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HROUGH MUCH OF HISTORY, religious faith was a strong

component of medical practice. Diseases were often

thought to result from blockages in the body’s flow of

vital forces, or from possession by malevolent spirits.

Eventually, scientific medicine far surpassed efforts of
faith healers, so the latter was made to yield authority to the
former.

Occasionally, however, vestiges of the old system creep
- back in. The current attention given to mind-body medi-
‘ cine—and its most prominent practitioner, Deepak |

%] Chopra—testifies to this fact. The author of 19 books,
} Chopra gives seminars around the world, releases numerous
videotaped lectures, and has his own line of herbs and aro-
| matic oils. He also boasts of an impressive celebrity clientele,
' including Demi Moore, Elizabeth Taylor, George Harrison,
5. and Michael Jackson. Former Good Morning America
. | anchorwoman Joan Lunden even described him as a “huge
: " influence” on her life (Lunden, 20).

The content of Chopra’s philosophy is often obscured by
logical inconsistencies, but it is possible, nonetheless, to iden-
) tify its key components. First, he views the body as a quantum
: ; mechanical system, and uses comparisons of quantum reality
d with Eastern thought to guide us away from our Western,
Newtonian-based paradigms. Having accomplished that, he |
| then sets out to convince us that we can alter reality through
@ our perceptions,and admonishes us to appreciate the unity of
the Universe. If we allow ourselves to fully grasp these lessons,
Chopra assures us, we will then understand the force of Intel-
i ligence permeating all of existence—guiding us ever closer to
' fulfillment. Each component of this philosophy has serious

flaws, and requires individual analysis.

THE GREAT QUANTUM PARADIGM SHIFT

| To understand why Chopra is trying to nudge us Eastward in
our philosophies, we must first understand the nature of
N mystical thought, and its rise to prominence in American cul-
ture. Mysticism, of course, has been part of our intellectual |
| heritage for thousands of years, originating with ancient
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By Phil Molé
Greek thinkers such as Plato and Heraclitus. Eastern religions [&
such as Buddhism, Hinduism, and Taoism expressed similar

sentiments, in more developed and poetic forms. There are

many varieties of mysticism, but all of them share the four |
characteristics elaborately described by Bertrand Russell in § X
his classic essay “Mysticism & Logic.” All mystics believe in § A
sudden insight—a revelation of irrefutable knowledge |
unavailable to the senses; they believe in the oneness of all }X&
matter, and the unreality of opposites; they deny the reality of U

time, since the “past” and the “future” are merely opposite

terms resulting from deluded human thought; and they deny | -

the existence of evil.
In 1975, mysticism received its first forceful endorsement

from a member of the scientific community. Physicist Fritjof |

Capra, in his enormously successtul book The Tao of Physics, 8%

speculated elaborately about the similarities between the sci- [§6

ence of the subatomic world and the philosophy of Eastern

sages. Capra believed these similarities could not be due to 7

chance alone and claimed that the wave particle duality of
matter, the Heisenberg uncertainty principle, the equivalence

of mass and energy, the Copenhagen Interpretation of quan- |
tum mechanics and Einstein’s relativity theories were specific g€

affirmations of mystic principles. Like any mystic worth his {§

salt, he developed this theory through sudden insight:

I was sitting by the ocean late one summer afternoon, watching

the waves rolling in and feeling the rhythm of my breathing, when %28 i

[ suddenly became aware of my whole environment as being

engaged in a gigantic cosmic dance...I “saw” cascades of energy

coming down from outer space, in which particles were created |

and destroyed in rhythmic pulses; I “saw” the atoms of the ele-

ments and those of my body participating in this cosmic dance of

energy; 1 “felt” its rhythm and 1 “heard” its sound, and at that S
moment I knew that this was the dance of Shiva, the Lord of the S 3

Dancers worshipped by the Hindus (Capra, 11).

To his credit, Capra distinguished between the physical

laws pertaining to subatomic entities—and objects traveling S

near the speed of light, and the physical laws pertaining to |
boring, macroscopic classical matter—like us. He merely |
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This, of course, is still a
- rather flawed thesis, as I
/ will explain shortly.

Chopra, however,
takes a stance that makes
5 Capra look staunchly
conservative. In essence,
he asserts that our bodies
#l should no longer be
) regarded as solid mass in
the strict Newtonian sense,
' because they’re made of
atoms, which are governed
by the laws of quantum
5 mechanics. Therefore, he
'~ argues, we must abandon
our old views of our bod-

es, because they do not
represent our true reality.

‘This way of seeing
. things—the old para-
digm,” he tells us in Ageless
Body, Timeless Mind, “has
 aptly been called the ‘hyp-
' nosis of social condition-

ni\{\‘/ I ing; an induced fiction in
:ﬁgjg | which we have collectively
&\Ej{ agreed to participate (4).”
*-\:\ | There’s no qualification of

meaning attempted here:
Chopra is saying the New-
| tonian-based image of

%
v

e R e
stated that 20th century physics has shown us a different side
8 of reality, and suggested we should change not only our sci-

entific paradigms, but also our social ones, to correspond
more closely with the findings of Planck, Einstein and Bohr.
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superficial logic are not only persuasive, but also dangerous, |
since they may lead us into errant patterns of thinking. This &

is the nature of Chopra’s argument, which finds connections €2

i where there may be none, and recklessly superimposes the |

(R 88 T

w laws of one level of reality §%

ENE RN
= o : g on the matter of another.
’) E : Chopra’s plea for a

; iy paradigm shift, ironically,

: seems to stem from the [ge

. very dichotomous think-
ing abhorred by mystics |
for centuries. If classical |
physics has been proven |
to be limited, he reasons, | L
then it must not contain
any “real” truth. Mod- &2
ern physics, with all of its &
new laws and insights, I\
must therefore represent L
the deeper reality. But this I
“either/or” business of '.

choosing paradigms is g%
patently absurd, because
modern and Newtonian |

physics are both perfectly |

valid theories in their own
rights and within their |
own applications. The
ey classical model is a per-
Boot'n” Newton
Classical Newtonian physics was
not invalidated by the facm‘ that
it was foumcl to be a limited +L\eor\y.k

[§g°f°&

fectly good description of |

macroscopic objects
moving at relatively low Re
velocities—it only breaks |
down when matter

,_,_' approaches subatomic

o

| our bodies is wrong, and the quantum-mechanical image of

size, or when it travels at | A
velocities near the speed of light. Quantum mechanics also \ > 1

0
%

‘@.f\ | our bodies is right. Since he, like Capra, finds profound sim- | has its breaking point: at sizes somewhat bigger than that of a ; Vs’-*"
:g"é; | ilarities between quantum mechanics and mystical thought, | single atom, quantum effects such as wave-particle duality are (;‘;d, '
>; | the maxims of Eastern sages are automatically fashioned into | no longer observed. It would be just as valid, from Chopra’s } "é
Nos! the guideposts of our life. narrow viewpoint, to point to this limitation in quantum :@)\\ﬁ
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Examined credulously, Chopra’s argument seems persua-
 sive. There certainly seems to be some resemblance between,
.~ say, the Buddhist assertion that matter and empty space are
- the same, and the fact that atoms, “the building blocks of
- matter;” are mostly empty space. Yet, arguments based on

mechanics as proof that classical physics is the one true model

5

| of reality. For our bodies, the classical view is clearly the most ¢ WAl
accurate, since were well beyond the size limit of quan- )
tum-mechanical nature. '

One of Chopra’s chief problems is his inability to realize |
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that a limited theory is not quite the same as an incorrect the-
ory. In fact, all theories are limited, because any models we
develop are only selective approximations of reality. Russell
said it best: “Science...encourages abandonment of the
search for absolute truth, and the substitution of what may be
called ‘technical truth, which belongs to any theory that can
be successfully employed in inventions or in predicting the
future” (Russell, .93). All that matters is that we can use a the-
ory to make certain predictions in certain circumstances, and
test the predictions through experiment and observation.

Astrophysicist John Gribbin, in his brilliant book
Schrédinger’s Kittens and the Search for Reality, explored this
point in more detail. Discussing our various models of the
atom, and their “goodness” in different applications, Gribbin
issued the following caveat:

The point is that we do not know what an atom is “really;” we can-
not ever know what an atom is “really” We can only know what
an atom is like. By probing it in certain ways, we find that, under
certain circumstances, it is “like” a billiard ball. Probe it another
way, and we find it is “like” the Solar System. Ask a third set of
questions, and the answer we get is it is “like” a positively charged
nucleus surrounded by a fuzzy cloud of electrons. These are all
images that we carry over from the everyday world to build up a
picture of what an atom “is”” We construct a model, or an image;
but then, all too often, we forget what we have done, and confuse

the image with reality (Gribbin, 186).

It’s all very well to use models to describe the world, but
we must remember that a model only gives us part of the
overall picture. Considering any model to somehow contain
all of reality is like imagining the globe in our den is a com-
plete reproduction of Earth.

Furthermore, there’s no reason to say that the apparent
similarities between quantum theory and mysticism are any-
thing other than coincidental. Again, because of our dichoto-
mous nature, we haven't been able to think of very many
descriptions of existence. We tend to think of something as
being either hard or soft, permanent or changeable, solid or
empty, united or separate. Should we be surprised if certain
theories of science conform to one set of these descriptions?

This point can best be demonstrated by considering the
age old philosophical example of a glass filled with water to
exactly 50% of its volume. Are we best advised to consider the
glass to be half empty, or half full? We seem to be awfully lim-
ited in our descriptive freedom. Yet, our answer depends
entirely on what were trying to learn. If we wish to measure

the volume of air inside the glass, it makes sense to consider it |}

to be half empty. But if we're trying to measure the mass of |

the glass and water system, we'd better model it as being half |[%8

full! Taking this a step further, we can see how certain sets of E
measurements (i.e., mass) will tend to confirm the “half-full” I
theory, while another set, (i.e., air volume) will win us over to
the “half-empty” theory. Which is correct? Both! As Isaac Asi-
mov succinctly stated, “theories are not so much wrong as |
incomplete (Asimov, 298).”

Chopra, by implying that quantum mechanics is the true %"

face of reality, and by exploiting coincidental parallels with |
mysticism, leads us into shallow logical waters. It’s one thing |
to say that a theory or philosophy demonstrates previously ‘
unknown features of our existence, it’s quite another to say it
is the fundamental truth of our existence, and necessitates a
paradigm change.

CREATE YOUR OWN REALITY

In “The Mysterious Stranger;” one of my favorite short stories [f-

by Mark Twain, the protagonist, Theodor Fischer, becomes |
severely disillusioned with life. Accompanied by an angel
curiously named Satan, Fischer sees the dark underbelly of |

life, and the apparent hopelessness facing all of humanity. At b

the end of the story, his good spirits are restored when his |
angelic companion tells him that reality—with all of its trials
and tribulations—is nothing more than a thought in his
head. “Life itself is only a vision, a dream,” Satan tells him. The
effect on Fischer was immediate: “A subtle influence blew |
upon my spirit...bringing with it a vague, dim but blessed
and hopeful feeling that the incredible words might be true— |
even must be true” (Twain, 678).
Like Fischer, Chopra finds great satisfaction in confining |
reality to the dimensions of our brain. One of his favorite -
developments in 20th century physics is the Copenhagen

Interpretation of quantum mechanics. The interpretation |

covers many aspects of the quantum world—uncertainty,
complementarity, probability—but Chopra is mainly inter-
ested in what it says about the relationship between the
observer and the observed. To quote physicist Heinz Pagel:
“There is no meaning to the objective existence of an electron
at some point in space independent of actual observation
(Davies, 143).” The implications of this statement are enor-
mous—it tells us an electron only exists as a probability until
someone looks at it! Yet, the Copenhagen Interpretation
thrived for a half century, because it made predictions verified
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2 snags in Chopra’s argument.

7

I

{ theyre busy typing at this
@ moment).
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by experiment. In the process, it also inspired a slew of philo-
sophical questions of the “tree falling in the forest” variety.
Chopra uses the Copenhagen mystique to argue that our
bodies are made of atoms, which are at the mercy of the
observer, so we have the ability to change our body through
mental acts of will. Thus, he
claims, “the physical world,
including our bodies, is a
response of the observer. We
create our bodies as we create
the experience of our world”
(Chopra, 1993, 7). Further-
more, he says, Einstein showed
us time can flow at different
rates through space-time, so
why shouldn’t we be able to
slow it down or stop it as we
see fit? In fact, why shouldn’t
we be able to reverse its flow

o N0 R S 0N KNI N G N

direction, and make ourselves
younger? After all, the Copen-
hagen Interpretation of quan-

7

tum mechanics subordinates

matter to our senses—why
shouldn’t time be included in

® GENERATES
AWE

o EASILY EXPLAINS
THE INEXPLICABLE

¢ ELIMINATES
HAND WAVING

e PATCHES SPOTTY
ARGUMENTS

tum mechanics have not yet been combined with any success,

IR SCEREOR

so time cannot be considered a quantum entity subject to [am®

observational influence.
There is another problem we must lay at Chopras
doorstep—a problem concerning the large portion of our
bodies hidden from our view.
Quantum mechanics experi-

B ments have shown us that only e

acts of direct observation can

collapse a probability function |

§ and cause a real particle to

{ appear. In order to truly influ- B8 3

ence our bodies, therefore, we [&

would have to observe all of the
atoms in the body parts we
wanted to heal. But how can
someone with lung cancer, for

4
L

T
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instance, “observe” the atoms
deep inside his chest cavity?
How can a potential heart
g attack victim “see” the atoms of
calcium forming plaques in his

R )

s i )
arteries?

Chopra tries to get around

this issue by saying perception

our dominion? If Chopra’s

argument is true, the havoc I

ErliE SN AN R I )

can play with reality appears

)

boundless. I could, it seems,

T

send all of the atoms in my
right hand to Pluto right now,
if T really want to. (I don't;

2y

There are, of course, a few

A N I

| First, even if we believe the

' human body can realistically be treated as a quantum-

mechanical system (as explained before, it cannot be), and

¥ Dbelieve the Copenhagen Interpretation is the only viable

24 model for quantum mechanics (it isn’t), we cannot assume

that time can be molded to fit our observations. It’s true that

| an observer moving at very high velocities will experience

§ time flowing at a slower rate, but he must first find a way to

increase his speed quite significantly. Observation alone can-

> | not alter the passage of time. Also, relativity theory and quan-
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1 More profound
than “relativity”
g More satisfying
than “vibrates on
a higher frequency”

ADD A DASH TO
{ ANY ARGUMENT

: g your body—simply by chang-
I

Mind. He makes this transition
in terms—from “observation”
to “perception,” quite rapidly, as
if they meant the same thing.
They don’t. Observation per-

M is what really matters. “You can |
change your world—including |
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’ ing your perception (17),” he K%
% states in Ageless Body, Timeless ghas

tains to what we see, and per- [

ception pertains to

our |

interpretation of what we see. This is an important distinc- |

tion, because the results of quantum mechanics experiments |

bear no relation to our ideas, after the fact, of what happened |[E

during the experiment. The wave functions are collapsed by §& ;

the act of taking a measurement itself. Chopra confuses his

terminology further in other parts of his books, talking about | A
perceiving when he seems to really be discussing visualizing. 2%

His reliance on the Copenhagen Interpretation has now been ez

completely shattered. If we merely visualize what we think : :
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| will happen in a quantum mechanics experiment, without |

b

taking a measurement, we won'’t collapse the wave function,

24 and we will play no role in the experiment at all!

Although I've just killed Chopra’s fantasies of quantum

{ mechanical bodies created by our perceptions, it couldn’t

hurt to kick the corpse just one more time. Chopra relies

/ heavily on the Copenhagen Interpretation, and seems to

imply to his readers that it is the only quantum mechanical
| model in existence. This was true for quite a long time, but it

3 is certainly not true anymore. Physicist John Cramer has

developed a “transactional” model using the Wheeler-Feyn-
. man theory of electromagnetic radiation, and it predicts the

gl results of quantum mechanics experiments just as well as the

. “old” model does. It's even more attractive, however, because
. the observer has no special role in the model’s explanation of

8 quantum mechanics—so objective reality exists, after all! Of

{ course, this is still just a theory, but it’s quite a good one, and
1

| it may put ideas about observer-created realities out to pas-

\Y'ﬁ‘" ture once and for all.

THE UNITY OF EVERYTHING

Mystics have always emphasized the belief that opposites are

' aspects of the same reality, and our tendency to view entities |

- as separate and unrelated stems from limits in abstract think- |
- ing. Heradlitus, for example, was fond of maxims such as
. “good and ill are one” and “the way up and the way down is
one and the same.” The same idea was beautifully expressed

: by Lao Tsu in the Tao Te Ching (2):

Under heaven all can see beauty as beauty
only because there is ugliness.

All can know good only because there is good.

Therefore, having and not having arise together.
Difficult and easy complement each other.
Long and short contrast each other;

High and low rest upon each other;

Voice and sound harmonize each other;

Front and back follow one another.

There is great value in this lesson; it’s always helpful to

‘ confront our old ways of thinking in order to gain a better
'~ and fuller perspective of the world. A little thought shows us
- many instances of ideas and things which were once consid-

ered independent, but now have a recognized relationship. In

8 sociology, this was demonstrated in the “nature” versus “nur-
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ture” debate. The 17th-century philosopher John Locke, with
his “tabula rasa” view of humanity, felt every aspect of man’s |
character was influenced entirely by culture—man was a |
fountain of limitless possibilities. This view contrasted 9
sharply with that of many other folks, who felt certain races §

of man (usually whites of European-descent) were biologi-

cally superior to others. We now generally recognize that {8

nature and nurture both play a role in determining who we
are. All human populations are genetically remarkably alike,
but this just means that we all have essentially the same
genetic “hardware,” and are not unlimited in the types of
“human nature” we exhibit. Culture serves as the “software”
that produces variations within our common genetic her-
itage. Discerning the relationship between “nature” and “nur-
ture,” previously thought to be mutually exclusive, is one of
our greatest human achievements.

Still, there should be two limits imposed on our quest for

unity in the world. The first concerns attempted unification |

of disciplines which can only function effectively in isolation,
and the second involves false assumptions that all doctrines
based on unity are automatically “good.”

Chopra, extending the logic of his rally for a new para-

digm shift, wholeheartedly endorses the unification of medi-

cine and spirituality. In many of his books, he bewails the way
doctors seem obsessed with “disease and cure” (Chopra, |
1988, 91), treating patients as receptacles for medical treat- [

ments instead of living, intelligent beings. His solution is to

develop a new model of medicine relying heavily on medita- :
tion—a practice he believes will enable us to alter the quan- |

tum-mechanical structure of our bodies. Traditional
medicine should still be used, he explains, but it should not
be considered our only alternative.

PPN SELIIL IS

Medicine (a science) and Eastern spirituality (a religion) pgzé

share the same goal: helping human beings maintain har-
mony between their minds and bodies. The approaches used,

however, are quite different. Medical science is born of obser- [

vation, and develops inductively and deductively from testing

observations through an endless array of experiments and B

verifications. Only after a medical theory or procedure has

been vigorously tested against reality does it become a stan-

dard part of medicine, and even then it is always amenable to
new evidence. This is the best method to ensure the reliabil-

ity of techniques, and to protect patients from receiving treat- @@

ments which further deteriorate their health or fill them with
false hopes.
Religions, on the other hand, begin with certain
e A TR
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W inward. Because the principle assumption is usually the

i made to validate its ideas.

] religion. Spirituality may be
% practiced by an individual, as

1 astrology as a substitute for

no way of doing so without

¥ unnecessarily harsh scrutiny,

8 human welfare in the process.

ineffably good. In other words,

' there is no way to reconcile the
. methodologies of science and

| astronomy, or for that matter,

'~ evolutionary biology. There is

. or undermining the very
- mechanics by which science
operates—endangering

| that the feeling of unity itself
§ creates such a feeling of good-

| when the distinction between

bedrock of the religion, and is therefore considered indis-
putably factual, all ideas deduced from the assumption are
also considered infallible. Spirituality is not subjected to the
rigors of experiment, nor is
any other attempt generally

We can see, then, that

long as it does not interfere
with the prescriptions of true
medicine. To claim religion as
a substitute for medical sci-
ence is equivalent to claiming

Creationism as a substitute for
under

bringing  religion

A further caution against
Chopra’s doctrine of unity is

ness, that it causes us to regard
all holistic doctrines as being

| good and evil is erased, we tend to feel that only the good sur-
—® vives. Or, as Chopra said in The Way of the Wizard, “beyond
™ the play of opposites, Merlin said, lies a timeless realm of pure

light, pure Being, pure love” (126). But why should it be good,

%} and not evil, that still remains after the mirage of opposites
' has dissipated? Is it realistic to think that holistic philosophies
N are exempt from any evil, whatsoever?

No. Holistic paradigms come with their own sorts of
problems. As Stephen Jay Gould has pointed out, holistic

U
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g% assumptions about the world and proceed deductively

worldviews in pre-Newtonian Europe were often used to i
justify social inequalities; each person was seen to be fulfill- EPR{

ing a role, no matter how menial, in the support of the |
larger machine of government. “PreCartesian holism was
more than a bucolic perception of nature’s fundamental |
unity;” Gould says, “it was also [f
a dandy doctrine to enforce a

everyone” (Gould, 220). In |
our search for universal syn- |
chronicity, we must be aware

of what we are trying to [
we’re trying.
UNSEEN INTELLIGENCE

A
Chopra’s books concerns the

recurring theme in
Intelligence of the Universe—
the notion that all of existence |
preserves its
through a form of conscious- | 7
ness. The good news for us, he
then says, is that the Universal
Intelligence will provide us |

with anything we desire. Since |
living in harmony with all §

universe maintains us in the |
process of maintaining itself.
Our consciousness somehow g
melds with the Cosmic Con-
sciousness, and informs it of
our wishes. “In order to “ ’

acquire wealth, or for that
matter anything in the physical universe,” Chopra proclaims

in Creating Affluence, “you must intend it, make a decision to {§a

go for it. The universe handles the details, organizes and
orchestrates opportunities. You have simply to be alert to [F28
these opportunities” (37). When we wish upon a star, he tells
us, our dreams really do come true. E

The idea of a consciously evolving universe is quite simi- {4

lar to the strong anthropic principle in cosmology. Some &
researchers have attached deep meaning to the fact that the [

status quo not blissful for AL

unify, and the reasons why (£

own order ¥

we are just forms of energy |

other existing energies, the %
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four forces (gravity, electromagnetism, strong, and weak) | itators assembled to demonstrate the art of yogic flying, or |[[3%
seem to have been “fine tuned” to allow life to develop. If the | levitation, to a television crew. (According to Chopra, |7
force of gravity had been just a little bit weaker, they say, | humans can levitate by melding their consciousness with the [
denser regions of the universe would never have had the | unified field.) When clinical psychologist William Polonski
chance to condense into the stars and planets we see today; | told Chopra his “flyers” looked a lot more like hoppers, the
and if the strong force had been weaker, atomic nuclei could- | guru became furious: “I think it’s the height of arrogance to |
n’t have been formed. This seems, to them, to be evidence of | educate oneself with four or five years of medical school and

some form of Intelligence guiding the universe to conditions | three years of training, and then to argue with a tradition that
suitable to support life. has existed unbroken for five thousand years” (193). So much
This argument is ultimately rather circular. Why do the | for open debate.
forces have the values they do? So human beings could be cre- Quantum Healingprovides a similar example of Chopra’s | )
ated. Why were human beings created? Because the strengths | hostility toward skeptical inquiries. He described an experi- | X
of the four forces allowed them to be. But the theory glosses | ment by French immunologist Jacques Benveniste regarding I
over the fact that vast sections of the universe are completely | the allergic response mediated by the antibody IgE. Ben-
unsuitable for life. If a guiding principle existed, wouldn't it | veniste was trying to find out how much anti-IgE was needed | :‘ )
also provide for the existence of life in these areas? Further- | to trigger an immune response, and used successively dilute
more, some theorists, such as Michio Kaku, believe that our | samples of the anti-IgE stock solution. To his amazement, he

universe may be one of billions of cosmic bubbles that have | found that a complete dilution, containing no anti-IgE what- ;
burst into existence. There’s a real statistical probability that | soever, elicited the same immune response as the stock solu-
some of these “bubble universes” would have conditions hos- | tion! Chopra maintained this was an example of quantum | I
pitable to life, so we need not obsess over the intricate clock- | intelligence—the water had “remembered” it once contained
work of existence. The universe may just appear tailor made | anti-IgE, and the human IgE cells accessed the memory and
for us because we are here to see it. reacted accordingly.

Needless to say, it’s also completely wrong, and potentially I cant, for all the world, understand why phantom &S
very dangerous, to think of the universe as a benevolent Field | immune responses indicate intelligence; they seem, if they
seeking to make us infinitely happy. This notion, with | exist, to be a better example of ignorance. If our immune sys-
absolutely no basis in fact, absolves us of responsibility for our | tem could be triggered by water, we'd swell up like a pufferfish
own life, and leaves us vulnerable to every imaginable | every time we drank something. Luckily for us, Benveniste’s | %
calamity. Following Chopra’s advice, and placing our lives in | results were almost certainly due to error. Although he was
the hands of the universe, is like flinging gold dust into the | able to duplicate his original results 70 times without the
wind. We lose the ability to control our fate, and avoid life’s | scrutiny of his peers, he could not achieve them in the pres-
assorted snags and pitfalls, if we automatically assume things | ence of investigators sent by Nature magazine. A simple error,
will just work out for the best. We become like Voltaire’s Can- | a delusion, or possibly both, caused him to attain his absurd
dide, who believes, despite overwhelming evidence to the | findings.
contrary, that he lives in “the best of all possible worlds” True to form, Chopra blasted the staff of Nature for being
(Voltaire, 243). “reluctant to walk through the quantum door, though this
experiment clearly opens it” (120). How does he explain sub-
sequent failures to reproduce the results? “Since the ability of
water to remember is inexplicable, its ability to forget can

THE BURDEN OF PROOF

When your claims and practices cannot be logically | hardly be held against it” (120). How convenient.

: defended, it’s imperative to stay clear of damning evidence. Chopra has also been less than scientific in documenting
k‘ (|| This is something Chopra does with undeniable skill— | the effectiveness of his herbal remedies. In a 1993 article in
/ upholding any indications, no matter how uncertain, of his | Journal of the American Medical Association, Chopra used
philosophy’s successes and caustically dismissing challenges | vague terminology, referring to one costly concoction as

1

|| to their validity. In his autobiography Return of the Rishi, he | “pure knowledge pressed into material form” (Van Biema,

describes an incident in which he and a congregation of med- | 67). No evidence from peer reviewed studies was cited to jus-
i :
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tify his claims. This, along with Chopra’s failure to disclose his
- financial interest in the remedies, prompted the editors of
JAMA to question his ethics; he retaliated by filing a lawsuit
of against the journal. (He eventually dropped the case).
: But doctors, more than anyone, should be held account-
able for the claims they make. If they were allowed to recom-
/ mend any procedures and remedies uncorroborated by
strong evidence, the public would be placed in great jeopardy.
%) At best, many people would spend money unnecessarily, as
2 they often do for herbal dietary supplements which have not
been validated through controlled studies. (St. John’s Wort, a
; popular antidepressant, is one of the few that do have docu-
mented effectiveness). At worst, they may lose their lives. This
4 was the fate of David Flint, a leukemia patient treated by an
Ayurvedic “physician” endorsed by Chopra. After spending
$10,000 over nine months, Flint was allegedly pronounced
cured. He died shortly thereafter.

There is no danger in some of Chopra’s advice, of course.
He is most lucid when discussing the proven relationship
between stress and health, and recommending relaxation
strategies to reduce our anxiety. Many diseases may be helped
by a positive frame of mind. Back and knee pains, headaches,
stuttering, ulcers, stress, hay fever, asthma, hysterical paralysis
and blindness are all diseases in which the state of mind may
play a central role (Sagan, 234). There are also many diseases,
however—such as leukemia and diabetes—which only mod-
ern medicine has been able to treat with any success. To stay

believe in a “cure” as proof of its effectiveness. We must (&

remember, as Carl Sagan was fond of saying, that spectacular
claims require spectacular evidence.

CONCLUSIONS: THE PATH TO ENLIGHTENMENT

Its human to be hopeful. “Hope is what drives all of us— |
skeptics and believers alike—to be compelled by unsolved |
mysteries, to seek spiritual meaning in a physical universe, |

out of trouble, we must stop substituting our willingness to |

desire immortality, and wish that our hopes for eternity may g
be fulfilled” (Shermer, 6). When someone tells us we don’t §&
have to grow old, evil isn’t real, and the universe caters to our N A

wishes, we passionately want to believe. But this is the very

reason we must exercise skepticism.
Mystics such as Chopra have always felt that enlighten-

ment comes in sudden, piercing revelation. Science, in con- §

trast, seeks enlightenment based on rigid investigations of

reality, correlating its observations based on proven and g
repeatable experimental results. Of the two methods, only |

science has the power to provide a check against the pitfalls of

faulty logic. To Chopra, the scientist’s world may not seem as '
magical as the mystic’s, but it provides us with something not :
even Merlin could have conjured up: the power to control 15
our own fate. If we heed this lesson, and give figures such as | '
Chopra the required analysis, we’ll truly be heading down the ;

Path to Enlightenment. U
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