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When I was a boy, back in the 1970s, 
I spent a short but intensive period 
of time trying to bend spoons using 
the power of my mind.

I was nine years old when the 
Israeli magician and psychic Uri 
Geller achieved worldwide fame 
by using ostensibly telekinetic 
powers to bend spoons, move 
compass needles and mend 
broken watches, and other 
mystifying feats.

Like many people at the time, 
I caught Geller-mania and spent 
many fruitless hours directing my 
mental energies towards stubbornly 
unyielding household cutlery.

Geller’s claims were, of course, 
not uncontroversial. Sceptics and 
critics were quick to point out, 
and to demonstrate, that his feats 
could be duplicated using stage 
magic. But Geller insisted, and 

still insists, that his abilities were, 
and are, genuine.

PARANORMAL ACTIVITY
In the 40-odd years since then, 
I have become more sceptical of 
paranormal claims.

I would not go so far as to 
categorically deny the possibility 
that some people might possess 
abilities that science cannot 
explain. But I am, as yet, 
unconvinced by any and all of the 
claims of fortune tellers, mediums, 
psychics, astrologers and such like.

And, being sceptically inclined 
myself, I am sometimes surprised at 
how little “evidence” some people 
require in order to be convinced 
that paranormal forces are at work. 
For example, a friend once 
described to me a piece of street 
magic he had seen performed by 
the magician and illusionist David 
Blaine. He was very impressed. 

“There is no way it could have 
been a trick!” he insisted.

“So you are saying that you think 
David Blaine is genuinely magic?” 
I replied.

I was stunned. I had never, until 
then, imagined that anyone 
believed that performances like 
Blaine’s involved real magic.

So imagine my surprise, recently, 
when I came across an account of a 
classic psychology experiment in 
magic belief in psychologist 
Richard Wiseman’s fascinating 
book, Paranormality: The Science 
Of The Supernatural.

PSYCHIC SHENANIGANS
In the early 1980s, psychologists 
Barry Singer and Victor Benassi 

from the California State University 
got a stage magician named Craig 
to dress in mystical-looking attire 
and perform mind-reading and 
metal-bending tricks in front of 
audiences of students.

For some of his performances, 
Craig was introduced as someone 
with genuine psychic and 
telekinetic powers. Whereas for 
others, he was introduced merely 
as a stage magician.

After those performances in 
which he was introduced as a 
psychic, a massive 77 per cent of 
the audience reported that they 
thought he possessed genuine 
powers.

Imagine that! Almost four in five 
university students were 
persuaded, on the basis of a few 
conjuring tricks, that they had 
witnessed paranormal events.

But that is only half of the story.
What is even more shocking is 

that after those performances in 
which Craig was introduced as 
nothing more than a stage 
magician, a mind-boggling 
66 per cent of the audience still 
reported that they considered him 
to be a genuine psychic.

EASILY CONVINCED
What makes people so ready to 
accept supernatural explanations 
for perfectly natural events?

Well, the reasons are many and 
various, and I refer curious readers 
to Wiseman’s book for a 
comprehensive and readable 
account.

But one of the main reasons, I 
think, is simply that people want to 
believe in the paranormal.

The great Scottish philosopher 
David Hume (1711-1776) put it like 
this: “The passion of surprise and 
wonder, arising from miracles, 
being an agreeable emotion, gives 
a sensible tendency towards the 
belief of those events from which 
it is derived.”

And Wiseman, in his book, sums 
it up beautifully: “People often 
want to believe in the reality of 
psychic powers, perhaps because 
they inject a sense of mystery into 
an otherwise dull world, show that 
science does not have all of the 
answers, suggest that human 
consciousness is a force to be 
reckoned with, or offer the 
potential of serious problems 
being solved with the wave of a 
magic wand.”
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Is it necessary to go for
colorectal cancer screening?
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Q I am a 43-year-old woman.
I hear that colorectal cancer
affects mainly men above 50.
Is it necessary for women to go
for screening? If so, what is the
procedure like and are there
ways to reduce the risk?

A Colorectal cancer is cancer of
the large intestine, which con-
sists of the colon and rectum.

It is the most common cancer
in Singapore, first among men
and second among women (af-
ter breast cancer). Thus, women
should go for screening too.

Based on the 2015 data from
the National Registry of Diseas-
es Office, the incidence rates of
colorectal cancer in Singapore
increased sharply after the age
of 50, with 5,383 men and 4,424
women diagnosed with colorec-
tal cancer between 2011 and
2015. Of the individuals diag-
nosed with colorectal cancer,
more than three in four were
above 55 years old.

When to start screening
The Ministry of Health recom-
mends that people should screen
for colorectal cancer once they
reach 50 years of age. However,
this age only serves as a guide,
as family history should also be
taken into consideration.

In general, one should start
going for screening 10 years
before the age of the youngest
colorectal cancer patient in the
family; or when one is 50 years
old, whichever is earlier.

For example, if you have a fam-
ily member who had colorectal
cancer at the age of 55, you should
start screening when you are 45.

This is because colorectal
cancer arises from polyps that
can take several years to be-
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non-modifiable factors.

1. Modifiable factors
Factors that you can modify or
change include:
■ Sedentary lifestyle: If you are
not physically active, you may
have a higher risk of colorectal
cancer. Doing more regular ex-
ercise may help lower your risk.
■ Dietary habit: Having a diet
that is low in fibre and/or high
in fat may increase your risk.
Try to eat a balanced diet with
moderation of all food groups.

2. Non-modifiable factors
Factors that cannot be modi-
fied include:
■ Age: Your risk of colorectal
cancer goes up as you age, es-
pecially when you are above 50.
■ Family history: If your fam-
ily member has had colorectal
cancer and polyps, you may be
at a higher risk.

As one can never be entirely
free of risk, regular screening is
necessary to detect colorectal
polyps or cancer early, when it
may be easier to treat.
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Colonoscopy
helps to detect
colorectal
cancer, which
arises from
polyps in the
large intestine.
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come cancerous.
The screening can help to de-

tect the polyps. Removing them
may potentially prevent one from
developing colorectal cancer.

Preliminary test
Screening for colorec-
tal cancer can begin
with a simple Faecal
Immunochemical Test (FIT),
which helps to detect occult (in-
visible) blood in the stool that
cannot be seen with the naked
eye.

FIT kits are free for Singapo-
reans and permanent residents
aged 50 and above. You can ob-
tain the kit from polyclinics and
pharmacies, and carry out the
test at home.

Colonoscopy
If your FIT results
are positive for
blood, then you
should go for a colonoscopy.

Performed as a day-case pro-
cedure, colonoscopy is a safe
and accurate method for detect-
ing colorectal polyps or cancer.

It also allows the doctor to per-
form a biopsy to remove and/or
confirm the nature of the lesion
seen during the scope.

During the procedure, a scope
is inserted up the rectum while
the patient is under sedation, so
there is minimal discomfort.

Colorectal cancer risk factors
These include modifiable and

| TUESDAY, MARCH 13, 2018 | THE STRAITS TIMES | MIND&BODY B9

Keith Leng
Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Limited. Permission required for reproduction�


