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Arthur 
Koestler: 

Neoplatonism 
Rides Again 

T H E R O O T S O F C O I N C I D E N C E 
by Arthur K o e s t l e r 

R a n d o m H o u s e , 159 pp., $5 .95 

Rev i ewed by Martin G a r d n e r 

The curious th ing about A r t h u r Koest
ler is that he believes in God. No t the 

transcendent, personalized deity of Moses 
and Jesus, bu t a de i ty more l ike the ab
stract God of A l f r ed No r th Whi tehead. 
His fa i th is a k i n d of Neoplatonic pan
theism. Behind the fragmented shadow 
universe, there is a vast, unth inkable 
Oneness, w i t h laws so subtle that science 
has not yet formulated them, yet laws 
that are par t l y w i t h i n the reach of sci
ence. I n his final, most str ik ing metaphor, 
Koestler speaks of scientists as "Peeping 
Toms at the keyhole of e terni ty . " I f they 
w i l l only take the "stuff ing"—their dog
matic prejudice against psychic research 
—out of the keyhole, they can touch off 
an intel lectual revolut ion that w i l l trans
form the wor ld . 

I t is impor tant to understand these 
metaphysical impulses beh ind Koestler's 
g row ing preoccupation w i t h parapsy
chology. I n al l ages, religious believers 
have t r i ed to bolster fa i th w i t h mater ia l 
evidence. Saint Thomas Aquinas w o u l d 
not have been canonized had the Church 
not been convinced that one day he had 
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floated i n the air whi l e pray ing . Today, 
when Christ ian miracles have dw ind l ed 
to f a i th heal ing and glossolalia, Western 
theists who seek for signs ( to use the 
condemnatory phrase of Jesus) are find
ing them in parapsychology. They are not 
t r i v ia l signs. I f minds can influence the 
fa l l of dice, the g rowth of plants, and the 
heal ing of lesions i n mice; i f telepathy, 
clairvoyance, and precognit ion are genu
ine phenomena, then Koestler is right. 
Joseph Banks Rhine, i f not the prophet 
of a religious awakening, is at the least 
the Copernicus of a new rotat ion po in t 
in the history of science. 

No one w r i t i n g today is a more sk i l l fu l 
polemicist than Koestler. His earlier 
books persuaded countless readers, i n 
c lud ing me, that things were far f rom 
what we thought they were i n Stalin's 
Russia. For this I am grateful. H o w w i l l 
he fare w i t h his new, more positive rhet
oric? I n the l i gh t of current enthusiasm 
for astrology and the occult, I suspect he 
w i l l fare extremely we l l . 

The Roots of Coincidence is a small 
book of five brisk, colorful chapters. The 
first, "The A B C of ESP," sketches some 
recent work in the field and suggests that 
in bo th the Russian and U.S. space pro
grams telepathy w i l l have " impor tan t 
strategic uses as a method of direct com
munica t i on . " Chapter 2, "The Perversity 
of Physics," argues that recent theories 
about space, t ime, and matter are so w i l d 

that the hypotheses of parapsychology 
pale by comparison. The t h i r d chapter, 
"Ser ia l i ty and Synchronic i ty , " outlines an 
approach t oward coincidence, w h i c h I 
w i l l re turn to i n a moment. 

Chapter 4, "Janus," introduces Koest
ler's concept of the "ho l on . " Nature is a 
"mul t i l eve led , hierarchial ly organized" 
system of sub-wholes, nested together 
l ike Chinese boxes. Each part , or holon, 
is to a degree autonomous, yet subservi
ent to higher holons. A cel l i n your heart 
is a th ing i n its own r ight , bu t dependent 
on the heart, i n t u r n dependent on you, 
in t u r n dependent on your fami ly , and so 
u p w a r d th rough the holons of c i ty, state, 
nat ion, and human i t y u n t i l one reaches 
the A tman , the great world-soul of 
H i n d u phi losophy. L i k e Janus, each 
holon has two faces: that of the " p r o u d , 
self-assertive who l e " and that of a 
"humble integrated pa r t . " 

"The Country of the B l i n d , " Koestler's 
final chapter, applies the t i t le of H . G. 
Wells's greatest short story to the earth 
itself. Unseeing scientists continue to 
concentrate on the physical wo r l d , u n 
aware of the power fu l gusts of new 
knowledge b l ow ing through the cracks 
pr ied open by a few courageous psychic 
researchers. 

Readers w i t h l i t t l e knowledge of con
temporary psychology, and how its ex
periments are designed, are l ike ly to fa l l 
under the spell of Koestler's persuasive 
prose and finish the book w i thou t any 
ink l ing of its many shortcomings. The 
most g lar ing is his fai lure to give us the 
slightest in format ion about painstaking 
research, underway for decades, w h i c h 
runs counter to the claims of leading 
parapsychologists. He is annoyed b y the 
suggestion that early researchers made 
unconscious recording errors, bu t he 
does not cite a single paper repor t ing 
tests of PK (psychokinesis) made by 
skeptical psychologists. D u r i n g these 
tests a secret camera, recording each toss 
of the dice, revealed only chance results 
in contrast to a marked psi effect on the 
scoring pads of be l iev ing assistants. 
Koestler is even more scornful of the 
charge of f raud. C. E. M . Hansel, whose 
book ESP: A Scientific Evaluation 
(1966) documents a strong case for the 
prevalence of ESP cheating, is called the 
"most bell icose" among hostile scientists, 
and his valuable book is waved aside as a 
" last -d i tch s tand. " 

Contemporary research in parapsy
chology exhibits no evidence of increas
ing r igor except in the keyhole-stuffed 
laboratories of the skeptics, where results 
are monotonously negative. The most re
cent b i g splash in the w o r l d of psi was 
made by Jule Eisenbud, a psychoanalyst 
at the Univers i ty of Colorado, w i t h his 
preposterous book The World of Ted 
Serios ( 1967 ) . Serios, a Chicago bel lhop, 
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h a d a t ru l y de l i ght fu l talent. He w o u l d 
glance at, say, a photograph i n National 
Geographic. Years later, after he had 
forgotten about the p ic ture , someone 
cou ld a im a Polaroid camera at h i m , 
snap a p icture (using a w ink - l i gh t and 
w i t h the lens set at i n f i n i t y ) , and ten 
seconds later, lo , there on the p r i n t w o u l d 
be a photograph, l ine for l ine l ike the one 
i n National Geographic! 

W h e n Life wrote up T e d Serios for its 
September 22, 1967, issue, the article's 
author w i t h h e l d one crucia l b i t of infor
mat ion . Nowhere d i d he disclose that , 
before a p ic ture was taken, T e d always 
he ld a small one-inch-wide paper tube 
( w h i c h he called his "g ismo" ) i n f ront 
of the camera lens, presumably to focus 
psi-radiat ion f rom his skul l . Photog
raphers D a v i d B. Eisendrath and Charles 
Reynolds, bo th also amateur magicians, 
had no di f f iculty construct ing a simple 
opt ical device wh i ch , secretly loaded 
into a gismo and later palmed out, could 
produce a l l the photographs i n Eisen-
bud's book. The device is no th ing more 
than a t iny cy l inder w i t h a positive 
transparency of a photograph at one end 
and a lens at the other. L i g h t bounc ing 
off the shirt and face of whoever holds 
the loaded gismo in front of the Polaroid 
camera is strong enough to produce ex
cellent images on the film. Since the ir 
sensational exposé in Popular Photogra
phy, October 1967, Ted has softly and 
happ i l y vanished f rom the psi scene. 

L E T me give another instance of the 
" r i g o r " of modern parapsychology. Per
haps the most respected of recent work 
is that be ing done by Stanley Kr ippner 
and Montague U l lman i n the Dream 
Laboratory at the Maimonides Med ica l 
Center i n Manhat tan . (See the ir book, 
Dream Studies and Telepathy, 1970.) 
Koestler plugs their findings on pages 
37-38, and Renée Haynes, i n her post

script to The Roots of Coincidence, also 
praises the book on pages 146-147. 

H o w t rus twor thy is Kr ippner? To 
answer indirect ly , let us now t u r n to 
" P a r a p s y c h o l o g y i n the U.S.S.R.", a 
magazine article by Kr ippner and his 
assistant. O n the first page is a photo
graph of N ine l Kulag ina, ident i f ied as a 
" n o t e d Russ ian sens i t i ve/ ' c a u s i n g a 
"plast ic sphere" to float i n the air. ( The 
sphere is a mere Ping-Pong ba l l , fight 
enough to be lev i tated b y a var iety of 
techniques k n o w n to magicians.) Ac
cord ing to the authors, " a heightened 
biological luminescence seems to radiate 
f rom her eyes wh i l e she is pe r f o rming . " 

K R I P P N E R we l l knows that Mrs . Ku la 
gina is a pre t ty , p l u m p , dark-eyed l i t t l e 
charlatan w h o took the stage name of 
N ine l because i t is L en in spelled back
ward . She is no more a sensitive than 
Kreskin, and l ike that amiable Amer ican 
television h u m b u g , she is pure show biz . 
I n 1964 when there was great excite
ment i n Russia over ladies who cou ld 
read Pravda w i t h the ir fingertips, N ine l 
became the country's second most p u b l i 
cized finger reader. Alas, Soviet estab
l i s h m e n t psycho l og i s t s c a u g h t he r 
cheating, using techniques fami l iar to a l l 
magicians, and fami l iar even to D r . 
Rhine, who took a d i m v i ew of the prac
tice. (See m y paper on "Dermo-opt ica l 
Percept ion" i n Science, Vo l . 5 1 , 1966, 
pages 654-657.) 

O n May 2 1 , 1968, i n a story f rom 
Moscow, The New York Times reported 
that Ninel—now using the pseudonym 
of Nelya Mikhai lova—had been caught 
again. She was f ound employ ing con
cealed magnets to fool "Soviet scientists 
and newsmen into th ink ing she possessed 
the ab i l i ty to move objects b y staring at 
t h em. " (Magnets are only part of the 
tale, bu t one hesitates to give away trade 
secrets.) Four years earlier, the same 

report revealed, N ine l had received a 
four-year prison sentence. 

Accord ing to Sheila Ostrander and 
L y n n Schroeder, i n their book Psychic 
Discoveries Behind the Iron Curtain 
( 1 9 7 0 ) , Ninel's cr ime had been black 
marketeering. The late Leon id L . Vasi-
l iev, the Soviet's top parapsychologist 
(Koestler praises his wo rk ) had inter
vened on her behalf, so she went to a 
hospital instead of a ja i l . Vasil iev had 
personally tested her and pronounced 
her talents genuine. 

Vasil iev spent his last years w o r k i n g 
on finger vision. The "star subject" of 
this field, as Kr ippner refers to her, is 
Rosa Kuleshova. She is a ski l led per
former of card tricks w h o likes to "show 
them to every comer"; so writes G. Bash-
kirova i n a favorable article on her, re
pr in t ed i n the International Journal of 
Parapsychology, A u t u m n 1965. Bashki-
rova admits that Rosa often cheats, ap
parent ly just for the he l l of i t . I n one 
demonstration she correctly guessed the 
color of objects by sitting on them. " O f 
course," Bashkirova adds, "she peeped." 
(He doesn't say w i t h what . ) 

U N F O R T U N A T E L Y , Kr ippner d idn ' t get to 
see Rosa either. She had, he writes i n 
his above-mentioned article, gone off and 
jo ined a circus. K r ippner d i d not t e l l his 
readers wha t he surely knows—that The 
New York Times on October 1 1 , 1970, 
d i sc l osed t h a t Rosa, too , h a d been 
caught cheat ing b y Soviet scientists (no 
doubt scientists w i t h keyholes as t i gh t l y 
stuffed as those w h o had so cleverly 
t rapped N i n e l ) . Koestler is filled w i t h 
respect for the Soviet Union's p ioneer ing 
work i n parapsychology. I t is ha rd to 
understand how, hav ing read the hog-
wash i n Ostrander's book, he cou ld i m 
ag ine t h a t any o f t h e Russ ian w o r k 
deserved to be taken seriously. 

Bu t the oddest aspect of Koestler's 
book is his argument that "meaning fu l 
coincidences" ( they provide the book's 
t i t l e ) may have "a-causal" explanations 
beyond the known laws of physics and 
mathematics. He spends many pages 
quo t ing f rom an untranslated study of 
coincidences wr i t t en b y Paul Kammerer, 
the Austr ian biologist who was such a 
passionate defender of Lamarckism, and 
about whose work Koestler has recently 
w r i t t en a sympathetic book, The Case of 
the Midwife Toad. 

K A M M E R E R , i t seems, spent enormous 
amounts of t ime keeping records of mean
ing fu l coincidences and t ry ing to account 
for them on nonchance grounds. For ex
ample, he records a day in 1910 when his 
brother- in- law went to a concert, sat i n 
seat 9, and was given a cloakroom check 
numbered 9. The next day the same fel
low went to another concert where he 
had seat 21 and check 2 1 . Kammerer ek
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call;- this a "second-order series" because 
i t repeated the previous coincidence. 

Everyone has such experiences, and 
there is a simple explanation. The n u m 
ber of events i n w h i c h you part ic ipate 
for a month , or even a week, is so huge 
that the probab i l i t y of not ic ing a start l ing 
correlat ion is qu i te h igh , especially i f y ou 
keep a sharp lookout. For the same rea
son a numerologist, w i t h a large supply 
of words and numbers to p lay w i t h , can 
t u r n up incredible correlations. Assume 
that the alphabet is a closed circle, Z 
jo ined to A. Shift each letter i n OZ back
w a r d one step and you get N.Y., the 
abbreviat ion of the home state of 
L . Frank Baum, who or ig inated the Oz 
series. For a second-order coincidence, 
shift each letter of OZ f o rward one step. 
You get Pa., the abbreviat ion of the 
home state of R u t h P lumly Thompson, 
w h o cont inued the Oz series after 
Baum's death. Numer ica l and alphabet i
cal coincidences of this sort have been 
taken w i t h utmost seriousness by count
less groups, f rom the Greek Pythagoreans 
and Hebrew cabalists to Christ ian sects 
(some st i l l flourishing today) who found 
666 ( the " M a r k of the Beast") in the 
names of eminent adversaries. 

Kammerer sat for hours i n pub l i c 
parks jo t t ing down in format ion about 
passersby—age, dress, sex, wha t they 
carried, and so on. He f ound a strange 
tendency for l ike things to cluster. A 
woman w o u l d pass i n a red dress and 
then, unaccountably, other red dresses 
w o u l d swish past h i m . Kammerer firmly 
bel ieved that higher laws were operat ing, 
that there was a "world-mosaic . . . 
wh i ch , i n spite of constant shufflings and 
rearrangements, also takes care of b r ing 
ing l ike and l ike together/' 

I T is ha rd to believe, b u t Koestler is 
impressed b y this theory. He ties i t to 
similar vews advanced b y Jung, and 
argues that paranormal phenomena also 
may be a series of "conf luential events" 
that are "a-causal manifestations of the 
Integrat ive Tendency" (page 122 ) . The 
fa l l ing dice i n Rhine's PK tests thus only 
seem to be manipulated b y the w i l l of 
the experimenter. I n old-fashioned re
ligious language, a crapshooter's prayers 
do not influence the bones direct ly . They 
are answered b y a div ine intermediary. 

I urge Koestler to make the fo l l ow ing 
simple experiment. I t was invented b y 
A. D . Moore, professor emeritus of elec
tr ica l engineering at the Univers i ty of 
M ich igan . He calls i t the "nonpare i l 
mosaic" because he uses large quant i 
ties of t iny colored balls of nonpareils, a 
sugar candy made in Mi lwaukee. F i l l a 
beaker w i t h thousands of the l i t t le beads, 
hal f of them red, half green. Shake 
thoroughly, then inspect the beaker's 
sides. D o you see an int imate , homo
geneous mixture? You do not. You see a 

marvelous mosaic: i rregular large c lumps 
of red interspersed w i t h similar c lumps 
of green. The pat tern is so unexpected 
that most physicists, when they see i t , 
suspect an electrostatic effect, or, i n 
Kammerer's words, a "quasi-gravita
t iona l attract ion between l ike and l i k e . " 

No th ing is operat ing here except ele
mentary laws of chance. A less dramat ic 
b u t simpler demonstrat ion of what stat
isticians sometimes cal l the " b u n c h 
effect" can be made w i t h a deck of 
p lay ing cards. Arrange the cards alter
nately red and black. Shuffle the deck 
thoroughly , as many times as you wish, 
then spread the cards. The bunch ing w i l l 
be obvious. Runs of four or five cards of 
the same color are very common, and 
even longer runs of seven or more cards 
occur more often than most persons 
w o u l d expect. 

I N spite of so many animadversions, I 
find Koestler's book far above the gar
bage i n most popular books on para
psychology. He is part icu lar ly good at 
summariz ing crisply some of the recent 
theories of the part ic le physicists, w i l d 
guesses about quarks, negative mass, 
anti-matter, backward-mov ing t ime, and 
so on. Mode rn science should indeed 
arouse i n a l l of us a h u m i l i t y before the 
immensity of the unexplored and a to l 

erance for crazy hypotheses. B u t as for 
parapsychology, Koestler is a poor guide. 
He is too strongly biased by emotional 
commitments. He is too unaware of the 
queer sorts of controls necessary i n a field 
in w h i c h deception, conscious and u n 
conscious, is a l l too famil iar . 

K O E S T L E R obviously is convinced tha t 
paranormal phenomena lend credence 
to his pantheology, despite the number 
of atheists (e.g., F r eud ) who were and 
are on his side. I confess to hav ing a 
different m i n d set. I consider i t a sp i r i tua l 
blessing that you and I have isolated 
brains. I am happy we cannot communi 
cate by ESP, that we cannot see through 
walls or move objects by PK, that spirits 
do not re turn f rom the dead to haunt us, 
l ike the head w i t h hal f a face that Jung 
saw on his p i l l ow when he slept i n a 
haunted house i n Buckinghamshire . (See 
Koestler's book, page 93.) 

I do not believe that integrat ive ten
dencies were at wo rk when A d a m Clay
ton Powel l d ied on the anniversary of the 
murder of M a r t i n Lu the r K ing , or when 
the APol lo 16 crew left for the moon on 
AP r i l 16 f rom CAPe Kennedy, there 
be ing exactly sixteen letters f rom A to P 
inclusive. Above a l l , I am grateful to 
whatever gods there be that the future 
is merc i fu l ly h idden f rom us. 

I t ' s F u n ! I t W o r k s ! I t ' s Y o u r s ! 
Now you can discover for yourself the inner secrets of 
the revolutionary Mazda Rotary Engine by Wankel. This 
is truly the engine of the future and the future is here 
today! 

All major automobile manufacturers are working on 
smog-free rotary engines. Not only in America but in 
industrial countries throughout the world...Germany, 
Italy, England, France... all developing their own version 
of this latest wonder of the machine age. Mazda of 
Japan have already produced almost a quarter of a mil
lion rotary engine powered cars and the others are fol
lowing suit. It is a foregone conclusion that all of us 
will be driving rotary engine powered cars within the 
next two decades. 

The Mazda Rotary Engine Kit Can Be Yours Now! 
You can assemble a precision operating scale model of 
this truly unique engine. The 1/5 scale model has a 
heavy transparent plastic housing that lets you view the 
entire engine in operation 

MONEY BACK GUARANTEE 

You actually see the triangular rotors turning on the 
shaft. You watch the continual flashing of the simulated 
spark plugs as they ignite. You see the rotating fan belt 
and blades. You hear the quiet roar of the deep-throated 
engine as it operates. 

The Mazda Rotary Engine Kit is Not A Toy. Make no 
mistake about it. The Mazda rotary engine kit is not a 
toy for tots It is a fully operational scale model of the 
first major innovation in automotive dynamics since 
the introduction of the automatic transmission. The 
engine is driven by a concealed battery powered electric 
motor (batteries not included.) The kit comes with com
plete assembling instructions and display stand. 

The Mazda Rotary Engine Kit is educational. You 
learn the complete workings of this celebrated engine. 
It's exciting. The parts move, the plugs flash, the engine 
hums. Most important-it's fun1 And the price-only 
$7.50 including postageand handling,shipped anywhere 
in the United States and Canada. 

PM Sales. 19471 Oxnard Street. Tarzana. Calif. 91356 
Rush my Wankel Rotary 
Engine scale model kit to 
my address at right. 
I enclose d cash 

• check 
• money order 
in the amount of $7 50 

Name - -

Arlrlrpss 

City State Zip 

Sorry, no C O.D.'s. Calif Residents add sales tax W-2 
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