting could further strengthen a case for
legal reform here.
Anthony Layng
Winston-Salem, North Carolina

Patients’ Placebo
Response Welcome
In his review (SI, July/August 2008) of The
Mayo Clinic Book of Alternative Medicine,
Dimitry Rotstein dismisses the significance
of complementary therapies. He lists the
symptoms commonly treated by such therapies and reasons that: “It doesn’t take a doctor to realize that all these symptoms have a

strong psychological factor, which makes
them highly susceptible to the placebo
effect.” This pejorative attitude toward the
placebo response is uninformed.
The placebo response refers to the therapeutic and healing effects of expectancy and
intention. This phenomenon is the subject
of ongoing research, but most investigators
agree that the placebo response is real and
potentially powerful.
As a physician, I support my patients’
placebo response at every opportunity. Any
practical intervention that encourages a
patient’s natural capacity to heal and combat
disease is welcome, especially in the absence
of side-effects.
Dr. Rotstein (a physical scientist) is more
ready to accept the potential efficacy of herbs
and supplements. “After all, chemistry is
chemistry.” However, such mind/body dualism is no longer credible. Increasing evidence
indicates that thoughts and emotions correlate directly with brain events (and thereby
have potential to affect the body as a whole).
Mainstream science acknowledges that
psychological factors can play a role in both
the incidence and outcome of physical illness. It is illogical to reject complementary
therapies simply because their mode of
action may be through the mind (and brain).
Lucinda Sykes, MD
Toronto, Ontario
Canada

Fallacy of Misplaced
Rationalism?
Regarding “The Fallacy of Misplaced
Rationalism” (SI, July/August 2008), I’d like
to thank Robert Sheaffer for providing such
a fitting name for this fallacy. I know exactly
what is meant by misplaced rationalism. A
while ago, someone told me that ancient
Egyptians implemented the so-called “Mummy’s Curse” by building the pyramids over
large uranium deposits, so the curse isn’t
mystical, but physical. Of course, such confabulation is pure nonsense, and a perfect
example of misplaced rationalism. I used to
call it “materialistic but unscientific explanation.” Doesn’t sound as good, does it? And a
catchy name is very important.
For years I’ve been trying to explain to
people that the Face on Mars and many
other similar things are simply mind tricks—
our minds are “programmed” to see images
in random patterns and so on. Such long
sentences made of simple words don’t convince many. Nowadays I simply state: “Ah,
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yes, it’s called pareidolia.” Just hearing such a
cool word converts some people on the spot.
I can’t wait to use the term “misplaced
rationalism” now. Of course, it’s just another
kind of fallacy in itself: “If they named it,
then it must be real.” Pseudoscientists often
use (or rather abuse) scientific terminology
to get exactly this kind of effect. I call it the
Big Words Fallacy, but perhaps someone can
think of a better name.
Dimitry Rotstein
Haifa, Israel

Are Scientific
Theories ‘True’?
In his interesting column (“Alternative
Science,” SI, July/August 2008), Massimo
Pigliucci refers to the debate between realism
and instrumentalism in the philosophy of
science. Pigliucci correctly defines instrumentalism as the view that scientific theories
should be construed as instruments for predictive and manipulative success of the
world and not as “true” descriptions of the
world, as most realists assert.
In addition to Kyle Stanford’s argument
of alternative theories unconceived by past
scientists at the time, Pigliucci also canvasses
other instrumentalist arguments. Pigliucci
mentions the “underdetermination of theory
by the evidence,” leading to the possibility of
the same evidence supporting two or more
theories. He then refers to the “pessimistic
meta-induction”: that is, since most of our
past scientific theories are now considered
false, then most of our current and future
theories will likely turn out false as well.
Pigliucci, however, seemingly takes comfort in the realist reply that if our scientific
theories were not true descriptions of reality,
then their instrumental success and the successful technologies amassed from them
would be an astounding coincidence. But the
earlier-mentioned pessimistic meta-induction indicates that there can be no convincing
correlation between the truth of a scientific
theory and its predictive and explanatory success, for the history of science is filled with
scientific theories that also possessed predictive and explanatory success but which are
now considered “false.” It is not too difficult
to imagine “true” current scientific theories
underpinning our successful technologies,
such as quantum mechanics, being supplanted by future possible theories, such as
string theory.
As most philosophical empiricists would
claim, our scientific theories can do no more
66
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than explain, predict, and manipulate our
sensory experiences, thereby allowing us to
develop our technologies. Any attempt to
extend beyond sensory experience by proclaiming scientific theories as “true” descriptions of reality is nothing more than metaphysics.
Rui Vieira
Mississauga, Ontario
Canada
Massimo Pigliucci replies:
I agree with most of what Mr. Vieira says, but
I do not accept the extreme extrapolation from
the “meta-induction” about the history of science for a simple reason. Instead of seeing every
past scientific theory as simply wrong, one could
see it as only partially right, moving from simple modal logic (true/false) to probabilistic,
fuzzy logic. In that context, there is no contradiction between saying that previous theories
were (partially) wrong and claiming that science is making progress: science progresses by
producing less and less “wrong” theories of the
world.
Consider Vieira’s own example of a possible
transition from quantum mechanics to string
theory (which, by the way, is anything but certain, as there are competitors to string theory).
String theory is not a negation of quantum
mechanics, but a deeper-level theory. Quantum particles still exist in string theory, but
they are not the ultimate foundations of reality, because they are in turn being produced by
the vibrations of the strings themselves. Thus
the old theory, quantum mechanics, if abandoned, would not have been wrong, just partially right.
As for the jab at metaphysics, I have no
problem with the fact that these discussions
hinge on metaphysical assumptions, so does science itself, for instance in assuming naturalism—the idea that the world can be understood without recurring to the supernatural.
Not all metaphysics is nonsense.

Defending SI’s Reporting on
Religious Hucksters
I am writing in regard to comments made by
Rev. Ian Alterman in the July/August 2008
issue’s “Letters to the Editor” section. In his
letter, Mr. Alterman chastises SI for reporting on the downfall of Richard Roberts and
the Congressional investigation of so-called
“Prophets,” because, as Mr. Alterman puts it,
SI’s raison d’etre is exploring issues related to
science.

I have to disagree. SKEPTICAL INQUIRER
advertises itself as “The Magazine for Science
and Reason.” While the shenanigans of religious hucksters may not fall into the scientific category, they do merit a place in the
magazine when it comes to reason. These
people are little more than common thieves
and con men who ply their trade by exploiting the fears and beliefs of the unsuspecting
faithful, and as such they most certainly
deserve to be shown for what they are.
I applaud SKEPTICAL INQUIRER for its
continued efforts in exposing these frauds,
whose existence and operations fly in the
face of science and reason and cause untold
damage for their unwitting parishioners.
Michael LaPointe
Costa Mesa, California

Reading SI Cover to Cover
I have never before read a magazine from
cover-to-cover until I subscribed to the
SKEPTICAL INQUIRER. First, of course, is the
delicious content of the articles; however,
there is a secondary and very important reason for my dedication to your publication. I
don’t have to succumb to, be revolted by, or busy
my mentality to sorting out the googol of commercial/self-help ads found in other “scientific”
and/or informative magazines. By the time I’ve
skirted their sales pages and torn out numerous finger-numbing mailers, my interest in
anything and everything has waned.
Thanks for the clear view of pertinent
information.
Michael Christy
Bellingham, Washington

The letters column is a forum for
views on matters raised in previous issues. Letters should be no
longer than 225 words. Due to
the volume of letters we receive,
not all can be published. Send letters as e-mail text (not as attachments) to letters@csicop.org. In
the subject line, provide an informative identification, e.g.: “Letter
re: Jones evolution article.” Include your name and address at
the end of the letter. You may also
mail your letter to the editor to
944 Deer Dr. NE, Albuquerque,
NM 87122, or fax it to 505-8282080.
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Terence M. Hines, professor of psychology, Pace University,
Pleasantville, N.Y.
Michael Hutchinson, author; SKEPTICAL INQUIRER representative,
Europe
Philip A. Ianna, assoc. professor of astronomy, Univ. of Virginia
William Jarvis, professor of health promotion and public health,
Loma Linda University, School of Public Health
I.W. Kelly, professor of psychology, University of Saskatchewan
Richard H. Lange, M.D., Mohawk Valley Physician Health Plan,
Schenectady, N.Y.
Gerald A. Larue, professor of biblical history and archaeology,
University of So. California
William M. London, California State University, Los Angeles
Rebecca Long, nuclear engineer, president of Georgia Council
Against Health Fraud, Atlanta, Ga.
Thomas R. McDonough, lecturer in engineering, Caltech, and SETI
Coordinator of the Planetary Society
James E. McGaha, astronomer, USAF pilot (ret.)
Chris Mooney, journalist, author, Washington correspondent,
SEED Magazine
Joel A. Moskowitz, director of medical psychiatry, Calabasas
Mental Health Services, Los Angeles
Jan Willem Nienhuys, mathematician, Univ. of Eindhoven, the
Netherlands
SW 2nd St. Des Moines, IA 50315 US. www.skepticweb.com.
ILLINOIS. Rational Examination Association of Lincoln Land
(REALL) Illinois. Bob Ladendorf, Chairman. Tel.: 217-5463475; e-mail: chairman@reall.org. PO Box 20302,
Springfield, IL 62708 US. www.reall.org.
KENTUCKY. Kentucky Assn. of Science Educators and Skeptics (KASES) Kentucky. 880 Albany Road, Lexington, KY
40502. Contact Fred Bach at e-mail: fredwbach@ya
hoo.com; Web site www.kases.org; or (859) 276-3343.
LOUISIANA. Baton Rouge Proponents of Rational Inquiry and
Scientific Methods (BR-PRISM) Louisiana. Marge Schroth.
Tel.: 225-766-4747. 425 Carriage Way, Baton Rouge, LA
70808 US.
MICHIGAN. Great Lakes Skeptics (GLS) SE Michigan. Lorna J.
Simmons, Contact person. Tel.: 734-525-5731; e-mail:
Skeptic31@aol.com. 31710 Cowan Road, Apt. 103, Westland, MI 48185-2366 US. Tri-Cities Skeptics, Michigan.
Gary Barker. Tel.: 517-799-4502; e-mail: barkerg@svol.org.
3596 Butternut St., Saginaw, MI 48604 US.
MINNESOTA. St. Kloud Extraordinary Claim Psychic Teaching
Investigating Community (SKEPTIC) St. Cloud, Minnesota. Jerry Mertens. Tel.: 320-255-2138; e-mail: gmertens@
stcloudstate.edu. Jerry Mertens, Psychology Department,
720 4th Ave. S, St. Cloud State University, St. Cloud, MN
56301 US.
MISSOURI. Skeptical Society of St. Louis (SSSL) St. Louis,
Missouri. Michael Blanford, President. E-mail: info@skep
ticalstl.org. 2729 Ann Ave., St. Louis, MO 63104 US. www.
skepticalstl.org.
NEVADA. Skeptics of Las Vegas, (SOLV) PO Box 531323,
Henderson, NV 89053-1323. E-mail: rbanderson@skeptics
lv.org. Web site: www.skepticslv.org./.
NEW MEXICO. New Mexicans for Science and Reason
(NMSR) New Mexico. David E. Thomas, President. Tel.:
505-869-9250; e-mail: nmsrdave@swcp.com. PO Box 1017,
Peralta, NM 87042 US. www.nmsr.org.
NEW YORK. New York Area Skeptics (NYASk) metropolitan NY
area. Jeff Corey, President. 18 Woodland Street, Huntington, NY 11743, Tel: (631) 427-7262 e-mail: jcorey@liu.edu,
Web site: www.nyask.com. Inquiring Skeptics of Upper
New York (ISUNY) Upper New York. Michael Sofka, 8
Providence St., Albany, NY 12203 US. Central New York
Skeptics (CNY Skeptics) Syracuse. Lisa Goodlin, President.
Tel: (315) 446-3068; e-mail: info@cnyskeptics.org, Web site:
cnyskeptics.org 201 Milnor Ave., Syracuse, NY 13224 US.
OHIO. Central Ohioans for Rational Inquiry (CORI) Central
Ohio. Charlie Hazlett, President. Tel.: 614-878-2742; email: charlie@hazlett.net. PO Box 282069, Columbus OH

Matthew C. Nisbet, assistant professor, School of Communication,
American University
John W. Patterson, professor of materials science and engineering, Iowa State University
Massimo Pigliucci, professor in Ecology & Evolution at SUNYStony Brook, NY
James R. Pomerantz, professor of psychology, Rice University
Gary P. Posner, M.D., Tampa, Fla.
Daisie Radner, professor of philosophy, SUNY, Buffalo
Robert H. Romer, professor of physics, Amherst College
Karl Sabbagh, journalist, Richmond, Surrey, England
Robert J. Samp, assistant professor of education and medicine,
University of Wisconsin-Madison
Steven D. Schafersman, asst. professor of geology, Miami Univ., Ohio
Chris Scott, statistician, London, England
Stuart D. Scott, Jr., associate professor of anthropology, SUNY,
Buffalo
Erwin M. Segal, professor of psychology, SUNY, Buffalo
Carla Selby, anthropologist /archaeologist
Steven N. Shore, professor and chair, Dept. of Physics
and Astronomy, Indiana Univ. South Bend
Waclaw Szybalski, professor, McArdle Laboratory, University of
Wisconsin–Madison
Sarah G. Thomason, professor of linguistics, University of Pittsburgh
Tim Trachet, journalist and science writer, honorary chairman of
SKEPP, Belgium
David Willey, physics instructor, University of Pittsburgh
43228 US. South Shore Skeptics (SSS) Cleveland and
counties. Jim Kutz. Tel.: 440 942-5543; e-mail: jimkutz@
earthlink.net. PO Box 5083, Cleveland, OH 44101 US.
www.southshoreskeptics.org/. Association for Rational
Thought (ART) Cincinnati. Roy Auerbach, president. Tel:
513-731-2774, e-mail: raa@cinci.rr.com. PO Box 12896,
Cincinnati, OH 45212 US. www.cincinnati skeptics.org.
OREGON. Oregonians for Science and Reason (O4SR)
Oregon. Jeanine DeNoma, president. Tel.: (541) 7455026; e-mail: wilkinsa@peak.org; 39105 Military Rd.,
Monmouth, OR 97361 US. Web site: www.04SR.org.
PENNSYLVANIA. Philadelphia Association for Critical Thinking (PhACT), much of Pennsylvania. Eric Krieg, President.
Tel.: 215-885-2089; e-mail: erickrieg@verizon.net. By mail
C/O Ray Haupt 639 W. Ellet St., Philadelphia PA 19119.
TENNESSEE. Rationalists of East Tennessee, East Tennessee.
Carl Ledenbecker. Tel.: 865-982-8687; e-mail: Aletall@
aol.com. 2123 Stonybrook Rd., Louisville, TN 37777 US.
TEXAS. North Texas Skeptics NTS Dallas/Ft Worth area, John
Blanton, Secretary. Tel.: 972-306-3187; e-mail: skeptic@nt
skeptics.org. PO Box 111794, Carrollton, TX 75011-1794 US.
www.ntskeptics.org.
VIRGINIA. Science & Reason, Hampton Rds., Virginia.
Lawrence Weinstein, Old Dominion Univ.-Physics Dept.,
Norfolk, VA 23529 US.
WASHINGTON. Society for Sensible Explanations, Western
Washington. Tad Cook, Secretary. E-mail: K7RA@
arrl.net. PO Box 45792, Seattle, WA 98145-0792 US.
http://seattleskeptics.org.
PUERTO RICO. Sociedad De Escépticos de Puerto Rico, Luis R.
Ramos, President. 2505 Parque Terra Linda, Trujillo Alto,
Puerto Rico 00976. Tel: 787-396-2395; e-mail: Lramos@
escepticospr.com; Web site www.escepticor.com.

International groups listings
have been moved to our
Web site: www.csicop.org
The organizations listed above have aims similar to those of
the Committee for Skeptical Inquiry but are independent
and autonomous. Representatives of these organizations
cannot speak on behalf of CSI. Please send updates to Barry
Karr, P.O. Box 703 Amherst NY 14226-0703.

CENTERS FOR INQUIRY

SAN FRANCISCO
E-mail: sf@centerforinquiry.net

EGYPT
44 Gol Gamal St., Agouza, Giza, Egypt

NEW ZEALAND
E-mail: bcooke@centerforinquiry.net

www.centerforinquiry.net/
about/centers

TAMPA
5201 West Kennedy Blvd., Suite 124, Tampa,
FL 33609
Tel.: (813) 849-7571

FRANCE
Dr. Henri Broch, Universite of Nice, Faculte
des Sciences, Parc Valrose, 06108, Nice cedex
2, France
Tel.: +33-492-07-63-12

NIGERIA
PO Box 25269, Mapo, Ibadan, Oyo State,
Nigeria
Tel.: +234-2-2313699

TRANSNATIONAL
3965 Rensch Road, Amherst, NY 14228
Tel.: (716) 636-4869
AUSTIN
PO Box 202164, Austin, TX 78720-2164
Tel.: (512) 919-4115
CHICAGO
PO Box 7951, Chicago, IL 60680-7951
Tel.: (312) 226-0420
INDIANAPOLIS
350 Canal Walk, Suite A, Indianapolis, IN
46202
Tel.: (317) 423-0710
MICHIGAN
3777 49th Street SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49512
Tel.: (616) 698-2342
NEW YORK CITY
80 Broad Street, 5th Floor, New York, NY
10004
Tel.: (212) 504-2945

WASHINGTON, DC
621 Pennsylvania Ave. SE, Washington, DC
20003
Tel.: (202) 546-2330
WEST
4773 Hollywood Blvd., Hollywood, CA.
90027
Tel.: (323) 666-9797
ARGENTINA
Av. Santa Fe 1145 - 2do piso, (C1059ABF)
Buenos Aires, Argentina
Tel.: +54-11-4811-1858
CHINA
China Research Institute for Science
Population, NO. 86, Xueyuan Nanlu Haidian
Dist., Beijing, 100081 China
Tel.: +86-10-62170515

GERMANY
Kirchgasse 4, 64380 Rossdorf, Germany
Tel.: +49-6154-695023
INDIA
A 60 Journalist colony, JubileeHills,
Hyderabad-500033, India
Tel.: +91-40-23540676
LONDON
Conway Hall, 25 Red Lion Square, London
WC1R 4RL, England
E-mail: slalvani@centerforinquiry.net
NEPAL
Humanist Association of Nepal, PO Box
5284, Kathmandu Nepal
Tel.: +977-1-4413-345

ONTARIO
216 Beverley Street, Toronto, Ontario, M5T
1Z3, Canada
Tel.: (416) 971-5676
PERU
D. Casanova 430, Lima 14 Peru
E-mail: cipsiperu@yahoo.com
POLAND
Lokal Biurowy No.8, 8 Sapiezynska Sr., 00215, Warsaw, Poland
RUSSIA
Dr. Valerii A. Kuvakin, 119899 Russia,
Moscow, Vorobevy Gory, Moscow State
University, Philosophy Department
SENEGAL
PO Box 15376, Dakar – Fann, Senegal
Tel.: +221-501-13-00

