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  ‘In this wickedly funny and deeply clever book, Matthew Hutson makes a radical claim: All of us, whether we accept it or not, believe in magic. Without these intuitions, he

  says, we would hardly be human. Through vivid examples and cutting-edge science, Hutson presents a provocative new theory of how we make sense of the world.’




  Paul Bloom, Professor of Psychology, Yale University, and author of How Pleasure Works




  

    ‘This book about thinking is magical. It’s the perfect blend of astonishing stories, up-to-date science, awe, beauty, disgust, and humour. It’s science

    journalism at its best: great writing and deep humanity bring out the profound relevance of psychological experiments for people who search for meaning using minds that were designed for so many

    other purposes.’


  




  Jonathan Haidt, author of The Happiness Hypothesis




  

    ‘This is a book that you pick up, but can’t put down. Hutson, intelligently and entertainingly, gives us the best kind of book, one that gives us insight to our very

    core.’


  




  Ori Brafman, co-author of Sway and Click




  

    ‘Brilliant, exhilarating... Reading this book will lead you to a more reverential appreciation of human irrationality, and the science that tries to understand

    it.’


  




  Dacher Keltner, Director, Greater Good Science Center, University of California, Berkeley




  

    ‘A remarkably creative synthesis of the science behind magical thinking threaded through with a very personal narrative that engages the reader.’


  




  Bruce Hood, School of Experimental Psychology, University of Bristol, and author of SuperSense and The Self Illusion
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  Introduction




  We’re All Believers




  In 2008, the leaders of a powerful clan presided over a ceremony on the grounds of their new house of worship. The clan’s warriors,

  known for their fickleness and inconsistency – their success against other tribes depending to a large degree on luck – worried that an adversary had placed a curse on their home turf.

  Someone had hidden a significant artefact – a symbol of their sworn enemy – under the premises. The media, typically dismissive of voodoo, had a field day with this little rite. As

  journalists looked on, two men friendly to the warriors pulled the offending relic from the ground and raised it high. Flashbulbs illuminated a ragged piece of cloth clearly reading the number 34

  and the name Ortiz. The new Yankee Stadium had been cleansed.




  Why should an enlightened society adhering to the rigours of science care so much about a shirt buried in concrete? And why would the president of the New York Yankees baseball team threaten the

  offender with legal action and demand recompense for the cost of replacing the concrete? The jersey – carrying the number and name of David Ortiz, the top home-run hitter for the rival Boston

  Red Sox – itself posed no structural threat to the stadium. So how could that worker ‘force’ the Yankees to dig it up? Because magical powers were attributed to that jersey.

  (We’ll revisit Yankee Stadium in chapter 2.)




   Most of the world is religious, and millions more are openly superstitious, spiritual, or credulous of the paranormal. But in this book I argue that we all believe in magic

  – luck, mind over matter, destiny, jinxes, life after death, evil, and heavenly helpers – even when we are sure we don’t.




  Magical thinking can be quite banal. We find occult meaning in the world all around us, every day. Do you own any sentimental objects – say, a wedding ring, a family heirloom, or an

  autographed football shirt? Objects you’d value more than an identical duplicate? That’s magical thinking. Do you feel that what goes around comes around, through some universal

  principle of fairness? That’s magical thinking. Do you shout at your laptop when it erases your files? Magical thinking. Do you hope to leave a legacy after you die? Magical thinking. Do you

  believe that certain events were meant to happen? Magical thinking. Or that you can lift your arm through the power of your conscious thoughts? Magical thinking, even that.




  As you will see, those examples all derive from our ongoing flirtation with supernaturalism, a relationship we depend on for our very survival.




  Giving Up the Ghost




  For the first ten years of my life I went to church every week with my family. Not by choice; I found it boring and hated getting up early and wearing uncomfortable clothes.

  But we got doughnuts in Sunday school, I enjoyed a modest version of stardom as a member of the choir, and I was allowed to spend sermons drawing tanks and fighter planes blowing up the

  illustration of the church on the cover of the programme.




  And I did believe in, and fear, God. I hated being alone with him in the empty chapel – it gave me goose pimples. For a time I refused to say the word God and would spell it out. I

  even wrote it ‘G-O-D’.




  But things changed when I was about ten years old, when I discovered a copy of A Brief History of Time by Stephen Hawking on my parents’ bedroom floor. I read his portrayal of the

  evolution of the universe, first with my father and then on my own, and saw that the Big Questions could be answered, or at least approached, by science. God made less and less

  sense.




  I found more books on the big bang and the fabric of space-time and abandoned my belief in a personal creator – but not my obsession with him. I became a strident young atheist, eager to

  debate anyone who stooped to have faith in an invisible guide. In the copy of Why I Am Not a Christian by the philosopher Bertrand Russell that I purchased for pleasure-reading when I was

  about twelve, I underlined passages such as, ‘It would seem, therefore, that the three human impulses embodied in religion are fear, conceit, and hatred’. I struggled to understand

  humanity’s unshakeable hold on magical beliefs – its stock in miracles, gods, a soul – against all reason.




  That’s just it: faith is unreasonable, an emotional reaction. But shouldn’t reason triumph in deciphering the workings of the universe? Why cry out for a daddy in the sky to explain

  things and keep you safe? (I have Freudian interpretations of my conversion, too, but I’ll save those for psychotherapy.) In my Vulcan mind-set, I looked down on the religious as stupid or

  weak or both.




  But I knew too many intelligent, admirable people who went to church. Besides, I never converted anyone to atheism using logic. So I decided to chillax and pay more attention to what irrational

  beliefs did for people. Five billion faithful can’t be wrong!




  And I realized in myself a continued need for something more. My teen years were dark, and I often thought that life would be easier were I not an atheist. I looked for slivers of evidence to

  let me believe that we are not simply mortal, finite, arbitrary collections of organic molecules. I read Synchronicity, in which the physicist F. David Peat tries to ground Carl Jung’s

  ideas about meaningful coincidences in the world of quantum mechanics. I read The Physics of Immortality, in which the physicist Frank Tipler proposes that our descendants will use computers

  to re-create all previous humans and continue our existences in a virtual heaven. And I read The Archaic Revival, in which the ethnobotanist Terence McKenna considers psychedelics a window

  into higher dimensions. (Naturally, I also tested some of those windows.) And here is something I’ve never told anyone before. For a couple years after giving up God, I

  still occasionally prayed at night, sending my thoughts out into the vast ether.




  I really, really wanted to believe in magic.




  In parallel with my search for meaning was the pursuit of the meaning of meaning, which led me from physics to psychology. We can’t interact with reality directly and in fact

  can’t even be sure it exists; we experience it only through the filter of our own consciousness. What you see, hear, taste, and touch is all a subjective construction in your brain based on

  sensory input. (Or a neural jack, as in The Matrix.) I decided the closest I could come to understanding the ultimate nature of reality was to understand how the mind creates it. At

  university I set out to design an independent course in consciousness studies before settling on cognitive neuroscience, the rigorous analysis of the interface between matter and mind, existence

  and experience.




  That pursuit has led me here. I can’t of course provide for you the meaning of life, and might even speak dismissively (though not derisively) of the meaning you already hold dear. But

  I’m not ruining Christmas just for fun. (And, arguably, I’m not ruining Christmas at all; telling people why they’re biased to believe in Rudolph says nothing about

  Rudolph’s actual existence.) I’m dissecting the sacred because the same magical thinking that leads to sentimentality, altruism, and self-efficacy can also lead to vilification,

  fatalism, and irrational exuberance, or even depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder, and psychosis. By tearing down everything holy and pointing out the sand it was built on, I’m hoping we

  can learn how to build meaning back up in constructive ways. I don’t want to eradicate magical thinking. I want to harness it.




  The Rationality of Irrationality




  Far from a sign of stupidity or weakness, magical thinking exemplifies many of the habits of mind that made humans so evolutionarily successful. Once

  you’ve accepted that the brain constructs reality, and that the brain has evolved like any other organ to help its owner survive and reproduce, it follows that the brain constructs reality in

  the most useful way possible for its owner. The key word here is useful, which is not to say accurate. The brain doesn’t care so much what’s really out there; it just

  needs to stay alive and be replicated, which might involve telling us a white lie now and again.




  Over the past several decades, psychologists have documented a litany of cognitive biases – consistent misperceptions of the world – and explained their positive functions. For

  example, we overestimate heights when looking down, making us particularly cautious about falling. In the social realm, men overestimate sexual interest from women because the cost of hitting on

  someone and receiving a brush-off is small compared to the benefit of scoring and spreading one’s seed. (A drink in the face is temporary, but a carrier for your genes lasts generations.) And

  superstitious rituals such as crossing fingers may result from believing we have more control over the world than we actually do, a bias that prevents counterproductive feelings of

  helplessness.




  The behavioural economist Dan Ariely, who has designed many clever studies to tease out our biases, calls the human mind ‘predictably irrational’. Alternatively, the evolutionary

  psychologist Martie Haselton and her colleagues have written that ‘the mind is best described as adaptively rational . . . equipped with mechanisms that are constrained and sometimes

  imprecise, but nevertheless clear products of natural selection showing evidence of good design’.




  This design comprises two distinct levels of processing. The rational system is slow, deliberate, abstract, and logical. The intuitive system is quick, automatic, associative, and

  emotional. We have the second system to thank for magical thinking.




  Thinking and belief, as I use the terms in this book, include biases and intimations and feelings. Mere whiffs and glimmers of thought. If you think conscious deliberation drives

  the car, you’re ignoring the vast engine block beneath the hood at your own peril. We run largely on autopilot, and overthinking things (as I and many others are wont to do) can muck up the works. For example, when an injury disconnects emotional brain centres from neural areas responsible for higher cognition, patients can’t listen to their guts and

  have trouble making even simple decisions. Recall the millipede who was asked how he knows which leg to move next and immediately froze. Sometimes intuitive thinking just gets the job done. And as

  we’ll see, magical thinking is not merely an eccentric extension of healthy biases and shortcuts; it can provide benefits of its own. Most prominently, it offers a sense of control and a

  sense of meaning, making life richer, more comprehensible, and less scary.




  Often, the biologically modern deliberative system is powerless to restrain the ancient associative system it’s built on. It makes no difference how clever you are or how reasonable you

  try to be: research shows little correlation between people’s levels of rationality or intelligence and their susceptibility to magical thinking. I ‘know’ knocking on wood has no

  mystical power. But my instincts tell me to do it anyway, just in case, and I do. A possibly apocryphal tale has the legendary physicist Niels Bohr responding to a friend’s inquiry about the

  horseshoe he’d hung above his door: ‘Oh, I don’t believe in it. But I am told it works even if you don’t.’ ‘There are many layers of belief’, the

  psychologist Carol Nemeroff, who has studied magical thinking extensively, told me. ‘And the answer for many people, especially with regard to magic, is, “Most of me doesn’t

  believe, but some of me does”. ’




  Longings and Wisdom




  ‘Magic – the very word seems to reveal a world of mysterious and unexpected possibilities!’ the Polish anthropologist Bronisław

  Malinowski wrote in 1925. ‘Even for the clear scientific mind the subject of magic has a special attraction. Partly perhaps because we hope to find in it the quintessence of primitive

  man’s longings and of his wisdom – and that, whatever it might be, is worth knowing. Partly because “magic” seems to stir up in everyone some hidden

  mental forces, some lingering hopes in the miraculous, some dormant beliefs in man’s mysterious possibilities.’




  Malinowski spent several years in the southwest Pacific studying the magical practices of ‘primitive man’. Much of today’s scholarship on magic derives from the anthropological

  efforts of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in which the traditions of bushmen and remote islanders were catalogued and scrutinized. Psychologists, sociologists, and historians

  have still not agreed upon what counts as magic, versus religion, versus science, versus technology. There’s plenty of overlap: magic and religion both deal with a spiritual realm. Magic and

  science both deal with uncovering hidden patterns in the world. And magic and technology both deal with mastering one’s environment.




  ‘Although the word “magic” is common in both scholarly and lay discourse’, the psychologists Carol Nemeroff and Paul Rozin have written:




  

    

      the variety of things to which it refers is far-reaching, ranging from a social institution characteristic of traditional societies, to sleight-of-hand or parlor tricks, to

      belief in unconventional phenomena such as UFOs and ESP, to sloppy thinking or false beliefs, and even to a state of romance, wonder, or the mysterious. One must at least entertain the

      possibility that there is no true category here at all. In stead, the term ‘magic’ in current usage has become a label for a residual category – a garbage bin filled with

      various odds and ends that we do not otherwise know what to do with.


    


  




  There is a common thread that holds together many of the things we tend to call magic and excludes many of the things we don’t. One recurring theme in the literature –

  a theme I’m taking as the basis for my definition of magical thinking – is what the anthropologist Richard Shweder called a ‘confusion of subjectivity and

  objectivity’ and the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss called ‘the anthropomorphism of nature . . . and the physiomorphism of man’. There’s the world of the mind,

  defined by intention and conscious experience, and the world of outside reality, defined by matter and deterministic forces. But we instinctively treat the mind as though it

  had physical properties, and we treat the physical world as though it had mental properties. That’s magical thinking. We perceive mind and matter mingling together, working on the same

  wavelength.




  The psychologist Marjaana Lindeman similarly defines magical thinking as ‘category mistakes where the core attributes of mental, physical, and biological entities and processes are

  confused with each other’ and has collected evidence linking these category mistakes under one umbrella. She and collaborators found that people who describe phrases such as, Old furniture

  knows things about the past, or, An evil thought is contaminated, or When summer is warm, flowers want to bloom as more than metaphor also believe in feng shui and astrology

  (i.e., that the arrangement of furniture or stars can channel life energy), see more purpose in natural and random events, and are more likely to be religious and hold paranormal beliefs.




  One advantage of defining magical thinking as the mingling of psychological concepts with physical ones, rather than simply as holding beliefs that contradict scientific consensus, is that what

  counts as magical thinking is less prone to change as we learn more about the world. We now know that our planet is a sphere, but learning that it has a personality would constitute a revolution an

  order of magnitude larger.




  The current definition also distinguishes magical thinking from everyday false beliefs such as the notion that toilets tend to flush clockwise in the Southern Hemisphere or that toilet seats

  transmit HIV, from common biases and states of mind such as germ phobia and wishful thinking, and from credence in possible but unlikely phenomena such as Bigfoot’s existence and alien

  authorship of crop circles.




  The Agenda




  With our promiscuous mixing of the mental and physical realms, it’s hard to break magical thinking into distinct laws, but I’ve tried. Someone else might divide the material differently to what I have done, with different laws, or more laws, or fewer. And things I call magical thinking someone else might dismiss as

  run-of-the-mill irrationality. Surely, I’ll also make what some consider omissions. I’ve tried to take a consistent approach in mapping the terrain, but the borders remain debatable.

  Here’s a rough guide:




  In chapter 1, ‘Objects Carry Essences’, we’ll explore how everyday items become emotionally significant by taking on the spirit of their previous owners or unique pasts. In

  chapter 2, ‘Symbols Have Power’, we’ll see that we confuse symbolic associations in our heads for causal relationships in the world. Chapter 3, ‘Actions Have Distant

  Consequences’, takes up superstitious rituals and our attempts to channel luck through physical acts. Chapter 4, ‘The Mind Knows No Bounds’, covers belief in mind over matter and

  extrasensory perception, as well as transcendent experiences. In chapter 5, ‘The Soul Lives On’, we’ll look at how hard it is to believe that your mind dies when your body does.

  In chapter 6, ‘The World Is Alive’, we’ll see that we often treat inanimate objects as conscious. Chapter 7, ‘Everything Happens for a Reason’, analyses our insistence

  that higher powers guide natural events. Finally, the epilogue explores ways to find meaning in life by treating the world as sacred.




  For the most part I don’t cover explicit and culturally transmitted beliefs in religion, magic, and the paranormal. Plenty of excellent books exist on those. I’m more interested in

  our shadow beliefs – those inklings of the numinous that we deny – and beliefs we don’t even recognize as magical. These habits of mind guide us through the world every day. In

  very basic ways they provide a sense of control, of purpose, of connection, and of meaning, and without them we couldn’t function. So here’s my gauntlet: even if you’re a

  hard-core sceptic who walks under ladders and pronounces ‘New Age’ like ‘sewage’, you believe in magic.




  And that’s nothing to be ashamed of.
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  Objects Carry Essences




  ‘Cooties’, Contagion, and Historicity




  Years after his death, John Lennon went on tour. He visited, among other locations, Oklahoma City, New Orleans, and Virginia Tech

  University, spreading a message of peace and love at the sites of tragic events. You may not have recognized him, though, covered in scars and cigarette burns. But to hear him, there would have

  been no mistaking his presence.




  On this journey, Lennon assumed the form of a piano, specifically the one on which he composed ‘Imagine’. ‘It gives off his spirit, and what he believed in, and what he

  preached for many years’, says Caroline True, the tour director and a colleague of the Steinway’s current owner, the singer George Michael. Free of velvet ropes, it could be touched or

  played by anyone. According to Libra LaGrone, whose home was destroyed by Hurricane Katrina, being with the piano ‘was like sleeping in your grandpa’s sweatshirt at night. Familiar,

  beautiful, and personal.’




  LaGrone didn’t know who John Lennon was at age five but maintains a flashbulb memory of his death on 8 December 1980. ‘We were decorating our Christmas tree the day he was shot. I

  remember I was standing on a little stepladder, putting tinsel on the tree, and my mom sat down in front of the television and started to cry. I have a very, very close family

  – my mom is truly my best friend in the world, and has been my whole life – so to see my mom sit down and cry over someone, it was like, “Okay, who is this guy? I’m gonna

  love him, aren’t I?” Growing up he became a really important part of my life.’




  On Friday, 26 August 2005, LaGrone helped her ex-boyfriend move his stuff out of her house in New Orleans, Louisiana. They’d been dating for six years and had broken up three days earlier.

  She was also caring for a cat who’d undergone intensive surgery for cancer. Understandably, she went out on the town that night to see a band with some friends and blow off steam. After

  returning home in the wee hours, she woke up at 8 A.M. to an incessantly ringing phone. Everyone was calling to tell her to get out of the city; a hurricane was coming.

  ‘I put my cats, dogs, me, a pair of jeans, a pair of flip-flops, and a Clash T-shirt in my car and drove to my aunt and uncle’s house in Baton Rouge’, she says. LaGrone would live

  there, about eighty miles from New Orleans, for several months. ‘I lost everything.’




  Less than a month after Katrina came to town, Hurricane Rita paid a visit, and LaGrone’s grandparents also evacuated to LaGrone’s aunt and uncle’s house. Her grandmother had a

  stroke. After an extended stay in the ICU, they let her pass. LaGrone’s grandfather followed soon after. While her mother dealt with the aftermath, her father slipped, hit his head, and

  suffered a brain haemorrhage. Then both of LaGrone’s cats died. And she was held up at gunpoint. It was a rough year and a half.




  You can imagine the look on LaGrone’s face in May 2007 when a woman showed up to the Ogden Museum of Southern Art, where LaGrone worked, with a strange offer.




  ‘When she approached me, she said, “Hey, I’m Caroline True. I’m taking John Lennon’s piano around the country to different places that have been struck by

  devastation”. ’ True wanted to set the piano up at the museum so people could interact with it. ‘Well, I didn’t really believe her at first. I was like, “Okay,

  you’re here to tell me you have the piano that John Lennon wrote the song ‘Imagine’ on in a truck in front of the museum right now? Sure, whatever,

  sweetheart”. ’ LaGrone ran upstairs, Googled True, and realized she was the real deal.




  How would you react if someone showed up at your doorstep with a personal belonging of one of your heroes? Chances are you’d get a little weak-kneed or at least become intrigued.

  You’d have to be pretty cold to say, ‘So what? I’ve seen a piano before.’




  We all have objects we fetishize or at least take a fancy to for personal reasons. Think of a child’s comfort blanky. A wedding ring. An autographed album. What’s more human than

  sentimentality? And yet, sentimentality for particular objects is just as illogical as belief in ghosts. Nevertheless, you wouldn’t be happy with replicas of sacred items, even if the replica

  was identical in every way. Somehow two things can be physically identical, and yet the original has something else: a nonphysical presence, a special significance beyond the realm of

  physics or chemistry. How is it that an object, such as Lennon’s Steinway, can carry meaning around with it, independent of its material composition? To attribute personal value – a

  subjective property – to a lump of atoms: that’s magical thinking.




  Historicity




  Like most forms of magical thinking, feeling the power of unique objects appears to come naturally. When scientists want to understand why people think the way they do –

  particularly when they want to separate nature from nurture – they often look to young children. If you’re trying to grasp the evolutionary origins of human thought and behaviour,

  children – relatively untouched by modern cultural indoctrination – are the next best things to cavemen. So when a scientist wants to know what types of ideas people naturally

  accommodate – or reject as impossible or inane – he will sometimes try telling tall tales to pristine minds, and see if they’ll buy it.




  What kind of a scientist lies to a child? Well, the developmental psychologists Bruce Hood of the University of Bristol and Paul Bloom of Yale are two of the most practised

  kiddie conmen out there. And they have one clever set of experiments that serves our case here very well. First they rigged up a ‘copying machine’ capable of ‘duplicating’

  objects placed inside – really just two boxes spruced up with lights and buzzers and placed in front of a black curtain. Then they invited parents to bring their three- to six-year-olds into

  the lab along with one of their child’s toys, dolls, or blankets. Half the objects were considered ‘attachment objects’, meaning the children were especially possessive of them

  and used them for self-soothing.




  To demonstrate their machine’s powers, Hood and Bloom placed various items in one box, closed the lid, snuck a duplicate into the other box from behind, then opened them both up. None of

  the children accused the scientists of shenanigans. The children were then invited to place their own item in the machine and asked whether they would want to take home the original or the copy. Of

  the children with non-attachment items, 62 percent chose the duplicate. Of the children with attachment items, only 23 percent chose the copy, and 20 percent refused to put their beloved toy in the

  machine at all.




  Are children, like adults, suckers for the celeb worship by which objects can be important just because they’re owned by famous people? Apparently. Hood and Bloom next

  ‘duplicated’ metal spoons and cups and asked six-year-olds to rate whether they liked the original or the copy more. In one case, they told the children that the items were made of

  precious metal. Eighty-two percent valued the two items equally, so it seems that they bought that the items were materially identical. In the other case, the children were told that the original

  items had been owned by Queen Elizabeth II. Compared with the first case, more than three times as many children preferred the original. So somehow mere ownership by a queen lends the metal

  additional worth.




  I asked LaGrone if she would have been content with a reproduction of Lennon’s piano. ‘Maybe it’s just a trick that your mind plays on you, that wow,

  it was really there [with Lennon], but no, I would not have felt the same if it was a replica.’




  In his book The Man in the High Castle, Philip K. Dick uses the term historicity to describe the intangible worth of collectibles. One character holds up two cigarette lighters and

  says historicity is:




  

    

      ‘When a thing has history in it. Listen. One of those two Zippo lighters was in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s pocket when he was assassinated [sic]. And one

      wasn’t. One has historicity, a hell of a lot of it. As much as any object ever had. And one has nothing. Can you feel it?’ He nudged her. ‘You can’t. You can’t

      tell which is which.’


    


  




  Instead of historicity, psychologists often use the term authenticity to describe the invisible value an object gains from its provenance. Recently, four

  researchers – Susan Gelman and Brandy Frazier at the University of Michigan and Bruce Hood and Alice Wilson at the University of Bristol – explored adults’ evaluation of authentic

  objects in the lab. Subjects compared authentic and inauthentic items within four different categories of authenticity. There were original creations (for example, the very first lightbulb versus

  an everyday bulb), objects associated with famous people or events (Jackie Onassis’s sunglasses or a chunk of the Berlin Wall versus your neighbour’s sunglasses or a piece of random

  concrete), objects from a distant place or time (a moon rock or an ancient pot versus a stone from your garden or a lemonade jug), and objects associated with people or events of personal

  significance (your grandmother’s engagement ring or your graduation robe versus an unworn ring or robe). People rated the objects on scales designating how much they’d want to touch

  them, own them, or place them in a museum, and how much they’re worth in cash. (When people wrote priceless, the experimenters replaced the answer with a very high number –

  infinity tends to mess up stats calculations.) Every type of authentic item was rated higher than the inauthentic ones on all scales. Well, except for the personal items on the museum-worthiness

  scale; it takes a special type of narcissism to expect the Victoria & Albert Museum to treasure your lucky undies.




  Gelman and Frazier have also explored children’s appreciation of authentic objects. At age four, children decide that items with famous associations such as Ernie’s rubber ducky in

  Sesame Street or the US president’s favourite flag pin belong in a museum more than do their sister’s ducky or their dad’s pin. And at five they think original creations

  such as the first bicycle belong on display more than brand new objects do.




  Gelman told me about taking one of her children to a rock concert: ‘After it was all over and the performer had gone home, my son ran over to the stage, touched it, and ran back with a big

  smile on his face. Touching the stage that the performer had been on seemed somehow satisfying.’ LaGrone, who doesn’t consider herself especially superstitious, said of the piano,

  ‘I hate to say it’s like a good luck charm, but it’s like petting Buddha.’ She laughed. ‘Rub the Buddha belly!’




  Authentic objects are sometimes said to contain a special essence, and the belief that objects have hidden defining qualities is called psychological essentialism. The concept of

  essentialism goes beyond the placebo effect, which could explain a belief that, say, wearing Mr Rogers’s cardigan will make you friendlier. In one study, researchers asked American adults to

  picture someone else wearing one of Mr Rogers’s cardigan without knowing it had belonged to the beloved US children’s TV presenter. Eighty percent of subjects said that there was

  at least a 10 percent chance that Mr Rogers’s cardigan would make the oblivious wearer friendlier – and that it would be due to a transfer of ‘essence’.




  And you know magical thinking runs deep when even Richard Dawkins, a fellow sceptic and the author of The God Delusion, falls prey. As Bruce Hood pointed out to me, in the documentary

  The Genius of Charles Darwin, Dawkins endorses historicity by picking up a preserved pigeon at the Natural History Museum in Tring, England, and remarking, ‘It’s a very weird

  feeling. These are actually Darwin’s own specimens.’ (Later in that documentary, Dawkins pulls a book off a shelf and says, ‘This is the most precious book in my collection.

  It’s a genuine first edition Origin of Species. . . . This book made it possible no longer to feel the necessity to believe in anything supernatural.’)




  But psychological essentialism does take a few years to develop. Gelman e-mailed me that ‘we are born with the underpinnings or ‘ingredients’ of essentialism (although perhaps

  not full-blown essentialism from the start).




  ‘And yes’, she went on, ‘I do think this explains why we prefer authentic things, including autographs of famous people, original works of art, and Britney Spears’s

  chewed gum.’




  Magical Mystery Tour




  Lennon bought the brown Steinway upright piano that inspired such a strong reaction from LaGrone in December 1970 and installed it in his home in Berkshire, where he and Yoko

  Ono wrote and recorded music. The next year, he released ‘Imagine’ on his album of the same name.




  The song has since taken on a life of its own. Amnesty International uses it in promotional videos. It’s sometimes played in Times Square before midnight on New Year’s Eve, where

  thousands of people sing along. Ben & Jerry’s sells the ice-cream flavor Imagine Whirled Peace. In a 2006 interview, the former US president Jimmy Carter said, ‘[I]n many countries

  around the world – my wife and I have visited about 125 countries – you hear John Lennon’s song “Imagine” used almost equally with national anthems.’




  George Michael purchased the ‘Imagine’ piano at auction in 2000 for £1.45 million. Caroline True is a music video producer and friend of Michael. ‘I’ve been around

  that piano for a long time, and there’s always been some little magic thing about it’, she says. ‘It’s got John Lennon’s cigarette burns on it, and I’ve always

  seen it as this thing that, “Oh my God, John Lennon wrote this song on.” People used to come into his office and say, “Wow, that’s amazing. I just want to touch it or have a bit of it.” There was just something spiritual and peaceful and kind.’ So in 2006, Michael decided to send the piano on tour, visiting those who might benefit

  from a message of hope.




  In addition to Oklahoma City and Virginia Tech, the piano made appearances at the locations where Abraham Lincoln, John F. Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr. were shot. ‘I never went

  anywhere saying this is a magic piano and it’s going to cure your ills or your ails’, True says, but after playing it, people often came away shaking and crying. ‘There were a lot

  of people who said they were surprised it affected them as much as it did.’




  The last stop on the tour was New Orleans. ‘Things were still pretty dark and dismal then’, LaGrone says. Neighbourhoods still lacked power and potable water. Those who’d spent

  several miserable days trapped on their roofs or in the city’s massive sports arena when the levees broke still had raw feelings. True arrived without a specific game plan and came upon the

  museum. A local musician and huge Beatles fan named Kenny Bill Stinson was set to perform at the museum the next night, so LaGrone made Lennon’s piano part of the show and got word out. About

  five hundred people came. ‘It gave them so much joy, and it was so uplifting for them to see something that was such an important icon to them really bring along a new day’, LaGrone

  says. ‘“Imagine” means so much to people, and it was almost like you were there with Lennon. It was pretty heavy.’




  Why in the world would it seem that being with a piano was like being with a person who once played it decades ago? More generally, why do we value objects for their histories and assume

  invisible properties? What’s behind essentialism? The answer may lie in disgust.




  The Ick Factor




  In 1890, the Scottish anthropologist Sir James George Frazer published the first edition of his extensive study of mythology and religion around the world. In The Golden Bough, he developed the concept of ‘sympathetic magic’ – a principle by which ‘things act on each other at a distance through a

  secret sympathy’ – and further divided sympathetic magic into two branches: homeopathic magic (the law of similarity) and contagious magic (the law of contact or contagion). According

  to the first, like produces like; cause resembles effect. That’s why voodoo dolls are human shaped. (We’ll pick that law up in the next chapter.) According to the second law, once in

  contact, always in contact. In some cultures people use hair or nail clippings as tools for affecting the person who grew them, assuming that the body parts remain in magical sympathy with their

  owner. And Frazer reported that even in England some people would attempt to keep wounds from festering by methodically cleaning the offending weapon after the injury.




  In the 1980s, the psychologists Paul Rozin and Carol Nemeroff and several collaborators began churning out data suggesting that belief in the laws of sympathetic magic was still alive and well

  among the most modern cultures. In one study, they asked Americans to rate various experiences from –100 (‘the most unpleasant thing you can imagine’) to 100 (‘the most

  pleasant thing you can imagine’). How would you feel wearing a brand new jumper? What if it’s been worn by someone else and then washed? How would you feel biting into a fresh burger or

  an apple? What if you’re biting into an existing bite mark? How would you feel using a new hairbrush? What if it was owned by someone else (and cleaned)? For each of these four objects

  (jumper, burger, apple, brush), the ‘someone else’ took four different forms, and people answered once for each scenario. What if the previous user was a close friend? A lover? A

  disliked peer? Or ‘an unsavoury character’? Across all four objects, contact with a friend or lover rendered the experience neutral, but contact with a disliked or unsavoury character

  put it between –55 and –95. If a hairbrush has been disinfected, it really shouldn’t matter whether you happen to get along with the person who used it before you. Yet

  there’s still something icky about using it when you know a sworn enemy had it first.




   Rozin and Nemeroff began to draw connections between the way we think about the transmission of essences (what is sometimes called cooties in

  American usage) and the way we think about biological contamination. In one study, people said they’d be none too happy to put on a jumper after it had been worn (and washed) by someone

  infected with tuberculosis, someone who’d lost a leg in a car accident, or a convicted murderer, and these three aversions were correlated; that is, if you feel strongly about one, you

  probably feel strongly about the others. According to the law of contagion, the qualities that are transmitted through contact can be physical, psychological, or moral, and can be either positive

  or negative. In this case, disease, misfortune, and evil apparently all obey the same laws of transmission.




  The commingling between our ideas about high-and-mighty essences and down-and-dirty germs suggests a common origin, and one can guess which evolved out of which. (I’ll give you a hint:

  would our caveman ancestors have survived if they worshipped the very first wheel because of its historicity but didn’t shy from a phlegm-covered pelt?) Negative contagion elicits reactions

  of disgust, and although we might say an amoral person disgusts us, disgust originally served a very specific health function.




  Charles Darwin wrote that disgust, ‘in its simplest sense, means something offensive to the taste’, and in the 1940s the Hungarian psychologist Andras Angyal defined it as an emotion

  defending the mouth from human and animal waste products. Dis-gust literally means ‘bad taste’; the universal human expression of disgust involves closing the nostrils and

  opening the mouth, which would facilitate the ejection of food; and the most common physiological response to disgust is nausea, the first step to vomiting. Disgust is for keeping bad things that

  can make us sick out of our bodies.




  But that’s just disgust’s origin. Rozin, Jonathan Haidt, and others argue that this physiological avoidance (and voidance) mechanism has been co-opted for other uses. It’s a

  powerful emotional trigger that abruptly and efficiently tells us to stay away, and there’s no end of threats both physical and abstract worth

  learning quickly to steer clear of. In line with this theory, research shows a guttural grounding to our most lofty standards of ethical behaviour. In one study, watching a disgusting film clip

  caused people to judge violations of moral purity – such as being promiscuous or buying sexually explicit music – as especially wrong and to judge virtues – such as meditation and

  abstinence from drugs – as especially righteous.




  How does the conflation of spiritual and biological purity lead to belief in sacred objects? We have this emotional trigger for avoiding harmful substances such as excrement, decay, and

  bacteria, and we have a mental system for tracking their transmission – we pay close attention to where our food came from, who touched it, and how fresh it is. So if avoidance of moral harms

  buddies up on the bad-taste disgust trigger (possibly through a bad is gross metaphor), it’s not outrageous to expect abstract taint to follow the same laws of

  corruption-through-contact as biological taint. And it seems that it could: both germs and psychological essences are invisible, purportedly have serious and mysterious effects, and in many cases

  can be identified only by following the history of their vessels – say, a piece of food or a jumper. Provenance is prioritized. Now, although we’re naturally hyper-attuned to danger

  – rancid meat harms us more than fresh meat helps us – there’s no reason positive essences wouldn’t follow the same laws as negative ones. In support of this disease-disgust

  model of essences, researchers found that the more sensitive people are to physical contagion, the more they would want to purchase a jumper worn by their favourite celebrity, demonstrating

  sensitivity to magical contagion.




  Evolutionary psychology is a tricky business. Critics often call it a collection of just-so stories. Granted, if you want to argue that a particular behavioural tendency exists because it aided

  our ancestors in survival and reproduction in such and such a way, you can’t rely on the same type of evidence that most experimental psychologists use. You can’t run human evolution

  over again in the lab a hundred times while tweaking certain variables. So while there’s strong evidence to suggest magical contagion grew out of

  our sensitivity to biological contamination, one can offer alternative accounts.




  The easiest explanation is that it’s direct mental association. The piano simply reminds us of Lennon. But, Rozin and Nemeroff wrote in one paper, ‘why would many individuals

  become more upset by wearing an innocent-looking sweater that was once worn by Adolf Hitler than by holding a book written about him, with his name and picture all over the cover and the story of

  his life inside? The explanation of “stronger association” begs the question of why brief contact should result in such strong associations.’




  Stronger associations from contact could result from our use of contact to express intimacy. ‘It’s why we feel the need to touch the pop star, to shake the hand of the

  politician’, Hood says. ‘Physical contact presumably has all the legacy of biological contamination but also reflects primate social behaviour, which is to groom and to hold and to hug

  and all that sort of thing.’




  ‘I have a scarf from a panel I did with the Dalai Lama’, says Dacher Keltner, a psychologist at the University of California, Berkeley. ‘And we have our children’s hair

  or whatever, and those are triggers of memories of real experience. Touch communicates trust or benevolence or cooperative intention, so any kind of object that is aligned with moral virtue, by

  putting it on, the tactile contact communicates that prosociality.’




  To touch someone of significance also elevates your status. ‘If I get my favourite rock and roller’s drumstick’, Keltner says, ‘I think, “Well, I’m with this

  supercool guy now, and I get all the benefits that he enjoys.” That isn’t a contagion argument; it’s more of an association argument. “Hey, this is my network.”




  Let’s extrapolate and say that if touching John Bonham’s drumstick makes you all, ‘Check out who I roll with’, touching exotic or historical artefacts makes you all,

  ‘Look at what I have access to. I’m a VIP.’ Or maybe it makes you feel like you were there: ‘I have such an intimate connection with these artefacts, I practically went to

  the moon and invented the lightbulb and broke down the Berlin Wall myself.’




  Alternatively, belief in magical contagion extends from an awareness that properties of all kinds (heat, filth) travel through contact. Whatever the

  roots of magical connections, symbolism can tweak them. ‘I can’t imagine Einstein’s fridge being a particularly important artefact’, Hood says. Sure, you may touch a fridge

  he used frequently and feel closer to him, but wouldn’t you feel closer to his essence, and perhaps even a bit cleverer, using one of his pens? Maybe not if he were a chef, but what makes him

  special to us – his theories and equations – was expressed through his writing implements, and so those seem to embody him especially well. Would you pay more for the chalk he first

  wrote ‘E=mc2’ with, even if he held it only once, or a toilet he sat on daily? I thought so.




  Bless This Meal




  The most profound way to incorporate something’s essence is to ingest it. Hence the phrase You are what you eat. The Hua of Papua New Guinea believe that eating

  fast-growing plants will make you grow faster. And various tribes around the world have eaten the hearts of their enemies to obtain the foes’ courage or strength. To test contemporary

  Americans’ understanding of the adage, Nemeroff and Rozin told university students about a fictional tribe that hunts wild boars and marine turtles. Half the students were told that the

  hunters killed the turtles for their shells and the boars for food, and the other half were told that the hunters killed the turtles for food and the boars for their tusks. People tended to believe

  that the boar-eaters were more hairy and irritable than the turtle-eaters.




  Magical thinking might even encourage vegetarianism. A study found that compared to omnivores, vegetarians more strongly endorsed claims that eating meat increases aggression, dulls thinking,

  and ‘arouses more animal instincts in people’. (The researchers suggest, however, that perhaps belief in essences per se does not change eating habits; maybe the same need for order and meaning that leads to magical thinking also leads to vegetarianism as an ideology.)




  Everyday reasoning about becoming what you eat can be taken to grotesque extremes. Armin Meiwes had a fairly normal childhood in Germany, until his father left him. He felt isolated and began

  fantasizing about consuming his friends as a way to become better connected. In 2001, at the age of thirty-nine, he found a willing participant online, a man who dreamed of being eaten alive.

  Presumably, shopping Craigslist personals for groceries was an innovation the designers of the Internet had not anticipated. The men got together, the one ate the other, and Meiwes is now locked

  away, as is the graphic video the two filmed of the encounter. ‘He had to sacrifice his life so he could carry on living in me’, Meiwes told the TV news programme 60 Minutes.

  ‘I got the feeling that I was actually achieving this perfect inner connection through his flesh.’




  Many people have felt similar intimate connections through organ transplantation. Even if they don’t know anything about the donor, they sense changes in themselves and assume

  they’ve taken on attributes of the organ’s previous owner. In 1988, Claire Sylvia was a forty-seven-year-old woman dying of primary pulmonary hypertension when she received the heart

  and lungs of an eighteen-year-old man who’d died in a motorcycle accident. According to her book, A Change of Heart, in the hospital a reporter asked her, ‘Now that you’ve

  had this miracle, what do you want more than anything else?’ and she was surprised to hear herself reply, ‘Actually, I’m dying for a beer right now.’ She didn’t even

  like beer. Sylvia discovered other new cravings: Snickers bars, green peppers, fried chicken. And her personality became more masculine, assertive. Her daughter asked her why she was walking like a

  burly athlete. Sylvia began to suspect that she’d assumed part of her donor’s personality. She had a dream where she and a man kissed: ‘I seemed to inhale him into me in the

  deepest breath I had ever taken. I felt like [he] and I would be together forever. When the dream was over, something had changed. I woke up knowing that [he] was my donor and that some parts of

  his spirit and personality were now within me.’




  Sylvia is not alone. According to one Israeli study of thirty-five heart recipients, 34 percent thought they might have picked up new character traits

  with their new heart. Four of them credited their increased sex drive to the donor’s mojo, with comments such as, ‘Apparently, the donor must have been quite a guy. He must have had

  several women.’ In a survey of organ transplant patients at UCLA, 24 percent stated explicitly that receiving tissue from a nonhuman would change their appearance, personality, or eating or

  sexual habits. Many organ recipients declare a preference for a donor of the same sex. Men are particularly fearful of becoming more effeminate. While some people attempt to give scientific

  explanations for their concerns by citing a transfer of genes, others describe a transfer of essence.




  One of the interesting things about the ‘once in contact, always in contact’ rule is that influence can also travel from an object back to its source. In the study I mentioned

  earlier with the hairbrushes and the unsavoury characters, people also imagined giving a lock of their hair or one of their thoroughly cleaned hairbrushes to different people. Knowing a friend or

  lover has one of these items scored about a 20 on the unpleasant-to-pleasant scale. Knowing a bad guy has it scored about –15. Apparently, people are concerned about where items still

  ‘connected’ with them end up. Could it be used against you? If backwards contagion is not magical, I don’t know what is. (Of course, being scientists, the authors temper their

  conclusions: ‘Our findings do not actually indicate a belief in backwards causation; they simply report effects consistent with it under suitable conditions.’ In other words: maybe

  there’s a better explanation for these results, but we can’t think of one, so good luck trying.) Nemeroff told me, ‘If I use a hairbrush and then I discard it, the idea that you

  can somehow act on me through that hairbrush is really simple because the hairbrush and I are still connected. This rests on the assumption that there is no separation of space and time. The

  hairbrush and I were in contact – we merged, we shared essence, my essence is in the hairbrush. At that mystical level where all is one, acting on it is acting on me.’




  In the Israeli heart transplant study, people were asked to describe their most- and least-preferred imagined donor. Half the participants made decisions based on racial,

  ethnic, or gender prejudices. Given such concerns about forwards contagion (incorporating traits of a source), I suspect that the phenomenon of organs donated with racist strings attached –

  some people specify their organs for white users only – can be explained partially by fears of backwards contagion: a bigoted donor wouldn’t want a black kidney recipient to have any

  kind of sway over him.




  Cannibalism isn’t the only way to eat someone. There’s also consubstantiation. Theologically, consubstantiation, like transubstantiation, is a process by which bread and wine

  become the body and blood of Jesus. In their research, Rozin and colleagues have used the term to mean simply consuming food that someone else has touched. Having someone touch your food is not the

  same as having someone become your food, unless you plug the law of contagion into the equation. Belief in consubstantiation plays a significant role in directing the food-sharing practices in many

  cultures. In India, people will readily accept food from someone of a higher caste, but eating food given by someone of a lower caste arouses fears of moral contamination and a loss of status. No

  one wants to incorporate the essence of a ‘lesser’ person.




  The preparation of food is an even more intense form of handling food. You often hear that food tastes better when Mum makes it. Or a meal cooked by a partner or family member has been made with

  love. Someone else put blood, sweat, and tears – metaphorically if not literally – into your food, and you’re enjoying the fruits of their labours. The intent has been baked right

  in.




  From Soil to Sale




  The law of contagion may play a role in geopolitical disputes as well. Research by Rozin and Sharon Wolf suggests that many consider the soil Israel sits

  on to be literally steeped in history, which might hinder a Jewish-Arab agreement. Among both Israelis and Jewish Americans, the researchers found a correlation between belief in magical contagion

  – judged by how strongly people felt inanimate objects such as a great-grandmother’s ring could contain spiritual essences – and attachment to the land. The Mount Herzl cemetery,

  home to the bodies of several former presidents, prime ministers, and Jewish leaders, is particularly precious – and resilient to sacrilege: a quarter of Israelis said they would not give up

  the land under any circumstance, even if all the graves were excavated and a Palestinian prison sat there for a decade. Rozin, who has some Israeli dirt on a shelf in his office, notes similar

  heated territorial disputes in Northern Ireland, Iraq, Sri Lanka, and Taiwan.




  Several companies have made efforts to market soil bearing essences. For example, you can buy sixteen ounces of Israeli soil for $40 (about £25) from HolyLandEarth.com. Suggested uses for

  the dirt include burials, groundbreakings, good-luck charms, and plantings (‘Holy Land Earth brings the essence of the Holy Land to all living things’). Say you’re not the

  religious type. The Auld Sod Export Company (OfficialIrishDirt.com) offers Irish soil for similar occasions: ‘own a little piece of Ireland no matter how far from the Emerald Isle you

  are’. By their reckoning, you can take the soil out of Ireland, but you can’t take Ireland out of the soil. And LittleAfrica.com sells a decorative container with sand from a beach in

  West Africa, ‘where over 10 million of our ancestors last set foot on the African continent before boarding ships to the Americas as slaves’.




  For Yankees fans, the old Yankee Stadium was hallowed ground, and the fire sale that took place after the last baseball game there in 2008 epitomizes the monetization of sports memorabilia. The

  history of the place seeped into every last element of the building. Sure, there’s an obvious (if magical) appeal to owning a first base or a stadium seat. But dealers wanted to wring every

  last bit of money from the material, so fans and collectors also had the privilege of paying $3000 (about £2000) for genuine, certified, used Yankee Stadium urinals. Porcelain baptized by

  fire water. Similarly, before the demolition of Chesterfield Football Club’s old home, Saltergate, even the players’ foot bath sold at auction (price tag:

  £25).




  Contagion also affects commerce in more mundane ways. For example, people are more likely to purchase a T-shirt if it’s been tried on by an attractive stranger of the opposite sex.

  (They’re also less likely to buy a shirt if it’s been touched by an average-looking stranger.) So if you’re a manager with Abercrombie & Fitch, which is renowned for its

  beautiful employees, make sure your staff get tactile with the merchandise when they’re working the shop floor.




  Good Germs




  Have you ever shared a toothbrush with a lover? Some people do it on occasion. After all, you put your tongues in each other’s mouths. So you’re not too worried

  about germs, and the gross-out factor is minimal. What about with a complete stranger? Okay, pretty gross. Now, with someone you hated? Nasty.




  Carol Nemeroff has paid special attention in her research to the way beliefs about contagion influence health decisions. In one study, she asked people to draw pictures of germs of a significant

  other and of someone they disliked. The lovers’ germs came out much less threatening-looking. You’d almost want to cuddle with them. Then she asked people to imaging spending an hour in

  a room with someone with the ’flu – a lover, a stranger, or an enemy – and rate (1) how likely they were to get ill and (2) if they got ill, how ill they would get. People thought

  the enemy would make them more ill than would the lover, with the stranger in between. We treat psychological essences as though they behave like germs, and germs as if they embody psychological

  essences. Yet when answering the first question – about likelihood, not intensity of illness – it made no difference who the source was. Apparently, calculating likelihood encourages a

  more logical processing style, enabling us to realize that the ’flu is the ’flu. But picturing how ill we’d get (question 2) puts us in a more

  emotional state, where magical thinking can creep in and influence our judgement.




  If a lover’s germs look cuddly, might a Hollywood starlet’s germs look sexy? In December 2008 Scarlett Johansson appeared on The Tonight Show and reported to its host Jay Leno

  that after rubbing elbows with Samuel L. Jackson she had caught his cold. ‘I almost don’t want to lose it because it’s a celebrity cold, and I feel it’s valuable in some

  way’, she said. ‘How do you mean valuable?’ Leno asked. ‘I feel like I could sell it on eBay’, she replied. On cue, Leno whips out a tissue for Johansson to blow her

  nose into and a bag to seal it in. The ensuing snot heard round the world earned Johansson’s chosen charity, USA Harvest, $5300 (about £3400). As if to tailor the incident to my

  purposes, Leno’s band played a twinkle sound during the bit, prompting Johansson to remark on the ‘magical sound’. (‘I wish it sounded like that every time’, she

  added.)




  Nemeroff notes that this form of magical thinking – allowing the personal feelings we have about a germ’s source to taint our expectations of its biological potency – might

  make people overestimate the danger of contact with certain ostracized social groups (the homeless, criminals, gays) or underestimate the virulence of germs from a friend or lover. She’s

  found, for instance, that when judging the risk of being infected with an STD by a partner, we tend to blur the distinction between physical risk factors, such as whether the person has been

  tested, and how emotionally safe we feel with the person. Apparently, if someone can’t give you ‘cooties’, he can’t give you crabs, either.




  People also conflate emotional and physical contamination in experiences of sexual violation. In a study by researchers at the University of British Columbia of fifty women who’d had

  unwanted intimate contact, 70 percent reported wanting to wash themselves afterwards. That’s not so strange, but women who wanted to wash had higher scores on a ‘mental pollution’

  scale than the other women – they felt ‘dirty on the inside’ and couldn’t get clean. A quarter of them washed excessively for several months or longer. Four of them scrubbed

  themselves for at least a year. These women fruitlessly employed a physical cleaning routine to expunge a moral violation. And typically, changes in the way a victim thinks

  about the perpetrator – through, say, forgiveness or further offences – result in changes in the severity of pollution symptoms connected to that original assault. Once in contact,

  always in contact.




  We can also feel tainted by our own dirty deeds. For example, there’s the Lady Macbeth effect: after recalling an unethical act, people feel the urge to wash their hands.




  In addition to treating moral impurity as a soiling substance, we also treat luck (both good and bad) as a residue susceptible to scrubbing. In a study, gamblers who washed their hands after a

  losing streak increased the size of their bets, and gamblers who washed their hands after a winning streak decreased their betting.




  And Matthew Desmond, the author of On the Fireline, told me that wildland firefighters don’t wash their shirts all season. ‘By the end of the season, they are blackened with

  soot and ash and are salty from the sweat’, he said. ‘Part of the reason is practical: they’d look like rookies out on the line if they showed up with a bright yellow shirt. But

  part is somewhat superstitious, as if washing one’s shirt would wash away all the experience one amassed chasing smoke that year.’




  A Coating of Pixie Dust




  ‘As time, space, and the ether soak through all things, so (we feel) do abstract and essential goodness, beauty, strength, significance, justice, soak through all things

  good, strong, significant, and just’, William James wrote in The Varieties of Religious Experience.




  We’ve seen how belief in essences affects our treatment of germs, clothing, soil, pigeons, spoons, hearts, urinals, rings, and musical instruments. In thinking about how anything can have

  psychological significance, how we could potentially essentialize everything in our environment, I’m reminded of an old sketch on Saturday Night Live. It was a

  fake ad for Faecal-Vision glasses. Wearing the specs reveals all the invisible faecal coliform bacteria in the world you usually miss. In the ad, the camera looks through the glasses at a

  restaurant, and you see everything smeared with this glowing substance – the walls, the food, people’s faces. Looking at the world through a magical lens reveals everything potentially

  glowing with significance, if only you considered where stuff had been. That stapler, say, was touched by the jerk down the hall, this mouse pad is from a job you hated, your trousers sat in the

  same seat as a perv on the train. It’s creepy. So how do we deal with it all? The same way we deal with typical disgust – you just don’t think about it. You just don’t put

  on the Faecal-Vision glasses. If you stopped to consider what’s on every doorknob in the world, you’d never leave the house. You might not even be happy inside your home. A former

  housemate didn’t wash his hands after peeing, so I avoided touching the inner bathroom door handle – I washed, then opened the door, then rinsed again – but I restricted myself

  from going too far. I’m sure every touchable surface in the kitchen was affected by my housemate’s habit, but I put it out of my mind so that I wouldn’t starve to death.




  Sometimes people or cultures have more explicit rituals to manage their anxieties. For example, food can never be kept completely pure, so according to the laws of kashrut, a food is kosher as

  long as no more than a sixtieth of its volume is composed of a tainted substance. Meanwhile, others abide by the five-second rule.




  Just as what counts as contact can be circumscribed, it can also bleed the boundaries. In some societies, stepping through someone’s shadow counts as physical contact, and in our own, we

  often joke about scrubbing our eyes after taking in a grotesque sight.
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  There is a disorder that approximates the loss of a sense of essences – sort of the opposite of Faecal-Vision glasses. Typically, person and object

  recognition relies upon two distinct pathways in the brain, one responsible for overt recognition and one that adds an emotional sense of familiarity. If the second route doesn’t function

  properly because of psychiatric illness or brain injury, an individual will recognize people he knows but won’t feel the warm glow about them he expects to feel. In some cases he’ll

  interpret this lack of emotional response to mean that people close to him have been replaced by impostors or robots. This confusion is called the Capgras delusion. Capgras sufferers have also been

  known to suspect that familiar buildings and household items have been swapped out for near-identical duplicates. Bruce Hood wrote in his book SuperSense that the Capgras delusion is the

  result of losing one’s sense that there are supernatural essences inside people, pets, and objects.




  Personally, I find it fascinating that people should trust their perceptions of invisible essences more readily than their sensory organs as indicators of reality – as though the magical

  realm (or the emotional realm, anyway) were more essential than the concrete one. But such a prioritizing of input fits with the reports of people who enter spiritual-mystical states, whether

  through drugs, meditation, or near-death experiences. They interpret these encounters as brushes with an even more ultimate reality, leaving them with the feeling that it’s the everyday world

  of the mundane that’s the illusion. No one is quite sure how the brain decides what is ‘real’, but it seems clear that mystical experiences answer our search for the Truth in an

  oddly satisfying way.




  Another disorder, the Cotard delusion, is hypothesized to be a more general and extreme form of Capgras, in which a wider array of sensory input fails to stimulate the amygdala and generate

  emotion. The broad distortion of reality leaves sufferers with only one possible answer. Instead of blaming others for trying to dupe them by swapping out particular people or objects, they see

  themselves as the problem. They conclude that they are, in fact, dead.




  Alas, life without a sense of the sacred would be no life at all.




  The Stuff of Magic




  People treat essences as a substance, a force, an energy, or all three. It’s the stuff of magic, and it surrounds us. In Polynesia they call it

  mana (not to be confused with manna). In China they call it chi or qi. In the US and the UK, we call it vibes. The concept is slightly different in each culture,

  but there’s a universal notion of an invisible quality that carries luck or power or spiritual essence. It can communicate information in stantly or become embedded in objects. The concept

  accompanies much of magical thinking. Marjaana Lindeman and collaborators found that the belief that energy can have biological or mental attributes – that it’s capable of, for

  instance, living, dying, purifying, poisoning, desiring, believing, or being masculine or feminine – is significantly correlated with religious, spiritual, and other paranormal beliefs, as

  well as belief in the purpose of events.




  We may not have much patience for sorcerers in the West these days, but we still open our wallets for wielders of the woo. When I first saw a flier for a feng shui workshop in the 1990s I

  thought it was a prank – there’s an ancient mystical art of furniture arrangement? But this Chinese practice of ordering one’s environment to enable the flow of positive energy

  has gained ground in the US. In 2004 a California state assemblyman introduced a resolution that would encourage building departments to abide by feng shui principles. And it’s not hard to

  find a self-proclaimed feng shui ‘master’ who will charge thousands of dollars to tell you how to build or decorate your home.




  Alternative medicine also has many adherents. Homeopathic remedies rely on the notion that certain medicines have a vital force that can remain in a solution even after all the original medicine

  has been diluted out. Energy healing seeks to manipulate vital energy through touch, prayer, needles, or devices such as magnets or crystals. These placebos by themselves usually cause little harm

  to one’s health, but sometimes people use them instead of, rather than complementary to, evidence-based treatments.




  And millions of people rely on astrologers in the hopes of aligning themselves with the cosmic currents. At least those not put off by the recent rejiggering of the zodiac

  calendar. (Speaking of which, I’m sorry, but gaining the Ophiuchus constellation as a sign does not make up for losing Pluto as a planet. Too little, too late, astronomy.)




  In everyday language, we often speak of being on the same ‘wavelength’ as someone, or going to an event with ‘bad energy’. I submit that these metaphors, used by even the

  most materialist of us, reveal something about how we view the actual world. Internal sources of discomfort can be mysterious, and when our Spidey senses perk up, we look to an external

  influence.




  Now, whether or not you call it vibes, when something in a person, a place, or a situation makes your hair stand on end, you probably don’t want to ignore it.




  Embracing Enchantment




  I slept with a Beanie Baby for eight years. Those years were from age eighteen to twenty-six. Maybe if I put that in context, it won’t sound so pathetic.




  I’ll start with how I lost him. I was working at a physics lab near Chicago after graduate school. To save money I lived on campus. One benefit: housekeeping. Each week someone came to

  change my sheets. Typically, I removed the plush little guy from my bed before driving to the office on those days, but one day I forgot, and when I returned he wasn’t there. I can only

  assume he got bundled up in my linens and carried off to the laundry processing plant. He was never seen again (by me).




  In the midst of my ensuing exchange with the lab’s housing office, I sent the following e-mail:




  

    

      You may be wondering why someone my age cares about a red plush dragon. When I graduated from high school I went to Alaska by myself and lived outside

      a national park for three months. When I arrived in the state I bought this Beanie Baby to keep me company, and I named him Blip. I took him on all my hikes and to the tops of mountains. I took

      pictures of him mingling with wombats and arctic ground squirrels. I have kept him with me ever since. That was a difficult time in my life, and he reminds me of a part of myself that I

      discovered in Alaska. He’s sort of an icon, and he brings me peace.
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