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I

 was listening to a very interesting Radio 4 programme recently about famous mentalists of the last century - the Piddingtons, Romark, Chan Canasta, etc. At the end of the programme the opinion was expressed by the veterans interviewed that the heyday of the mentalists was over. They did not seem very impressed by the new mentalists, notably David Blaine and Derren Brown. (I don’t think Uri Geller was mentioned much and I can understand why).

I was very surprised at this as although these relative newcomers do other things besides mind-reading, they are popular and controversial, appear regularly on television, and perform some innovative and astonishing mind-reading feats. Especially impressive are those demonstrations involving members of the public approached in the street, seemingly without any rehearsal.

There are a number of questions that come to mind when I watch their televised performances and I imagine that they also come to the minds of many ASKE members. Firstly, the stunts are filmed, so inevitably one wonders if anything of significance is going on that is not recorded on camera, or whether any of the stunts rely on the positioning of the camera shot. How much cutting and pasting is done by the editors?  How much preparation and even rehearsal actually goes on that we do not see?  (I have always felt that magicians who rely on tricks of the camera are cheating, but I understand that there are some magicians who believe this is fair game.)

The second question is how much do people such as our two heroes rely on modern technology – miniature microphones and cameras and microchips?  I imagine, for example, that it should be possible with microchip technology to design a pen that remembers what it has just written or drawn, and therefore can be used to demonstrate the claimed telepathic reproduction of a written statement or drawing. 

My final observation is the one of most interest to skeptics. In former times we were impressed by the best of the mentalists, either because we believed they had genuine telepathic powers, or because they were using a strategy that was so clever that it eluded all our attempts to detect it. (In the words of the announcer at the end of the Piddingtons’ radio show, ‘You be the judge’). With the new mentalists, however, comes a third possibility: they are using the latest scientific knowledge to detect cues in a person’s body language, vocal tone, eye movements, etc., likewise to influence others by their own subtle behaviour, verbal nuances, covert signals, etc. For example, Derren Brown performed a stunt in which he appeared to correctly anticipate the contents of an advertisement poster put together by a group of designers. It was then revealed that the designers were subjected beforehand to subliminal influences: as they made their way by taxi to the studio, objects were deliberately planted at various points in the passing scene and drawings of these eventually ended up on the designer’s poster.

A moment’s thought should reveal the absurdity of this explanation. For example, there is nothing to distinguish the planted objects from any other object that the designers passed during their taxi ride. In any case, research on subliminal perception does not indicate that such a manoeuvre is at all possible. Yet in a recent televised compilation of famous magical tricks, a ‘celebrity’ declared that this particular stunt was ‘frightening’ in that it revealed how our minds can be covertly manipulated in this fashion. In another demonstration by Derren Brown he appeared to be able to determine whether people were telling the truth or not.

Thus the message is conveyed that the performers are not using any paranormal ability but are nonetheless possessed of extraordinary talents based on state-of-the-art knowledge of human psychology. As well as subliminal perception and observation of body language, techniques that are claimed to be used by the new mentalists include hypnosis or suggestion, and neuro-linguistic programming.

If it were indeed the case that these performers are using cutting-edge psychology, where does it leave all the students successfully emerging from their three years of undergraduate study of the subject, not to mention several years of postgraduate training, who are no more able to perform these astonishing feats of mentalism than the next person?  And for that matter why cannot I, after 37 years studying and practising psychology, perform them either?  

I put these questions to two ASKE members, Dougie Gibbard, who is a professional magician semi-retired), and Tony Youens who in his spare time is also a magician. First, lets hear from Tony.

A few random comments. I don't know of any pen such as you describe. (Any ideas from our readers? – Ed.). Generally mentalists use pretty simple ‘technology’ to achieve their effects. 

I agree that it is difficult to make any accurate judgements when something goes out on TV. I find performers far less able when they are live. This applies equally to the latest celebrity mediums. 

Derren Brown did his 'Séance' show, which I thought was very misleading and actually gave people a false impression of what was going on. Derren himself has strong opinions regarding cold reading and such and has written pretty scathing attacks on the whole thing. I'm not sure where my own view lies. On the one hand Derren is giving a false impression about science but on the other hand he doesn't pretend to be anything more than an entertainer (unlike Geller). I think if he started selling books on ‘How to use psychology’ I would consider him worthy of exposure, but as far as I know he doesn't do this.

Simon Singh wrote an article on Derren Brown that is relevant to your own. It's at:

http://www.simonsingh.net/Derren_Brown_Article.html
Thank you Tony. Now, let’s hear what Dougie has to say.

My response to your article could be summed up in one sentence. ‘Mentalism is a branch of magic.’  But I'll try to expand on that without breaking the so-called ‘Magician's Code’. 

Many magicians include mental magic effects in their acts. If you name a card and it turns out to be the only card in the pack with your name on it, do you think the magician has just demonstrated precognition or performed a clever card trick?  Hopefully the latter. But if that same magician accurately reproduces a drawing you have secretly made, is he reading your mind?  The answer you give may depend on the situation in which the performance is given. I think the psychological term is ‘framing’ (or perhaps this is a magician's concept). If you're attending a psychic fair and a stall holder apparently reveals personal information about you, you may believe he or she has access to your mind. However, if you're a well-read skeptic you're probably muttering ‘Nice bit of cold reading’. 

Magical purists suggest there is a difference between mental magic and mentalism but this is not the place to go into that. I find it interesting that you think of David Blaine as a mentalist. To me he is clearly a magician. He does card tricks!  The fact that he reveals the name of a girl's boyfriend in an unusual way hardly puts him in the same class as the Piddingtons or Derren Brown. Strangely, Derren Brown is a mentalist who admits he is a magician. And very good he is in both roles. You didn't mention Kreskin, who performed as a mentalist but admitted his hobby is magic!  

There are other very good mentalists around but the ones you mention are well known because of their appearances on radio and television. There will always be a market for such performers whilst the public remain so superstitious.

Belief in gods, an afterlife, contact with the dead, access to occult knowledge, all  these are apparently necessary to spice up what for many is a rather mundane existence. It's up to the psychologist to explain this!  Richard Wiseman, is an excellent magician and an expert in the psychology of deception. He is the Perrott-Warrick Senior Research Fellow at the University of Hertfordshire. He has shown that individuals’ beliefs and expectations can, on occasion, lead them to be unreliable witnesses of supposedly paranormal phenomena. This is also true of people witnessing or experiencing magical effects.     

Magicians, and therefore, mentalists have always been at the forefront in the use of technology. The so-called ‘father of modern magic’, Robert Houdin was a fine example of this. You can read some of his accomplishments in ‘The Great Illusionists’ by Edwin A. Dawes. If a TV evangelist will use a hidden miniature receiver why wouldn't a mentalist?  If you were making your living as a mentalist wouldn't you use all the possible methods you have listed - and more!  You would use the latest technology, stooges, TV editing, culling of the most successful shoots, etc. You're another kind of magician whose intention is to deceive and hopefully to entertain.

What does cause friction in the magical/mentalist fraternity is when mentalists go that one step too far and begin to lay claim to real paranormal powers. A few have been known to claim to be able to affect the future and even to heal. Some magicians have extended their concerns further and taken on charlatans of all kinds. Who better to expose fraudulent psychic surgeons than an expert in deception and sleight of hand in particular. In this country we have experts like Ali Bongo and Paul Daniels. In the United States, but with an international reputation, we have James Randi. If we were allowed skeptic saints, James Randi would surely be one. Let's put it on the line. If any mentalist could really forecast future events repeatedly, genuinely demonstrate telepathy, or control people's minds and/or actions he or she would accept the $1,000,000 Paranormal Challenge offered by the James Randi Educational Foundation. 

It's no coincidence that most mentalists start their careers as magicians. The difficulty is to continue that career successfully without going that one step too far.  

Many thanks Dougie. Comments from other ASKE members are welcome for the next Newsletter.


LOGIC AND INTUITION

T

he ‘Hangman’s Dilemma’ problem, which appeared in the last issue of the Newsletter, provoked comments from two members.  

Firstly, Dougie Gibbard pointed out that the problem appears in one of Martin Gardner’s books, namely Further Mathematical Diversions. Jim Moyles writes, ‘I remember this problem from many years ago, although it was then posed in terms of a Sultan and his executioner. I have a feeling it was in Martin Gardener's Mathematical Games column in Scientific American, but I can't be sure about that.’

Dougie’s rejoinder to my analysis of the problem is ‘The prisoner was hung of course because he was not expecting to be hung!’    

Jim’s rejoinder is as follows. ‘I'm not sure if your (i.e. MH’s) analysis is correct. Suppose the hangman simply decides to execute the prisoner on Monday. Then on Monday morning the prisoner has a dilemma: either he is to be hung on that day, or the hangman has chosen another day. So he cannot be sure that he is to be hung on Monday. The same dilemma applies on Tuesday. Admittedly, if he is alive on Wednesday he can know the day the hangman has chosen: but on Tuesday he can only know that either he is to be hung, or the hangman has made a mistake. And he can only resolve the problem if he knows whether he will be alive on Wednesday. Similarly, he needs to know the future to be sure that he is to be hung on Monday. And if he knows the future, under the Judge's conditions he can never be hung. But guaranteed prescience surely invalidates the whole problem, as well as being anathema to members of ASKE! This seems to be one of those problems where a great deal depend on all the participants agreeing to carry out the same analysis - perhaps it needs the sort of meta-analysis needed to sort out problems like the Prisoner's Dilemma. But that's a bit beyond my logical abilities!’

Well said, but let’s recall that the solver has only to explain why the hangman finds he is unable to carry out the judge’s instructions; his reasoning may be fallacious of course.  And if it is, then remember: he still has to choose the day, so you have to say what should be the hangman’s decision.  

Will the real Andy MacKay

please stand up?
Here’s a quick puzzle that nicely fits into the ‘logic and intuition’ theme. I have found it useful for demonstration purposes in front of audiences. It is based on some research by psychologists in the US who have published their work in a learned journal but I read an account of it in one of my books on skepticism. I could try to locate the reference but it will probably take me umpteen hours, so forgive me if I leave this out on this occasion. Here is the puzzle.

Andy MacKay is a 24-year-old unmarried man who has a first-class honours degree in mechanical engineering. Whilst at University his motto was ‘Work hard, play hard’. Though a keen sportsman, he nevertheless managed to enjoy an active social life, frequenting the local nightclubs and being ‘popular with the ladies’.  

The following are three statements about Andy McKay as he is now:

1.
Andy McKay is a cashier at a Tesco supermarket.

2.
Andy MacKay is a bank clerk.

3.
Andy McKay is a bank clerk and is captain of the bank’s rugby team.

The question is ‘Which one of these statements is the most likely to be correct?’  That is, if you were to place a bet, which would you put your money on? 

The answer is on the back page of this Newsletter. 

_______________________________________________________________________

WORDS FROM INDIA
By Mark Newbrook

A

s most skeptics will be aware, India – both the modern nation, otherwise called ‘Bharat’, and the wider South Asian cultural world which also embraces Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka – is full of ‘fringe’ ideas, practices and entities: astrology, ‘god-men’, ayurveda, Vedantic ideas generally, reincarnation and much more. 

Much of the fringiness, especially where the history of India is concerned, involves linguistics, notably ideas concerning Sanskrit. Sanskrit is the ancient classical Indo-European language of Northern India, related to Greek, Latin, Old Persian, etc., and less obviously to modern languages such as English. It is the ancestor of Hindi, Urdu and related languages (the ‘Indic’ subfamily of Indo-European) and (crucially) it is the vehicle of sacred Hindu/Vedantic texts such as the Vedas. These texts are regarded as having been composed around 3200 BP (1200 BCE), though the earliest extant versions date from almost a millennium later.

Closely linked with issues surrounding Sanskrit is the matter of the interpretation of the Indus Valley Script (IVS), found on tablets in the ruins of Mohenjodaro and Harappa and dated around 4500-4000 BP. This script is the subject of a vast scholarly literature but has no accepted decipherment/interpretation. The unidentified language represented could be Indo-European (probably early Sanskrit/pre-Sanskrit), Dravidian (the main language family of Southern India – the best known language in this family is Tamil), or something else again. (There are other language families in India, and there are still other families which could conceivably have been present; it could also be an unknown language).

This is where I come in, wearing my skeptical historical linguist hat – on top of another hat of longer standing, identifying me as an Indo-European philologist.

Sanskrit

I start with non-standard claims about Sanskrit. We must first look at the wider Vedantic background to these ideas. Like some members of the Judaeo-Christian tradition, some Hindu believers adopt non-standard views on language which relate closely to their fundamentalist religious views. These latter involve ‘Vedantic creationism’, including the belief that modern humans have existed for hundreds of millions of years (almost the reverse of the best-known brand of Judaeo-Christian creationism with its very short chronology). The most familiar manifestation of Vedantic creationism is the work of Michael Cremo and Richard Thompson, which deals with archaeology and palaeoanthropology. Books in this tradition that deal with more recent history uphold the traditional Hindu belief that India was the centre of the oldest civilisation of Asia or the Earth, with culture diffusing from there in early historic times. These notions have a nationalistic and religious appeal for some Indians.

Sanskrit predictably looms large here, especially for Indic-speaking Hindus. The orthodox position is that the language, in an early form, was brought into India around 3500 BP (i.e. after the date of IVS; perhaps concurrently with the collapse of the Indus Valley civilisation, or even associated with it) as part of the European/West-Asiatic diffusion of the Indo-European language family from a base somewhere near the Black and the Caspian Seas (the start of which is dated around 5-6000 BP). There is a serious case for the contrary view that the language was in India rather earlier and is perhaps actually represented by IVS – see e.g. Edwin Bryant’s work – though most of the linguistic evidence supports the standard view. A generally accepted decipherment of IVS – as representing Dravidian, Indo-European, or another language family again – would obviously be a very important factor in the resolution of this issue.

However, there is also a more extreme Indian tradition – e.g. the work of K. D. Sethna – upholding the truth of legends interpreted as placing Sanskrit in India much earlier (7-8000 BP, sometimes still earlier). Indeed, Sanskrit is said to be much closer to Proto-Indo-European (the unattested but reconstructed ancestor of the Indo-European family) than is thought by modern historical linguists, and in fact the usual ‘fringe’ Indian claim is that Indo-European actually originated in India and spread westwards. This extreme view is almost certainly wrong: it is clear that Sanskrit had undergone major changes of its own vis-à-vis Proto-Indo-European, and was especially close to it only in some respects.

One recent manifestation of this belief system is Stephen Knapp’s 2000 book Proof Of Vedic Culture’s Global Existence, which is considerably less scholarly than Sethna’s and is also much more accessible outside India. Knapp himself is a convert to Hinduism and a fervent promoter of all these ideas. He argues that Vedic ideas, together with the Sanskrit language, were once spread all over the Earth by a technologically advanced Hindu civilisation which provided the impetus for civilisations from China to Peru. Proto-Indo-European – as distinct from Sanskrit – never existed. Indeed, Sanskrit is the ancestor not only of Indo-European but of all languages, i.e. it is (or is close to) the Ursprache/Proto-World (if indeed there was one Proto-World: most linguists think that we cannot be sure even of that)!

At a detailed level, Knapp and his sources make extensive use of language data by way of support for their historical claims. However, most of Knapp’s linguistic claims are simply wrong in the usual amateur way; they are based on superficial, unsystematic similarities between words with similar meanings, a method which, as we have long known, is unreliable. And many of them fly in the face of known etymologies. One example involves the name Australia, which is a known modern coining transparently based on Latin, where it would mean ‘southern’ (land, etc). Knapp states that it is from Sanskrit Astralaya, meaning ‘land of missiles’; he suggests that the pilots of vimanas (flying vehicles reported as used by Hindu gods, here interpreted as actual aircraft) practised firing missiles in Australia, creating the deserts!

Knapp is not the most extreme manifestation of this ‘fringe’ tradition; that ‘distinction’ belongs to Gene Matlock. Matlock’s work is about the alleged diffusion of Hindu culture, the ‘true’ basis of Hinduism, and many features of the Sanskrit language to groups such as the Biblical Israelites, early Europeans, including the inhabitants of the British Isles, and Amerindians (especially those in the South-West of the modern USA and in Mexico). His procedures are similar to Knapp’s but ‘further out’. He knows virtually no linguistics and shows himself to be a believer in various non-linguistic ‘fringe’ ideas.

 Knapp and Matlock draw much inspiration and many examples from P. N. Oak, a now elderly writer living in Pune, India. Oak attacks the accepted etymologies for hundreds of English and other non-Indian words, place-names etc, and proposes new Sanskrit etymologies – most of them ludicrous both linguistically and historically. Like Knapp and Matlock, he gives no evidence for most of his etymologies, but merely invites readers to agree that they are obviously correct. Oak simply does not know enough about the subject or about the history of any language other than Sanskrit. Even for Sanskrit, he uncritically adopts Vedic ideas about its vast antiquity: he thinks it was used in happy Hindu communities worldwide for 2000 million years (sic) until wicked Christians, scientists and such subverted all this and re-wrote history!

Other religious and quasi-religious groups with links with Hinduism, including some based in ‘the West’, also focus on Sanskrit. With aid from its supposed spiritual allies, the Aetherius Society still forges ahead on its mission to save Earth from its extra-solar foes. It regards Sanskrit not merely as the ancestor of all human speech but as vastly ancient and the main lingua franca of a whole swathe of inhabited planets!  Naturally the Theosophical Society also focuses on Sanskrit; Blavatsky’s ideas on the language and on linguistics, which were strange and dated even in her own time, continue to command respect.

Some writers with no connection with India also trace remote languages to Sanskrit – see for instance my previous newsletter article on New Zealand for a discussion of Tregear, who traced Maori/Polynesian to Sanskrit.

In something of a reversal of the view that Sanskrit is an Ursprache, some other writers (predictably, they appear to be Muslims) claim that it is Urdu, the main Islamic version of Indic, that should be seen as basic. On the basis of grotesquely feeble arguments, they claim: (a) that the grammar of Hindustani (Urdu and Hindi together, the two being very similar), which they describe as ‘especially simple’ (on the basis of one feature!), cannot possibly be derived from that of Sanskrit, which they regard as an unnecessarily complex and ‘primitive’ language; (b) that only 10% of the Hindustani vocabulary is of Sanskrit origin (this figure is arrived at partly by deriving many such words from genuine cognate forms in Persian, which they find more congenial as it is the language of an Islamic country); (c) that phonological elements in Urdu borrowed from Arabic are in fact ancestral; and so on. None of this holds up.

More on Indus Valley Script

Anand Sharan, a Newfoundland-based physical scientist, provides an example of a non-Indo-European interpretation of IVS, which he believes is still in use far away in Bihar State, India. He thinks it represents Dravidian (the most popular scholarly view); and – like most who share this view – he invokes Brahui, the isolated surviving Dravidian language of the Indus region. Unlike many Indian thinkers with other (Indo-European) loyalties, he therefore accepts an invasion of users of Indo-European (very early Sanskrit) around 3500 BP, but (as a ‘Dravidian supporter’) he also denies that the Dravidian-speakers were culturally and technologically inferior to these invaders. His account of how in that case Dravidian came to be pushed south is not entirely convincing. And of course it is not agreed that IVS is indeed still in use, in Bihar or anywhere else. This material may be worth reading, though; see Sharan’s website:

http://www.engr.mun.ca/~asharan/bihar/indus/indus~3.htm.
Of course, the above-mentioned Indian thinkers with Indo-European loyalties continue to promote the view that IVS (as ‘deciphered’ by activists) represents early Sanskrit, which was therefore in India much earlier than orthodox scholarship maintains. I have referred to Bryant’s advocacy in more scholarly terms of a version of this position, and there are also some other fairly scholarly (but nevertheless slanted) works advancing such theories. One book of this nature was published by Rama Sarker in 2002. But more extreme books and websites also proliferate, most of them altogether amateur as far as the linguistics is concerned and some of them ludicrously one-sided and/or overtly religious in inspiration.

Again, even non-Indian ‘fringers’ have been drawn into the IVS question. For instance, Clyde Winters and other Afrocentrists decipher it as Dravidian; they go on to link Dravidian generally, Sumerian and even Chinese with African languages held to have been widely diffused by an early African diaspora. And Joseph Mahan, one of the hyper-diffusionist ‘American Epigraphists’, identified some Amerindian tribes as part of an Indus Valley diaspora. He was unable to incorporate linguistic evidence seriously in his argument, simply because the script has no accepted decipherment, and he relied largely on artefacts and place-names; but his thesis implies that linguistic links would also be found in the event that IVS was finally cracked. Indeed, Barry Fell, the guru of the Epigraphists, was yet another who thought he had deciphered it – as early Sanskrit/pre-Sanskrit.

Other issues

Other non-standard theories involving India involve claims to the effect that important events and figures normally identified with other areas should be relocated to India. For instance, H. D. Daunt placed the events of the Old Testament in India, equating Biblical characters with figures from Indian history and myth. He supported these claims with linguistic equations of the usual amateur kind, involving superficial similarities between isolated words.

Another set of claims in this vein involves Jesus, who is said to have spent some of his ‘missing’ years in the region, and/or to have survived his crucifixion and then to have relocated to Kashmir (or elsewhere in India), eventually dying there. One author who has argued along these lines is Andreas Faber-Keiser.

And so it goes on…

Mainstream Indologists (including some who do not specifically identify as skeptics) have on occasion gone so far as to draw attention to the non-scientific nature and Hindu bias of much of the material on IVS; one such piece appeared in 2000. Perhaps predictably, however, the pace has not slackened noticeably in the interim. The same can be said for other aspects of Indian nuttery, whether or not it involves linguistics. The subcontinent will doubtless remain a happy skeptical hunting-ground for some while yet!

http://www.psychicsahar.com/artman/publish/article_158.shtml
___________________________________________________________________________________


ANNOUNCEMENTS
T

he following announcements include some from the ASKE email network that will have been missed by those members who are not signed on. 

From Juan De Gennaro of the 

Argentina Skeptics: 

We are pleased to announce that the first issue of the Argentina Skeptics Report (Vol. 1, Nro. 1 - Junio 2004) is now online. It can be found at:

http://www.argentinaskeptics.com.ar/ASReport01.pdf.

Contents
Informe / Report

‘Los avatares del H2O o el retorno de una quimera’, por Roberto J. Fernández Prini. Summary: The chemical and physical structure of water has been exhaustively studied. Nevertheless articles are published every now and then that attribute to water unknown and unexpected features and behaviour. In this note, some recent examples of these ‘findings’ are described.

Libros / Books

Shelton, J. W. Homeopathy: How it Really Works. Amherst, NY: Prometheus Books, 2004. 319 pages.

From Chris French at

Goldsmiths College

‘In case any of you have not heard yet, it is with great sadness that I am writing to inform you of the recent death of Bob Morris, who held the Koestler Chair in Parapsychology at Edinburgh University. Bob will be greatly missed by so many people on both "sides" of the psi debate. He was equally at home talking to "sceptics" or "believers". Those that knew him personally will remember him not only for his formidable intellect, but also for his warmth, wit and charm.’

Editor’s note: ASKE members who attended the 11th European Skeptics Congress in London in September 2003 will be especially sad. Bob Morris gave a keynote address on parapsychology. 

Are we winning? ‘What's

happened to weird?’
In an article in the Guardian on 14.6.04, Sean Thomas had a message that will gladden the hearts of all ASKE members.  Here is the bulk of the article from the Guardian website.

Ghosts, Nessie, Bigfoot, ‘little silver men with menacing probes’: there was a time we used to hear a lot about these various manifestations of the strange, spooky and suspect. But not any more. In the past few years there has been a spectacular market crash in many kinds of paranormal activity; somehow our world just isn't as weird as it was. 

Take the Loch Ness Monster. Since the first modern sighting in 1933, Nessie-watchers have been able to rely on about 15-20 reported sightings a year, with occasional paranormal peaks of up to 40. This January the official Loch Ness Monster fan club admitted that in the preceding 18 months they had heard of a meagre three spottings. ‘There has been an unusually low number of sightings, all of which were made by local people,’ admits Gary Campbell, club president. ‘It appears that no tourists at all have seen anything unusual.’ 

Then there's the slump in hauntings. Tony Cornell is a vice-president of the Society for Psychical Research, the UK's most prestigious ghost-busting association. Cornell has been investigating ghosts for 50 years but hasn't been using his £8,000 of poltergeist-detecting equipment of late. ‘The society used to get maybe 60 to 80 reports of ghosts in a year,’ he says. ‘Now we get none. None at all. A remarkable decline. It is still very strange.’ 

But the starkest evidence for this general dwindling of weirdness probably comes with UFOs. Earlier this year, the UK's favourite flying saucer fanzine, UFO Magazine, folded due to declining sales. At the same time, Bufora, the top UK forum for skywatchers, ruefully admitted that UFO sightings have been in ‘steady decline’ since the late 1990s. Most striking of all, the British Flying Saucer Bureau has suspended its activities, because the number of sightings has crashed from a peak of around 30 a week to almost zero. Denis Plunkett, the retired civil servant from Bristol who founded the bureau in 1953, says: ‘I am just as enthusiastic about flying saucers as I always was, but the problem is that we are in the middle of a long, long trough. There just aren't enough new sightings. It is not like being a philatelist. There is always something new to say about stamps.’ 

This isn't just a British phenomenon. In Indiana in the US an amateur association of scientific ufologists known as Madar (multiple autonomy detection and automatic recording) has seen a steady and accelerating fall-off in UFO activity since the peaks of the mid-70s. Likewise, New Jersey's skywatchers have openly wondered whether to call it a day. Even the cold skies of northern Norway are bereft: ‘It's unexplainable,’ says Leif-Norman Solhaug, leader of Scandinavian skywatching society UFO Nord-Norge. ‘Maybe people are just fed up with the UFO hysteria.’ 

So where has all the weirdness gone? One explanation that has been mooted, ironically, is the advance in detection-technology. Veteran Nessie-spotters, for instance, claim that hi-tech tourists with their videocams and fancy digital imaging, not to mention their whacking great SUVs parked hard by the loch, have made Nessie shy. The trouble with this theory is that it was the construction of a noisy new road beside Loch Ness in 1933 that led to the very first upsurge in Nessie sightings. 

As for ghosts or the lack thereof, one theory is that the rampant spread of mobile phones is spooking the spooks. Cornell points out that the fall-off in hauntings has really gathered pace over the past five to 10 years, when cellphones have become ubiquitous. ‘Humans now occupy all of the electromagnetic spectrum. So maybe the ghosts, or whatever causes them, are suffering from interference.’ But he adds: ‘I personally believe the decline in hauntings may simply be because people haven't got time to see ghosts any more. These days people are always rushing around, playing computer games, surfing the net, and such activities aren't great for experiencing apparitions.’ 

As for the dearth of UFOs, several theories have been put forward. Some blame global warming, others argue it is all a government and media conspiracy and that there are just as many as ever. More credibly, sociologists have asserted that sightings are linked to the media in a cyclical way. When TV and Hollywood are interested in UFOs, people will simply look at the sky a bit more: hence the increase in sightings at the time of the X Files, the Twilight Zone, and Close Encounters. Fewer extraterrestrial films and shows might explain our current lack of interest. 

All the same, such a slump would presumably be short-term - yet ufology hasn't seen a crisis like this for 50 years. And we shouldn't forget that the paranormal ‘decline’ is almost across the board. Could there consequently be a more global explanation? 

That is certainly the view of the Fortean Times, the UK's leading magazine of the weird and unexplained. ‘It is probably the case that there has been a fall-off in reported paranormal activity,’ says a spokesman. ‘We think this may be because the ordinary world is so much more threatening, and interesting, than it was a few years ago. These days journalists have wars and atrocities to cover, so they aren't going to be chasing some old poltergeist down the road. This doesn't mean, of course, that there is less paranormality itself, just less coverage of it.’ 

So it's all the media's doing? Not necessarily. Some believe 9/11 and the war on terrorism have seized the dark place in our minds once reserved for ghosts and bogeymen. Walter Furneaux, a clinical psychologist from Brunel University who specialises in the paranormal and parapsychology, says: ‘To the public the idea of the al-Qaida terrorist, is almost like an alien. We don't quite understand their culture, we don't quite know what they look like, they live far away, and they are a perceived threat, in a way perhaps we thought aliens could have been.’

___________________________________________________________________________________

Will the Real Andy MacKay Please Stand up?: Answer

T
he answer is we do not know.  However, we do know that it is definitely not statement number 3.  
The reason is that the number of men who are bank clerks is more than the number of men who are bank clerks and who are also captains of their firm’s rugby teams. (There is just the remotest possibility that in reality all men fitting Andy MacKay’s description who are bank clerks are also captains of their bank’s rugby teams, in which case statements 2 and 3 are equally likely.) We can’t decide between statements 1 and 3 without further information on the number of male members of these professions who fit Andy MacKay’s description. 

If everyone thought logically then no one would choose statement 3, yet a significant proportion does so - about 33% in my limited experience. (If you were asking an audience for their opinion you could see what happens when you announce that statement 1 is untrue and see what happens when those who initially chose this are allowed a second choice.) Why people do this may be because from the description of Andy MacKay is seems intuitively unlikely that he would be working either as a supermarket cashier or as a bank clerk. However, it does seem just like Andy McKay to be captaining a rugby team. Hence statement 3 seems to be the most fitting description. We may be tempted to overlook the fact, however, that neither of the other two statements implies that our hero does not captain a rugby team.
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