
50 Popular Beliefs That People Think Are 
True (50 Series)

 Free Ebooks
 Guy P. Harrison

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/YbNBr/50-Popular-Beliefs-That-People-Think-Are-True-50-series
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/YbNBr/50-Popular-Beliefs-That-People-Think-Are-True-50-series
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/YbNBr/50-Popular-Beliefs-That-People-Think-Are-True-50-series
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/YbNBr/50-Popular-Beliefs-That-People-Think-Are-True-50-series
http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/YbNBr/50-Popular-Beliefs-That-People-Think-Are-True-50-series


"What would it take to create a world in which fantasy is not confused for fact and public policy is
based on objective reality?" asks Neil deGrasse Tyson, science popularizer and author
ofAstrophysics for People in a Hurry."I don't know for sure. Buta good place to start would be for
everyone on earth to read this book." Maybe you know someone who swears by the reliability of
psychics or who is in regular contact with angels. Or perhaps you're trying to find a nice way of
dissuading someone from wasting money on a homeopathy cure. Or you met someone at a
party who insisted the Holocaust never happened or that no one ever walked on the moon. How
do you find a gently persuasive way of steering people away from unfounded beliefs, bogus
cures, conspiracy theories, and the like?This down-to-earth, entertaining exploration of
commonly held extraordinary claims will help you set the record straight. The author, a veteran
journalist, has not only surveyed a vast body of literature, but has also interviewed leading
scientists, explored "the most haunted house in America," frolicked in the inviting waters of the
Bermuda Triangle, and even talked to a "contrite Roswell alien." He is not out simply to debunk
unfounded beliefs. Wherever possible, he presents alternative scientific explanations, which in
most cases are even more fascinating than the wildest speculation. For example, stories about
UFOs and alien abductions lack good evidence, but science gives us plenty of reasons to keep
exploring outer space for evidence that life exists elsewhere in the vast universe. The proof for
Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster may be nonexistent, but scientists are regularly discovering
new species, some of which are truly stranger than fiction.Stressing the excitement of scientific
discovery and the legitimate mysteries and wonder inherent in reality, this book invites readers to
share the joys of rational thinking and the skeptical approach to evaluating our extraordinary
world.



Praise for Race and Reality:What Everyone Should Know about Our Biological Diversity“This is
a very important, profound, enjoyable, and enlightening book. It should go a long way in helping
disprove man's most dangerous myth.”—Robert W. Sussman, professor of anthropology,
Washington University,editor of Yearbook of Physical Anthropology, andeditor emeritus of
American Anthropologist“A tour de force that conveys the current science on racial classification
in a rigorous yet readable way. A book so clearly written, so elegantly crafted, so packed with
nuggets that even those who think they know it all about race and racial classification will come
away changed.”—David B. Grusky, professor of sociology,director of the Center for the Study of
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general public.”—Nick Wynne, PhD, executive director of the Florida Historical Society“[D]oesn't
bully or condescend. Reading Harrison's book is like having an amiable chat with a wise old
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true.AZ999.H37 2011149'.73—dc232011032747Printed in the United States of America on
acid-free paperIam grateful to the following for their invaluable help in producing this book: Kevin
Hand, Frank Ward, Neil deGrasse Tyson, Michael Shermer, Ian Birnbaum, Paul A. Offit, Steven
L. Mitchell, Tariq Moosa, Benjamin Bradford, Sheree Harrison, Seth Shostak, Andrew Chaikin,
Cameron M. Smith, Brian Dunning, Lewis “Nick” Wynne, Justin Uzell, Jefferson Fish, Coni
Harrison, Andrea Roach, Victor Stenger, Hank Davis, Michelle Mead, Mark “Gunner” Lewis,
Nancy White, Shawn Browning, Curtis Wienker, Kenneth Feder, Phil Plait, and Cayman Free
Press.FOREWORDDr. Phil PlaitINTRODUCTIONMAGICAL THINKING1. “I Believe in the
Paranormal and the Supernatural.”2. “I Know There Is an Afterlife Because of All the Near-Death
Experiences.”3. “A Psychic Read My Mind.”4. “You're Either Born Smart or You're Not.”5. “The
Bible Code Reveals the Future.”6. “Stories of Past Lives Prove Reincarnation Is Real.”7. “ESP Is
the Real Deal.”8. “Nostradamus Saw It All Coming.”9. “I Believe in Miracles.”OUT THERE10.
“NASA Faked the Moon Landings.”11. “Ancient Astronauts Were Here.”12. “UFOs Are Visitors
from Other Worlds.”13. “A Flying Saucer Crashed Near Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947 and the
Government Knows All about It.”14. “Aliens Have Visited Earth and Abducted Many People.”15.
“Astrology Is Scientific.”SCIENCE AND REASON16. “All Scientists Are Geniuses and Science Is
Always Right.”17. “The Holocaust Never Happened.”18. “Global Warming Is a Political Issue and
Nothing More.”19. “Television News Gives Me an Accurate View of the World.”20. “Biological
Races Are Real.”21. “Biological Race Determines Success in Sports.”22. “Most Conspiracy
Theories Are True.”STRANGE HEALINGS23. “Alternative Medicine Is Better.”24. “Homeopathy
Really Works, and No Side Effects!”25. “Faith Healing Cures the Sick and Saves Lives.”26.
“Race-Based Medicine Is a Great Idea.”27. “No Vaccines for My Baby!”LURE OF THE GODS28.
“My God Is the Real One.”29. “My Religion Is the One That's True.”30. “Creationism Is True and
Evolution Is Not.”31. “Intelligent Design Is Real Science.”32. “The Universe and Earth Are Fine-
Tuned for Life.”33. “Many Prophecies Have Come to Pass.”34. “Prayer Works!”35. “Religions Are
Sensible and Safe. Cults Are Silly and Dangerous.”36. “They Found Noah's Ark!”37.
“Archaeology Proved My Religion Is True.”38. “Holy Relics Possess Supernatural Powers.”39. “A
TV Preacher Needs My Money.”BIZARRE BEINGS40. “Ghosts Are Real and They Live in
Haunted Houses.”41. “Bigfoot Lives and Cryptozoology Is Real Science!”42. “Angels Watch Over
Me.”43. “Magic Is Real and Witches Are Dangerous.”WEIRD PLACES44. “Atlantis Is down There
Somewhere.”45. “I'm Going to Heaven When I Die.”46. “Something Very Strange Is Going on in
the Bermuda Triangle.”47. “Area 51 Is Where They Keep the Aliens.”DREAMING OF THE
END48. “The Mayans Warned Us: It's All over on December 21, 2012.”49. “The End Is Near!”50.
“We're All Gonna Die!”FAREWELL AND GOOD LUCKNOTESBIBLIOGRAPHYINDEXDr. Phil
PlaitNo one is born a skeptic.Kids are natural scientists, though. They love to soak up
knowledge, explore, experiment, name things (I can still remember my very young daughter, all
those years ago, asking me to name the stars in the sky, one after another).I suppose not all that
is really science, though. Memorization and categorization are important, and the foundation of
being able to understand relationships between objects, but they're not science. The basic



property that makes science science is that it's self-checking. You don't just make an
assumption; you test it. You see if it works the next time you use it. And you don't assume that
just because it did, it always will.And the most important thing, the one aspect of science that
sets it apart from all other methods of knowing, is that science isn't loyal. You can rely on an idea
for years, decades, but if something comes along that proves the idea wrong, boom! It gets
chucked out like moldy cheese.Well, not always. The other thing about science is that it builds
on previous knowledge. If you learn something works pretty well, and then something else
comes along that does better, a lot of the time you find out the second thing is just a modification
of the first. Einstein didn't trash Newton; relativity updated Newton's mechanics, made it work
better when objects are traveling near the speed of light, or where there's lots of gravity.It was
the accumulation of knowledge, of fact, that modified Newton's ideas. Hard-won, too, with
experiments that contradicted centuries of “common wisdom.” But that knowledge, when it's
correct, builds over time. It all has to work, like a tapestry. And it does.Still, it's hard to let go of an
idea even when you know it's wrong. Sometimes the idea is stubborn (or its holder is).
Sometimes it's comforting to have a warm, fuzzy idea. I bet that most of the time, though, it's
ego, pure and simple. We identify with the ideas we keep, and if that idea is wrong, then that
means some part of us is wrong. That's a difficult issue to deal with.And that's why kids can be
natural-born scientists, but terrible skeptics. And that's OK; sometimes kids need to just do stuff
“because I said so,” and you don't want them always questioning you. The real problem comes
when they grow up and don't let go of that characteristic.We all do it. Believing is easy. Being
skeptical is hard. It's the road less traveled, rough-hewn and difficult. There are pitfalls
everywhere, scary dark places, things that would be so much easier just to wish away when we
close our eyes.But reality, as author Philip K. Dick said, is what doesn't go away when we stop
believing in it.Reality doesn't care what you believe, what you do, for whom you vote. It just
keeps on keeping it real. And since that's the case, isn't it better to see it for what it is? When you
believe in something that's wrong, then other beliefs glom onto it, getting more complicated,
getting harder and harder to balance and reconcile, like a pyramid built upside down. You build
up more and more nonsense until the contradictions get so glaringly obvious, your only choice is
to either completely ignore them, compartmentalizing your beliefs, or to let it all come crashing
down.You have to face reality.In this book you will read about many such heels-over-head
pyramids. Aliens. The Moon hoax. Bigfoot. Some are larks, fun little tidbits of silliness that on
their own don't do much harm.Others are dangerous. “Alternative” medicines that not only don't
help, but keep people from seeking real medicine, making them sicker. Intercessory prayer,
which is proven not to do anything, but which people sometimes employ instead of seeking real
help. Self-proclaimed “psychics” who prey on the bereaved and grieving. And of course
creationism, which shuts down curiosity and turns a blind eye to the true, and very ancient,
nature of the world.Science kicks over that pyramid, and sets it on its stable base. The best thing
about science—and its multipurpose toolkit, skepticism—is that they show you how the universe
really is. Yes, it can be scary, dark, and impersonal. But that's OK because it's also complex,



deep, marvelous, profound, wondrous, magnificent…and above all, beautiful.That beauty is out
there. All you have to do is stop believing in it, and start understanding it.We all believe silly
things. What matters is how silly and how many.—Guy P. HarrisonSkepticism is the skill and the
attitude that helps us navigate our way through an often-crazy world. Applied consistently and
with force, skepticism can help us lead safer, happier, and more productive lives. It also helps to
keep our minds healthy, sharp, and free by tossing aside much of the irrational junk that would
otherwise obscure our view of an amazing universe. When crackpots, crooks, and fools try to
lure us down costly or dangerous paths, skepticism is the shield we need to fend them off.Some
people think of skeptics as cynical, negative people with closed minds. Nothing could be further
from the truth. Skepticism is really nothing more than a fancy name for trying to think clearly and
thoroughly before making a decision about believing, buying, or joining something. It's about
sorting out reality from lies and misperceptions. What's bad or negative about that? Embracing a
skeptical attitude means approaching the world with open eyes, a switched-on brain, a
willingness to ask the necessary questions, and the sense of humility that comes with knowing
how easy it is for anyone to be fooled by things we see, hear, and think about. Being a skeptic
means being honest and mature enough to seek answers that are based on evidence and logic
rather than hopes and dreams. It also means being wise enough to accept that sometimes no
satisfying answers are available.James Randi, the world-famous skeptic and magician, has
spent much of his life trying to save people from themselves by teaching how we can think our
way clear of the relentless avalanche of kooky claims and irrational beliefs that bombard us all
from childhood to the grave. Randi has been criticized for being too harsh toward irrational
believers. But how gentle must one be when so much misery and waste comes from these
unproven claims? Beyond the hundreds of billions of dollars thrown away on lies and fantasies,
people literally suffer and die every day all around the world because of claims that any good
skeptic could see right through in a few seconds. All irrational beliefs are not equal, yet they are
all tied together in one gigantic cloud of danger. Believing in astrology may not be a direct health
risk for an individual, for example, but the kind of faulty thinking that allows one to be impressed
with astrology can be. Adopting weird beliefs without evidence is a dangerous game, warns
Randi: “It can cost you money, emotional security, and it can cost you your life. I can think of a
few exceptions, but almost any untruth or deception is bound to be a negative
influence.”1Throughout this book I have tried my best to be positive and respectful. No doubt
some readers will not see it that way. But I hope they will believe me when I say that my goal is
not to win arguments or take away anyone's fun, happiness, or contentment. I fully understand
that falling for weird, unproven beliefs is part of being human and happens to the best of us. It's
part of the human condition. We all believe silly things. What matters is how silly and how
many.To push back against dangerous irrational beliefs, we have to pour every claim and every
story through the filter of skepticism and science. Although it helps to know some history and
science, education alone is not enough. Neither is exceptional intelligence enough. Many highly
educated and highly intelligent people embrace some of the most ridiculous and baseless



claims of all. No one should doubt that the lack of skepticism is a largely unrecognized global
crisis.I have traveled all over the world, and no matter where I found myself, I always saw money,
time, and energy being squandered on beliefs that almost certainly were not true, and by people
of every social and economic strata. This waste of energy and resources saddens me. We could
do so much more and could possibly be so much better if only skepticism were more common.
Still, frustrated as I may feel, I resist mocking, ridiculing, and dismissing those who cling to
unproven beliefs. I prefer to be positive and offer help rather than condemnation to those who
have yet to realize that not everything told to us in childhood is true.I want readers to know my
motivations for writing this book. I'm not scolding, lecturing, or preaching to make myself feel
important. I'm only trying to encourage and inspire critical thinking and spread the word that
skepticism is important. I want to help and to build, not condemn and tear down. Truth is, I really
couldn't care less about what someone believes. It's only when I see unproven beliefs
diminishing someone's life or causing harm to others that I feel obligated to speak up and offer a
helping hand. If irrational beliefs weren't so often dangerous and such a drag on human
progress, you would never hear a peep from me about anyone's beliefs. The way I see it,
promoting reason and skepticism is a moral issue. It's about caring for your fellow humans.Being
a skeptic is the only way I can imagine living my life. It is part of a positive worldview that helps
motivate me to get out of bed each morning. There are so many exciting experiences and
important discoveries out there waiting on me that I don't want to be distracted or waste time
believing things that are unlikely to be true. We should not be afraid to doubt and question, even
when those around us do not. Skepticism is constructive, not destructive. It is a positive
affirmation of being fully alive and mature enough to accept reality as it is rather than what we
might like it to be or what somebody told us it is. The best kind of skeptic is not focused on
rejecting and ridiculing. She or he embraces more of life, not less. Skepticism helps us to
abandon astrology for astronomy, to see through the fog and find the stars, to stand up and exist
fully as thinking human beings. Living a life as free from illusions and delusions as possible is to
value that life and to understand that not one precious moment of it should be willingly sacrificed
to a lie or an unproven belief.Guy P. HarrisonEarth, 2011It is error only, and not truth, that shrinks
from inquiry.—Thomas PaineEvery day we are confronted with paranormal, supernatural, or
extraordinary beliefs. These claims find us no matter where we go. At the drugstore,
homeopathic medicines are on the shelves right next to science-based treatments. The
newspaper offers an astrological prediction of your future. A preacher promises that if you give
him money, you will be rewarded one-hundred-fold via the supernatural hand of a god. TV
commercials suggest that we can have better health with a pill or be better athletes if we wear a
special bracelet. A friend swears she saw an alien spaceship in the sky last night. A family
member tries to convince you that the end of the world is near. Is that strange noise you heard
before falling asleep a ghost?When weird ideas come along, we owe it to ourselves to pause
and think before accepting them as real or true. Bad things can happen when people embrace
beliefs for reasons no better than trust in authority or tradition, or because it “feels true.”



Countless people have died throughout history because they were not skeptical enough.
Countless people who probably meant well have supported or participated in the exploitation,
abuse, and even killing of fellow humans because they were not skeptical enough. Wherever
and whenever skepticism is lacking, serious problems are sure to follow. Medical quacks and
con artists cause great harm to people who don't know the difference between science and
pseudoscience. How many times throughout history have unproven supernatural beliefs stood in
the way of social and scientific progress? Where might we be today if we had rejected
superstition five centuries ago? But the shortage of skepticism in the world today is not only a
burden to advancement, it threatens to drag us back to the Dark Ages. Wait, did we ever really
leave the Dark Ages? Even now, in the twenty-first century, witches are tortured and executed in
some societies because people fear their magical powers. Many people still look to the stars and
planets for insights into their personality and romantic prospects—even though the scientists
who know more about the stars and planets than anyone say astrology is a preposterous
concept. Millions believe that psychics read minds and the government is hiding extraterrestrial
bodies at Area 51. As a species we are crippled by irrational beliefs. If we hope to ever shake off
the costly and time-wasting habit of believing things that are almost certainly not true, then we
have to embrace the scientific method and skepticism. Critical thinking skills must be
appreciated and promoted widely. Progress depends on it.Paranormal and supernatural beliefs
—loosely defined as things that exist or occur outside the natural world—are not necessarily tied
to intelligence or education. There may be some correlation between education level and the
acceptance of a baseless claim such as tarot card reading or astrology, for example. But I warn
against reading too much into that because we are all vulnerable. It is well established that
intelligent and educated people can and do believe extraordinary claims that lack good
evidence. Renowned scientist Jane Goodall is a Bigfoot believer, for example.1 I once worked
with a university-educated journalist who was convinced that a girl in Russia had X-ray vision
that enabled her to see inside people and diagnose internal medical problems.2 My colleague
was reeled in, hook, line, and sinker, by an interesting but unproven claim. She isn't dumb, just
short on skepticism and critical thinking skills. And she is hardly alone. When it comes to weird
beliefs, accepting them seems to be more natural, or more human, than rejecting
them.According to a Gallup poll, three in every four Americans profess to hold at least one of the
popular beliefs such as ghosts, astrology, and reincarnation.3 This is important: Most people in
the United States—and throughout the world, no doubt—are supernatural/paranormal believers.
In America, ESP (extrasensory perception) leads with 41 percent, followed closely by haunted
houses (37 percent) and ghosts (32 percent). Clairvoyance or the ability of psychics to read
minds and know the future is real, according to 26 percent of Americans. Astrology's claims
have convinced 25 percent, and 20 percent believe in reincarnation. More than half (57 percent)
of all American adults have at least two paranormal beliefs, and 22 percent say they believe five
or more.In Great Britain, 40 percent of British people believe that houses can be haunted and 24
percent believe astrology works. In Canada, 28 percent believe in haunted houses and 24



percent believe that it's possible to communicate with dead people.4 I didn't conduct a scientific
survey, but my travels outside the United States leave me with no doubt that belief in claims that
are unproven and unlikely to be true are immensely popular. Virtually everywhere I have visited—
Africa, the Middle East, Asia, the Pacific Islands, the Caribbean—I came to the conclusion that
an overwhelming majority of people believe in an assortment of paranormal and
pseudoscientific claims. Without even including religious beliefs, I estimate that more than 90
percent of the world's people hold at least one paranormal belief. We are a believing
species.WHO CARES?The easy reaction would be to just try to ignore all this irrational belief.
After all, don't things like astrology, faith healing, and psychic readings make people feel good
and give them a bit of reassurance in an often-confusing and scary world? Who am I to try to rob
anyone of a source of comfort or amusement? It's none of my business what people decide to
believe, right? What's the harm, anyway?In my opinion, there is no choice but to speak out
against irrational belief, if one has any concern and compassion for fellow humans. It doesn't
require being mean or obnoxious about it, but silence is not an option. Belief in paranormal and
pseudoscience claims is a chronic crisis that burdens us century after century. Those who do
understand the damage caused by these beliefs every day around the world would be heartless
monsters if they chose to do and say nothing. This is a matter of compassion for fellow humans
and a belief that our world could be better if it were not so blinded and hobbled by superstition
and unscientific thinking. I am not being mean and heartless when I explain to someone why
alternative medicine is dangerous or how faith healers fool people. Keeping quiet would be
mean and heartless. The proper question is not why skeptics protest, but rather how anyone can
learn of “child witches” being murdered in Africa and feel no moral obligation to promote
skepticism. Who can hear the story about an ill baby suffering and dying because stubborn
parents treated her with homeopathic water instead of science-based medicine and not feel
disgust toward all pseudoscience and medical quackery? We all share this world together and
when an elected leader thinks Earth is six thousand years old or your neighbor believes that the
position of a few stars determines what sort of day she will have, the stage is set for trouble. Dim
thinking is dangerous thinking.THE SHIELD OF SKEPTICISMSo how exactly does one wade
through all the weird claims out there and make it to dry land safely? It's not as difficult as you
might imagine. As readers will discover throughout this book, it often takes only one or two
pointed questions to identify fatal weaknesses in claims that are unworthy of our belief.
Constructive skepticism is compatible with open-minded curiosity, but it demands consistent
vigilance and the courage to question anything and anyone.It is important to always remember
that the burden of proof is on those who make the claim. I would love for Bigfoot and the Loch
Ness monster to be real, but I'm pretty sure there is no such thing as a ten-foot-tall bipedal
primate running wild in the Pacific Northwest or an extinction-dodging plesiosaur in Scotland. I
think this because, after all these years, no one has ever presented any convincing evidence,
such as bones, DNA samples, or a body. If Bigfoot believers want me to believe, they need to
show me proof. It's not my job to disprove the existence of Bigfoot. How could I do such a thing,



anyway? I can't look in every cave and behind every tree in North America.Be on guard against
stealth beliefs. These are partial truths that swell to include paranormal elements once you let
them inside your head. For example, undoubtedly there are many cases of ancient coastal or
island communities being devastated by earthquakes and tsunamis over the last several
thousand years. But this is far different from the claim made by Atlantis believers who say a lost
city or continent once ruled the world and was technologically advanced beyond even our time.
Some UFO believers argue that intelligent life probably exists somewhere in the universe (a
reasonable possibility) but then they seamlessly shift to the claim that extraterrestrials are
visiting Earth regularly (unknown, unproven, and unlikely). We also have to be on the lookout for
claims that are dressed up in science but are in fact pseudoscience. Just because someone—
new age guru Deepak Chopra is a good example—frequently mentions “quantum mechanics” or
other fancy science phrases does not mean that what they are promoting is necessarily valid or
even scientific.THE BIGGER THE CLAIM, THE BIGGER THE BURDEN OF PROOFThe smart
skeptic adjusts the demand for evidence according to the scale of the claim being made. The
nature of the claim being made—how outrageous or weird is it?—determines the degree of
skepticism required. If my neighbors claim they saw a bird in their backyard yesterday, I'll
probably give them the benefit of the doubt and believe it. No big deal. However, if they claim to
have seen something far more unusual, say a thirty-ton dragon wearing leather pants and
makeup, then I'm going to need to see high-definition video, footprints, and a DNA sample
before I even consider believing it. Again, the quality and quantity of evidence should rise in
conjunction with the claim. Although the quote did not originate with him, the late astronomer
Carl Sagan popularized this important concept: “Extraordinary claims require extraordinary
evidence.” Keep those five words in mind whenever you think about ghosts, gods, astrology,
psychics, intelligent design, UFOs, and other such beliefs.Being a skeptic does not mean one is
closed-minded or uninterested in everything that is weird and unproven. The history of science
is filled with examples of bizarre ideas that turned out to be true. Germs were once a pretty
strange idea, and were difficult to believe until Van Leeuwenhoek developed the microscope and
helped establish the field of microbiology. Continental drift was difficult to accept until plate
tectonics explained how it worked. The idea of rogue waves smashing ships under clear skies
far out at sea seemed impossible, but we now know that they are real. What about meteorites?
Rocks falling out of the sky? You must be joking—oops, it turns out that it really does rain rocks
sometimes. The point is that good skeptics who understand how science works don't accept any
wacky claim that comes along without evidence, but neither do they reject every wacky claim
with absolute finality. The door is always slightly ajar, and if enough evidence comes forth, the
door to acceptance opens.When thinking about weird beliefs, it is important to be aware of how
we perceive and assess the world around us. We know that humans are pattern-seeking
creatures. Without even trying, we naturally attempt to “connect the dots” in almost everything
we see and hear. This is a great ability if you are trying to catch a camouflaged bird in a tree for
your dinner, trying to hear a potential mate's call amid a cacophony of distractions, or trying to



spot your enemy hiding in the forest, hoping to ambush you. But pattern seeking also leads us to
see things that are not there (see fig. 2), which might waste our time and maybe get us into
trouble. Furthermore, our obsession with patterns doesn't stop at vision and hearing. We also
have a tendency to automatically make connections and find patterns in our thinking. This is one
reason that unlikely conspiracy theories are able to take root and blossom in the minds of so
many people.Former psychic-turned-skeptic Tauriq Moosa agrees that this pattern-recognition
software in our heads is a primary reason irrational beliefs are so common. He saw it firsthand
when his clients made absurd connections in order to support their prior belief that he was a
genuine mind reader. Their minds did much of the work, making his job easier.“We are by nature
incredible at picking out patterns; but this also means we see patterns where there are, in fact,
none,” said Moosa. “This, to me, is the explanation behind all the supernatural or superstitious
engagements people have, from UFOs to ghosts, from conspiracy-theories to
astrology.”5CONFIRMATION BIASOne of the primary reasons that it can be so hard to dump a
paranormal belief once it has set up camp inside your skull is that we all have a natural tendency
to cheat. We just don't normally think about our beliefs objectively and honestly. Instead we tend
to focus on and remember anything that confirms the belief, while missing, ignoring, and
forgetting everything that contradicts or casts doubt on the belief. This is called confirmation
bias, and it can lead the best of us astray, so be on guard.“The confirmation bias is one of the
most insidious and persuasive bits of software in your head,” declares psychology professor
Hank Davis, author of Caveman Logic: The Persistence of Primitive Thinking in a Modern World.
“It is as much a part of being human as having two eyes, one nose, and two feet. To avoid
evaluating the world through the confirmation bias, you have got to take conscious steps against
it. Even then there is no guarantee you will succeed. If you allow your mental software to operate
on its Pleistocene default settings, you will bring this bias into play.”6You have been
warned.SEEING IS BELIEVING AND BELIEVING IS SEEINGThere should be little doubt that
many claimed sightings of ghosts, UFOs, angels, and monsters by sincere witnesses are a
result of the way our vision works. Contrary to what you may have assumed, we don't really “see”
what we look at. What happens when you aim your eyes at something is that your brain “tells”
you what you see. And your brain never tells you with 100 percent accuracy. It does this to be
efficient and it really does help us function in a world with far too much detail and movement to
take in. But sometimes this causes us to “see” things that were never there or at least not there in
the form presented to us. It can also cause us to miss things that really are there. Sometimes
things that our vision misses might have been the critical pieces of information that would have
revealed to us that the UFO or ghost hovering out there is really just a bird or a patch of fog, for
example.FORGET WHAT YOU THINK YOU KNOW ABOUT MEMORYWhat is currently known
about human memory should send jarring waves of doubt up and down the spines of every
paranormal enthusiast. Memory, researchers have discovered, does not work like a video
camera. Many people think our eyes are like camera lenses and the brain is a hard drive that
dutifully records all the images that enter. Not so. There is no such capturing of complete scenes



before us and no such thing as rewind and playback. The reality is that our memories are
constructed by our brains. Some things are left out. Some things that never happened are
added. And sometimes the order of events is switched around. Weird as it seems, your brain
produces the memory that it thinks is needed—100 percent accuracy be damned.This means,
of course, that all those stand-alone stories about sightings and encounters with everything from
aliens to angels cannot be considered proof of anything because we know without a doubt that
any honest, sane, and sober person can easily remember an event incorrectly through no fault
of his own. Human memory is unreliable, which means something more than a story about a
personal experience is called for when it comes to extraordinary claims. It has also been shown
repeatedly by researchers that we all are highly vulnerable to suggestions and prior beliefs when
forming our perception of reality and our recollections of what we experienced.Michael Shermer,
founding publisher of Skeptic magazine, has spent more than thirty years researching weird
beliefs and talking to everyone from alien abductees to Holocaust deniers to psychics. He thinks
that much of irrational belief comes down to “belief-dependent realism,” the idea that we believe
first and then come up with reasons for believing:We form our beliefs for a variety of subjective,
personal, emotional, and psychological reasons in the context of environments created by
family, friends, colleagues, culture, and society at large; after forming our beliefs, we then
defend, justify, and rationalize them with a host of intellectual reasons, cogent arguments, and
rational explanations. Beliefs come first, explanations for beliefs follow. I call this process belief-
dependent realism, where our perceptions about reality are dependent on the beliefs that we
hold about it. Reality exists independent of human minds, but our understanding of it depends
upon the beliefs we hold at any given time.7Like it or not, the fact is we can't be sure about
everything we see, hear, think, feel, and remember. This has obvious implications for popular
beliefs that so intrigue and entrance billions of people around the world. More people need to
understand that our brains, wonderful as they are, are not very good at consistently sorting out
reality from fantasy and illusion. Fortunately, we already have a system that is very good at doing
just that.SCIENCE HELPS US FIND OUR WAYAn appreciation for science goes hand-in-hand
with constructive skepticism. It's unfortunate that so many people don't appreciate science's
greatness and its importance to us. Science is not just a collection of facts and discoveries or
some fringe pursuit of intellectuals. Science is the foundation of our modern world. Our
civilization couldn't last one day without the products of the scientific method. However, science
can be used by anyone for many different purposes, so no one should ever slip into naïve
worship or deference to all scientists. Yes, science may generate cures and vaccines for
diseases, feed billions through scientific agriculture, and reveal the working of the universe, but it
is also the source of weapons with the potential to destroy humanity. Science may be necessary
and wonderful, but it is only as good as the person using its methods.More than anything,
science is a method for figuring out and discovering things in our universe. It is also through
science that we can best determine whether or not something is real. If something cannot be
proven scientifically, it may still be real or true, but this would be a very good reason to have



strong doubts until it is. We know science works because it has a record of success far superior
to anything else. Even supernatural and paranormal believers rely on science and technology
when they could try solutions more in line with their beliefs. People who need to communicate
with someone far away don't use ESP, they pick up a phone. People who want to visit a place
that is far away don't use astral projection, they board an airplane. Many believers in alternative
medicine still turn to medical science when struck by a serious illness or injury. Why do most
people who believe in a utopian afterlife fear death and avoid it at all costs?A final point to keep
in mind when thinking about paranormal, supernatural, and pseudoscientific beliefs is that letting
go of them is not necessarily a sacrifice. Not only can thinking skeptically be safer and more
economical over the course of a lifetime, it doesn't have to be any less fun, either. Whatever I
may have lost by not believing in things like astrology and ghosts, I am confident that I more than
make up for it by embracing reality with great enthusiasm. All scientific discoveries to date and
all the mysteries still to be solved excite me, and I find plenty of reason for optimism and hope,
even amid harsh realities. In my opinion, plenty of comfort and joy can be found in friends, family,
romance, creative work, adventure, art, acts of kindness, nature, and fun in all its forms. I
understand that it may feel comforting or stabilizing to believe that invisible forces influence us,
but it can also be comforting and stabilizing to realize that as humans we are smart enough and
strong enough to face up to the universe as it really is and get on with our lives.GO DEEPER…
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2008.The boundaries which divide life from death are at best shadowy and vague.Who shall say
where one ends, and the other begins?—Edgar Allan PoeFrank Ward was dying. He had a leg
infection that turned extremely nasty and spread to his bloodstream. Septic shock caused his
blood pressure and heart rate to plummet. “I was basically in a coma,” Frank explained. “My
heart was beating just four to six beats per minute. My brain wasn't getting enough oxygen to do
anything or to perceive anything. I was dying—or already dead.”Frank says that at some point
during the process of dying, he left his body. Frank bases this on what he remembers seeing in
the hospital room.“I saw the doctor praying. He was bent over at the edge of the bed with his
hands together. He wasn't on his knees, but he was bent over. I saw him from another place in
the room. It was like I wasn't looking at him from the bed where [my body] was. I wasn't in my
body. That's how it appeared to me, anyway.”Frank recovered from what he calls a near-death
experience and later discussed it with his doctor.“When I came to later, I asked him if he had
been praying for me in the room,” Frank said. “He turned about thirteen different colors. He
couldn't believe that I knew. I saw things in the room, details that I couldn't possibly know. That
tells me it wasn't just a hallucination.”Unlike many near-death experiences, Frank's did not
include a tunnel of light, seeing loved ones, or catching a glimpse of heaven or hell. “I didn't see
fire and brimstone—that's a good sign. But I didn't see pearly gates or angels either. Let's face it,
when we die we want something to be on the other side. I just can't subscribe to the theory that
there's nothing. As human beings we don't want to end up just being a bunch of bones in a box
for maggots to eat. I saw the doctor praying and he says he was. But did I have some
otherworldly experience beyond that? No. I wish I had, but I didn't. The way I see it, neither
science nor religion can answer everything. I don't know what to say; I just know that something
happened to me in that hospital.”1Frank is hardly alone. He is a bright, thoughtful, and honest
person who experienced a very strange event at a time when his life was in jeopardy. Variations
of Frank's story have been reported by many people around the world. As many as eighteen
million Americans may have had a near-death experience.2 Even more common are so-called
out-of-body experiences that are very similar to near-death experiences. Something as simple
and non-life-threatening as fainting can cause them. There is no doubt that people really do have
these strange experiences. It's just not reasonable to suspect that millions of people are lying.



The key questions, of course, are what causes the events and do they really prove that there is a
soul and afterlife as many claim.I learned firsthand in childhood that sometimes weird things
happen when your body is in crisis. Pain and panic make perfect sense to an injured kid, but
peace and tranquility? That I didn't expect. One day during my childhood, I was out emulating
Huckleberry Finn or whatever and slipped off of a large, elevated sewer pipe that spanned a
canal. My head slammed into the metal pipe, and a protruding bolt left a deep gash on my shin.
Fortunately I landed on the bank of the canal and not in the water. It was a semiserious accident
by any standard, but from a child's perspective, it qualified as downright catastrophic.A funny
thing happened on the way to my suffering and doom, however. I felt no pain. There was no
screaming and no tears. I just lay there in the dirt, feeling nothing but extraordinary peace and
calm. It was more than the absence of pain. I felt incredibly good. It seemed like I was detached
from everything. I can't say that I felt like I left my body or hovered high above the scene, but I did
experience a strange detached feeling. It wasn't quite flying, but it felt like I was floating and had
lost contact with the ground. Weird, to say the least. Eventually my brain rebooted and I got back
on my feet. Then the pain came, and I faced a long limp home.Today I don't think of that
childhood accident as a near-death experience or even an out-of-body experience. It just
doesn't seem quite dramatic enough, in my view. But it did feel great. If I could push a button and
get that feeling anytime, I'd never leave my house. What is significant about the event is that it
gave me a tiny taste of what people likely feel when they go through out-of-body or near-death
experiences. I should have felt terrible and been screaming in agony, but instead I felt wonderful
and at peace with the universe. As a result of that event, I find it easy to understand when people
say they were profoundly happy or calm at the brink of death or even that they think they floated
above their own bodies. It is also not difficult for me to accept claims of powerful visions, seeing
long-lost relatives or friends, and even visiting heaven. After all, the mind can take us anywhere. I
once dreamed that I was somewhere far away in outer space. It was all very realistic at the time,
but I'm pretty sure I never left Earth. Scientists know well that the human brain is better than a
Hollywood studio when it comes to producing images and stories. CGI (computer-generated
imagery) is all the rage in moviemaking now, but it's nothing compared to mind-generated
images. The dreaming mind; the stressed-out, tired mind; and the dying mind can conjure up
virtually anything and make it convincing. This is not proof of life after death, the existence of
heaven, or souls, not when the same experiences happen to people who black out in high-
speed jets or during g-force testing in centrifuges. Maybe those things are real, but near-death
experiences and out-of-body experiences have alternative explanations that are far more down-
to-earth and more likely to be true.The strange sensation of leaving one's body is not, it turns
out, all that strange. Nothing supernatural is required to explain it. A confused brain can even do
the trick. It's not the same as a dying brain, but it does show how this sort of thing can happen by
natural means. The feeling of separation from one's body has been induced by simple
experiments with mirrors. Brain researchers have achieved out-of-body experiences in 75
percent of subjects in one experiment that involves a person sitting at a desk with a large mirror



in front of them and only their upper body visible. A second person then walks toward the seated
person. That second person would in most cases experience a brief out-of-body sensation.3 By
replicating another similar experiment with myself as the test subject, I induced what could be
called an out-of-hand experience. With my left hand hidden behind a mirror, I could only see my
right hand and its reflection, I was able to confuse my mind (even though I knew what was going
on) to the point where my left hand felt dead and vaguely detached from my body. Weird as it
was, however, I saw no reason to believe that the left hand of my soul had vacated my
body.Those who are convinced that near-death experiences prove supernatural claims often
point to the fact that they are reported by people in different cultures. This, they say, means it
can't just be some specific belief-centered or culturally derived quirk. If it happens to all kinds of
people in all sorts of places, then these events must be real as described, right? Well, no. More
likely these events are of a similar nature because people in Japan, Nairobi, Damascus, and
New York City, and everywhere else, all have one important thing in common: they have human
brains that function in the same way. Tunnel vision, for example, is common in near-death
experiences. Sure, it might be the road to heaven, as many say, but a simpler explanation is that
vision is restricted during oxygen deprivation and tunnel vision results. “When not enough blood
is pumped to the head,” explains neurologist Kevin Nelson, “the eyes fail first, causing tunnel
vision before the brain fails and unconsciousness occurs.”4 It's as simple as that.As for the
sensation of leaving one's body and floating around above it, it may seem like an exceptional
and rare event, but it is surprisingly common. One study of more than thirteen thousand
Europeans found that nearly six percent of them said they have had an out-of-body experience.
Many millions of Americans have as well.5 While many people believe this is evidence or even
proof of something supernatural, such as “astral projection,” the existence of souls, or heaven,
there is a much more simple explanation available once again.Scientists have induced out-of-
body experiences in people by stimulating a specific region of the brain with electricity, casting
doubt on the need to invoke supernatural explanations. “It takes just a small trickle of electrical
current to induce such an experience,” explains neurologist Nelson. “Other factors, such as a
temporary lack of blood or oxygen to the brain, may also interfere with sensory integration in the
temporoparietal region and cause out-of-body experiences.”6 And, of course, many people have
induced out-of-body experiences by taking drugs. Drugs that do this are not “magical soul-
extraction potions”; they are merely hallucinogens that cause hallucinations. The point is that if
we can induce these experiences by tinkering with brain biology, then isn't it likely that all such
experiences can be attributed to brain biology rather than supernatural causes?UK psychologist
Susan Blackmore had a dramatic out-of-body event that motivated her to research near-death
experiences. Although she had hoped and expected to confirm that something paranormal or
supernatural was going on, Blackmore eventually concluded that evidence for the dying brain, or
at least the oxygen-starved brain, as the cause of these events is “overwhelming.”7There is also
the challenge of addressing very basic questions about how a soul, whatever that is, maintains
its structure and moves around. How does it retain thoughts, memories, and personality? What



is it made of? California Institute of Technology physicist Sean M. Carroll says we cannot just
conveniently forget hard-won knowledge about how reality works when we think about souls and
life after death:Claims that some form of consciousness persists after our bodies die and decay
into their constituent atoms face one huge, insuperable obstacle: the laws of physics underlying
everyday life are completely understood, and there's no way within those laws to allow for the
information stored in our brains to persist after we die. If you claim that some form of soul
persists beyond death, what particles is that soul made of? What forces are holding it together?
How does it interact with ordinary matter?Everything we know about quantum field theory says
that there aren't any sensible answers to these questions. Of course, everything we know about
quantum field theory could be wrong. Also, the Moon could be made of green cheese.Among
advocates for life after death, nobody even tries to sit down and do the hard work of explaining
how the basic physics of atoms and electrons would have to be altered in order for this to be
true. If we tried, the fundamental absurdity of the task would quickly become evident.8The
bottom line here is that we know beyond any doubt that natural events occurring inside one's
skull can cause all the sensations repeatedly associated with out-of-body and near-death
experiences. Human minds often see and hear things that are not real. They also frequently
misremember events. And this is under the best of conditions. During extremely stressful
situations—such as dying—our minds are even more likely to distort reality. Knowing this, how
can we justify taking the gigantic leap necessary to involve souls, heaven, and other
supernatural causes for these events?Neurologist Nelson adds:People like to say that these
experiences are proof that consciousness can exist outside the brain, like a soul that lives after
death. I hope that is true, but it is a matter of faith; there is no evidence for that. People who claim
otherwise are using false science to engender false hope and I think that is misleading and
ultimately cruel.9Frank Ward, the man who had the near-death experience described at the
beginning of the chapter, contacted me a few weeks after our discussion. He told me that
sharing his story prompted him to think more deeply about it and do some research. As a result,
he said he has changed his mind about what likely occurred that day. “Now I'm convinced it can
be explained by the natural dying process,” he said. “My brain was starved of oxygen, and it
made me hallucinate. It was an amazing experience, but after doing some reading about it, I
think the scientific explanation makes the most sense.”GO DEEPER…Blackmore, Susan. Dying
to Live: Near-Death Experiences. Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1993.Woerlee, G. M. Mortal
Minds: The Biology of Near-Death Experiences. Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books,
2005.Zimmer, Carl. Soul Made Flesh: The Discovery of the Brain—and How It Changed the
World. New York: Free Press, 2005.I know, as much as I know anything, that there are no
psychic powers or spiritual realms. Anyone who performs psychic or divination tricks is lying,
either to themselves or to their clients.—Tauriq Moosa, former psychic“Look into my eyes,” I say.
“Pull back the curtain that hides your thoughts. Let me in.…Yes, I'm starting to feel your thoughts.
You are doing great. Just relax.”She's definitely unsure about this, but she hasn't laughed or
protested yet, so I'll keep going.“You have a strong mind. I'm beginning to sense some of the



things that are troubling you. I can help.”Is she buying it? I force a smile, worried that she knows
I'm faking. I figure it's a long shot for me to be able to convince someone that I am a psychic, but
I'm going to give it a try. No, I'm not charging her money, pretending to speak to her dead
relatives, or anything quite so terrible as that. I simply want to see if I can pull off something
called a “cold reading.” Before continuing with the story of my first attempt at mind reading,
however, let's explore the concept of a cold reading.Experienced skeptics have long known that
cold readings are a very effective way to deceive people. Once you understand how the process
works, it's easy to see how professional psychics are able to fool so many people. It's much like
playing the old game called “twenty questions,” only with a thick layer of supernatural silliness
applied to it. A cold reading is performed with no prior specific knowledge about the individual
being “read.” The psychic thinks of some information about people in general that probably hits
the mark and then delivers it as if it is a unique and personal insight for that person alone.
Knowing something about common concerns and behaviors according to gender and age is
useful. Being aware of health and lifestyle statistics can help, too. A critical part of cold readings
is gleaning information from simple observations of the subjects' reactions to questions and
guesses during the reading. The cold reader starts with general comments and then watches for
a positive response to something that may indicate a productive path to pursue.Many psychics
use a shotgun tactic. They blast a flurry of comments and questions rapid-fire at the subject, and
if one of them hits the mark, they claim success. All the wrong guesses are ignored as if they
don't count. For example, a psychic may say, “I see sadness; you have lost someone close. A
mother, father, grandparent, uncle…” If they get a nod or verbal agreement for one of the
choices, the psychic then pretends to have known that specific fact all along. While this may
seem ridiculous, it does work.One reason cold readings are so effective is that people tend to
remember the hits and forget the misses. A correct guess or prediction grabs our attention and
lights up our brains with excitement. But bad guesses and failed predictions are boring and
forgettable. This is that problem of confirmation bias rearing its troublesome head again. Those
who already believe in psychics and mediums are predisposed to having their belief
strengthened no matter what happens when they sit down with one. We all have a natural
tendency to look for and remember what we expect or hope to find, while ignoring or rejecting
that which contradicts our expectations and beliefs. If someone goes into a reading convinced
that psychics have real powers, then they are far more likely to forgive and forget numerous
errors and remember the rare correct comments. This is how psychics can be wrong most of the
time yet still convince so many people that they can read minds. Primed believers also are more
likely to connect vague generalizations (“You will be lucky today.”) with specific events (“I found
$10 this afternoon!”) and then conclude that it was an accurate prediction. It may be difficult for
some to accept that this is all it takes to convince many people, but it does. I know because I
pulled it off.At the start of my first attempt at fake mind reading, I picked up two key things about
the lady I was giving the psychic reading to. She was in her early thirties, from a Spanish-
speaking society, and not married. I remembered from personal experience that some Spanish-



speaking girls I knew in high school and college were very family oriented. They seemed far
more concerned about their parents' wishes and much more connected with extended families
than other girls I knew. The idea that marriage was a big deal in Spanish culture popped into my
head as well. I had a spontaneous hunch that she might be feeling some pressure from her
family for not being married yet. Of course, this was all based on generalizations about Spanish-
speaking people, a diverse population numbering in the hundreds of millions. When doing a cold
reading, however, a psychic can afford to take shots with crude stereotypes and hunches
because the misses don't matter anywhere near as much as the hits. It's like throwing darts in
the dark. The more darts you throw, the better your chances of hitting the dartboard—and no
one sees all the darts stuck in the wall that missed the target, because it's dark.“I feel your deep
concern about something very personal and important,” I said in the most serious tone I could
manage. Again, all I had done was put two and two together in my head: she was thirty-
something, single, and probably in a family that placed a high priority on marriage and
family.“You worry about the fact that you have not yet found the right man to marry. It frustrates
you because you know that you are an attractive woman and a good person. There is no good
reason that you should not be married yet, but still you are not. It doesn't help that your family
keeps asking you about this and pressuring you. Sometimes you wonder if you will ever get
married.”I half-expected her to laugh and tell me to shut up at that point. But a remarkable thing
happened. Her eyes widened. She leaned forward. I sensed that she was hooked. Wow! I
thought, This really works! She thinks I'm reading her mind!My confidence soared. I instinctively
knew to follow this path at full speed. Without missing a beat, I grimaced and rubbed my
forehead. “All you want is a good man who treats you like you deserve to be treated. He should
be a good father, too. You feel frustrated because you don't think this is too much to ask. And you
are fed up with all the guys you meet who turn out to be losers or only interested in one
thing.”Based on her facial expressions, it was obvious that she was eating up my trite comments.
But then I got overconfident. I changed course and squandered my momentum. Rookie
mistake.“I also sense that you worry about money all the time. You have a good job, you work
hard and save, but you are still concerned about bills and having enough. You want to be
rich.”She did nod in agreement but it didn't seem sincere. I stayed in character but could tell that I
had lost her. Apparently money didn't matter very much to her and I had blown it. I tried my best
to recover and finish strong. “Listen, I want you to know that things will work out for you one way
or the other,” I added. “You will find a nice man and get married or you won't. But either way, you
will be happy. You are a good person and your life is going to be great. You will be a success in
life.”Cold reading fundamental: keep it positive and pile on the compliments. People are more
willing to believe good things about themselves than anything else. This is why mediums always
say that the grandfather loves everyone from the great beyond and has nothing but hugs and
kisses for all. Psychics never seem to report back that dear old grandpa says he hates his family
and couldn't be happier to finally be free of his annoying grandchildren.I felt I had bungled my
cold reading at the end. I cringed, expecting ridicule or anger for daring to waste her time with



such an absurd charade. She couldn't possibly believe I was a psychic after that performance,
could she? Fortunately, the encounter ended with no harsh words. She chuckled, rolled her
eyes, and left. Lesson learned, I figured, cold readings are for professionals, and I'm clearly an
amateur. I felt stupid for even trying. But that was not the end of the story.I felt embarrassed
when I saw the woman a few days later. I could only assume that she must have thought I was
some sort of weirdo for pretending to be a psychic and talking about her personal life. But then
she hit me with one of the biggest surprises of my life. She drew close and whispered: “How did
you do that the other day? It's amazing. How long have you been a psychic? You knew so much
about me.”I was stunned. Based on a cold reading that I fumbled through in five minutes, the
woman was awestruck and completely believed that I possessed psychic powers. Simply by
throwing out a few guesses I convinced her that I could read minds. Undoubtedly I could have
sat down with her right then and there, conducted another reading, and this time billed her $300
for it. But I wouldn't do that, of course. I'm a decent human being with a conscience. In fact, I was
already feeling a few stabs of guilt for having tricked her at all.I immediately confessed that I was
just pretending and have no psychic powers. I explained that I hadn't realized that she believed it
when we parted ways that day. If I had known, I would have told her then. Even though I justified
the encounter to myself by thinking of it as a harmless experiment, I admit feeling a bit creepy for
doing it. After that experience, I find it deeply disturbing that professional psychics around the
world make a living doing that to trusting people all the time.Tauriq Moosa, a young South
African intellectual, has lived on both sides of the fence. Years ago he was lured into the world of
psychics. Convinced he had special powers, Moosa found it easy to convince others—and get
paid. Today, however, he is a graduate school student who writes about skepticism and science
topics frequently. He offers his story as a case study in how good minds can
stumble.Uncomfortable with the religion of his parents, Moosa says he sought spirituality
elsewhere and found it in “Norse mythology and divination.” Soon he was convinced that he was
gifted at reading minds, seeing things others could not, and giving life advice. Friends were
eager to believe he was gifted.“I began practicing on the very friends who proclaimed my
talents,” he said. “Of course, I got amazing results. I began practicing on friends of friends. It was
my thing at parties to talk to girls. I then took it to the streets, with a cardboard sign. I offered free
readings at first, but then I obtained regular customers who wanted private sessions. I started
charging.”Moosa eventually recognized that things didn't add up. One of his clients was in awe of
his powers because he hit on an obvious guess about her personal life. She told others that he
was amazing, but Moosa had doubts.“I knew then that something wasn't quite right. I began
recalling all the other spot-on readings I had made. To my disappointment, they were all exactly
the same—guesswork. I carried on for about a week, but eventually I confessed to one of my
clients that all I really was to her was a cheap, unqualified therapist.“I retained some aspect of
the spiritual for some time. I thought perhaps my medium had become tainted. I tried reading
palms and auras and other nonsense. Then I enrolled at the University of Cape Town, studied
psychology, and had all pretentions of unfalsifiability and superstition slowly beaten out of



me.”Looking back, Moosa says it was extraordinarily easy for him to convince people that he had
supernatural powers, even though he didn't.“I think it's easier to convince people that you have
magical powers than it is to convince them otherwise. Most people, it seems, think that the
universe has some underlying or external realm which we're connected to. The idea that the
universe is as it is, as science explains it, is difficult, since it means that we are part of those
mechanisms. It means we are not special. Working on that hunger to be special, on having
forces external to us yet working through us, and so on, only taps in to what many people want to
believe. Couple this powerful desire with the human mind's ability to misfire its pattern recognition
—seeing faces in mountains, men in shadows, and so on—and you have the template for any
quack, huckster, and self-appointed guru. If you know even a little bit about human psychology,
you too can become a successful psychic.”1The enduring popularity of psychics is a strange
phenomenon, especially considering the fact that they are wrong so much more often than they
are right and that they never produce or contribute anything of value to society. Imagine if
psychics really could read minds and see into the future. Wouldn't it be great if they could predict
earthquakes, fires, tornadoes, and tsunamis so nobody had to die from those things? Wouldn't it
be wonderful if they could prevent and solve crimes, give advance warnings about terrorist
attacks, predict winning lottery numbers for charities, and let us all know with 100 percent
accuracy if it will rain this weekend? But, of course, they can't do any of that. Based on the
absence of compelling evidence—and very good counter explanations for their performances—
all psychics are most likely either dishonest or self-deluded cold readers.Is it possible that some
people really do have psychic powers? I suppose it could be true. But until someone can
demonstrate it scientifically under controlled conditions, it makes no sense to believe it. Unicorns
might be living on the far side of the Moon, too. But until we catch one or some fossils turn up, it
would be a pretty silly belief, right? If psychics can do what they say they can, then show us. But
that's not all. Besides proving that people can read minds or hold conversations with dead
people, believers also need to come up with a theory that explains how it works.So why don't
professional psychics seem more concerned with proving to the rest of us that they are anything
but fakes? They earn a living by reading minds and communicating with the dead. The general
lack of enthusiasm about letting science confirm or reject their claims just doesn't add up.
Imagine how many more customers they would attract and how much more money they would
earn if they had scientific approval. Tellingly, however, most of them seem uninterested in any
serious analysis or testing of their work. Professional psychic/medium James van Praagh
actually warns people against thinking and analyzing “too much” because it can hinder psychic
ability.2 This is the typical warning sign often associated with irrational beliefs that everyone
should be aware of. Watch out whenever someone discourages questions, downplays evidence,
and tells you that it's better to just trust them than to think for yourself. Never let your guard down
around people who stand to profit from an extraordinary claim but have little or no interest in
credible testing to see if the claim is even valid.Millions of people continue to believe in psychic
phenomenon despite the fact that none of the usual psychic claims have been proven to the



satisfaction of the world's psychologists and neuroscientists (the people who would be the first
to know if there were anything to this). A 2009 CBS News poll found that a majority of Americans
(57 percent) believe in “psychic phenomena.”3 In Britain, more than half of respondents say they
believe in “psychic powers,” with 43 percent claiming to have read someone else's mind or had
their own mind read by a psychic.4 The fact that millions of people around the world believe this
stuff when it's very unlikely to be true might not seem like that big of a deal until one considers
the money and time wasted. Billions of dollars and countless hours are wasted, decade after
decade, on psychic readings, supposed conversations with dead people, books, and television
programs. It's not just a belief, it's big business. Visit a website of one of the more prominent
psychics and see for yourself. If having too much money is a problem for you, then just sign up
for a few private readings with one of them and he or she will happily relieve you of a couple
thousand dollars. Or, if you prefer, you can make money vanish into thin air by buying a course
that teaches you things like how to “receive messages,” meet your “healing guides,” and
“understand why you are here.” Maybe not all, but many of the world's psychic customers,
people who don't just believe but also spend hard-earned money on this stuff, must be able to
find better things to devote their energy and resources to. What about family, friends, recreation,
exercise, education, or charity work? In my opinion, purchasing time with a self-proclaimed
psychic/prophet who accepts Visa®, and MasterCard®, so he or she can tell you things you
already know about yourself and offer vague predictions and recommendations that could apply
to millions of other people is not a sound investment. There is one alternative to giving money to
a psychic that makes a lot of sense to me: one could always just subscribe to Skeptic and
Skeptical Inquirer and develop an immunity to such silliness.IT'S JUST NOT THAT HARD TO
FOOL PEOPLEThe next time you see a psychic in person or on television, just remember that
the author of this book was a psychic too. With no practice or intense preparation, I aced my
debut. It took me about five minutes to convince an intelligent adult that I could read minds. My
half-hearted and clumsy effort was a spectacular success. Imagine if I spent years perfecting my
cold-reading skills. How good could I be if I devoted time to memorizing key trends and statistics
linked to age and gender in order to make better guesses? What if I was intensely motivated to
master this technique because I wanted a lot of money or saw it as a route to fame? Could I fool
you? I hope not.GO DEEPER…Fine, Cordelia. A Mind of Its Own: How Your Brain Distorts and
Deceives. New York: W. W. Norton, 2006.Kida, Thomas. Don't Believe Everything You Think.
Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2006.Randi, James. The Truth about Uri Geller. Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 1982.Rowland, Ian. The Full Facts Book of Cold Reading: A Comprehensive
Guide to the Most Persuasive Psychological Manipulation Technique in the World. London: Ian
Rowland Limited, 2008.Shermer, Michael. “Learn to Be Psychic in Ten Easy Lessons!” .Stenger,
Victor J. Physics and Psychics: The Search for a World beyond the Senses. Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 1990.Wiseman, Richard. Deception & Self-Deception: Investigating
Psychics. Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1997.Wiseman, Richard, and Robert L. Morris.
Guidelines for Testing Psychic Claimants. Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 1995.The worst



kind of blame, and the most common, is on one's own biology. This is the great final irony of
genetic determinism: the very belief of possessing inferior genes is perhaps our greatest
obstacle to success.—David Shenk, The Genius in All of UsIntelligence is definitely not what
most of us had imagined.—New Scientist editorialWhile watching the last Super Bowl with my
son, we got to talking about what it takes to be an NFL quarterback. I explained that it's one of
the most demanding positions in any team sport. It takes a very special skill set to be able to
read defenses, react appropriately to rapidly changing conditions, select a receiver, and deliver
accurate passes—all while dodging very large, quick, and violent defensive players. My son
asked me if I had ever played quarterback. I explained that I never even played football in school.
I jokingly added that I could have ended up playing in the NFL—if I had been born with perfect
vision, lightning-fast reflexes, and an elite throwing arm. Yeah, apart from those minor factors, I
could have made it, no problem. The underlying message was that I couldn't have been an NFL
quarterback because I was shortchanged at birth—no fault of mine.Only later did it dawn on me
that I had played the coward's card of genetic limitations in order to dodge the key fact that I had
never even tried to play quarterback at any level anywhere. If I had participated in Pop Warner,
middle school and high school football, attended off-season camps and clinics, obsessed over
success, prayed to a Joe Montana shrine in my bedroom, ate my Wheaties®, and actually
played the position, then maybe I could make some kind of a judgment about my genetic
potential to throw spirals under pressure. If I had tried, I might have clawed my way into the NFL.
I doubt it, given the odds, but who knows? The genetic potential to be a pro quarterback may be
real, and inherited limitations may indeed exist, but we are not capable of identifying them in
childhood except perhaps where severe disabilities are present. Given countless factors that
come into play on the road to NFL quarterback stardom, it is impossible to know who could not
have made it. We can know with certainty who has the right stuff only after they make it. Far more
important than the ability to throw a football well is potential intelligence, and this too is
unknowable in the same way.Unfortunately, many people believe strongly in the existence of
identifiable limits that fence in human minds. The reality, however, is that while one's current
intellectual ability can be measured, intellectual potential cannot. Your brain is not cast in stone
in the womb, in the first few years of life, and not even in adulthood. It can change dramatically,
based on what it does and what is done to it. Neuroplasticity is a fancy word that refers to the
brain's ability to rewire or physically restructure itself throughout life. Much, if not most, of our
intellectual destiny is what we make of it and what our environment makes of it. When it comes
to intelligence, we are not the passive passengers popular opinion often suggests we are.A
MOST DANGEROUS BELIEFOne of the most destructive myths of all is the one that tells us
intelligence is innate and fixed. It has been widely believed for centuries, and still is, that a
person is either born smart or not, that education, opportunity, motivation, and hard work can
only carry one so far because most intellectual ability is tightly confined by inherited or genetic
restraints. Worse, these limits are believed to be identifiable by a test, a few report cards, or
maybe by nothing more than a mere glance at one's physical appearance. Alfred Binet, the



French psychologist who developed the intelligence quotient (IQ) test in the early 1900s, would
surely be one of its most vocal critics today if he were still alive. He created the test specifically
for the purpose of identifying children who suffered from severe mental problems or learning
disabilities so that they could receive special attention early on. Binet never intended or
imagined that his test, and its descendants such as the SAT and ACT, would be seen as valid
ways to measure innate intelligence and grounds for make sweeping assumptions about the
innate intelligence of large groups of people. Yes, these types of tests can measure current
ability in some forms of intellectual activity, and they may also do a pretty good job of predicting
future success with schools or jobs. But this is light-years away from measuring someone's
overall intelligence, and it's even farther away from determining the inherent potential of a
healthy human brain.Attached to racial identity and gender, the myth of knowable and
measurable inherited potential intelligence has inspired outrageous crimes of neglect and abuse
against countless numbers of people. It places an unjustified cloud of doubt above us all as
individuals as well. The myth also provides a handy excuse when things don't go as well as we
would like. For example, how many students attempt to explain poor grades in a particular
subject by claiming they “just aren't smart enough”? The implication is that their genes are to
blame and it can't possibly have anything to do with nutrition, sleep, prior education, the quality
of teaching, personal motivation, or study habits. Based on what is now known about mental
development and the impact of environmental factors, it is ridiculous for anyone to presume to
know the inherent or genetic limits of a person's intellect.If everything transpired perfectly for an
individual from the moment of conception forward (though in reality it never can, of course), we
might then be able to glimpse the upper limit of that person's mental development. But even then
we could not be sure where the real limits for that individual lie because intelligence is more of a
process than a specific measurable thing. A genius in math might have been an even more
brilliant pianist or sculptor—had he or she pursued playing the piano and sculpting. A mediocre
musician might have been a great juggler. A dim person might have been a bright person, given
a few different opportunities and life choices here and there. Who can say that Isaac Newton and
Albert Einstein would not have been even smarter and more productive if their childhood
nutrition, social stimulation, opportunities, and academic encouragement had been different?
The same applies to every human who has ever lived. School systems all over the world
routinely write off children at young ages, consigning them to less demanding and less
stimulating educational tracks designed for those students who “just aren't smart enough for
higher learning.” How much intellectual potential does our species waste by giving up on the
brains of millions of children year after year?The brains of infants who are deprived of adequate
affection, security, stimulation, and nutrition do not develop as well as babies who have those
things. Children who hear fewer words per day from their parents, for example, do not develop in
the same way as children who hear more words. Some cultures place more emphasis on
education than others. Some parents demand more academic work from their children and help
them do it. Some parents do neither. Some children go to terrible schools; some go to great



schools. Some groups of people have more or less opportunities and more or less confidence
than others due to culturally embedded prejudice and discrimination. Even though all these
factors should be obvious by now, many people still believe that nothing overrides genetic
destiny when it comes to intelligence.Here's a simple thought experiment to illustrate the
absurdity of claiming to know an individual's genetic potential based on current appearance or
ability. To visualize this, consider a physical example. Imagine a massive, vein-popping
bodybuilder standing next to an extraordinarily skinny man. One of them looks like freshly
shaved King Kong and the other looks like the slightest gust of wind might knock him over. At
first glance, most people probably would assume that the large, muscular man has the genetic
advantage for success in competitive bodybuilding over the skinny man. But we can't assume
this to be the case. It could easily be the skinny guy who had been born with the superior genes
for bodybuilding. But maybe nothing in his environment activated those genes. Maybe he was
deprived of something in childhood—good nutrition perhaps—and those genetic gifts were
muted. Maybe he grew up in a place that had no gyms and he never had the opportunity to train
with weights. Or, maybe he thought bodybuilding was weird or too difficult so he never even
tried.Now imagine a woman with a doctorate in physics who writes books about cosmology. She
is standing next to a woman who dropped out of high school and now cleans bathrooms for a
living. Can we look at their résumés and determine which of them was born with the superior
genetics for intelligence? We cannot. If we are honest and reasonable, all we can do is make a
judgment about their current intellectual abilities.While writing this chapter I decided to seek out
the champion of smarts from my high school days. Debbie was the classic teen goddess:
beautiful, varsity cheerleading captain, and valedictorian of my graduating class. She would
have been so easy to hate, but nobody did because her personality matched everything else
about her. I remember Debbie as a great person but also as a bit intimidating. To me she
seemed like some kind of academic terminator who never stopped, never ate, never slept; she
just kept making As. In fact, Debbie never made a single B during four years of high school. But
did her brain have classroom success etched into it from birth? Looking back, she doesn't think
so.“Some As were easy; some I had to work for,” Debbie explained. “Math took more effort.
Mostly it was dedication to the goal of being valedictorian. It seemed like once I decided I
wanted that, I just found a way. I was not one of those geniuses who could sleep through a class,
though, and still get an A. I made a long-term commitment and didn't feel I could let my guard
down ever. It was as much about endurance as ability for me.”Debbie says family support and
expectations were critical to her success in school.“Expectations were high. We were always
told that it was expected we would make whatever grade was within our reach, and in our
parents' mind that meant As. Close family was key for just basic support. Plus, my brothers were
so accomplished, I wanted to keep up.”Keeping up with her brothers could not have been easy.
They were both outstanding students. They also excelled outside the classroom. One was a
member of a World Series championship team, and the other was a PGA golf pro for ten years.
But don't assume that this all adds up to prove that she merely coasted on the good fortune of



being born into a genetically gifted family. Debbie was adopted.GROUP INTELLIGENCE?
Beyond individuals, what about inherited intelligence shared among vast groups of people, such
as races? It has long been a common belief that races can be ranked by innate intelligence. Can
they? I did a lot of research on racial differences in IQ scores and academic achievement while
writing my book Race and Reality: What Everyone Should Know about Our Biological Diversity.
Along the way I discovered how glaringly obvious the likely reasons for these much-hyped
differences are. While some people focus on average group scores on “intelligence” tests and
cite genetic limitations as the cause—something they cannot possibly know—others point to the
fact that the groups that score higher on tests and perform better in school simply work harder.1
Yes, doing homework and studying correlates nicely with success in school. Amazing, huh? But
belief in genetic destinies leads many to the unwarranted conclusion that all those test scores
and grades were predetermined by genes handed out at conception. The reality is that what our
genes do and do not do for us is determined by the infinitely complex way they are influenced by
our environments. David Shenk describes this in his book The Genius in All of Us:[G]enes are
not like robot actors who always say the same lines in the exact same way. It turns out that they
interact with their surroundings and can say different things depending on whom they are talking
to. This obliterates the long-standing metaphor of genes as blueprints with elaborate
predesigned instructions for eye color, thumb size, mathematical quickness, musical sensitivity,
etc. Now we can come up with a more accurate metaphor. Rather than finished blueprints, genes
—all twenty-two thousand of them—are more like volume knobs and switches. Think of a giant
control board inside every cell of your body.Many of those knobs and switches can be turned up/
down/on/off at any time—by another gene or by any miniscule environmental input. This flipping
and turning takes place constantly. It begins the moment a child is conceived and doesn't stop
until she takes her last breath. Rather than giving us hardwired instructions on how a trait must
be expressed, this process of gene-environment interaction drives a unique developmental path
for every unique individual.2LIMITS LIKELY EXIST, BUT WE SHOULD NOT PRETEND TO
KNOW THEMIt is wrong to imagine ourselves and others as prisoners fenced in by our genes.
Science is now showing us more clearly than ever that whatever genetic limitations we may
have, the specific boundaries of these limitations are unknown to us. They may be forever
unknowable, given the infinitely complex interaction between genes and environment. Therefore,
it makes no sense to pretend that we know these prison walls and then navigate our lives
accordingly. We know what it takes to develop healthy minds, and this is where our attention and
efforts ought to be. Genetic inheritance is a huge factor in intellectual potential, of course. Sure,
people really are born with brains that will never produce Nobel Prize-winning achievements no
matter how hard they work or how many opportunities they have. I don't think for a second that
every brain in every newborn baby is equal or has equal potential. Some people are born with
more or less innate potential than others. But how exactly do we know who falls into which
category? All we can do is measure current ability. We cannot determine intelligence that might
have been or intelligence that could be. Therefore, we must never let the lie of known genetic



limits to our intelligence hold us back either as individuals, as groups, or as a species.GO
DEEPER…Fish, Jefferson, ed. Race and Intelligence: Separating Science from Myth. New York:
Routledge, 2001.Medina, John. Brain Rules: 12 Principles for Surviving and Thriving at Work,
Home and School. Seattle: Pear Press, 2008.Murdoch, Stephen. IQ: A Smart History of a Failed
Idea. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley and Sons, 2007.Nisbett, Richard E. Intelligence and How to Get It.
New York: W. W. Norton, 2009.Shenk, David. The Genius in All of Us. New York: Doubleday,
2010.It is easy to be wise after the event.—English proverbWe humans rarely meet a pattern we
can resist. As mentioned in chapter 1, our minds have evolved to be very good at detecting
things like animal tracks in a thick forest or spotting a camouflaged bird perched on a branch.
While this obviously has been an invaluable skill for hungry humans over the millennia, it comes
with a price. Sometimes we can be so good at identifying patterns that we “see” things that aren't
really there. That's how we end up with people seeing the Virgin Mary on a slice of toast, Allah's
name written in clouds, and ghosts in the shadows.The Bible code, also known as the Torah
code, is the astonishing claim that says the Abrahamic god embedded messages into the text of
the Bible. According to believers, the coded words include not just the names of important
people and events but also accurate predictions about the future. The interest and excitement
that this has generated has been remarkable. I think we are primed not only to look for and
recognize patterns, both real and imagined, but also to experience joy or some form of
emotional reward when we find one. This may explain some of the popularity of all those word-
seek puzzles—and the Bible code. It's like the Where's Waldo? books, but this time with
supposed life-and-death implications for all of us. It's not difficult to see why millions of people
find it irresistible. But resist they should, because there is nothing to substantiate this
claim.SEEK LONG ENOUGH AND HARD ENOUGH AND YE SHALL FINDIt is difficult, if not
impossible, to read through the Bible and find numerous disparate words that can be linked
together in a semisensible way to make predictions about the future. However, thanks to
computers, it is possible to plug in an extraction formula and let it run through the text to produce
“hidden messages.” The way it's done is by using something called the “equidistance letter
search.” First you choose a letter—let's say B, for example. Next you choose a number—5, for
example. Then you plug this sequence into a computer program that will find every fifth letter that
falls after every B throughout the text (also before, above, or below the letter, if you wish). Some
of the letters generated will spell out words. Some of the words will have meaning. How much
meaning is in the eye of the beholder, as we shall see.Using this technique, say believers, the
Bible accurately predicted historical events such as the Holocaust, the assassination of John F.
Kennedy, and the assassination of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin thousands of years
before they happened. Wow, if true, this would appear to be very strong evidence that the Bible
really is much more than a mere book written by humans. This code might even be proof for the
existence of the Judeo-Christian God. Once again, however, a claim for the miraculous and the
supernatural has a rather simple down-to-earth explanation.It is not difficult to explain how Bible-
code proponents come up with names like “Kennedy” and “Rabin.” The Bible contains many



thousands of letters. Given enough chances, the creation of words that can be strung together
so that they seem to have meaning is bound to happen. There certainly are plenty of chances,
as one can pick different letters for starting points as well as choose different number sequences
to select letters after, before, above, below, and diagonal from the starting-point letters. Dave
Thomas, a physicist and mathematician, found “Roswell” and “UFO” in just one verse of Genesis
using the same sort of extraction process Bible-code believers rely on.1 Thomas doesn't see
anything magical in the Bible code: “The promoters of hidden-message claims say, ‘How could
such amazing coincidences be the product of random chance?’ I think the real question should
be, ‘How could such coincidences not be the inevitable product of a huge sequence of trials on
a large, essentially random database?’”2Bible-and Torah-code claims have been around for
many years. However, the claim surged in popularity and gained widespread media attention in
the 1990s when Michael Drosnin's book The Bible Code hit the New York Times bestseller list.
In response, skeptics explained repeatedly that names and “predictions” can be found
“encoded” in any book. Drosnin fired back, promising he would believe the critics if they found
the assassination of a world leader encrypted in Moby Dick. So some skeptics did just that,
multiple times: “Lincoln” and “killed” turned up in one passage of the 1851 novel. “Prepare for
death” and “M L King to be killed by them” were also decoded in Moby Dick. So too was
“Kennedy,” “shot,” and “head” in close proximity to one another.3 Sadly, the professors
responsible for this demonstration had to issue disclaimers because some people took their
demonstration as evidence that Herman Melville, the author of Moby Dick, must have had
supernatural powers too.Experienced skeptics know to be on the lookout for postdictions. These
are predictions that are discovered and lauded after an event occurs. Nostradamus believers
love them. It's much harder, of course, to go on record predicting something before it happens.
Drosnin tried it using his Bible-code method, and it didn't work out too well for him. He wrote in
his 2002 follow-up book, Bible Code II, “The Bible Code clearly states the final danger in modern
terms—’atomic holocaust' and ‘World War' are both encoded in the Bible. And both are encoded
with the same year, 2006.”4 Clearly that was a miss. Drosnin's code-breaking efforts also came
up with phrases in the Bible that seemed to describe the assassination of Yasser Arafat, the
former leader of Palestine. “Assassin will assassinate,” “the ambushers will kill him” and
“shooters of Yasir [sic] Arafat.”5 Missed again. Arafat died of illness at age seventy-five. Bible-
code believers must ask themselves why a god would encode incorrect predictions.Jews and
Christians who believe that the Bible code proves something significant about the Bible/Torah
might give some thought as to why the Koran code doesn't prove that the claims of Islam are
correct. Yes, that's right, there is a Koran code, and, according to many Muslims around the
world, it proves once and for all that the Koran is divinely inspired and Islam is the one true
religion.6 For some reason, however, Jews and Christians do not seem to be very impressed by
the Koran code. It seems that they're just too skeptical to fall for something like that.GO
DEEPER…Dunning, Brian. Skeptoid: A Critical Analysis of Pop Phenomena. Laguna Niguel, CA:
Skeptoid Media, 2007.Wheen, Francis. How Mumbo Jumbo Conquered the World: A Short



History of Modern Delusions. New York: Public Affairs, 2004.Within your aura is all the
information needed for life, including your genetic and ancestral lineage, a record of your past
lives, and the karmic contract and lessons that you intend to resolve in this lifetime.—James van
Praagh, Heaven and EarthThis would be a strange afternoon, even by my standards. A small
group of transvestites surrounded me on a Mumbai sidewalk. They were an impressive sight in
their colorful saris, each of them adorned with a pound or two of gleaming jewelry. The one who
did most of the talking was a dead ringer for the late Charles Bronson, only she was slightly
more masculine than the late Hollywood action star. Squinting in the afternoon sun, she politely
explained that she and her friends felt that I was a “most handsome man” and that it would be
“most wonderful” if I would spend the day with them. As she spoke, one of her comrades
squeezed my arm and purred. Yes, I swear, she purred. I couldn't be sure if this encounter was a
sincere grasp at a love connection or just another routine attempt to extract money from a stupid
tourist. As interesting as a date with the Magnificent Seven may have been, I looked deep into
the leader's yellow eyes and respectfully declined. I smiled and retreated back into the herd of
pedestrians. And then the day became weird.India is the most intense, irritating, colorful,
exhausting, stimulating, bizarre, and beautiful country I have ever experienced. During my time
there I saw an amazing assortment of juxtaposed images. On one side of a street I see
stunningly gorgeous women strutting, while on the other side my eyes find hideously deformed
beggars scurrying about on crooked limbs and twisted spines. One moment I'm entranced by
the breathtaking architecture of the Taj Mahal. A brief walk later, I'm staring at human corpses
rotting in the mud of the adjacent riverbank. One of the biggest surprises for me during my visit
was that India inspired me to think deeply about life, death, and even reincarnation. At times I
even felt close to what many might describe as spiritual—minus the actual spirit, of course.
Something about confronting extreme beauty and ugliness side by side led me to think of things
other than what I would have for dinner later. One thing I allowed myself the freedom to wonder
about was what it would be like to have lived previous lives and to experience more lives after
this one ends. I don't remember anything from before my birth, but I do feel oddly comfortable
when I wander through faraway lands for the first time. Could it be because I have been there
before? I also seem to have a knack for getting along with people in societies very different from
the one that spat me out. Could it be that I once lived in that culture long ago? I doubt it, but it is
a fascinating idea. Hundreds of millions of people today, mostly Hindus and Buddhists, believe it
is more than an idea. They think it is reality.A central belief in Hinduism, one of the world's oldest
and most popular religions, is that we all experience many lives in succession. It varies
depending on which Hindu you ask, but the general claim is that these lives are opportunities to
learn and improve. Eventually, if all goes well, our soul attains perfection and we can finally relax.
Belief in reincarnation is not exclusive to Hindus, of course. Many millions of non-Hindus around
the world think it is true as well. This includes many Christians, which is interesting given the
contradiction with Christian dogma. A 2005 Gallup poll found that 20 percent of Americans
believe in “the rebirth of the soul into a new body after death.”1 That's at least fifty million



American believers in reincarnation. One can certainly understand the attraction. Death is scary.
Believing that it's not final and that we all get a few more turns at it can be comforting. But
appeals to emotion aside, is there anything to it?Whenever I think of reincarnation, I recall a
basic law from physics class: energy cannot be created nor can it be destroyed. It may change
form or location, but it never vanishes. Certainly there is energy in my body and my brain. Many
people think of that energy as the soul. So when I die my energy (soul?) may change form and
relocate, but it won't vanish from the universe entirely. Interesting, but this is where we run into
the critical problem with reincarnation belief. No one has ever been able to show that human
energy equates to a soul with thoughts, personality, and memories. There simply is no good
evidence to support the claim that something containing our thoughts and memories survives
our physical death. This is the gigantic obstacle looming in front of reincarnation claims.
Shouldn't the basic question of the existence of souls be answered first before we even consider
accepting the claim that these souls leave dying or dead bodies and enter new bodies?Some
who believe in multiple lives have told me that they think reincarnation is true because it “makes
sense” or “feels right.” But every reincarnation believer I have ever spoken with brings up stories
of people knowing things about their past lives, things they could not possibly have known if they
had not been reincarnated. Strangely, however, believers never seem to know many key details,
or if these stories were analyzed and verified by credible researchers. Nonetheless, they cite
them as proof anyway. Is this good enough? Are vague stories enough to confirm reincarnation
belief? Of course not.Another interesting aspect to this is that nobody seems curious or
concerned about how souls maintain themselves through physical death or how they power their
way through the air when seeking the next body to inhabit. Some reincarnation believers say that
human souls only inhabit human bodies. If so, does one soul inhabit millions of bodies across
millennia? Or do many souls share each body? I suppose they would have to share because it is
estimated that more than one hundred billion people have lived, but there are only about seven
billion people alive today.2 That's a lot of souls with relatively few bodies to accommodate them.
In fairness, I suppose some believers would say that the animal kingdom accommodates those
excess human souls. Or maybe the success rate for soul progression is high and all those extra
souls have achieved nirvana and escaped the cycle.ANECDOTES ARE NOT SCIENTIFIC
EVIDENCEIf stories of past lives are the best evidence of reincarnation, then what are the best
stories? Reports of children who “remember” past lives probably offer the most compelling
evidence of reincarnation. The reason child stories are so appealing is that people don't think a
child would know compelling details about some historical setting and they would be less likely
to perpetrate a hoax. But why should anyone think that? Just like adults, children can fantasize,
misinterpret, perform as coached, and lie. They can also learn things and repeat them. Take the
case of James Leininger, a boy some believe is a reincarnated pilot who was shot down over the
Pacific during World War II. On the surface, the story seems like iron-clad proof of reincarnation.
But is it?According to a Primetime report, James showed an interest in airplanes very early and
knew things about them that most people are unaware of. For example, his mother said he knew



the difference between a bomb and a drop tank. He also began having nightmares about a plane
crash. The concerned parents sought help for the boy, not from a psychologist or psychiatrist,
however, but from a “past-life therapist” who specializes in helping people “remember” their past
lives. Not surprisingly, it was determined soon after his sessions began that James is indeed a
reincarnated fighter pilot. According to the Primetime story, the boy also named a specific pilot
and ship that he flew off of.3 Is this conclusive proof that reincarnation is real? Not even close.It
turns out that the boy's father took him to an aviation museum when he was around two years
old and that James was fascinated with the World War II planes on display there. Shortly after
that museum visit, James began having nightmares about planes crashing. He also wanted to
play with planes and look at books about them, an interest his parents indulged.4 It seems far
more reasonable that the planes in the museum made an impression on James and this inspired
his deep interest in aviation. Thinking a lot about military airplanes and then having nightmares
about a plane crash is not so strange, nor is it odd for a child to pick up a lot of information about
planes or anything else if he or she is deeply interested in them. I happen to have gone through
a childhood phase of World War II-aviation obsession myself. I knew much more about WWII
fighters and bombers than 99.9 percent of adults. Researching and retaining information can be
effortless and fun when the subject fascinates you. Just like James, I knew the difference
between a bomb and a drop tank when I was a child. As far as James naming a pilot and a ship,
we can't be sure about that either because the name he gave was “James,” his own name and a
common one at that. Naming the ship is interesting, but isn't it possible that he saw the name in
a book, at the museum, or on TV? Kids pick stuff up everywhere. Maybe he simply said
something out of the blue that the adults matched to a ship by chance. After all, there were many
US Navy ships with many names in that war. However, when parents and a “past-life therapist”
attach meaning to it, another reincarnation story is born.
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Thomas Wikman, “50 irrational beliefs and you may hold some of them. “50 popular beliefs that
people think are true” is an overview and a discussion of 50 beliefs that people often hold, but for
which there is very little evidence and sometimes strong contrary evidence. The author, Guy P.
Harrison has researched a selection of 50 beliefs that are relatively popular and yet irrational.
Each of the 50 popular beliefs has its own chapter. Well, some chapters, for example, “Many
Prophecies has come to pass”, and “Most Conspiracy Theories are True”, are summaries of
several examples.The book is 458 pages long and it is divided into eight sections; “Magical
Thinking”, “Out There”, “Science and Reason”, “Strange Healings”, “Lure of the Gods”, “Bizarre
Beings”, Weird Places”, and “Dreaming of the End”. Examples of chapters are; “A Psychic Read
my Mind”, “Nostradamus Saw It All Coming”, “NASA Faked the Moon Landing”, “Global
Warming Is a Political Issue and Nothing More”, “Astrology is Scientific”, “Alternative Medicine Is
Better”, “Homeopathy Really Works, and No Side Effects”, “No Vaccines for My Baby”,
“Creationism is True and Evolution is Not”, “A TV Preacher Needs My Money”, “Bigfoot Lives and
Cryptozoology Is Real Science”, etc. A long list of scientists and skeptics helped the author
research and gather material for the book and Dr. Phil Plait an Astronomer wrote the foreword of
the book.I should add that the author is certainly not the kind of person who dismisses
everything that seems odd, and he certainly does not hold that “scientists are always right”. On
the contrary, he has a chapter dedicated to that kind of naiveté as well. His point is that you
should examine the evidence for and against and make a rational choice. It is just that so many
people underestimate, or are unaware of existing scientific evidence, and other good evidence,
while clinging to anecdotal evidence, cultural beliefs, wishful thinking, and bad evidence.Some
of the irrational beliefs discussed in the book are held by most people in the US. He provides
percentages in many cases. In some cases there is no good evidence for the belief, for example,
the belief in Big Foot. In other cases the irrational belief is plain idiotic, not only because the so
called evidence for it is nonsensical or worthless, but because the evidence against the belief is
overwhelming and/or conclusive. An example of this is the “NASA Faked the Moon Landing
conspiracy theory”.In general irrational beliefs are potentially dangerous but in some cases the
irrational belief can be especially dangerous. An example of this is the faulty belief that vaccines
cause autism. There are also irrational beliefs that are both idiotic and dangerous, for example,
“The Holocaust Never Happened”. The 50 topics he chose are certainly not all equal in that
regard. I wish the author had made more of an effort distinguishing between relatively benign
believes such as belief in reincarnation and angels and truly lunatic and/or dangerous beliefs.
Fully examining 50 beliefs in 458 pages is also very difficult, which means that the book lacks
some depth. Another minor complaint I have is that the book is very much focused on irrational
beliefs common in the United States, and the types of irrational beliefs people hold tend to vary
around the world. A few international examples of irrational beliefs that are not common in the
US would have been nice too. Comparing the so called evidence for Big Foot with that of



Swedish Vitter folk (tiny hidden people) could have been illuminating.Irrational beliefs are quite
common and we probably all hold at least some irrational beliefs. If you find one of your beliefs
examined in this book you don’t have to instantly through it out based on one book but at least
honestly consider the arguments and the evidence. In general we should all examine our beliefs
and question them, and this book could be a great tool for doing that. Unfortunately I believe that
many people will still have a very hard time honestly examining their own beliefs and this book
may only anger them. They want to confirm their own beliefs not question them. The fact that the
author clearly is an atheist/agnostic may also give many people in the US an excuse for
dismissing it. However, this is an interesting, entertaining, well written and needed book so I
recommend this book to everyone.”

S Huston, “He makes you think.. Although I didn't agree with some things in this book, I enjoyed
reading it. It was refreshing to read an entirely different approach to subjects we encounter in
our lives. He covers such subjects as UFOs, ghosts, TV preachers, psychics, the Holocaust,
space exploration, our government , and many others. I kept thinking "what would he say about
today's pandemic and how it had been handled. I have not been around avowed skeptics like
Mr.Harrison so that may be why I enjoyed this book. I feel I have am not a pushover for such
topics but have learned I have not been critical enough in my thinking before accepting the
premise of certain things.  That being said, there's a lot to be said on the subject of faith.”

Mafunzalo, “Ideal for someone sitting on the fence. This book - I'm reading the Kindle version
and it's working well - is a good one for the person who has heard of various supernatural events
such as alien abductions, Area 51, ghosts, speaking to the dead, etc., and is not sure if they are
true or not. The author gives many stories and examples of such events and clearly explains why
they are not to be believed. The author is very rational and understandable. If you have a
scientific bent, you will mostly affirm what you already know.The only complaint I have is that the
author spends several pages from chapter to chapter explaining his credentials. He comes to
the book eminently qualified, but his experience would be better placed at the beginning of the
book prior to the 50 chapters of explanations.”

Raymond Greenbank, “Logical and sensible reading.. I have read other books by Guy P.
Harrison and his writing is always intriguing and easy to grasp and understand. He shedsuvh
light on some rather fantastic and strange beliefs to that remarkably still exist in our slightly
superstitious society.”

Rowan, “A book for those seeking truths. A timely, even if it is not, book on how to avoid the
pitfalls of today's world of fake news. Though it concentrates on popular beliefs and conspiracy
theories it shows you how your brain can be trained to recognise the irrational and sometimes
dangerous iideas that proliferate society. A skeptic mind is an open mind that helps you protect



yourself, family, and the world around.”

K.M.F, “Another great book from Guy P. Harrison. I've read Guy's previous - books, "50 Reasons
People Give for Believing in a God" and "Race and Reality: What Everyone Should Know About
Our Biological Diversity". 50 Popular Beliefs is another great title to keep in your sceptic's
armoury. Honestly, I had never given a thought to whether things like the Bermuda Triangle were
real or not so it was fun to read that this and countless (well, 49) other beliefs have no basis in
fact. I recently abandoned Christianity and "came out" as an Atheist and so have been hungrily
consuming works by the likes of Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens and Sam Harris. Guy
easily stands with those more well known (outside sceptical thinking circles) authors and I
heartily recommend this book as well as Guy's previous works. His style is like a trusted friend
reasoning with you, rather than beating you around the head with facts. This, like his other books
will encourage you to think and hopefully honestly question the beliefs that you hold dear. You'll
be smarter for reading this.”

B Jowett, “Strongly recommend. Everyone should read this book if you want to live your life
based on reality rather than make believe and wishful thinking.”

Gustaf Claassens, “Five Stars. Awesome!! Everything just great; thanks a million!!”

The book by Guy P. Harrison has a rating of  5 out of 4.0. 267 people have provided feedback.
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