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  PROLOGUE:




  WHY DO WE DEMOLISH EVIL HOUSES?




  THE HOUSE AT 25 Cromwell Street, Gloucester, England, is no longer there. In October 1996, the city council ordered the removal of all physical traces of the Wests’ home

  where young girls were raped, tortured and murdered by Fred and Rosemary during the 1970s. Fred had used his builder’s skills to conceal the bodies at the three-storey family home. First he

  buried them under the basement floor but when he ran out of space, he turned to the garden. His own sixteen-year-old daughter, Heather, was entombed under the newly laid patio. During the

  investigation, there was a rumour that some of the paving stones had been stolen from the crime scene. Unscrupulous locals had salvaged the slabs and an unwitting resident was now the proud owner

  of a barbecue made from the stones used to hide the horrors at Cromwell Street.1 Nick, a fifty-something landlord who owned other houses in

  the street, told me this rumour was a myth. He was there. The council had removed every last brick. These were crushed into dust and then scattered across a landfill site in unmarked locations.




  In the brilliant sunshine of Holy Thursday, April 2007, I stood on the exact spot where many of the bodies had been buried. Nick helped me locate this. It’s now a passageway between the

  remaining row of houses and a Seventh-Day Adventist Church. I did not know about this oddity of street planning and was shocked by the closeness of heaven to hell on earth. Could the congregation

  ever have imagined what was going on next door as they prayed? Did this proximity to the church heighten the Wests’ sense of depravity?




  I watched for half an hour as Gloucester’s youngsters used the convenient walkway to get to wherever they were going. Most were heading to the nearby park. The unseasonably hot April day

  had brought out loose summer clothing, carefree laughter, and a spring in the step of the youth. Very unusual for this grim, English city, well past its prime. As they sauntered past the

  overdressed psychology professor who seemed to be oddly preoccupied with a passageway, they were oblivious to the human suffering and atrocities committed at this spot thirty years earlier. And why

  not? It was simply an empty space.




  Why do we demolish and remove houses associated with appalling murders? The same happened to the Oxford Apartments in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, where Jeffrey Dahmer lived, and the house where Ian

  Huntley murdered the two little girls in Soham, England. Dahmer’s place is now a car park and 5 College Close has been laid to turf. Houses associated with notorious murders are difficult to

  resell. The Colorado home where the body of the child beauty star JonBenét Ramsey was found has been on and off the market, always selling below its true value. US realtors call these

  properties ‘stigmatized homes’ and they present a considerable marketing challenge. Disclosure laws vary from state to state. In Massachusetts, if you don’t ask, they don’t

  need to tell. In Oregon, vendors don’t have to reveal anything. Hawaiian realtors are legally bound to reveal everything that might affect the value of a property, including

  ghosts.2 In the United Kingdom, you have to declare whether you have fallen out with the neighbours in a dispute. But there is no legal

  requirement to tell prospective buyers about the murderous history of a house. Deception is common, since most people would prefer to see these places obliterated from existence and memory.




  In 2000, Alan and Susan Sykes sat down to watch a Channel 5 TV documentary about Dr Samson Perera, the Leeds University scientist who murdered and dismembered his teenage daughter, 15 years

  earlier. As the programme unfolded, Alan and Susan were shocked to discover that their modest house in Wakefield, West Yorkshire, was the actual scene of the horrific

  act and that police had never fully recovered all of the 100 body parts that the poor girl was hacked into. Alan and Susan were distraught. They immediately moved out of the house of horror,

  selling it six months later at £8,000 less than they had originally paid for it. They would never have bought the house if they had known its gruesome past. When they tried to sue the

  previous owners, who knew of the murder, for not telling them, the judge was sympathetic but rejected their claim, as the vendors were not obliged to disclose this information. The question on the

  vendor’s form asked, “Is there any information which you think the buyer may have the right to know?” Apparently, missing body parts secreted around the house were not considered

  significant information from a legal point of view.3




  Could you live in the house in Wakefield? Even if there were no missing body parts secreted around the building, just the thought of something horrible taking place is enough to keep most away.

  Are you someone who would cross the street to avoid standing on the spot where evil took place or would you relish the thrill? Why do we feel the need to replace something with nothing?




  A physical building is a powerful reminder that can trigger painful memories and emotions. Maybe I was no better than the trail of ghoulish sightseers to Cromwell Street that Nick had witnessed

  over the years. If there is nothing to look at, then shouldn’t this keep the weirdos away? At least removing the visible reminder makes it easier for a community to heal and forget. But

  demolishing a building, crushing the rubble into dust and taking it away to secret locations with demolishers under oath not to reveal the final whereabouts seems a bit excessive.4




  What would motivate a souvenir hunter to want to own a brick or some physical thing associated with a murderer? The same goes for objects such as Nazi memorabilia. The world’s largest

  auction website, eBay, has banned the sale of these items and anything that glorifies hatred, violence, or intolerance. But what attracts people to them in the first place? Maybe it’s the

  excitement of being subversive. Any parent with a rebellious teenager knows that the macabre is a source of fascination for these fledgling adults. Part of growing up is the need to express

  individuality through statements of rebellion. By their nature, taboo topics intrigue the young who want to be outrageous in an effort to shock.
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    FIG. 1: The passageway at 25 Cromwell Street where the Wests buried many of their victims. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION.


  




  What about collectors of less insidious memorabilia? Mature adults will pay good money for personal items that once belonged to famous people. Some are just common

  objects, but collectors covet them because of their connection with celebrities. Why else would someone bid on eBay for a fragment of bed linen that was once slept on by Elvis Presley? Were John

  Lennon’s handwritten lyrics to ‘Give Peace a Chance’ really worth £420,000 at a Christie’s sale in 2008?5 Why

  pay £1,000 for a swatch of cloth taken from Princess Diana’s wedding dress?6 The charity website www.clothesoffourback.com,

  started by Malcolm in the Middle mom Jane Kaczmarek and West Wing actor Bradley Whitford, auctions clothes worn by celebrities for the benefit of children’s charities. Many of

  these items were worn at award ceremonies such as the Oscars or Emmys. These events take place under the glare of the media spotlight, and even the stars most likely to win must sweat a little in

  anticipation as that envelope is opened. However, their tainted tuxedoes and grubby gowns are highly desirable to the general public. The charity used to offer a dry-cleaning option to successful

  auction bidders but eventually dropped the service as no one wanted the clothing washed. Maybe the bidders thought they could get the clothes cleaned more cheaply themselves. This seems unlikely,

  however, if the money was for charity. Why not clean secondhand clothes? After all, we usually wash our own clothes when they get sweaty. I think the real answer could be that collectors did not

  necessarily want to wear them. They wanted to own something intimate and personal to their idols and the more connection, the better. It’s a fetish in the original use of the word: a belief

  that an object has supernatural powers.7




  Memorabilia collectors and those with object fetishism are behaving in a very peculiar way. They are attributing to physical objects invisible properties that make them unique and irreplaceable.

  This kind of thinking is misguided. For one thing, significant objects can be faked. That brick, that tuxedo or that bed linen may be a forgery. In the Middle Ages, there was a roaring trade in

  Christian relics to cater to the legions of pilgrims traipsing across Europe from one holy shrine to the next. Relics could be any objects connected intimately with religious celebrities. Bones

  belonging to saints and martyrs were particularly popular as were any items connected with Jesus. Bits of the cross or shreds of the shroud were easy to fake and trade was brisk. If all the fragments of the crucifixion cross were put back together, there would probably be enough to build an ark. The professional sceptic James Randi recounts how, as a boy

  growing up in Montreal, he visited the St Joseph’s Oratory shrine where the beatified monk Brother André Bessette once lived. Brother André was known as the miracle-worker of

  Mount Royal. Pilgrims would flock to the shrine seeking supernatural healing for all manner of ills and could reach in to touch the jar containing the preserved heart of the monk housed behind a

  metal grill in an ornate cabinet. Randi recalls how his father and godfather were asked one day by the proprietors of St Joseph’s Oratory to cut up a roll of black gabardine fabric purchased

  from a local store into small squares. These were then sold in the gift shop as pieces of Brother Andre’s actual robes worn on his deathbed. Maybe this early experience had a profound

  influence on Randi becoming a sceptic.8




  Even if an object is inauthentic, many people treat such items as if they possess some property inherited from the previous owner. A property that defies scientific measure. Some believe such

  objects harbour an inner reality or essence that makes them unique and irreplaceable. Yes, these houses and objects have a history and yes, they may remind us of events and people, but many believe

  or more importantly act as if these essences are physical, tangible realities. Something to touch or something to avoid. But, of course, they are not. Sweat and blood may have DNA but not

  bricks and mortar from a house. Rather there is something else that we sense in these objects. Something supernatural.




  SUPERSENSE




  This book is about the origins of supernatural beliefs, why they are so common, and why they may be so difficult to get rid of. I believe the answer to each of these questions

  can be found in human nature and, in particular, the developing mind of the child. I am proposing that humans have a natural, intuitive way of reasoning that leads them to supernatural beliefs. Almost like a common sense, but one that is based on supernatural thinking. So let’s call it our ‘supersense’.




  Throughout this book, I hope to convince you that we are naturally inclined towards supernatural beliefs. Many highly educated and intelligent individuals experience a powerful sense that there

  are patterns, forces, energies, and entities operating in the world that are denied by science because they go beyond the boundaries of natural phenomena we currently understand. More importantly,

  such experiences are not substantiated by a body of reliable evidence, which is why they are supernatural and unscientific. The inclination or sense that they may be real is our

  supersense.




  Why are humans so willing to entertain the possibility of the supernatural? As we will see, most people believe because they think they have experienced supernatural events personally, or they

  have heard reliable testimony about the supernatural from those they trust. I would argue that we interpret our experiences and other peoples’ reports within a supernatural framework because

  that framework is one that is intuitively plausible. It resonates with the way we think the world operates with all manner of hidden structures and mechanisms. If this is true, we have to ask where

  does this supersense come from?




  Some argue that the most obvious origins for supernatural beliefs come from the different forms of religion – from traditional organized ideologies to various types of New Age mysticism

  that appeal to gods, angels, demons, ghosts, or spirits. Each of the world’s established religions extols beliefs about entities that have supernatural powers. Whether it is priests preaching

  in pulpits or pagans dancing naked in the woods, all religions include some form of supernatural belief.9 But you don’t have to be

  religious or spiritual to hold a supersense. For the nonreligious, it can be beliefs about paranormal abilities, psychic powers, telepathy, or any phenomena that defy natural laws. Those who do not

  pray in temples or churches may prefer to tune in to one of the many cable television channels dedicated to paranormal investigation, or call one of the multitude of psychic telephone networks

  looking for answers. Even beliefs about plain old luck, fate, and destiny are supported by our supersense. Why else would newspapers print horoscopes if their readers

  did not pay attention to them? Religion, paranormal activity, and wishful thinking are three points on a continuum of supernatural thinking. You may just entertain one or possibly all three

  different realms of belief, but they all depend on a supersense that they are real.




  The supersense is also behind the strange behaviours or superstitions in which we try to control outcomes through supernatural influence. When a group acts upon these superstitions, we call them

  ceremonial rituals. When they are personal, we call them individual quirks. Religions are full of rituals to appease the gods, but, outside of the church or temple, there are all sorts of secular

  rituals that people use to exert control over their lives. These range from the simple superstitions handed down through cultures such as knocking on wood to bizarre idiosyncratic personal rituals

  we engage in to bring us luck. Even the corridors of power are not free from the supersense. Tony Blair always wore the same pair of shoes in the House of Commons at Prime Minister’s Question

  Time.10 During his Presidential campaign, President Barack Obama carried a lucky poker chip. He also developed a bizarre superstitious

  ritual of playing basketball on the morning of every election in his path to the White House. His opponent, John McCain, was open about his catalogue of superstitions, aways carrying a lucky

  feather and a lucky compass from his Vietnam piloting days. One wonders why, as he was shot down and spent many years as a prisoner of war. During the presidential race, McCain also always carried

  a lucky penny, a lucky nickel, and a lucky quarter.11 Apparently, this sum of 31 ‘super cents’ was not enough to secure

  presidential victory for this luckless senator. When you scratch the surface, you find many of us have a supersense operating beneath the veneer of rationality.




  Sometimes our supersense is not even obvious. It can lurk away in the back of our minds whispering doubt and warning us to be careful. It can be that uncomfortable feeling we experience when we

  enter a room, or the conviction that we are being watched by unseen eyes when no one is there. It can be our unease at touching certain objects or entering certain places that we feel have a

  connection with somebody bad. It can be the foods and potions we ingest that we think will alter our bodies and minds through magical powers. It can be the simple sentimental value we place on a worthless object that makes it unique and irreplaceable.




  SuperSense is about all of the above and more. In this book I expose a wide range of human beliefs and behaviour that go beyond traditional notions of the supernatural. This book is not

  just about ghosts and ghouls. Rather it is about supernatural thinking and behaviour in everyday human activity. In this way, I hope to show you that we often infer the presence of hidden aspects

  of reality and base our behaviour on assumptions that would have to be supernatural to be true. Whenever our beliefs appeal to mechanisms and phenomena that go beyond natural understanding, we are

  entering the territory of supernatural belief. Of course, there are many things we cannot explain, but not understanding them does not make them supernatural. For example, consider a problem we

  experience every waking moment. How does our mind control our bodies? How can something that has no physical dimensions influence something physical like the body? This is the mind–body

  problem that we will discuss in chapter 5. Science may not yet understand the mind–body issue and it may never, but that does not make it supernatural because we can investigate the mind with

  scientific studies to test if the results fit with the predictions.




  In contrast, evidence for the supernatural is elusive. When you try to gather evidence for the supernatural, it vanishes into thin air. It is almost always anecdotal, piecemeal, or so weak it

  barely registers as being really there. Experiments on the supernatural invariably amount to nothing. Otherwise, we would be rewriting the science textbooks with new laws and observations.

  That’s why most conventional scientists do not bother to conduct research on the supernatural. But lack of scientific credibility does little to dent the belief – most of us have a

  supersense telling us that the evidence is really there and that we should simply ignore the science and keep an open mind. The problem with open minds is that everything falls out –

  including our reason.




  This book is about the science behind our beliefs – not whether these beliefs are true or not. It should change the way you judge other people. When you understand the supersense, you will

  better understand both your own beliefs and, more importantly, why others hold supernatural beliefs. It should give you insight. It may even make you look at

  religion and atheism in a new way and realize that everyone is susceptible to supernatural beliefs. I will show that common supernatural beliefs operate in everyday reasoning, no matter how

  rational and reasoned you think you are. Maybe I should claim that this book will change your life and attitudes towards beliefs but I am not so sure. Because whatever I am about to tell you will

  go in one ear and out the other. That’s the nature of belief. It’s really difficult to change with reason. Where does such stubborn thinking come from in the first place?




  As part of human culture, we are so immersed in storytelling that it is easy to assume that all beliefs come from other people telling us what to think. This is especially true when it comes to

  things that we cannot directly see for ourselves. We believe what we are told on the basis of trust. However, this book offers another possible explanation for why we believe in the unbelievable

  and I think we need to look to children for the answer.




  The alternative view for the origin of supernatural beliefs I want to propose is a natural, scientific one based on mind design. By design, I mean a structured organized way of interpreting the

  world because of the way our brains work. Yes, culture feeds each child with stories but there is more to belief than simply spreading ideas. As the forefather of modern science Francis Bacon said,

  we prefer to believe what we prefer to be true. I would add that what we believe to be true might come from our way of seeing the world as a child. In other words, the frame of mind within every

  child leads him or her to believe in the supernatural.




  If a supersense is part of our natural way of understanding the world, it will continue to reappear in every child born with this frame of mind. If so, then it seems unlikely that any effort to

  get rid of supernaturalism will be successful. At the very least, it is going to be a very hard battle to win. It will always be there lingering away in our minds. Even those with a scientific

  education may still continue to harbour deep-seated childish notions that lie dormant in their adult minds. Should we even try to get rid of them?




  SACRED VALUES




  The human species may actually need a supersense – not simply because it promises something more than is available in this life, like a security blanket of reassurance for

  what happens to us when we die, but rather because the supersense enables us to appreciate sacred values while we are still alive.12 We all need sacred values in our lives. Our sacred values can reside in an object, a place, or even a person. We may find the sacred in a word or an act. If you are

  religious, your world is full of the sacred – places you must go, objects you must revere, individuals you must worship, words you must say, and acts that must follow sacred rituals. But what

  if you are not religious? Are you immune from sacred values? I am not so sure.




  Humans are social animals, and to participate in society we have to share conventions: things that we all agree have some common value. These are the things that can hold a group together. Some

  conventions are everyday and mundane, such as the money convention of exchanging pieces of paper or lumps of metal for goods. Others are more profound. Certain documents, such as Magna Carta, or

  the US Declaration of Independence, are more than just pieces of paper. They are sacred objects. They represent important points in civilization, but we revere them as objects in themselves.

  There’s something more to them than simply the words written on them. Or a sacred item could be a book or a painting, a Mozart manuscript or an original Vermeer. Both can be copied and

  duplicated but it’s the originals we value the most. In the same way, a building or location can be sacred. Shrines and churches are obviously holy to the religiously devout, but we can all

  share in a deeper sense of the value of a place. If you support Manchester United, it’s Old Trafford. If you are a Chicago Cubs baseball fan, it’s Wrigley Field. These stadiums are more

  than just sports arenas. To the fan they are hallowed grounds, imbued with as much sacred value as a temple.13




  Society needs sacred values – anything that we hold to be special and unique beyond any given sum. You can’t put a price on a sacred value, or at least you should not willingly do

  so. Because they cannot be reduced to any scientific or rational analysis, sacred values represent a common set of beliefs that bind together all the members of a

  group and apply to all of them. Without sacred values, society would deteriorate into a free-for-all in which individuals are only out for themselves. When our societies have sacred values, we are

  all bound to acknowledge and conform to the group consensus that there are some things that simply should not be bought, owned, or controlled by another group member. Sacred values confirm our

  willingness to be part of the group and share beliefs even when such beliefs lack good evidence.




  Over the coming chapters I hope to show you how our supernatural beliefs can make sense of our sacred values. Don’t take my word for it. That would be storytelling. Rather you, the reader,

  need to come up with your own opinion based on the evidence presented in the following pages. So that you can navigate the path ahead more clearly, let me show you the roadmap.




  In the opening chapter, I begin with the notion of ‘mind design’ – something organized in the way we interpret the world around us – and how it produces some surprising

  beliefs. Most of us willingly accept that our minds can make mistakes, but we all think we can overcome these errors if given the right information. That’s because we all think that we are

  reasonable. Have you ever heard anyone admit that he or she is unreasonable? Despite our confidence in our own reason, sometimes our capacity to be reasonable is undermined by our gut reactions,

  which can kick in so fast that it’s hard to rein them in with reason. Take the example of evil and our belief that it can be physically real. If you don’t believe me, consider how you

  would feel if you had to shake hands with a mass murderer such as I discuss in chapter 2. Why do we recoil at the thought? Why do we treat their evil as something contagious?




  I then want to turn your attention to origins. Tracing the first evidence of supernatural beliefs to the beginnings of culture, I show that, while science has made considerable strides over the

  last four hundred years, supernaturalism is still very common. Then I want you to consider origins within the individual and the development of belief in the growing child. One of the main points I

  want to make in the book is that children naturally reason about the unseen aspects of their world, and doing so sometimes leads them to beliefs that form the basis

  of later adult supernatural notions. In particular, the ways in which young children reason about living things and about what the mind is and can do clearly show the beginnings of ideas that

  become the basis for adult supernatural beliefs. These are emerging long before children are told what to think, which brings me back to one of the major themes of the book: supernatural beliefs

  are a product of natural thinking.




  Over the next couple of chapters, I examine this natural thinking and how children organize the world into different kinds of categories. In doing so, they must be thinking that the physical

  world is inhabited by invisible stuff or essences. Science may be able to teach children about real stuff that makes up the world, such as DNA and atoms, but our childish essential reasoning

  continues to influence the way we reason and behave as adults. This is no more obvious than in the case of our attitudes toward sacred objects. Sacred objects are deemed to be special by virtue of

  their unique essence, which people believe connects them to significant other people. These can be parents, lovers, pop stars, athletes, kings, or saints – anyone with whom we feel a need to

  make a connection.




  The remaining chapters of the book focus on sentimentality and the irrational fears that we can so easily detect in others but often fail to recognize in our own reasoning. Before concluding the

  book, I examine the latest thoughts about a brain basis for individual differences in the supersense. Some people are much more willing to entertain supernatural beliefs even when they are highly

  educated. How can we understand this? Here we consider the brain mechanisms that may be responsible for generating and controlling beliefs and how these can change over the course of a lifetime or

  during an illness.




  By the time you get to the end of this book, I hope you will appreciate that the development of a child’s mind into that of an adult is not simply a case of learning more facts about the

  world. It also involves learning to ignore childish beliefs, which requires mental effort. Education helps, but it’s not the whole story. We need to learn to control our childish beliefs. I

  also briefly consider why there may be a connection between the supersense and creativity. Maybe creativity depends on our capacity to leap over logic and generate

  new ways of looking at old problems. In which case, creativity and the supersense may be stronger in those of us who are less anchored to reality and more inclined to sense patterns and connections

  that the rest of us miss or simply dismiss. They are always there in the background of our minds, pushing us toward the supernatural.




  In the final pages, I bring these issues together and return to the supersense and the notion of sacred values with an explanation for why human society needs to believe that there are some

  things in life that must be considered unique and profound. Not only is there room for such beliefs in the modern mind, but they may be unavoidable.




  What people choose to do with their beliefs is another matter. Whether religions are good or bad is a heated debate that I will leave to others. I just think that supernatural beliefs are

  inevitable. At least knowing where they come from and why we have them makes it easier to understand belief in the supernatural as part of being human.




  So let’s begin that scientific search for the supersense.








  

     

  




  CHAPTER ONE




  WHAT SECRET DO JOHN MCENROE AND DAVID BECKHAM SHARE?




  WEIRD STUFF HAPPENS all the time. Some years ago, before we were married, Kim and I travelled to London. It was our first trip to the capital, and we decided to use the

  Underground. London’s Underground train system transports more than three million passengers every single day, and so we were relieved to find two seats together inside one of the crowded

  carriages. As we settled down, I looked up to read the various advertisements, as one does to avoid direct eye contact with fellow passengers, but I noted that the young man seated opposite seemed

  vaguely familiar. I nudged Kim and said that the man looked remarkably like her brother, whom we last heard was travelling in South America. It had been years since we last saw him. Kim stared at

  the man, and at that instant the man looked up from the paper he was reading and returned the stare. For what seemed a very long time, the two held each other’s gaze before the quizzical

  expression on the man’s face turned to a smile and he said, ‘Kim?’ Brother and sister could not believe their chance encounter.




  Most of us have experienced something similar. At dinner parties, guests exchange stories about strange events and coincidences that have happened either to them or, more typically, to someone

  else they know. They talk about events that are peculiar or seem beyond reasonable explanation. They describe examples of knowing or sensing things either before they happen or over great distances

  of time and space. They talk of feeling energies or auras associated with people, places, and things that give them a creepy sensation. They talk about ghosts and

  sensing the dead. It is precisely because these experiences are so weird that they are brought up in conversation. Pierre Le Loyer captured this notion well four hundred years ago in writing about

  spirits and the supernatural when he said: ‘It is the topic that people most readily discuss and on which they linger the longest because of the abundance of examples, the subject being fine

  and pleasing and the discussion the least tedious that can be found.’1




  Most of us have had these bizarre experiences. Have you ever run into a long-lost friend in the most unlikely place? How often have you thought of someone only to receive a phone call from that

  person out of the blue? Sometimes it seems as if thoughts are physical things that can leap from one mind to another. How often have two people puzzled and said, ‘I was just thinking the same

  thing!’ Many of us feel that there is something strange going on. Humans appear synchronized at times, as if they were joined together by invisible bonds. Some of us get a sense that there

  are mysterious forces operating in the world, acting to connect us together, that cannot be explained away. How do we make sense of all these common experiences?




  Many people believe that such occurrences are proof of the supernatural. Beliefs may turn out to be true or false, but supernatural beliefs are special. To be true, they would violate the

  natural laws that govern our world. Hence, they are supernatural. For example, I may believe that the British Secret Service murdered Princess Diana in a car crash in Paris. That belief may

  be true or false. Maybe they did and maybe they did not. It’s not impossible. To be true, my belief would have to not violate any natural laws. All that would have been required was a very

  elaborate plan and cover-up. So it is possible that the British Secret Service murdered Princess Diana – but unlikely. However, if I believe that someone can communicate with the dead

  princess, then that would be a supernatural belief because it violates our natural understanding of how communication between two people works. They usually both have to be alive. As Michael

  Shermer says, ‘We can all talk to the dead. It’s getting them to talk back that’s the hard part.’2




  People can be fully aware that their beliefs are supernatural and yet they continue to believe. Why do people believe in things that go against natural laws? It

  cannot simply be ignorance.




  The answer is evidence. The number-one reason given by people who believe in the supernatural is personal experience.3 In one survey, half

  the number of spouses of recently deceased partners reported feeling the presence of the dead.4 One third reported seeing their ghost. Even my

  late father-in-law, a brain surgeon of eminent status, saw the ghost of his recently deceased wife, my mother-in-law. Throughout his career he dealt with patients with brain damage and was very

  familiar with the peculiar experiences the mind can generate. He knew he was hallucinating at the time of his wife’s death but that did not stop him seeing her. People have ample opportunity

  and evidence to draw upon. Of course, other people influence what we think, but firsthand experience gives us a mighty powerful reason to believe. As they say, ‘Seeing is believing’

  and, when it happens to you, it proves what you suspected all along.




  For believers, examples of the supernatural are so plentiful and convincing that to simply ignore all the evidence is to bury our heads in the sand. But is there really such an abundance of

  examples of the supernatural? One major problem is that we are simply not good at estimating the likelihood of how often weird stuff happens. We tend to overestimate the likelihood of events that

  are very rare, such as being killed in a plane crash. At the same time, we underestimate the likelihood of events that are really quite common. For example, what is the likelihood of two strangers

  at a party sharing the same birthday? Let’s say you’re the sociable type and attend a party about once a week. Take a guess at how many people have to be at a party for two of them to

  share a birthday at half the parties you attend throughout the year. What sort of number do you think you would need? I imagine most of you have come up with quite a big number. But would you

  believe that statisticians tell us the minimum number is only twenty-three! If you go to a different party each week, with at least twenty-three new people at each, on average two people will have

  the same birthday half of the time. Or, to put it another way, among the thirty countries taking part in the 2010 World Cup soccer tournament in South Africa, half

  of the twenty-three-member teams taking part will include two players with the same birthday.5 What could be more unlikely? Now think of how

  much more common it is for two people to share the same astrological sign when there are only twelve of those compared to 365 different birthdays in the year. People seem so surprised to meet

  someone with the same astrological sign and often consider this some sort of fateful coincidence. Our minds are simply not equipped to think about likelihood very accurately, and so we interpret

  these coincidences as if something supernatural were involved. When we hear of examples that seem bizarre, we treat them as auspicious. The thing about coincidences is that they are not the

  exception but the rule. As Martin Plimmer and Brian King have observed:




  

    

      We frisk each other for links. We’re like synchronized swimmers in search of a routine. We relish connections, and we’re a highly connected species. If it were

      possible to map all human activity, drawing lines between friends and relatives, departures and arrivals, messages sent and received, desires and objects, you would soon have a planet-sized

      tangle of lines, growing ever denser, with trillions of connections.6


    


  




  Uncanny events punctuate our lives, but they seem unusual and beyond explanation. We treat them as significant and profound, leading many of us to believe that there must be supernatural powers

  at work. Most of us entertain these beliefs even though we may deny them. I am going to show how rational, educated adults as well as the more superstitious among us behave as if there were

  invisible supernatural forces and energies operating in the world. Over the course of the book, I am going to present a theory that explains why we believe and why some of us are more prone to

  belief than others. I am going to focus on the individual rather than culture because I think the answer can be found within each one of us.




  SOMETHING MORE TO REALITY




  The great American philosopher and early psychologist William James wrote more than one hundred years ago that ordinary people tend to believe not only in the reality of

  existence but in the presence of ‘something there’ – something intangible that we are bound to infer over and beyond what our normal senses detect:




  

    

      But the whole array of our instances leads us to a conclusion something like this: It is as if there were in the human consciousness a sense of reality, a feeling of

      objective presence, a perception of what we may call ‘something there’, more deep and more general than any of the special and particular ‘senses’ by which the current

      psychology supposes existent realities to be originally revealed.7


    


  




  James is telling us that it is natural to think that there is something more to reality. This something is unknown, unseen, and unmeasurable, and beyond natural explanations. It

  is supernatural. Moreover, this sense of something more is the basis of all the world’s religions, which




  

    

      all agree that the ‘more’ really exists; though some of them hold it to exist in the shape of a personal god or gods, while others are satisfied to conceive it

      as a stream of ideal tendency embedded in the eternal structures of the world. They all agree, moreover, that it acts as well as exists, and that something is really effected for the better

      when you throw your life into its hands.8


    


  




  Why do people think like this? Why do we come to believe that there must be something more to nature than can be measured? Where do these ideas come from? From where do we get our supernatural

  beliefs? There are two schools of thought here: either these are ideas that we hear from other people or they are ideas that partly come from within us. Let’s examine both propositions.

  First, we may be born to believe anything and everything we are told by others. So beliefs are simply the stories we tell each other, and especially our children.

  Alternatively, we may be born to believe, and what we think might be possible is a reflection of our own way of seeing the world.




  Consider the first explanation. Children believe what they are told by adults. We love to tell them about fantasy figures like Santa Claus, the ‘Tooth Fairy’, and even the

  ‘Bogeyman’ if they are misbehaving: ‘If you are good, Santa will bring you that PlayStation’ or ‘If you misbehave, the Bogeyman will take you.’ Fairy tales have

  been around for a long time as a way of teaching our children how to behave. All of the characters in these stories are magical – cats that can talk, witches that can fly, and so on.

  Characters with supernatural powers are understood to be special and thus are more easily remembered. Because they are so unusual, they work. Isn’t it ironic that we immerse our children in

  make-believe as pre-schoolers, only to tell them to put away such foolish ideas and ‘grow up’ when they reach school age?




  The psychologist Stuart Vyse argues that culture is most important when it comes to the supernatural: ‘We are not born knocking on wood; we learn to do so. We are not innate believers in

  astrology; we become believers.’9 I agree in part. Many rituals are passed on as customs and traditions. Some of them are so old that we

  have forgotten why we do them. Every year in the West, children take part in the archaic ceremonies and rituals associated with Halloween and Christmas, mostly unaware of their true

  origins.10 On All Hallows’ Eve, the practice of dressing up in scary costumes was intended to banish evil village demons. Kissing

  under the mistletoe and lighting the Yule log were originally pagan fertility rites that became incorporated into Christmas activities. Today we observe these rituals because they have become

  traditions handed down to us through our culture. But a purely cultural explanation is missing an important point. Why are we so inclined to engage in ceremony and rituals? People may treat these

  festivals as a bit of fun, but many still believe in real supernatural phenomena. Why would a person accept the supernatural in the first place?




  The obvious answer is that there is a real benefit to believing what others tell you. Communicating and sharing ideas with others expands your knowledge so that you don’t have to discover

  everything by yourself. And who best to learn from but older and wiser members of the tribe? If they say that certain plants have healing powers or that some caves

  are dangerous, it is sensible to believe what they say. In this way, beliefs can easily pass from one generation to the next. If culture and society spread belief, then we should be careful what we

  tell our children. If this is the root of supernatural thinking, then perhaps we should be held responsible for informing the naive and the young who do not yet know.




  This is why the biologist Richard Dawkins thinks that religion is a form of child abuse. He wants a world without God, religion, or any form of supernaturalism. There is only room for science,

  he asserts, when it comes to understanding nature. Dawkins accuses the churches of indoctrinating our youth with superstitious beliefs. Children are ‘information caterpillars’ with

  ‘wide open ears and eyes, and gaping, trusting minds for sucking up language and other knowledge’. They gullibly gobble up any facts because of an evolved predisposition to trust

  whatever their parents and elders tell them.11




  This brings me to the second explanation for beliefs that I want to draw to your attention. The problem with the gullibility view is that most researchers who study the development of the mind

  do not regard humans as blank slates for any idea or belief. Rather, the bulk of the work on young children’s thinking shows that, before they are capable of instruction, pre-school children

  are already deeply committed to a number of misconceptions. I think that these misconceptions are the true origin of adults’ supernatural beliefs. Yes, culture and church play a role in

  supernatural belief, but they do not act alone. Rather, they provide the framework to make sense of our own beliefs that we come up with by ourselves.




  Even if ideas are transmitted by culture, we still have to answer two fundamental questions: Where did the first supernatural ideas originate? And why do so many isolated cultures share the same

  basic misconceptions? The common types of belief and reasoning shared by distant cultures, long separated in time and far distant geographically, suggest something intrinsic to the way humans

  think. For example, almost all cultures have creation myths to explain the origins of the world and the diversity of life that usually involve gods. Gods and

  spiritual agents are also held responsible for unforeseen events. Whenever we find such universal beliefs and behaviours, we should start looking for reasons why these explanations of origins and

  events are similar. Like the instinct for language found in every society since the beginnings of civilization, is it possible that a supersense is also part of the human endowment? Do we all start

  off with a natural inclination to the supernatural that only some of us can overcome? Why is it so damned hard for people to become scientific in their thinking?




  I think supernatural beliefs work so well because they seem plausible. And they seem plausible because they fit with what we want to believe and already think is possible. They also make sense

  of all the weird and uncanny events that pepper our lives. Ideas and beliefs may be transmitted, but only those that resonate with what we think is possible take hold and make sense. This is a

  really important point that is often overlooked. We either accept ideas or reject them, but seldom do we consider why. Ideas have to fit with what we already know. Otherwise, they do not make

  sense.




  To prove this, let me give you a new idea I want you to believe in. It’s not a supernatural one, but it makes the point about how ideas work. If I told you that ‘colourless green

  ideas sleep furiously’, would you believe me? Think about it for a moment and try to take the idea on board. At first it sounds okay, but eventually you see that the idea is meaningless. The

  statement is actually a famous sentence among scientists who study language and thinking. In 1957 the linguist Noam Chomsky constructed this perfectly grammatical but completely meaningless phrase

  to demonstrate that sentence structure alone is not enough to convey ideas.12 The content of the sentence follows all the rules of

  language, but as a sentence it does not compute in our minds. It is meaningless because of what we already know about colour, ideas, sleep, and anger. Something cannot be both green and colourless.

  Ideas do not sleep. Sleep is not normally furious. These are concepts that already exist in our minds and, because they contradict each other, they dictate that Chomsky’s statement makes no

  sense. So any new idea has to fit into existing frameworks of knowledge. This is why some ideas can be so difficult to grasp. Science, for example, is full of ideas

  that seem bizarre simply because we are not used to them. It’s not that people are being stupid when it comes to science. Rather, many scientific ideas are just too difficult for many of us

  to get our heads around. On the other hand, folk beliefs about the supernatural seem quite possible. That’s why it is easier to imagine a ghost than a light wave made up of photons. We have

  seen neither, but ghosts seem plausible, whereas the structure of light is not something we can easily consider.13




  MIND DESIGN




  Mind design is the reason why certain ideas are obvious while others are obscure. By mind design I mean the organized way in which our brains are configured to understand and

  interpret the world. The brain, like every other part of the human body, has evolved over millions of years. Your hands have been designed to manipulate objects. Your legs have been designed for

  bipedal locomotion. Your liver has been designed to do all sorts of jobs. Likewise, your brain has been designed in certain ways through the process of evolution. Most scientists agree that the

  brain has many specialized, built-in mechanisms that equip us to process the world of experience. These mechanisms are not learned or taught by others. They form the package of mental tools that

  each of us is equipped with as part of our mind design. But this design does not need a designer. You don’t need a god to explain where the design came from. It’s simply the way gradual

  adaptation of biological systems through the process of evolution has produced a complex problem-solver. Natural selection is our designer.




  The brain did not fall out of the sky, ready packaged to deal with the world.14 Rather, our brains gradually evolved to solve the

  problems that faced our ancestors. Our complex modern brain has emerged by accumulating small, subtle changes in its structure passed on from one generation to the next. This is the field of

  evolutionary psychology, and, as the computer scientist Marvin Minsky succinctly puts it, the mind is what the brain does. Our minds are constantly active, trying

  to make sense of the world by figuring out how it works. This is because the world is complex, confusing, and filled with missing information. Each of us is a sleuth trying to complete the puzzle,

  find the culprit, and solve the crime when it comes to understanding.




  What we do naturally and spontaneously at the most basic level is look constantly for patterns, imagining hidden forces and causes. Even the way we see the world is organized by brain mechanisms

  looking for patterns. At the turn of the twentieth century, the German Gestalt psychologists demonstrated that humans naturally see patterns by organizing input with certain unlearned rules. What

  these early psychologists realized was that the world is full of input that is often cluttered, ambiguous, or simply missing. The only way the mind can sort out this mess is by making guesses about

  what is really out there.




  For example, a pattern made up of four pies with a slice taken out of each one is usually seen as a white square sitting in front of four dark circles. Our mind even fills in the missing edges

  of the square in between the pies. But the square does not really exist. Our brains have created something out of nothing. More spookily, we can measure activity in those areas of the brain that

  would be active if the square really existed! This area, known as the visual cortex, is a three-millimetre layer about the size of your credit card that sits directly at the back of your head.

  Contrary to popular misconception, it’s not your eyes but your brain that does the seeing. The brain cells in this region are all related to vision in some form or another. So, in this

  region, the brain registers what is really out there in the world, makes a decision about what should be out there, and then generates its own brain activity as if what it has

  decided should be out there really is.15 Even when a perception is a trick of the mind, it still shows up as real brain activity. This

  filling-in process reveals how our brains are wired to make sense of missing information. Four-month-old babies also see this ghostly square.16 We know this from a simple behaviour: babies get bored when shown the same pattern over and over again. Wouldn’t you? So if you present babies with the ghostly square,

  they eventually stop looking at it. If you then show them a real square, they remain bored, whereas they perk up and get excited if you show them something else,

  like a circle. In other words, they must have seen the illusory square, eventually got tired of looking at it, and found the real square just the same as the imaginary one their mind had created

  out of nothing. Such studies tell us that baby brains are designed for filling in missing information and making sense of the world.




  As my colleague Richard Gregory has argued, illusions like the missing-square pattern reveal that the mind is not lazy. Our minds are actively trying to make sense of the world by thinking of

  the best explanation. For example, if someone took a handful of coffee beans and scattered them across a table in front of you, you would immediately see patterns. Some beans would instantly

  cluster together into groups as you simply looked at the array. Have you ever watched the clouds on a summer’s day turn into faces and animals? You can’t stop yourself because your mind

  has evolved to organize and see structure. The ease with which we see faces in particular has led to the idea that we are inclined to see supernatural characters at the drop of a hat. Each year

  some bagel, muffin, burnt toast, potato chip, or even ultrasound of a fetus showing the face of some deity is paraded as evidence for divine miracles.
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    FIG. 2: Both infants and adults see an illusory white square in the typical Kaniza figure. AUTHOR’S COLLECTION.


  




  We also seek out patterns in events. Our mind design forces us to see organization where there may be none. When something unusual or unexpected happens, we immediately look for order and

  causes. We cannot handle the possibility that things happen randomly by chance. It may even be impossible for the mind to think in terms of random patterns or events. If I asked you to generate a

  random pattern, you would find this incredibly hard to do. Try it out for yourself at a keyboard. Empty your mind and simply press either the ‘1’ or ‘0’ key whenever you

  feel like it. Be as random as you can. For example, here’s my attempt with forty-eight key presses:




  

    1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 1 1


  




  I felt I was being random, and at first glance the pattern looks pretty disorganized. If you count the number of times I typed ‘1’, then I have done pretty well with

  exactly half (twenty-four). Now consider the same sequential key presses in groups of two.




  

    10 01 10 01 01 00 01 11 00 10 01 01 10 11 00 10 10 11 01 00 10 11 00 11


  




  There are five 00 pairs, seven 01 pairs, seven 10 pairs, and five 11 pairs. If the sequence was truly random, then these pairs should be equal, but I was much more likely to

  alternate (fourteen times with either 10 or 01) key presses than to press the same key twice (ten times with either 00 or 11). The difference may seem small, but it becomes highly significant over

  more trials. If you break the sequence into the eight possible triplets, then the patterns become even more obvious.




  Our brain has its natural rhythms that it likes to settle into. This is how the best rock-paper-scissors players succeed. To remind you, it’s a game between two players in which, after the

  count of three, each player has to produce a rock (fist), paper (open hand), or scissors (first two fingers open). Scissors beats paper, which beats rock, which in

  turn beats scissors. The object of the game is to guess what your opponent will produce. To succeed you have to be as random in the three options as possible. World champion players (yes, they do

  exist) are not psychic.17 They are expert at detecting patterns and generating their own random sequences, but this skill requires a lot of

  mental energy, especially from the frontal parts of the brain that control planning.18




  It is just as difficult to think and act randomly by effort of will as it is to perceive a random world. Because our minds are designed to see the world as organized, we often detect patterns

  that are not really present. This is particularly true if we believe that patterns should be there in the first place. So someone who believes that supernatural forces operate in the world is on

  the lookout for examples of strange, inexplicable phenomena and conveniently ignores the multitude of mundane events that do not fit this interpretation. We forget every typical phone call but

  remember the unexpected one because it draws our attention. The flip side of mind design is that we also fail to realize that events that we think are highly unlikely are in fact not so unlikely.

  Meeting people at a party who share the same birthday seems unlikely. With this bias toward detecting patterns, someone who is inclined to supernatural belief has ample opportunity to see evidence

  for significant chains of events where there is none. This is the product of our mind design, and there is good evidence that we all differ in the extent to which we see order or chaos in the

  world. Later, I examine the idea that the difference between believers and nonbelievers may be due more to how they interpret the world than to what they have been told to believe.




  In addition to organizing the world into patterns, mind design leads us to seek deeper, hidden causes operating in the world. Much of what controls the world is hidden from direct view, and so

  our minds have evolved to infer the existence of things we cannot see. We try hard to understand outcomes of events that have already happened and to which we were not privy. For example, imagine

  you arrive home to find a plate broken on the kitchen floor. How did this happen? you ask yourself. You start to reconstruct the order of events. The plate was on the table when you left that morning. Has someone else been in the house? Has there been an earthquake? Like a detective, you work backwards in time trying to reconstruct why

  something happened. This is how we interpret and understand a chain of events. However, such reasoning can also lead to mistakes. A human mind that links events in this way is always in danger of

  committing the mistake of post hoc, ergo propter hoc: ‘after this, therefore because of this’, which means that we tend to group events together in a causal way. We see the first

  event as having caused the second. There are two problems with this. First, we infer the actions of forces where there may be none, and second, we tend to link events that are not actually even

  related.




  By linking events together, we see sequences in terms of cause and effect. For example, consider a very simple event involving objects colliding with each other. Imagine watching a game of

  billiards or pool. If we see a white ball strike a red ball, we see one event causing another. It’s the same for babies. If you show seven-month-old babies similar collision events, they

  interpret the first ball as causing the second to move, because if you reverse the sequence, they treat the reverse event as something different.19 Like adults, they see the red ball launching the white one. Nothing odd here you might think. In fact, you might say this is a very sensible way to interpret the world.

  However, the seventeenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume tells us that such intuitions are an illusion because you cannot directly see cause. You cannot actually see the forces at work. You

  only see one event and then another event. This may seem far-fetched until you consider cartoon animations. When we observe a cartoon ball striking another, we infer the same causal force, but of

  course there is none. A cartoon is simply a set of drawings. Our mind interprets the sequence as if one ball were colliding with another. It is an illusion that helps us understand the world in

  terms of real forces because we often do not or cannot observe them at work.




  So your mind design forces you to see patterns and to think something caused the patterns to form. You infer that what may be completely unrelated events are connected in some way. Things that

  happen after each other appear to be caused by forces that may not exist. This is all the more true when the outcome is not predictable, as in a game of chance.

  When something unexpected happens, you instinctively look for whatever caused it to happen. This type of thinking explains superstitious behaviour: repeating actions or engaging in certain

  behaviours in an effort to control outcomes. For example, if you have a particularly successful day on the tennis court or at the poker table, you may feel a strong compulsion to duplicate whatever

  actions you took that day in an effort to repeat the success. It may be wearing a particular piece of clothing or sitting in a favorite seat. Soon these behaviours may become essential routines and

  obsessions.




  Athletes are notorious for their superstitious rituals.20 Rituals usually start off as innocent habits – something we all have

  – but because they become linked to important outcomes (like winning a game), they can take over an individual’s life. The tennis ace Jelena Dokic was probably the most complicated in

  her rituals, or at least the most honest and open about them. First, she avoided standing on the white lines on court. (John McEnroe did the same.) She preferred to sit to the left of the umpire.

  Before her first serve she bounced the ball five times, and before her second serve she bounced it twice. While waiting for serves, she would blow on her right hand. The ball boys and girls always

  had to pass the ball to her with an underarm throw. Dokic made sure she never read the drawsheet more than one round at a time. Finally – and bear this in mind sports memorabilia collectors

  – she always wore the same clothes throughout a tournament. Pheweee!




  Jelena is not alone. Every year when I monitor exams I see a number of intelligent young adults engaging in routines (one had to walk around her table three times) or producing a multitude of

  lucky charms and ‘gonks’ (troll-shaped soft toys) that they believe will improve their performance. Even if you don’t believe in these rituals and charms, what’s the harm in

  trying? Well, none, unless they take over your life and prevent you from achieving your goals, as illustrated by Neil the Hippie from the 1980s’ UK comedy about student life, The Young

  Ones:




  

    

      I sat in the big hall and put my packet of Polos on the desk. And my spare pencil and my support gonk. And my chewing gum and my extra pen.

      And my extra Polos and my lucky gonk. And my pencil sharpener shaped like a cream cracker. And three more gonks with a packet of Polos each. And lead for my retractable pencil. And my

      retractable pencil. And spare lead for my retractable pencil. And chewing gum and pencils and pens and more gonks, and the guy said, ‘Stop writing, please.’21


    


  




  Superstitions are common in situations where the factors that control outcomes are unpredictable or the consequences of something going wrong could be fatal. However, rituals are also common

  among many high-achieving individuals in situations where attention to detail can lead to success. Harrison Ford, Woody Allen, Michelle Pfeiffer, and Winona Ryder are just a few celebrities who

  allegedly engage in ritualistic behaviour. In a recent TV interview, the soccer star David Beckham described some of his unusual rituals:




  

    

      I have got this disorder where I have to have everything in a straight line or everything has to be in pairs. I’ll put my Pepsi cans in the fridge and if there’s

      one too many then I’ll put it in another cupboard somewhere. I’ll go into a hotel room and before I can relax I have to move all the leaflets and all the books and put them in a

      drawer.22


    


  




  Such behaviours reflect an obsessive attention to detail. It may be the case that those with a personality characterized by a need for discipline and control are more likely to achieve

  professional success in their striving for perfection. Such individuals can be found in all walks of life. We all know people who seem to pay excessive attention to detail and order. In about two

  out of every one hundred members of the general public, ritualistic behaviour that controls the individual’s life becomes the medical problem of obsessive–compulsive disorder. These

  sufferers have to engage in ritualistic behaviour and are incapable of breaking out of their routines. They are aware that their behaviours are odd, but that knowledge does not help. The irony is

  that, if prevented somehow from performing their rituals, they might not perform as well because of their increased anxiety that they are now luckless. These

  rituals give a sense of control in situations where control is important. So those with obsessive–compulsive disorder are not necessarily irrational, since this ‘illusion of

  control’ is psychologically comforting in comparison to no control at all.23




  However, the belief that rituals work is supernatural. We may deny that rituals are based on supernatural beliefs and claim that many of them, such as throwing salt over one’s shoulder

  when it is spilled on the table, are no more than harmless traditional customs of long-forgotten origin, much like the Christmas rituals discussed earlier. But if we think there is nothing to them,

  why do we see an increase in such behaviour at times of crisis? During the first Iraq war in 1991, Saddam Hussein fired SCUD missiles indiscriminately into Te l Aviv. What could be more stressful

  than sheltering during an air raid, not knowing if your family is about to be killed? In subsequent interviews, those living in the highest-risk areas were asked about their experiences, and it was

  observed that during the conversation they ‘knocked on wood’ significantly more than those from low-risk areas. It’s not clear where the practice of rapping on wood to ward off

  bad luck first came from. It may be linked to the pagan practice of tapping on trees to signal one’s presence to the wood spirits, or maybe it’s a reference to the Christian cross. Who

  knows? Whatever its origin, the threat of danger triggered a superstitious behaviour.24 We may deny the supersense, but it nevertheless

  lingers in the background of our minds, waiting for an opportunity to make a guest appearance at times of stress, when rationality can so easily abandon us.




  The beliefs behind superstitious practices may be supernatural, but here’s the interesting point: they do work to reduce the stress caused by uncertainty. Rituals produce a sense of

  control, or at least the belief that we have control even when we don’t. The illusion of control is an immensely powerful mechanism to immunize against harm, especially if it is

  unpredictable. Not only do we find it hard to think randomly, but we don’t like unpredictable punishment. We all know what it’s like waiting for something bad to happen. We just want to

  get it over and done with as soon as possible. As a child growing up in Scotland, I remember sitting outside the headmaster’s office waiting to be

  ‘strapped’ for fighting in the playground. I think it was my foreign accent that made me the focus of attention. By that age, stories about the Bogeyman were no longer effective, and

  corporal punishment was deemed the best deterrent. The strap was a barbaric leather belt specifically designed for whipping the hands – a practice that has now been outlawed. It wasn’t

  the pain of being strapped that was unbearable, however, so much as the wait and the sense of helplessness. I had no control over the situation. Studies of pain thresholds reveal that humans can

  tolerate much higher electric shocks if they think that they can stop the punishment at any point in comparison to those who do not think they have this option.25 Doing something, or believing that you can do something, makes the unpleasant more bearable. Without the perception of control, we are vulnerable to our supersense. When

  adults were asked to think back to a situation when they were without control, researchers discovered that participants were much more likely to see patterns in random pictures, to infer

  connections between events that happened by chance and even to believe that superstitious rituals were effective.26 In the absence of

  perceived control, people become susceptible to detecting patterns in an effort to regain some sense of organization. No wonder those stock market traders are clutching their ‘lucky’

  rabbit’s feet as we feel the full brunt of the current economic world recession. ‘Doing nothing’ is not an option. Anything that we feel can affect outcome is better than nothing,

  because an inability to act is so psychologically distressing.




  It is not just superstitious routines that reinforce the illusion of control. For many, this illusion explains the power of the mind and wishful thinking. The Harvard psychologist Dan Wegner has

  shown that the same causal mechanism can lead to ‘apparent mental causation’: an individual’s belief that his or her thoughts have caused things to happen when they are closely

  connected in time. Imagine that you wish someone harm and something bad actually happens to that person shortly afterward. Such a coincidence must occur regularly, but it is very hard not to think

  that you are responsible in some way. Wegner and his colleagues found that subjects who thought ill of someone behaving like a jerk believed that they had caused

  his subsequent headache. In fact, the ‘jerk’ was the experimenters’ confederate, and the setup was a scam. Nevertheless, adults readily linked these two events together as if they

  had cursed the ‘victim.’27 This is all the more apparent in young children, who still are not sure about the difference between

  mental thoughts and actions. They think that wishing can cause things to actually happen. However, Wegner’s research indicates that many adults continue to harbour such misconceptions even

  though they know that they should not think like this. For example, in games of chance such as gambling, people behave as if they have control when they don’t. They feel more confident about

  winning if they get to throw the dice. They prefer to bet before the dice are thrown rather than after. They think they are more likely to win the lottery if they choose the numbers, and so on.

  Such behaviour would be utterly absurd if deep down we did not think that we have some influence over events. This is because of our mind design.




  Later on, I examine how mind design emerges early in development as children come to understand and predict the physical world, the living world, and the mental world. We will look at studies

  that prove they must be reasoning about the hidden properties of objects, living things, and their own minds as well as those of other people. I show that young children are thinking about gravity,

  DNA, and consciousness – all invisible to the naked eye – and that they do this long before teachers have had a chance to fill their heads with ideas. I show that this way of reasoning

  is very powerful for children’s understanding, but that it can also let them down, because reasoning this way about the unseen properties of the natural world sometimes leads to supernatural

  explanations. Children may learn when they grow up that such supernatural notions are wrong, but what if such childish ideas never really go away?




  Most adults believe that when they learn something new that contradicts what they previously thought, they abandon their earlier misconceptions and mistaken ideas. However, it is not clear that

  this happens entirely: childish notions can linger on in the mature mind. Consider an example from the world of objects. Imagine two cannonballs of exactly the same

  size. One is made of light wood and the other one is solid iron that is one hundred times heavier. If you were to drop them both at the same time from the leaning Tower of Pisa, what would

  happen?28 Children think that heavier objects fall much faster than lighter ones. Heavier objects do land before lighter ones, but only

  just, and that’s because of air resistance. If you dropped the cannonballs in a vacuum where there was no air resistance, they would land exactly at the same time. As a child, I did not

  believe this until a physics teacher demonstrated that a feather and a coin fall at exactly the same speed in a vacuum. Most college students make the same mistake.29 The amazing thing is not that adult students get it wrong, but rather that these are students who have been taught Newton’s Laws of Object Motion and should know

  better. They should know the correct answer. Somehow the scientific knowledge they have so painstakingly learned loses out to their natural intuition about weight and falling objects.




  The example of the falling cannonballs is important because it reveals that we may never truly abandon our childhood misconceptions when we become adults and learn new facts about the world.

  Some of us are more vulnerable to these misconceptions than others. Now imagine how difficult it is for us to abandon beliefs that include the supernatural. Here there is precious little evidence

  to dissuade us of our beliefs. If we hold childish notions about the unseen mechanisms of reality, then the difference between believers and nonbelievers may have less to do with what we have been

  told and more to do with our susceptibility to our own childish misconceptions. If you are someone who is inclined to believe that there are supernatural forces operating in the world, then you

  will interpret all manner of events in light of this way of thinking. There will be no chance occurrences. Fate and luck will explain why things happen. You will infer the presence of supernatural

  agents, and evil and good will become tangible forces.




  WHAT NEXT?




  Our lives are punctuated by bizarre occurrences. How do we make sense of them? All too often we appeal to explanations that evoke some supernatural activity even though the

  evidence for such activity cannot be directly observed or studied. So we are left with belief. Where do these beliefs come from? One account is based on the idea that supernatural beliefs are

  spread by what other people tell us. Certainly this may be true for the content of a belief – the name of a spirit or the nature of the rituals that need to be performed – but what

  about the basis of the belief? And why are so many of us so willingly gullible? One reason may be that it is our natural way of thinking to assume that there is a supernatural dimension to reality

  – the ‘something there’ that William James talked about.




  Religion is the most familiar face of such supernatural belief: most religions have deities and other supernatural beings that are not restricted to natural laws. Even many people who do not

  believe in God are nevertheless willing to entertain the notion that there are phenomena, patterns, energies, and forces operating in the world that cannot be explained by natural laws. God may

  require supernatural belief, but supernatural beliefs do not require God.




  In the next chapter, I want to develop this idea further by demonstrating that most of us can hold supernatural beliefs even when we are not fully aware that we do.




  And, for that, I need an old cardigan.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER TWO




  COULD YOU WEAR A KILLER’S CARDIGAN?




  WHEN IT COMES to making choices, most of us feel confident that we evaluate the evidence objectively, weigh the pros and cons, and act according to reason. Otherwise, we would

  have to concede that our decisions are unreasonable, and few individuals are willing to acknowledge this. But the truth is that human psychology is littered with many examples of faulty reasoning.

  This is why scientists are so interested in studying the mistakes we make and our biases and logical errors. They seem to fly in the face of reason and suggest that there must be underlying

  mechanisms responsible for controlling our thought processes. This is the mind design that I talked about in the last chapter. The aspect of mind design that interests me is the one that leads us

  to infer the presence of patterns, forces, and energies operating in the world where there may be none. This is what I mean by a supersense. Even if you deny having a supersense, you may still be

  susceptible to its influence, because the processes that lead to supernatural thinking are not necessarily under conscious or willful control. And, as you will see later in the book, some

  researchers even question whether there is such a thing as conscious willful control.




  I like to illustrate this point in the public lectures I give on the origins of supernatural thinking by talking about our reactions to memorabilia. These objects are the best examples because

  most audiences immediately recognize what I am talking about when it comes to considering the hidden power of simple inanimate objects. To demonstrate the

  psychological impression created by objects I hand out a black fountain pen dating from the 1930s that once belonged to Albert Einstein. Okay, I lie to the audience about the provenance of the pen,

  but the belief is sufficient. The reverence and awe towards this object is palpable. Everyone wants to hold it. Touching the pen makes them feel good. Then I ask the audience if they would be

  willing to wear the cardigan I brought along. Given the oddity of the question and the tattered state of the woollen garment, the audience is understandably suspicious. After a moment’s

  consideration, usually around one-third of the audience raise their hand. So I offer a prize. More hands are raised. I then tell them about Cromwell Street as an image of Fred West rises menacingly

  from the bottom of the PowerPoint display. Once they are told that the cardigan belonged to Fred West, most hands usually shoot down, followed by a ripple of nervous laughter. People recognize that

  their change of heart reflects something odd.




  There are always the exceptions, of course. Some people resolutely keep their hand raised. Typically, they are male and determined to demonstrate their rational control. Or they suspect,

  rightly, that I was lying about the owner of the cardigan. What is remarkable is that other audience members sitting next to one of these individuals visibly recoil from their neighbour who is

  willing to wear a killer’s cardigan. How could someone even consider touching such an appalling garment? It’s a stunt, of course – a deliberate ploy set up to create a sense of

  revulsion in an unsuspecting audience.




  Last year, this stunt earned me some notoriety in Norwich, England.1 I was presenting my theory on the origin of the supersense and why

  science and rationality will not get people to abandon such beliefs easily. The presentation took place at a major British science festival, and the world’s science press was there. Since

  every quality paper had a science correspondent present, I circulated an article outlining my ideas so that there would be a good turnout at the press conference. I argued that humans are born with

  brains that infer hidden forces and structures in the real world, and that some of these inferences naturally lead us to believe in the supernatural. Therefore, we cannot put sole responsibility for spreading supernatural belief on religions and cultures, which simply capitalize on our supersense.




  The cardigan demonstration was meant to illustrate to an educated, intelligent, rational audience (albeit one that included journalists, who are always looking for a ‘hook’) that

  sometimes our beliefs can be truly supernatural but have nothing to do with religious indoctrination. Even atheists tend to show revulsion at the idea of touching Fred West’s cardigan. If

  it’s true that our beliefs can be supernatural but unconnected to religion, then it must also be true that humans will not necessarily evolve into a rational species, because a mind designed

  for generating natural explanations also generates supernatural ones.




  News of the cardigan stunt and my comments spread like a virus across the world’s digital networks. I gave interview after interview, and the event generated web postings on both religious

  and secular sites with a mixture of ridicule and praise. Some colleagues didn’t like the showmanship, but I had made a point that got people talking. People were infuriated. I had touched a

  raw nerve. It was a sacrilegious stunt, even though no particular religion had been offended. But what had I demonstrated that upset the public so much? What did wearing a killer’s cardigan

  really show? Was it a demonstration of irrationality? How did this prove that humans will not evolve a rational mind?




  I think the killer’s cardigan illustrates our common supersense. It says something about the sacred values of the group. It also says something about us as both individuals and group

  members. Their revulsion to the cardigan could reflect a common supernatural belief that invisible essences can contaminate the world and connect us together, almost like some form of human glue.

  Or at least it feels as if there is something tangible that joins us together. In academic social psychology, ‘social glue’ is the term to describe the mechanisms for the social

  connectedness of a group.2 Any behaviour that causes members of a group to feel more connected can operate as social glue. This is conspicuous

  at sporting events where many different fans from all walks of life come together as one. Hundreds of complete strangers who would normally not interact with each other suddenly become a highly

  organized and unified collective. In 1896 the French sociologist Gustave Le Bon described this phenomenon of crowds: ‘Sentiments, emotions, and ideas possess

  in crowds a contagious power as intense as that of microbes.’ It is indeed as though something physical infects such groups. Unfortunately for English soccer, very often the power of this

  mass mentality can overwhelm normally law-abiding individuals who find themselves caught up in hooliganism and brawling with rival teams. Le Bon argued over one hundred years ago that social glue

  explains why supporters do not feel individually responsible for their actions and claim that they simply went with the crowd.3
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