










(I still can't chip worth a damn, though.)
I created for myself a ritual that reminded

me of all the things I needed to do to drive the
ball. It allowed me to screen out distractions
and concentrate. I became confident that if I
followed through on my little ritual I would
have everything put together and I'd hit
wonderful drives. Not only did that little
ritual work, but it was repeatable!

Of course, I stopped short ·of thinking that
my phantom drives were what powered the
real drive, but how far is that from the
truth? How many tasks do .we perform on
automatic, after lots of practice? While we
would not say the practice causes the
subsequent success, simply having··practiced
cbes enhance our chances of success.

I could, were I of a magical mindset, have
created a further link between my four swing
ritual and another event that happened on the
course: my father's driving game's
deterioration. After all, I was using his old
clubs and as I got better, he got worse. There
is enough mystical symbolism tied up in aII
that to lead some people to believe my ritual
had become a magick spell that transferred
my father's skill to me.

Now ift.hatsortof)thir1g did .wotk. ·1'>d'~Fbe

looking fora set of Arnold Palmer's old clubs
and a round or two with him as well. It doesn't
work that way, of course, and I imagine any
proposed study of such an effect would be met
with ridicule in the academic·world (though it
probably could get a Federal grant.)

It is possible, though, that my ritual could
have affected my father's play. Three practice
swings is kind of a lot of practice so the delay
could have annoyed him. He could have also
been surprised by how well I started hitting
the ball and even a little upset because I was
out-driving him. That might have put his
concentration off enough that he stopped
driving well.

It would be easy to dismiss this example as
not really being superstition. It could be
suggested that the practice swings loosen up
muscles that have tightened since the previous
drive, and that could even be true. The
problem is that now, having created a link
between my ritual and success, I'm never
going to be quite comfortable stepping up to
tee-off without running through it.

Superstitions are supposed to be irrational
beliefs, and my belief about my ritual is quite
rational. I've tested it and it works. It could be
that for someone else, wearing socks inside
out when playing basketball works to
guarantee a good game. It may, if for no other
reason than a placebo effect on the player,
making him more comfortable and able to
function.

The problem here with these sorts of
superstitions - and this can be applied
generally to aII superstitions - is that·. the
explanation offered by the believer may have
nothing to do .with what is really going on. I
would drive just as well after completing my
ritual if. I thought it was warm-up for
muscles or was away to sap golfing skill from
my father. It would still work, b.ut I would be
wrong aboutthe cause.

And another person, doing what I do to
prepare for teeing off, might have the same
success I do - all the while believing it's
magick when it's not. He could do the correct
thing for incorrect reasons and reap the
benefit of his actions, all the while being
clueless about what's really going on.
l~nor~n<:: .. i~/.n~t~~~[.~oR~c<:ess.- ... as .. is
proved· t5ymillions of· folks who are able to
drive a car w.ithout having a clue as to how it
works.

What, then, is the harm of believing in
superstitions? They fall into two areas which
can be more or less harmful depending upon
how strongly these beliefs are held.

The first area of harm comes when an
individual obsesses about superstitions .and is
hobbled by them. This could be as simple and
harmless as taking a personal day from work
every time a Friday falls on the 13th, or
refusing to stay on a hotel's 13th floor, to
more pernicious problems, like refusing
medical care for yourself or a loved one
because it will offend some godling or other.

The second area is broader and more
dangerous. Belief in superstitions promotes
imprecise and cloudy thinking. In its benign
stage it produces little nonsensical rituals. At
its worst it prevents the believer from
finding true solutions to problems because
spurious explanations offer themselves and
must be investigated. A believer will end up
discovering and disproving a legion of
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explanations for things without finding a
workable sol~tion.

The field of Ufology provides a snapshot of
this cloudy thinking in action. Believers will
go over case after case, researching each one
in great detail before rendering a judgment in
that one case. Skeptics will generalize from
the evidence in two or three cases to dismiss a
whole category of sighting. Believers accuse

Skeptically
by Michael

Th are, occasionally,
works of fiction oreretelevision presentations

that can prove entertaining and even
educational for those of us with a skeptical
view of the world. The term educational is
used rather broadly above, and I mean it in
the sense of presenting information (perhaps
of dubious value) with which we should be
familiar.

The first works of fiction any skeptic
should read for both entertainment and
enlightenment are the Sherlock Holmes
stories by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. ignore for
the moment that Doyle believed faeries existed
and that folks could come back from the dead.
The Sherlock Holmes stories present in a
clear and concise manner the workings of a
scienti.fic mind - albeit in a fictional setting
and applied to peculiar problems. Learning
how to use the deductive method through
reading Holmes storie~ is not a foolproof way
to sharpen your mind, but it is fun and can be
of use when looking into claims of the
para normal.

Jacques Futrelle was an American
contemporary of Doyle and wrote similar
stories about Professor S. F. X. Van Dusen, aka
The Thinking Machine. The Van Dusen stories
are not as well known as the Holmes stories,
and probably were not as well written over
all, but Dover Books has two collections of Van
Dusen stories that present this deductive
genius at his best. I actually discovered Van
Dusen before I ever read Holmes and someday
perhaps I'll write a novel where the two of
them meet.

In a more contemporary vein, Patrick A.
Kelley has produced a series of mysteries
about a magician/skeptic named Harry

us of kneejerk responses and we think they're
missing the forest for the trees.

So, will civilization as we know it collapse
if you press a four leaf clover between the
pages of a book or play hookey on Friday the
13th? Nope. As long as we recognize our
ability to make connections where none exist,
and are willing to examine those connections
for their veracity, no harm is done.

Cross my heart, hope to die.

Entertaining
A. Stackpole

Colderwood. All of the books have the word
sleightly in the title: Sieightly Deceived,
Sieightly Invisible, Sieightly Lethal,
Sieightly Murder and Sieightly Guilty.
The books are bit difficult to find, but are
well worth the search. Harry Calderwood is
about as close to James Randi as one could get
without writing a biography and the stories
are very entertaining.

Less skeptical, but of interest nonetheless,
is Garfield Reeve-Stevens novel Nighteyes.
It is the story of Sarah Gilmour ordeal caused
by being kidnapped by a UFO. An entertaining
read, the book is sigri'ifiCant because Budd
Hopkins' "Queen of Abductees" apparently
took her entire adventure from this book.

Perhaps the weirdest entertainment
offering that might interest skeptics is Fox
Television's The X Files (Friday, 8-9 pm
MST, Channel 15 in Phoenix.) The series
revolves around the adventures of FBI Agents
Dana Scully and Fox Mulder as they
investigate cases of paranormal phenomena,
from the FBI's X Files. Scully is the team's die
hard skeptic - she is almost constantly trying
to ground Mulder in reality. Mulder, on the
other hand, managed to link all sorts of thin
evidence into paranormal explanations that
just seem to fit the case.

There is no question that The X Files
comes from a wholly un-skeptical viewpoint
because prosaic explanations seldom suffice ­
on this show Occam's Razor couldn't cut jello.
00 the other hand the show is not just one
spookhunt after another. While Mulder might
be finding paranormal explanations to these
various cases, he does apply cold and clear
logic. In the universe of The X Files sorre
truly weird stuff exists and leaves the
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tangible evidence behind that seems to be pyrokinesis. Each show tends to have a quick
lacking in the real world. overview of the general >~.ena as a

The show also doesn't rely on characters background for the indivi driving
always sticking in their molds. When Scully that episode's story. In presenting this
has a paranormal experience, Mulder becomes background material the show does tend to
the skeptic, pointing out where other mundane ignore the solid debunking done in some cases,
explanations suffice for what's been going on. but the introductions are good primers for
Also, unlike most episodic television, events skeptics on how believers tend to see these
that have happened in a previous show do get things.
reflected in subsequent scripts. That's not to So, if you want some entertainment and
say there's a novel's worth of change in each just don't want to pony up the bucks for those
character each week, but there is some calls to Psychic Friends Network, rest
development and that's rare on TV. assured there are other choices for you. High

The X Files has tackled all sorts of science they aren't, but all work and no play
different paranormal phenomena, from UFO's will make skeptics as dull as our critics
and government conspiracies to mutants and believe we are.
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