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1. Skeptical Manifesto, Viruses of the Mind, and The most Precious Thing We have.
I feel that the ideas in “Skeptical Manifesto,” “Viruses of The Mind,” and “The Most Precious Thing We Have” to be very interesting in establishing the viewpoint of the skeptic, and how it relates to debunking mysiticism.  The core value of the skeptic is to always be wary outrageous claims.  

Physics Behind Four Amazing Demonstrations, Skeptical Inquiry Applied to Religion, and Critical Thinking Field Guide

I found “Physics Behind Four Amazing Demonstrations” to be a fascinating website, which explains how some of the common tricks are done without dismissing them as “magic.”  In “Should Skeptical Inquiry Be Applied to Religion?”  I found it to be an interesting article, but would argue that most people would care little whether or not the claims of their religion can be validated.  The “Critical Thinking Field Guide” provides a litmus test to see whether or not a certain claim is false, and provides the basic information needed for skeptic thinking.

David Lane's "Why I Don't Eat Faces" neuroethical argument for vegitarianism
First, I'd like to start off by saying that I am not a vegetarian 
and do not ever plan on becoming one. However, I would like to point 
out that I have nothing against vegetarians and respect their 
opinions as long as they are logical and well-thought. On that note, 
I would like to point out a few things that I really thought was a 
bit much from Lane's arguments.
One of his first arguments was regarding the reason why we don't 
eat humans- "Thus as humans we have no overriding tendency to eat
other human beings, primarily, I would think, because we can
empathize with their 'pain.'" He tries to make the connection that 
if we realize that animals feel pain, then we should empathize with 
them as well, and not eat them. I somewhat agree with this opinion, 
but I really don't think that humans completely empathize with each 
other's "pain." If we did, then there would be no wars, murders, 
hunger, etc. I think that we don't eat each other because it is not 
accepted by most societies on earth. There are societies, such as 
those of the indigenous people of New Guinea who are infamous for 
their acts of cannibalism.
I don't agree with Dave's statement that- "In certain cases we 
have a resistance to eating animals, particularly if they show higher 
brain functions (dolphins and apes immediately come to mind)."
Again, I think that societies are the influential factors on what 
we eat. I am not aware of many societies that thrive on eating 
dolphins, but apes are a delicacy all over Africa. When was the last 
time you have seen rat on the menu of a local restaurant? They can 
be found in many places in Asia. Rats are not well-known for their 
cognitive abilities, but pigs are. Pigs are ranked as the smartest 
animals after humans, apes, and dolphins. I really don't need to 
mention how we feel about eating them. 
I Quote- "There's a live cow outside your door right now. 
Go 'french kiss' with him/her. That is, suck the juices off the cow's 
moist tongue. Do it for about ten minutes." I find this to be 
ridiculous. When was the last time you sucked on an orange tree? Or 
when you slobbered on a banana peel?
Here is an interesting point that Dave made- "I personally find it 
both ironic and sad that as humans we can denounce the horrors of the 
Holocaust (one of the greatest crimes ever perpetuated by humans 
against humans) at countless conferences, while at the same time 
enjoy eating a steak while we discuss Auschwitz. The blinders are 
everywhere and we do not see past them." We don't purposefully kill 
millions of animals just for the purpose of their own demise. I also 
find Lane's observation of irony to be ironic. 
Most people don't know it, but Adolf Hitler was a vegetarian. Just 
because you don't eat animals doesn't mean you aren't capable of 
engineering something like the holocaust.
Other than those few points, I find Lane's arguments to be 
interesting and insightful.
2. Most of the miracles of Sai Baba include “manifestation.”  From my readings, it appears that Sai Baba likes to hide things on his person and around him in furniture.  Then he “manifests” not-so-valuable valuables (rings with fake stones in them) and offers them as gifts to his students.  From my readings, I have read of a few witness accounts viewing Baba’s slight of hand in action.  I believe you have talked to me about him.  (The same guy who rubs shit and molests children?)

3. Dawkins argued that religions are akin to viruses in the respect that they attempt self-replication upon their host bodies by taking advantage of two main factors that are indicative of a host organism:

1. The host—whether a computer, a cell, or human mind—must be able to accurately reproduce information forced upon it by the virus

2. The second factor that a virus relies upon is the ability of the host to willingly spread the “viral” information to other organisms for the purpose of reproduction of said information on a greater scale.

One example of these two factors as applied towards religion is the massive amounts of people attempting to spread their religion by obtaining information from the “virus,” and infecting other minds much like a viral epidemic.

Despite the fact that Dawkins states that most people are of a certain religion because they are born into a family with certain beliefs, a Biblical Christian may argue that religion is not forced upon the individual.  Both biological and computer viruses force themselves upon the host, for the purpose of self-replication, which usually results with harm towards the host.  Not only would a Biblical Christian argue that religion is a choice, but he or she would also argue that religion doesn’t do harm, but helps.  But I would argue that religion subjugates the masses by applying nonsensical dogmatic laws for no other purpose than controlling people and spreading itself.

4. Dawkins argues that there are seven signs that a virus of the mind has infected a person:  A strong belief in something without reason or evidence known as faith; holding faith in a positive light because it cannot be proven (or disproved) due to lack of evidence; mysteries should not be solved, but only to be marveled; intolerance towards individuals of different beliefs; a person will accept his or her faith (a strong belief with no evidence supported by it) simply because it is the belief of his or her parents; if people do not  adopt the beliefs of their parents, then he or she usually accepts the beliefs of a powerful infective agent, such as a cult; the faith of a person may be associated with sexual feelings.

After examining these seven different “signs” of a virus of the mind, one can look at some of the basic tenets of Christianity, and see how Dawkins’ principles can apply.  The Bible offers and requires strong faith, with no evidence to purport its claims (The miracles of Jesus).  The inability to prove or disprove anything in the Bible that requires faith is can almost be considered a justification of faith.  An example of a Christian mystery that has been marveled is the shroud of Turin.  Science has used carbon dating to prove that it was created in the 14th century.  The church then argued the soot from a fire that occurred during the 14th century might have contaminated the sample.  When scientists asked if they could conduct another sample, the church refused.  The intolerance of Christianity towards other religions can be proven by the persecution of “heretics” and other dissenters from the past.  Proof that religion flows through the generations can be seen in a family Bible that can be traced back to passed centuries.  Some people are evidence of Christianity’s attempt to convert others.  Finally, I have heard statements that people “feel better” after attending church.   

5. A skeptic can explain the popularity of astrology and many of the pseudo-sciences among the general public by trying to imagine the appeal of astrology from the “mystic’s” point of view.  Using some of Dawkins’ arguments, as stated above, as well as Michael Shermer’s arguments in “Skeptical Manifesto,” one can come upon the conclusion that a mystic will believe in the infallibility of astrology because of the lack of evidence to prove or disprove its results.  For example, Dawkins had arugued that mysteries are not to be solved, but to be marveled.  The workings of astrology are a mystery, and the mystic doesn’t know how they operate nor does he or she care.  Shermer’s argument for a mystic’s unwillingness to seek validation for a phenomenon is because pseudo-sciences are “equally sound or unsound if we judge by the absence of related evidence. This is not intended to disparage any one of the faiths; merely to note the impossibility of verifying their correctness. The mystic is in a paradoxical position. When he seeks external support for his views he must turn to external arguments, and he denies mysticism in the process. External validation is, by definition, impossible for the mystic.”

With a mystic’s inability and reluctance to solve the “mystery” of astrology, the pseudo-science will remain popular among that person because, with the exception of using common sense, astrology cannot be thoroughly debunked.

The very nature of astrology gives the implication of destiny and predetermination.  An individual who believes in fate, and is not a skeptic or--as Carl Sagan put it--is scientifically illiterate, may be inclined to believe in something as ridiculous as astrology as a means of fortune telling.  This propensity towards astrology can be further compounded by depression, loneliness, and a want of hope.  An individual suffering from these types of feelings would be inclined to look towards the future for hope.

A final explanation for the popularity of astrology can simply be for entertainment value.  “Fortune tellers” such as fortune cookies, arcade games (“Where Do you Rank on the Love Machine?”), ouiji boards, and tarot cards can be seen as a form of entertainment.  Although people participate in these games and activities, hopefully, many don’t take it seriously, and are interested purely for entertainment. 

6. Faqir Chand was a major practioner of a type of meditation called Shabd Yoga, which resulted in the near-death of the meditator.  The purpose of this type of meditation is to trigger the ability of the practitioner to see and hear things that are beyond the perception of the human mind during normal conditions.  

As someone who had many near death experiences, Chand offered a theory regarding the reports of people seeing a figure (usually religious) at the end of a bright of a long tunnel.  Many people would take these visions at face value, and would simply consider it to be the journey of the soul as it ascends to heaven.


However, Chand argued that the visions were actually “internal,” and were manifested by the individual’s mind.  The “tunnel” may be a physiological response to dying, or might part of a higher level of awarness for the individual.  Chand thought that the “figure” at the end of the tunnel is dictated by the individual’s mind.  Whether the figure is Jesus, a relative, or an angel is a dictated internally by the individual’s mind based upon his or her biological and cultural background.  


A religious individual may argue against these ideas of the “light and figure” that people tend to see when they die.  For example, one can argue that—in the tradition of mystics and their beliefs regarding pseudo-science—the nature of the visions cannot be proven or disproven.  A religious person can also argue that the true nature of these visions cannot be known until one actually dies.  Having a near-death experience does not allow an idividual to completely understand what these visions truly mean.

7. Essentially, Chand’s philosophy, as it relates to Lane’s encounter with UFOs is as follows: Chand’s philosophy of visions resulting from within the mind, and not resulting from an external force.  However, this doesn’t mean that the vision hadn’t taken place, but was the result of the individual’s mind, or external stimuli.  In Lane’s encounter with UFOs, the normal inclination of an individual would probably be to deduce that the UFOs are of alien origin.  Lane dismisses his siting of the craft as “confusion of military or conventional flyware with religious yearnings,” but he doesn’t explain how Jean Lyotard was able to predict the flight paths of the unknown objects.  One could then dismiss the UFOs as visions themselves.  But that wouldn’t explain how two people were able to see exactly the same thing.

8.  The problems with trying to relate physics and mysticism are quite simple.  The primary problem with trying to unify the two is that they are exact opposites.  Mysticism follows no rules, and is as unpredictable as it is nonsensical.  Physics on the other hand, follows rules and is very predictable, with a few exceptions.  Physicists construct rules in physics to predict or explain the outcome of certain events.  For example, using Newton’s laws, humans can launch craft into outer space.  However, some of Newton’s laws do not apply in certain areas, such as around a black hole; the numbers were simply incorrect. Einstein created the General Theory of relativity, which allows calculations to be made at high velocities and around high gravitational pulls. But, Einstein’s General theory doesn’t apply to physics as they occur at the quantum level, and the superstring theory accounts for that.  The point is that physics is a science that abides by laws (not always known by man) that are interpreted by man.

Now, if one attempts to apply mysticism and physics to a magic trick, there will be two opposite forces at work.  For example, if a magician makes a ball “disappear” from his audience, a 100% mystic (someone with no common sense) would simply conclude that the ball had vanished, and that the trick is magical and mysterious.  Someone that is slightly familiar with physics knows that the properties of the ball, and the matter that it contains would make it impossible for it to just disappear.  Although this analogy is described in simplest terms, it is a perfect example of the major problems that occur when people try to mix “mystical” anomalies with scientific research.

9. Personally, I think Lane one the paranormal debate with Caldwell.  I really wouldn’t consider it a debate though.  It mostly consisted of Caldwell accusing Lane of something with little or no basis of fact, with a long-winded response on the part of Lane.  Caldwell’s accusation that Lane’s standards are far too high in examining paranormal activity is an interesting point, but Caldwell has misinterpreted Lane.  Being skeptical mostly in regards towards paranormal activity, and being close-minded are two different things.  I am not familiar with Caldwell’s views towards the paranormal, but I should hope that it doesn’t involve taking things at face value.  Caldwell’s accusations of closed-mindedness on the part of Lane should be pointed in the direction of much of the scientific community.  The reluctance of the scientific community to accept the paranormal occurs because any evidence regarding the paranormal does not hold water.

10. The most non-rational thing I believe in is probably the existence of advanced life on other planets.  As an agnostic, I don’t believe nor disbelieve in God, I’m skeptical about his existence, and I always have been.  So, I figure that the most non-rational thing to believe in besides God, would be ghosts and aliens.  The basis for my belief is the almost infinite extent of the universe, and the billions, if not trillions of stars within it must contain one more planet that supports life.  After running my non-rational idea through the guide to critical thinking, I’ve come up with this:  1. My idea is falsifiable because there is little evidence that supports my idea, except for a singular-celled organism that was discovered to have lived on Mars but is now dead (that is hardly an advanced life form).  I have little evidence to support my idea except for the aforementioned, and it doesn’t prove the existence of advanced alien life that is currently living anywhere.  Then I must ask myself the question after thoroughly proving that my idea of advanced alien life holds no merit:  Why do I still believe it?  My answer:  I find it inconceivable after the billions of years of its existence, the universe’s greatest accomplishment is us. 

11.  In simplest terms, the Skeptic’s Manifesto is a guide to skepticism, and a guide to critical thinking.  It applies to our everyday lives because the Manifesto it is the basis of all of our rational thinking, and problem-solving rolled into this outline of skeptical thinking.  

12.  Many psychologists argue that déjà vu is in fact related to epilepsy, or to wish fullfilment.  Regardless of the origin, it can be argued that déjà vu may just be a feeling of familiarness of a certain situation.  For example, if I were to drop a plate and it breaks, I might have the feeling that I was standing in that same position with the same people in the room and I dropped and broke a plate on a separate occasion.  If I were to be so familiar with that situation, wouldn’t I know that I was going to drop the plate, and predict the outcome, or at least stop it from happening?  This is where I believe the idea of déjà vu departs from other “paranormal” happenings such as ESP.  Now that it has been established that déjà vu differs greatly from other “psychic” phenomenon, does it seem so wholly unnatural to feel familiar with a certain event or place?  I bet I could navigate through most people’s houses because the construction is similar to almost every other house in the country, and probably the world.  I feel familiar typing on this computer, having done it many times before, but I think the experience is not vague enough to let rest in my mind, then recall being unable to distinguish any difference from the past and present circumstances.

