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Magical thought

"Don't be superstitious: it brings bad luck,’ goes the proverb. Have you ever been tempted by
magical thought? For example, 'If you sing out of tune, it will rain'? Some societies perform
ritual dances to summon rain. Magical thought creates powerful causal associations between
unconnected things or whose connections are very weak. For instance, some people equate

cause and correlation. 1] How many mothers use the word "premonition™** in describing the
dream they had the night before their child had an accident or was killed in wat? How many
gurus ® 2 _make a fortune out of exploiting these so-called causes! Everybody knows that
before making a decision, many people -- even heads of companies and other elite -- consult
their astrologer™?, :

Some people are more susceptible to magical thought than others. They believe in their
horoscope and the magical properties of numbers. The neural basis of this predilection is
perhaps close to being elucidated thanks to the work of Peter Brugger's group. Recently, the
role of the right cerebral cortex in magical thinking was demonstrated. People strongly
inclined to magical thinking tend to remember the left side of a complex shape, which is
processed by the right cortex, whereas subjects indifferent to such thinking tend to recall the
right side. The right cortex may be affected by weak associations. For example, if I say to
you, 'castle and king', you find the association a strong one, just as if I say 'bread and butter',
One day, the neurologist Theodor Landis observed a patient with a lesion of the left cortex
(which, remember, is involved in processing language). He asked the patient to give him a
word associated with 'bread'. The patient answered, 'God'. This association between bread
and God is very distant (weak), although everyone raised in a Christian culture would readily
understand it. But making this association involves performing a symbolic mental act, a
process different than that of simple language association. The right cortex of these patients,
who had language disturbances, could make this association very well. Indeed, the right
cortex appears to favor-weak associations, which require processing that is more global,
more general, one might even say more abstract.

2] This idea relates to several observations. first that emotion particularly involves the right
cortex, second that psychoses frequently occur in patients with deficits of the right cortex
(although psychoses that accompany epilepsy often appear together with left focal seizures®
.- 4), and finally that the right cortex is involved in spatial and global aspects of shapes,
objects, and scenes, whereas the left cortex may be more involved in the sequential aspects
of the part of the world that surrounds us. So much so that when the left cortex, said to be
'dominant' by neurologists, is weakened, the right cortex is freer to create 'weak' associations,
But this may also be the key to creativity, which consists precisely in drawing associations
between non-obviously related concepts, objects, or ideas. 'The earth is blue like an orange’,
wrote Paul Eluard, and Rimbaud invented 'correspondences' between vowels and colors.
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