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A

 recent article in the Guardian informs us that the Office of Fair Trading is cracking down on ‘fake psychics, peddlers of “miracle cure” potions and lottery scam operators…as part of a new crackdown on fraudsters’.

The article continues, ‘The OFT yesterday published its draft setting out its aims and objectives, and said swamping out swindles that have conned Britons out of millions of pounds was one of the crucial issues. The watchdog said it intended to give priority to two scams: misleading ads that make false claims about health and beauty products, and charlatan clairvoyants and psychics who write to people who are down on their luck in an attempt to persuade them to pay for their services’.

I expect sceptical readers will immediately bring to mind at least two questions that they would like to ask the OFT. Firstly, does OFT have reliable criteria for distinguishing a charlatan clairvoyant or psychic from one who isn’t a charlatan? Secondly, will they be including homeopaths, acupuncturists, reflexologists, crystal healers, iridologists, kinesiologists, colour therapists, etc. amongst those responsible for ‘misleading ads that make false claims (surely a ‘misleading ad’ always does) about health and beauty products. I expect that readers will be sufficiently worldly-wise to anticipate the answer ‘no’ to both questions. But how do we set about explaining this? 

Well, it would be modesty to the point of hypocrisy for me not to mention an article that appeared in the Skeptical Intelligencer, 2002 entitled ‘Healing and therapy in the  age of mass affluence. In this article I tried to understand how it can be that healing practices and remedies can flourish, sometimes indefinitely, when they are intrinsically ineffective and sometimes even cause harm. The key concept is ‘perceived authenticity’, not just of the remedies themselves, but especially of those who prescribe them. Although the article did not discuss clairvoyants and psychics, the analysis I presented is apposite to their activities also.

Consider the general case of the patient-therapist interaction (I am using the term ‘therapist’ in its broadest sense). The patient presents with a set of symptoms or complaints; the therapist carries out his or her assessment on the understanding that he or she has the expertise to understand why the patient is suffering; and, on that basis also, he or she prescribes the remedy. Hence, each participant in this interaction occupies a role (therapist or patient) that is recognised by the broader social context; that is society has a set of expectations about how each of them is to behave. (Because they are in an interaction their roles can be said to be ‘reciprocal’.)

We can take this analysis further by introducing the idea of ‘authenticity’. Because the roles of the two participants are prescribed by society, the question can be raised at any time as to whether the two individuals involved are authentic in the roles that they are presumed to occupy. This question is of concern not only to society but also to the individuals themselves. This is obviously so in the case of the therapist, who will have usually undergone training, have appropriate qualifications, and so on, and the patient needs to be assured of this. But the patient’s authenticity is also of concern to him or her. Many consultations in general medical practice are about problems and complaints that may simply be part of normal living. The person is certainly suffering and therefore can be said to be a patient (from the Latin meaning ‘suffering’) in the general meaning of the term, but the doctor’s opinion may be ‘There’s nothing really wrong with you’. This can come as a great relief to many people but some will feel upset at the intimation that ‘The doctor thinks I’m wasting his time’ – i.e. ‘I’m not an authentic patient’ There is also a set of expectations concerning the behaviour of people deemed to be in the patient (or sick) role, such as not working.  

The social scientist may aver that not only are the roles that these people occupy or aspire to social constructs, but also the illness itself and the treatment prescribed.  Hence matters of authenticity are settled by reference to the rules, customs and definitions that are implicitly and explicitly provided by the social context in which the interaction takes place.  

I imagine that most sceptics will accept this to a point but will consider that the pivotal issue around which the question of authenticity revolves is the efficacy of the treatment prescribed, plus considerations such as safety. (In the skeptical literature, from time to time questions are also raised about the authenticity of certain illnesses.) 

For my own part (unless I am myself suffering from an illness, in which I case I don’t give a hoot) the latter stance is too simplistic; I prefer the first approach but accept the importance (indeed the necessity) of authenticating the treatment by reference to science (process) and, more especially, well-controlled clinical trials (outcome).

Nowadays, for mainstream medicine and related fields, authentic practice tends to be equivalent to evidence-based practice (though it is acknowledged that, while necessary, this is not a sufficient criterion; additional matters include the question ‘how effective’ and costs). 

Unorthodox practitioners, as I discuss in my aforementioned article, have to rely on other methods of authentication but these are, fortunately for them, easily accessible in the political, economic, social, and cultural environment provided by modern society. But to access them requires that they are organised and attain a critical mass or presence. Hence the snake oil salesman who claims he can cure baldness and impotence may be drummed out of town, while the ‘registered homeopaths’ (reflexologists, crystal healers, clairvoyants, astrologists, etc.) are free to ply their trade, may counter any criticism that their practices attract by reference to ‘unqualified practitioners’, call for official recognition of their organisations and registers to ‘protect the public from ‘cowboys’, and so on. And they can do all of this without having to demonstrate that they actually do what they claim to do! .


LOGIC AND INTUITION

T

here are many puzzles that incorporate the theme of lying. Some are more interesting and less trivial than others. 

The Missionary 

One of the most famous of these is the story of the missionary who, on her way to a certain destination comes to a fork in the road and is unsure of which of the two roads to choose. She sees a native and is about to ask him which of the two roads leads to his destination when she recalls that there are two tribes in this area, one who always tell the truth, and one who always lie. She has no idea which tribe the man belongs to, yet she only asks him one simple question and carries on her way, confident that her chosen route is the correct one. What question did she ask? The answer is on the back page.  

This is a neat and uncontroversial puzzle but there are others involving truth and falsity that raise more questions than they solve and are therefore more interesting, such as, ‘Is the statement ‘This sentence is false’ true or false?’ Well, some people can debate this all day and more, so it must be interesting.

Who is Telling the Truth?

This puzzle I find more interesting because it seems to raise more profound question than the one asked.  

There are 3 people, A1, A2 and A3.  

A1 says ‘Only 1 of us is lying ‘

A2 says ‘Only 2 of us are lying ‘

A3 says ‘All 3 of us are lying ‘

Who is lying and who is telling the truth? What is the general solution for n people when, any given individual, Ax, gives the number of liars as t? And what are the answers when we replace ‘lying’ with ‘telling the truth’ in each statement?

The answers are again on the back page of this Newsletter.

WHAT PRICE COMFORT?

Catherine Connely

Catherine Connely is a writer, a mother of five almost grown up children, and the carer of a terminally ill parent.

T

here appears to be a huge black hole in the lives of many outwardly professional and successful people in today’s fast and frantic world. What compels a woman to phone a stranger for psychic advice on the most intimate areas of her life? What makes a man in the most respected profession phone a stranger to have his sexuality confirmed for him?

Despite being told we enjoy more civil liberties and material wealth than we have ever had, Western man, and woman are in the grip of an unprecedented paranoia about our place in the universe. Nature and commerce abhors a vacuum; there always were snake-oil salesmen and fortune tellers, ready to fill the void in the lives of any community floundering about in the wilderness. In the absence of any real community in our lives, people become more remote and isolated in their own insular world; the void grows wider by the day. Something must take the place of the traditional rocks, like religion, family and community. Those things were the providers of guidance and comfort in times of trouble.

There is no doubt that the Psychic Telephone Industry has taken off in a big way. New lines are springing up in rashes all over the country and abroad. The cheaper ones cost about 60p a minute, the “exclusive” ones upwards of £1.50 per minute. The big cases of blatant rip offs make headline news. The client who spends £40,000 on her credit card in 3 months makes it onto daytime television and the national press. The poor single mother with children in a high rise flat merely has her telephone disconnected quietly and without fuss.  It is the topic at exclusive dinner parties; “my psychic” is talked about in the same casual breath we used to discuss restaurants or hairdressers. The churches shake their heads collectively and quote biblical verse to illustrate the folly of those easily duped. Atheists adopt a typically humanitarian and liberal attitude to those who are easily parted from their money, and meanwhile this industry bleeds the cash cows and no one really cares. How often does the Inland Revenue take a close look at the money generated by those at the top of the profession? When I first started to ask questions after successfully infiltrating such a company, several “readers”, advised caution; many of the bosses had bought their way into the lucrative industry from the rather more unsavoury supply and demand culture. These people sold other decidedly “unspiritual” commodities before they laundered it into lucrative phone lines.

So what are the outlays? Very little in terms of turnover. A person with £4,000, a couple of telephones in his or her bedroom and readers willing to work piecemeal for between 12p and 30p a minute, can go under the umbrella of an established company by renting a dozen phone numbers and start making money immediately. Most of them are failed businessmen in some other area of trade. Their spirituality coming late in life, they are willing to sell the secret to you for £1.50 a minute, plus V.A.T.

Despite thousands of years of civilisation, the problems which affect us most deeply are still almost exclusively emotional. The rejected wife or husband are the most common clients. At their lowest ebb they will talk for hours to the sympathetic listener who can see into the future. Hope comes at a shocking price, but as with any addiction the pusher skilfully leaves the user wanting more. The most insidious of them claim to belong to professional bodies. The entire telephone industry - psychic, sex, chat, or astrology (many offer all of these services) - is regulated by Icthis, the watchdog company. Icthis consists of about seven part-time workers who police a multimillion pound industry. Even the fines are derisory if anyone is ever tempted to breach guidelines. A quick look in glossy magazines and the national press reveals foundations, associations, and other official sounding bodies. This is deliberately misleading. One of them claims to have a close connection with a college for further learning, flogging the courses shamelessly, these courses being knocked up between the cornflakes and egg on toast. Most worrying are the hypnotherapy and counselling courses, designed supposedly to help other fakes set up in business. Those in search of spiritual help are more likely to believe the huge claims about extensive counselling skills offered by so called “professionals”, than the reality.

So just what is the reality? I have been amazed by the almost indulgent attitude of the media to this most sinister of services. Those who use the psychic phone lines get scant sympathy from anyone; they are merely depicted as deluded. There are however only a very small select group of winners: the company owners or directors. The men and women on the lines - the “readers” - are equally shabbily treated.

Let’s be quite clear about this.  Anyone with the power to see into the future would not be sitting desperately waiting for the phone to ring to earn £5.30, out of the £35.25 gross it has cost the client on his or her telephone bill.

Many readers are disabled, or housebound, caring for small children, some are so poor they only have incoming calls on their house telephones. These are the ideal “readers” for these companies. Any uncomfortable “ethics” can be starved out of them. The staff must fill in a “Self Employment Declaration” form, totally exonerating the owner or director of the company from any liability for their working conditions and their tax or National Insurance contributions. Health, particularly in many cases their mental health, is of no concern to the company, until they make a controversial prediction to a vulnerable client. Then the full weight of “The Mafia” comes down on top of them and they find themselves blacklisted. Although the competition between companies is fierce, a symbiotic relationship exists between them. Any bad press for one company affects them all, so a reader being bolshie or mentally unstable is a problem for everyone. I have often listened to pathetic young women attempting to disguise their voice and change their names in order to get work after being sacked. It is useless. They need the name on their monthly cheques to tally and they also have to use the same telephone number. This is how they are identified. Sometimes a sacking can take on a nastier, more personal tone. A female reader confided in me that her male boss was propositioning her in the most graphic sexual way. A mother of teenage children, she was in the middle of serious health problems and could no longer work at her job as a secretary. Her boss revelled in her helplessness and used his position to assault her long distance via her telephone. He also made sure she got plenty of work and earned money. She found herself in an impossible situation, dependent on her abuser for her mortgage money. After it became known she had confided in me and asked for help, through I hasten to add, her own indiscretion, she was sacked and blacklisted. A client of hers called to have a reading with the sacked reader and was told by the boss, she had been sacked for “telling clients what they want to hear”. The client called the line manager to complain bitterly. “If she was so crap, why did he keep selling her to me?” Not an unreasonable question under the circumstances. The client had been having readings three times a week for 6 months with the woman, at an average cost of £76.00 a time! 

This story brings me neatly to the Holy Grail of the telephone psychic lines: the dependent client.

One client, a successful solicitor, spent upwards of £2,000 with one company. The lady, despite holding down a successful job, was unable to form lasting relationships. This was a source of much grief as she lurched between one heartbreak after another. Five minutes speaking to this lady convinced me that she would be better employed seeking the help of a trained counsellor. She mentioned she had real fears of abandonment stemming from a very insecure childhood. She was so desperate for a husband and children of her own that she terrified decent, stable, potential partners off. The only ones she could keep for longer than two weeks were equally damaged men, unable to commit to themselves to a healthy adult relationship.

Thankfully she took my advice and, though we chat occasionally from time to time, she has successfully weaned herself off the empty promises of an ideal man, born under the sign of Cancer with Capricorn rising, coming into her life.

The story could have had a very different, more sinister ending. Emboldened by the frequency some clients consult them, one of the lines decided to offer “psychic counselling.” This would take the form of a pre-booked, naturally pre-paid, 90-minute reading at a cost of £3.50 per minute plus V.A.T. The idea was that the client could phone the reader of their choice for brief ten minute “psychic life coaching” readings, a contradiction in terms if ever there was one. Amazingly, this was seized upon by those clients already in thrall to false hopes and promises.

One of those people was seriously, clinically depressed. The client, a woman, had been conducting an affair with a married man who lived several hundred miles away. She lost her beloved father to cancer after a long illness and within days her lover confessed he would never leave his wife, and left the caller. In her grief and isolation she found a friend on the psychic phone line who was willing to hear her problems for £1.60 a minute plus V.A.T. She was immediately sucked into the world of telephone readings.

She was promised that her lover would return - he loved her really - and that the spirit of her father was giving his blessing. Her family and friends were giving more pragmatic advice, such as ”Forget him. Come out for a meal with us.” Good, sound advice freely given with love from the heart.

But the woman had been given hope from beyond the grave; she desperately wanted to believe that her lover had not been toying with her and that all his pillow talk had been true. The “psychic”, confirmed this was indeed the case. And so began a regular daily relationship.

When nothing happened and another “psychic” shattered her illusions (without picking up the client’s mental state) she attempted suicide. Only the thought of her father’s heartbreak prevented her from carrying it through. It was in this fragile state of mind that she applied for psychic life-coaching at £3.50 per minute plus V.A.T. Only robust and thinly veiled threats about the very real possibility of litigation prevented this blatant abuse of Icthis guidelines going ahead.

The most interesting thing to watch is how the company owners, and indeed the readers, manage to delude themselves that they are in fact providing a necessary service. Many of those who work in the industry have been face-to-face readers, used to going out on the psychic circuit. The companies who offer these services in pubs and clubs sometimes refer to them as “charity nights”, where a local charity or nursery school gains some small token payment from the psychic night. Naturally this makes them popular with local young mothers and grandmothers. I attended a few of these to compare the quality of the readings with that on the telephone lines. The costs are vastly different. A face-to-face reading may cost £20.00, with readers earning, on average, £7.00 of that for themselves, the agency taking the rest. The client however retains a degree of control over the transaction. If her reading is not up to the standard she has come to expect, then she is in a position to negotiate with the agency. On the telephone lines the client is charged whether or not she succeeds in getting a reading at all. The mere dialling of a premium rate number is immediately charged to her telephone account, and goes straight to the account of the “psychic line”.

And here is the biggest discrepancy of all: at a face-to-face psychic fun evening, the reader usually lays down a number of tarot cards in what is known as a “spread”; the reader will have a degree of autonomy here and will be able to use the method they are most familiar with. As many readers have gravitated, as opposed to graduated, to the telephone industry, they find themselves in for a nasty shock. By public demand, tarot cards are banned. Apparently the psychic-loving public prefers mediums, those in constant conversation with the dear departed, or the more euphemistically termed “Spirit”. The hearing of voices, no matter how vague and garbled, is preferable to the shuffling of cards. Therefore, those who do use tarot cards are ordered to pretend they do not. Memos flew thick and fast between the companies who, let’s not forget, are related, sometimes by blood, but certainly by interests. Anyone still in possession of the offending tools was told unceremoniously to get rid of them and work on “feelings”; one would have thought there was quite enough raw and emotional “feelings”, zinging down the lines without adding those of a fraught, tarot-bereft reader to the mix. This caused problems for those readers genuinely attempting to convince themselves they were doing an important public service. It is really the only way decent human beings can justify how they make their money. One reader, advertised as a healer working with “spirit guides”, was so upset she threatened to leave unless she could continue using her cards. As she was popular, she gained a reprieve; she could also be relied upon to fill in any gaps if a reader went sick, or failed to log on for a shift. Despite this loyalty, it is rarely reciprocated. If a reader becomes ill, wishes to go on holiday, or has to care for children or elderly relatives he or she finds it difficult to get time off.  A failure to give adequate notice is reprimanded by a series of unofficial sanctions, the most painful being the withdrawal of credit card work. This is the pinnacle of the career of the telephone psychic, short of saving enough money for his or her own lines to rent.

The credit card client is a valued creature. This client doesn’t have a mere twenty-minute reading: it one can go on and on and on. He or she must be courted like a shy virgin, wooed with beautiful, spiritual advertising and the promise of an appointment with something really special in the “psychic”, department. In reality, the same readers are used; occasionally names are changed - Hannah becomes Circe, etc. Those readers still under the illusion that a human being should not be squeezed till the pips squeak don’t get many credit cards; therefore their income falls drastically. Either you are “in” or you’re “out”, and “out” is a miserable existence, pitifully hanging around in an 18 inch radius from the logged-on telephone. Those running their lines like a Victorian villain chasing fresh young things around the bedroom have a degree of power not afforded to them in their other ordinary lives. A substantial wage, as much as £600.00 a week, can be had by a female reader who can stomach being “psychically” flirted with by the big boss with two phones in his bedroom. For a coy simper and a blind eye to the implications, she can be the sole credit card reader on a shift, tempting to someone desperate for money, but hardly soul enhancing. 

In an effort to tempt a more up-market clientele, the slightly tacky websites and more luridly coloured adverts had to be updated. However since the more lurid, in your face adverts appealed to a less discerning clientele the problem was obvious: how to attract the wealthy and well-educated on the credit cards yet still pull in the “bread and butter” work on the premier lines. The answer lay in two-tier advertising, and a two-tier price list. Working on the assumption that snob value would win the day, the credit card costs jumped by £6.00 per hour, reassuring the client who wanted to disassociate herself from those who would gather in each other’s homes to call a psychic after public house closing times.

Many times over the last 3 years I have been approached by various media representatives looking for stories. They usually peak around a high profile case, where a client has felt so duped, so violated that, throwing caution and pride to the wind, they consult the press.

The mantra the industry repeats is as familiar as it is patronising.” She didn’t like to be told the truth; she wasn’t ready to face facts,” It is a brave soul indeed who will take them on at their own game. Most people slink off without a whimper. Now shame is added to the already unhappy mix of emotions the poor client suffers: shame at being conned out of vast sums of money and being impotent to do anything about it.

Tarot card readers are now out. Clairvoyants and mediums are in, but a truly holistic spiritual service cannot rest there. After all, everyone is copying everybody else, hating and envious of each other in equal measure.

Special offers are calculated to upset and demoralise, careful forward planning is sabotaged, and price wars are staged, and sometimes, just occasionally comes a flash of inspiration.

Most of the big companies stick to a tried-and-tested formula: the relationship psychic reading, the one where the reader works out in about 10 minutes that if your husband or wife is not coming back - well, here’s a lovely new partner coming into your life. Only the real sadists (more of them later) would send you off without a consolation prize.

The more established lines try to appeal to what they believe are the core values of their clients. Many Christians use the telephone psychics, albeit apologetically and with constant reiteration of their Christian credentials. “Fair enough” say the bosses. “We are a broad church”. Everyone’s money is welcome, no matter which collection plate clatters on the Sabbath. However, the astrologers are working overtime and some of the big pagan festivals like Imbolc and Samain see a surge in activity on the lines; this is a signal for information on Wicca and spellcasting to enter stage left.

On the whole, genuine Wiccans do their own readings or have a coven member only too happy to oblige. Wiccans have no silly notions about the use of tarot either, like Mrs Average with her Blackpool pier memories of dark mysterious strangers coming from over the sea. The unfortunate, but highly predictable, result is that the appearance of spells for sale on a website attracts those who have - let’s be charitable - totally lost the plot. Now, losing the plot is no requirement for having a reading or indeed purchasing a spell, but it just makes it so much easier for the companies. There was an unseemly scrap to get the most genuine spellcaster, preferably a man, as everyone surely knows, they have more powerful energies. My job was to protect the identity of the great man from those who would by-pass the office and try to deal with him directly, possibly even poach him for their own nefarious purposes. In the process I was privy to some rather bizarre requests from ladies with delightful accents, and murder on their minds. My job was to take bookings, not specifically to weed out the crazies, but in all honesty, the bookings were few and far between; the crazies were not. Some of the clients were desperate to cause the face of their love rival to swell and break out in good old medieval pustules, anything to make their lovers return. Even the cost, a bargain £250.00 for a bag of something to put under one’s pillow, didn’t put them off. The spellcaster loftily refused to use his “white magic” for ill. He acquired mythic status. I couldn’t even now tell you his day job, it’s just too bizarre. My screening of these poor women was having the opposite effect: the spells were becoming more and more sought after. The final nail in the coffin came ironically through a reader, who fancied herself an extremely powerful witch. It is hard to imagine spiritual, genuine psychic readers with an inflated ego problem. They are among the worst to deal with. It is possibly a knee jerk reaction to having to justify their craft to those who cannot understand how anyone can pick up psychic vibes from a stranger over the phone. The female reader decided to go into competition with the resident spell man and undercut him by about £30.00. During a reading where she was acting as an agent for the company she casually introduced the idea in the client’s head that perhaps a love spell, worked on a waxing moon, was just what this client needed.

The client pounced on this and provided her credit card details to the minx, which was then processed through a third party for several hundred pounds more than originally agreed. Tact and diplomacy, and finally the threat of a visit from the police to the third party’s rather more mundane place of work, persuaded the witch to refund the money. However, not before she had laid a curse, free of charge incidentally, on me. I am happy to report that my features have not altered significantly apart from a wrinkle which is threatening to appear, and I have since attracted the attention of a publisher for my book. Both incidents I put down to the passion directed to the hefty curse, and the incontrovertible Rule of Three.

The possible legal implications of witches stealing money from the banks of clients hadn’t immediately occurred to the psychic company. Neither had wives turning up like Dark Age lepers, at the bottom of gorges.  There were also the howls of protest from those readers whose Christian faith was set afire with talk of spells, all these, saw the illustrious man out of a job. Down, but not out, he returned to his rather less glamorous and important day job. Very few of the larger companies will sell spells in little leather bags any more, not least because they hadn’t thought enough about possible allergic reactions to the secret “herbal” ingredients in the spells.

After magic, they flirted with Wicca and covens, until the Pagan Society protested in the strongest possible terms about the inaccurate content of the website. It seemed easier to revert to good old psychic readings, with the slant heavily on the relationship reading. The old ones are the best.

Of the many readers I have interviewed informally and formally over the years, very few have themselves been partners in healthy, happy relationships. This brings me to the promised sadistic reader. Imagine, if you will, being confined in your home, unable to eat if you are hungry (in case the phone rings and you have an unseemly large piece of toast in your mouth). You may not watch television or listen to music, or allow your frustrated offspring to similarly engage. As they bicker quietly but savagely amongst themselves, castigating you for not having a job like everyone else’s mother, the long awaited phone call arrives. You make furious signs, throat-cutting signs, to the now silently but violently fighting children, their expressions quaintly reminiscent of silent movie villains being terribly injured. The caller, a lady with an impeccable cut-glass accent, is in dire need of your psychic guidance. Money is no object to the lady; she wishes to “fill you in,” with the sad story of her life. She is married to an obscenely wealthy, much older but impotent man. The caller is all woman; she has needs. You cluck convincingly, sympathetically even, at first. She tells you, as you check the smallest child isn’t actually bleeding yet, that her lonely life, spent playing polo and shopping, is only enriched by her young lover, also married and fabulously wealthy. Their trysts at a hunting lodge in the Scottish Highlands are all that she lives for. The problem has arisen because her unreasonable old husband has sold her thoroughbred hunter from underneath her so to speak. Will he, she asks you in worried tones, buy her a new one? Remember, she is relying on your unique psychic input, and you can’t even use your tarot cards. So far, you have earned £3.00 speaking to this lady. And one of the children may never be a father, judging by the look on his face.

Indulge me further. How do you feel; what do you tell her? I am using my own psychic ability here, and shame on you!

The insistence on using “feelings”, rather than divinatory tools, is one way for the reader to get revenge on everyone - the world, her boss, the whole miserable life she is trapped in. Many readers gain the reputation, indeed are marketed as “straight to the point, no nonsense”. This allows the client to fancy she is getting the truth eventually from the psychic telephone lines. The client is certainly getting the bile, fury and fall out of the readers own desperately sad life. In truth, if I had phone bills of £800.00 a month and a credit card in meltdown, I would possibly be keen to find a “no nonsense reader.” This may confirm to me that the reason my husband is constantly in the company of his heavily pregnant secretary is that, yes, they are having an affair. What a relief to finally grasp that the reason they have moved in together is not that he is sorry for her, and thank God for the reader who told me that. This is not an extreme example, and I am not taking poetic licence. On a humanitarian level, these lines are worse than the sex lines; most of them started out in and now sniffily condemn. The man who calls a sex line knows exactly what he is paying for. And let’s not be coy: how many men stay on for longer than the industry average of 4 minutes. This figure, I must point, out was gleaned through interviews with the “girls” on the lines, and perhaps, like their clients, they boasted a bit. The point is that the sex lines, cheap and slightly sad that they are, stand head and shoulders above the Trade Descriptions Act compared to Association of Practicing Master Psychics or whatever name they dreamed up in their multi-phoned kitchens or bedrooms. Few of them have offices, just P.O box numbers, the ones who do provide “offices”, on their adverts show places of business uncannily looking like private homes. They are indeed private homes; that’s why they look like private homes. Clients are providing credit card details to someone scrabbling around for a pen among the washing folded on the table and the remains of a hurried breakfast. During my research, when I took this sensitive information, I bought a shredder, as the implications of anyone’s name, address, and credit card details being tipped out of my bin bag by a marauding fox were too awful to contemplate. I believe it is more luck than good business practice that has prevented this happening more often.

Many of these lines were born in Manchester, the children of the sex lines. A lot of companies did in fact rent office space enabling readers to actually “go to work”. Many of the girls I spoke to from the early days told me that they never knew what line they would be working on until they turned up for their shift. However one good thing they told me was that they were paid an hourly rate, something in the region of £4.00. They were still of course classed as “self employed”, therefore removing the owner of the lines from any expensive overheads like National Insurance contributions or holiday pay. This failed to attract an articulate and well-educated workforce who would question business practices. Call times were ruthlessly monitored. Any reader failing to keep up with the industry average was dismissed; there were plenty more hopefuls waiting in the wings for a chance to earn an extra £100.00 a week. Due to the fact that these lines catered for a broad church in terms of sex, chat and psychic readers, it made sense for a worker to be familiar with all three methods of keeping the punter talking for extended periods of time. There was no prim twenty minute cut off in those early days; you could talk all night to the friendly Mancunian tarot reader/dominatrix, depending on what hat she was wearing that evening. Many of the “Big Boys” owning the lines today started from such humble beginnings. All had one thing in common: the ability to fill the vacuum at the heart of isolated desperate people, for spiritual guidance, an orgasm no matter how lonely, or just a bubbly person to talk to.

One reader, Paul Brodie, a skilful intelligent man schooled in the esoteric use of tarot cards, told me how in his student days, and falling victim to a painful back injury (he was studying choreography), he gravitated to these lines as a way of paying his rent. He was horrified at the abuse of what he believed was an ancient craft, but like many find out late in life, high scruples and a bailiff at the door are incompatible. He attempted to train these girls in an acceptable and dignified method of divination. He was delighted to find that, once someone took a personal interest in them, many were eager to learn how to give a reasonable reading to the clients. His line began to outperform the others. He told me of his horror when “crystal reading”, was introduced. The client would phone for a crystal reading (I don’t know!) then be told to wait while the reader went into special room with the crystals to study and ponder them. This gave the reader enough time to have a well-earned snack and cup of tea, perhaps a brief chat to other crystal readers, who knows? Meanwhile the ‘mark’
 - sorry, client - was hanging on the phone at 60 pence a minute plus V.A.T., anxiously wondering what their crystals were up to. You honestly couldn’t make this up. Paul still works on these lines but he still refuses to prostitute himself with long readings and false hopes and he fought bravely to keep his tarot cards, refusing to pretend he was hearing voices instead of reading cards. He is one of the most popular, accurate readers in the country, so they can’t get rid of him; another company would snap him up in a heartbeat and both Paul and the boss know this very well.

Aside from students flirting with Wicca in response to the violence of the modern world, most of the readers tend to be middle-aged men and women, out of work for a variety of reasons and willing to sit around all day indoors, waiting for the phone to ring, so they can earn, at most, thirty pence a minute. They are working in whatever conditions they live in, and those are unlikely to be affluent, leafy suburbs. They will not be sitting in Zen like tranquillity, meditating on the mysteries of the cosmos, nor will they be breathing in the aroma of spikenard through an incense burner. They will probably be like our “sadistic” reader, sitting with the children’s school calculator desperately totting up how many minutes she has earned on her lonely shift, and if there will be enough this month to pay her phone bill.

My problem is not with the readers. Selling an intimate service is as old as the other “oldest profession”, and even the line owners’ pimping for them seems pale in comparison to our own shortcomings as a society.

The walls we have built around ourselves are impregnable; we hide our emotions, deny our fears. To admit to loneliness and failure are the worst sins we can commit in a culture that tests 4-year-olds and dresses them in clothing, the cost of which would educate a third world child for life. We do not trust our instincts or our gods, who only become gods by exhibiting the most human of our failings.

If we are willing to allow that vacuum to be filled by a stranger in another kitchen a hundred miles away, at two o’clock in the morning who can sneer at us? 

The eyes of other cultures are upon us, and our decadence chills them to the bone. There are no psychics in the Sudan or Afghanistan, just a constant struggle to live life, not predict the outcome of it.

ASKE UPDATES
Tony Youens

The Website
I have been making a number of alterations to the ASKE website. It had been in need of a sprucing up for some time and I finally got round to it in December. I could cite a number of excuses for not doing it sooner but my own inertia was pretty near the top. 

The website itself can be reached through the standard url which is www.aske.org.uk. However this isn’t the only route. You can use http://www.aske.clara.co.uk/ as well. If you want to make contact by email, or pass on an email address to anyone please use aske@talktalk.net which will come straight to my Inbox. 

For a while we have had a ‘Member’s Only Section’ on the website but it wasn’t particularly secure as it was a standard but unlinked url. (Just as an aside should anyone not know what a “url” is it stands for “unique resource locator” and simply means a web address). Anyway this area can now only be reached with a password. At the time of writing the password is ‘malini’, all letters lower case. However I believe membership is due for renewal in January and by the end of January I’ll change the password. If you don’t get notified of the new password, and you have renewed, you can contact me on the above email address or even phone me on 01773 744080.  Now having actually set up the password I have to say that this area does not get used a great deal by ASKE members. Using monitoring software I can pretty much safely announce that hardly anyone actually visits this part of our site. Therefore I’m in a bit of a quandary. Do I keep these pages up to date and hope someone actually reads them or do I wait and see if they are read first then start regularly updating them? 

Website contributions
The ASKE site generally gets quite a few visitors and it would be nice to give them a reason to come back. Is there anyone willing to write something for the website? Various things spring to mind – a page on critical thinking, the current fascination with mediums, and why we should be skeptical of alternative medicine. We aren’t short of topics. 

The ASKE Challenge

Alas the current challenge, which is currently advertised at £12,000, is going to have to come to a close. Personally I would like to see us have some sort of permanent challenge. We could try a general challenge and see what turns up. However there is a risk with this as we are likely to get a number of fairly nutty claims. Coordinating this can be a nightmare but if enough of us are willing to have a go then I’m prepared to put the work in. Therefore I suggest the following:

1  We have a general challenge but because of resource limitations (time, people, etc.) we specify that any claim must be easily testable. We will insist that any claimant must pass a preliminary test before we arrange a full test. We will not incur any expense at all in the testing process. There will obviously be other stipulations but that gives you the general idea.

2  ASKE members can pledge any amount upwards of £100. I’m prepared to pledge £1,000 (as I believe is the editor). Even only 30 members pledging £200 each would get us a total of £6,000! 

If this idea doesn’t get any reaction then we are just going to have to abandon the idea of a challenge for now. It’s very useful to be able to respond to people’s outlandish claims that we are willing to test them. Who knows, we might actually get to do some proper testing.

Editor’s PS: Those of you who are not on the ASKE email network will not have heard the following news from Tony (dated 7.1.05).  
‘Cheque books at the ready! Amazingly after nearly 3 years of waiting we have received 2 attempts to complete the ASKE Challenge. One person wishes to remain anonymous and the other didn't identify himself or herself at all.’

It appears, however, that those ASKE members who pledged sums of money for the challenge will not need to consult their bank managers on this occasion. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________

ANNOUNCEMENTS
T

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

From Martin L Poulter, 

‘Derren Brown – Messiah’, as seen on Channel 4 recently

‘It wasn’t the absolute blast of “Seance” but then what is? DB took a very clear sceptical, but modest, position, calling the belief systems he targeted “nonsense” but admitting that he could not prove them wrong in the context of his programme.

‘I think it’s an important step that a programme so aggressively skeptical is appearing in the flagship *entertainment* part of the channel’s output, rather than, say, under “Equinox”. Past Equinox and Horizon programmes on skepticism have been fantastic, but they reach, perhaps, a different audience. DB is showing that skeptical telly can be “good telly” in the mainstream crowd-pleasing sense.

‘For those who didn’t see it: He targeted five beliefs (psychic powers, crystal energies, spiritualism, charismatic Christianity, divining medical history by touch), calling them all “nonsense”. He was most on the attack about Spiritualism, calling it “an ugly lie”. However, he repeatedly said he wasn’t out to mock ordinary believers, but to undermine trust in the industries that fuel and profit from these belief systems.

‘Posing as five different characters in different locations in the US, he gave powerful fake demonstrations in front of respected proponents of the relevant belief: people who write books, host radio shows and/or have web sites on the subject. The people hoaxed were:

‘Abby Haydon, Publisher and teacher of psychics, based at Sedona Creative Life Centre, Sedona, Arizona;

‘Curt Nordhielm, Cross-Cultural Minister, Restoration House Ministries, author and publisher of Christian audio tapes;

‘Lorraine DiFelice, publisher of "The Esoteric World" magazine and a "metaphysical" Web site, based in Las Vegas;

‘Ann Druffel and Vince Uhlenkott, UFO "researchers", Druffel being on the board of MUFON LA and author of five books including "How to Defend Yourself against Alien Abduction"

‘Rev. Janet Nohavec, who runs both a spiritualist church and a school for mediumship.

‘He briefly described cold reading and said that there are plenty of books on the subject that anyone can buy. The other effects seemed to be hot reading, suggestion and straightforward stage magic, but I’m not an expert. Four out of the five proponents were convinced that he had the powers he claimed and offered glowing endorsements, one of them saying she would be able to get a paper into a peer-reviewed journal. The fifth said he was impressed but would want another demonstration.

‘Here's a passage that I thought was worth transcribing verbatim:

‘"If Spiritualism really has been talking to the dead all these years then that is a wonderful and important thing. If, on the other hand, it's not true, then it could be seen as a very ugly and manipulative lie. ... It's really worth having information that can help you make better decisions. Now, one piece of information worth knowing is that there is a skill called cold reading, which dates back to the first psychics and mediums, which is a way of talking to people as if you know everything about them, and people make your statements fit their situation. ... I'm going to use every trick in the book, and there are books, if you care to look for them, written by openly fraudulent mediums teaching their techniques. But of all the tricks… this one makes me feel the most uncomfortable. I personally believe, based on my knowledge of the psychic industry, that I am using techniques here used by pretty much any successful medium and you're going to watch this knowing that I'm a fake, and if that makes you uncomfortable that's kind of my point."

‘The programme was summed up in his remark during the Christianity segment, that he could make an audience of atheists and agnostics fall over and “convert” to belief in a God, when he uses entirely non-spiritual means, so how many people are out there doing the same thing but not admitting it’s a trick?’

From Jim Spencer

Forthcoming events of interest to ASKE members:

WHO: Royal Institution of Great Britain

WHEN: Wednesday 26 January, 7pm-8.30pm

WHERE: London, 21 Albemarle Street

HOW MUCH: £8, concessions available

WHAT: The Whole Story: Alternative Medicine on Trial? with Dr Mike Cummings and Dr Toby Murcott

‘People are turning to complementary or alternative therapies in ever increasing numbers and spending $60 billion on them worldwide each year. Meanwhile, the major disagreement over the value of these treatments is turning the spotlight on how we decide which therapies are effective and which are not. Along the way, this debate is also throwing up questions about conventional medicines and how we test them. Stakeholders on all sides are agreed on one point at least: it is vitally important to take a long………..’

WHO: Royal Institution of Great Britain 

WHEN: Wednesday 16 March, 7pm-8.30pm

WHERE: London, 21 Albemarle Street

HOW MUCH: £8, concessions available

WHAT: Talking Science with Prof Richard Gregory, Dr Adam Hart-Davis and Sir Martin Rees

‘Adam Hart-Davis loves talking science, and recently interviewed 14 top-rank scientists – eight in Britain and six in the United States – for his new book, quizzing them about their work, their ideas and their passion for science. What emerged, above all, is how much they want to understand nature and how it works, their unending curiosity about what makes us and the universe tick, and how much they care about the truth. Astronomer Royal, Sir Martin Rees, asserts that cosmologists are often ………’

WHO: Royal Institution of Great Britain

WHEN: Monday 21 March, 7pm-8.30pm

WHERE: London, 21 Albemarle Street

HOW MUCH: £8, concessions available

WHAT: The March of Unreason with Lord Dick Taverne

‘Our daily news bulletins bring us tales of the wonder of science, from Mars rovers and intelligent robots to developments in cancer treatment and successful separations of conjoined twins, and yet often the emphasis is on the potential threats posed by science. It appears that irrationality is on the rise in western society, and public opinion is increasingly dominated by unreflecting prejudice and an unwillingness to engage with factual evidence. From genetically modified crops and foods, organic farming…..’

WHO: Life Science Centre

WHEN: Thursday 24 March, 6pm-7.30pm

WHERE: Newcastle Upon Tyne, Times Square

HOW MUCH: Free

WHAT: Rationality, Faith and Hope with Prof George Ellis 

‘The power of rationality, embodied spectacularly in science, underlies our ability to organize and plan, as well as our technological achievements, such as modern roads and the Internet. However, rationality must be supplemented by faith and hope both in daily and spiritual aspects of life. The limits of what seems rationally possible are based upon scientific principles; are faith and hope capable of overturning such expectations for the future?’

http://www.lifesciencecentre.org.uk/whatsnew/LecturesLife.php?uid= 

WHO: Royal Institution of Great Britain

WHEN: Wednesday 6 April, 7pm-8.30pm

WHERE: London, 21 Albemarle Street

HOW MUCH: £8, concessions available

WHAT: Milk, Medicine and Madness: A Quack’s Progress in Hogarth’s England with Lars Tharp

‘What can we learn about a past age – and of its medical condition – through eyes of its artists? While the eminent physician John Hunter dissected human cadavers, his friend and neighbour, one William Hogarth, was busy painting the world as he saw it: pox and all. With his finger firmly on the pulse of his times, Hogarth recorded on canvas and in print the ailments of London society, as well as the practitioners of their equally dangerous remedies, the “quack doctors”. Hogarth……’

WHO: Royal Institution of Great Britain

WHEN: Monday 25 April, 7pm-8.30pm

WHERE: London, 21 Albemarle Street

HOW MUCH: £8, concessions available

WHAT: Weighing the Soul with Len Fisher

‘According to Schopenhauer “All truth passes through three stages: first, it is ridiculed; second, it is violently opposed; and third, it is accepted as self-evident.” Like Alice in Wonderland, modern scientists can often end up believing six impossible things before breakfast. Some discoveries are truly bizarre, peculiar or downright daft, and others just seemed that way at the time. It is often only with hindsight that the two can be told apart, and it is some of those who appeared most…..’

WHO: the BA

WHEN: Thursday 4 May, begins 7.30pm

WHERE: Bristol - Lord Mayor's Chapel, College Green

HOW MUCH: £1 on the door

WHAT: Alternative Medicine on Trial with Dr Toby Murcott. 

‘Drawing on the latest research on mind-body interaction & on clinical studies, a science journalist discusses whether & in what way alternative medicine is really effective.’

http://www1.the-ba.net/the-ba/page.asp?COUNTY=%25&town=&keyword=%25&free=&part_of=0&Submit=search+now&event=&selectPage=775&offset=285
From The Institute of Ideas (IoI) Team.

Health: An Unhealthy Obsession?

Date: Saturday 12 February 2005

Venue: The Museum of London, London Wall, London, EC2

Tickets: institutional rate £70, individual rate £40 (£30 concession), IoI Associate rate £30 (£25 concession) Booking: 020 7269 9220 or 9224.

Government health campaigns, and increasing advertising for everything from cancer research to private health insurance, warn us that our health is in clear and present danger. Obesity epidemics, smoking bans, stress-induced breakdowns, chemical carcinogens, explosions in STIs all shadow our healthy lives. At the same time, our trust in the medical profession to care for us and cure us has been eroded following cases such as the Shipman murders and the MMR controversy. This conference will explore and discuss why we are so concerned about our health at a time when we have never lived longer.

http://www.instituteofideas.com/events/health2005.html 

Telephone 020 7269 9224 or 020 7269 9220 to book. Join the IoI as an associate at the same time and benefit from the discounted rate as well as supporting our work in 2005. http://www.instituteofideas.com/support/index.html 

Children and their Brains: The Science and Politics of Early Years Development 

Date: Thursday 3 February, 2005 

Time: 6.30 - 9pm

Venue: Dana Centre, 165 Queen's Gate, South Kensington, London SW7 

Tickets: free, but booking required 

Booking: call the Dana Centre 020 7942 4040 or email tickets@danacentre.org.uk 

An evening symposium and a debate on neuroscience and infant development organised by the Institute of Ideas in association with the European Dana Alliance for the Brain, brings together a panel of speakers who will look a the issues afresh with differing perspectives. The event will examine exactly what neuroscience can and cannot tell us about infant development and the political and social context in which these findings are being interpreted. 

http://www.instituteofideas.com/events/childbrain2005.html 

The next meeting of the IoI Book Club, which will be on Tuesday 15 February, will discuss 'The Book Against God' by James Wood. The book club meets regularly in central London and is open to all IoI associates. If you are interested in joining, please contact Geoff Kidder on 020 7269 9224 or email geoffkidder@instituteofideas.com.

The Culture Wars website features a number of articles on 'confessional culture', the theme of last month's forum.

http://www.culturewars.org.uk/2004-02/dec04.htm 

Thursday 28 January

Claire Fox is speaking on 'The New Authoritarianism and the Nanny State' at the Hive, Oxford University. The Hive is a debating society committed to robust, fluid discussion. It aims to promote and provide a focus for intellectual engagement in Oxford and play its part in redefining public debate for the better.

http://www.thehive.org.uk  

Wednesday 16 February 

Dolan Cummings is chairing the session, 'Sanitised Cities' at the Future of London Festival. The conference speakers include: Alain de Botton, Sir Terry Farrell, Hugh Pearman, Amanda Levete, Professor Marcial Echenique and Sandy Starr. http://www.futurecities.org.uk/events.htm The organisers are carrying out a survey into Attitudes to the City which can be accessed on http://www.futurecities.org.uk/citysurvey.htm.

___________________________________________________________________________________

‘The Missionary’ and ‘Who is Telling the Truth?’

T
he answers are as follows.   
The missionary asks the native the question, ‘If I asked a member of the other tribe which is the correct road to take, what would he say?’ The missionary then takes the road not indicated by the native.

In the second puzzle we can immediately see that A3 cannot be telling the truth, otherwise he would be lying. Since he is therefore lying then at least one other person must be telling the truth. A1 cannot be telling the truth since it would mean that either A2 or A3 is also telling the truth; this cannot be, since they are both contradicting A1. Does A2’s statement pass the truth test? Clearly it does, so the answer is A2.

Reasoning more generally and for n individuals, we can argue that all of these people cannot be lying since An would therefore be telling the truth. However, since each person contradicts every other person, only one person, Ax, can be telling the truth, where x=n-1. 

Now, what if we replace ‘lying’ with ‘telling the truth’? By the above reasoning there can be no more than one person telling the truth and this has to be A1 for any value of n. 

But (here’s the profound, ‘meaning of life’ bit) is this answer a logical requirement (as in the former version of this puzzle)? And is there any meaningful way in the two puzzles in which one person is being truthful and the rest of his or her comrades are liars? I doubt it. 

SUBSCRIBE TO THE SKEPTIC MAGAZINE

If you don’t already do so why not subscribe to the Skeptic Magazine, the quarterly publication of the Skeptics Society in the USA, devoted to the investigation of extraordinary claims and the promotion of science.

‘Skeptics Society, P.O. Box 338, Altadena, CA 91001

Telephone: 626/794-3119; Fax: 626/794-1301

E-mail: skepticmag@aol.com
www.skeptic.com

ASKE, P.O. Box 5994, Ripley, DE5 3XL, UK

email: aske@talktalk.net
;

website: http://www.aske.org.uk or http://www.aske.clara.co.uk
























� This term refers to those about to be duped by card sharks. Unbeknown to him or her, a person deemed so gullible had a chalk mark placed on his or her back to alert the con man that here was a fool who could easily be parted from his or her money.
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