
I myself am not
a saint. God

works through
me with the

energy of the
Holy Sprit. I am

not myself, 
there is another
mind directing
me. Success
depends on 

your willingness
to be healed.

PSYCHIC SURGEONS
DISAGREE ABOUT 
HOW IT WORKS. 

What keeps many dissatisfied 
patients from complaining?

Saying that it’s God
that does the healing

is a sneaky tactic
which puts the blame
on the victim. Healers
avoid r esponsibly for
failure by saying that
if you’re not healed,
it’s your own fault
because your faith

wasn’t strong enough,
or God chose 

not to heal you.

My
surger y is 
a miracle

that comes
from the
four th

dimension.

Spirit protectors
perform the 

psychic surgery
through my hands.

There is
no charge

for our
ser vices.

We are
motivated

only by
the desire
to heal.

But “donations” are
str ongly encouraged.
Since they only spend

a couple minutes 
with each patient on 
a busy day they can
make hundreds of 

dollars an hour.

Do psychic surgeons 
really work for free as many claim?

BAD MEDICINE ISSUE
No.13

The Internet is packed with re p o rts of a miracle cure that originated in
the Philippines, perf o r med by mysterious healers known as “psychic
s u rgeons.” The healers appear to reach through a patient’s  s kin to
pull out tumors or disease. The patient receives no anaesthesia and
feels no pain, and there are no complications after the surg e ry.  The
s u rg e ry is per f o rmed without leaving even a wound or a scar.

These healers claim they can cure people that regular doctors
c a n ’t. Cancer and other serious medical conditions are supposedly
healed in just a few minutes.

My hands
act like 

magnets to
draw out the

diseased
par t.
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How do we test a claim l ike psychic surg e r y ?
Since no one in We s t e rn medicine is able
to reach through skin and have it heal
instantly when their hand is withdrawn, our
first hunch might be that its some kind of
trick. Similar healing rituals have been per-
f o rmed throughout history. Healers in many
c u l t u res have come up with the idea of pre-
tending to remove pebbles or other objects
that symbolize disease or evil spirits fro m
the bodies of the sick.

It is more l ikely that psychic surgery is
part of this long tradition than it is a possi-
bility that a small handful of healers have
r a re paranormal abilities that billions of
other people cannot duplicate. Magicians
can easily re c reate the startling illusion of
psychic surgery with a technique known as
“sleight of hand.” (See the next page.)

An easy way to test the “sleight of
hand” theory would be to film the surg e r y
f rom all angles, but we know of no psychic
s u rgeon who has allowed this. 

When people have been able to test the
material supp osedly pulled from the bodies
of patients, trickery is obviously involved.
The supposed human tumors have been
found to be animal parts (usually chicken),
blood soaked cotton wadding, and other
non-human materials. In a case where the
blood actually tested as human, it was a
d i f f e rent blood type than the patient’s.

Another important question to ask is
“do patients really get better?” There
a re no documented cases of gravely
ill patents being healed by psychic
s u rgeons. Certainly people may
say they feel better immediately
after they have the experience.
Imagine how exciting it must
be for a patient who has
been told they have a
fatal illness to sud-
denly expect a full
recovery. And it
must be equally
painful for that

same patient to slowly realize their health
has not real ly improved after the excite-
ment wears off .

For people who have minor pro b l e m s
that will get well on their own, the comfort
of seeking help and getting attention fro m
a healer may indeed make them feel better.
Of course it would be better to have this
experience with a real doctor who could
speed up your recovery even more with
real medicine.

Psychic surgery became known outside
the Philippines in the 1970s through a series
of sensational TV programs that were so
uncritical that one is reportedly used like a
c o m m e rcial to lure foreign patients. Some
Philippine travel agencies and hotels steer
the patents to the healers. There are people
who come half way around the globe des-
perately hoping for a miracle. 

One of the most famous p sychic surg e r y
patients was comedian Andy Kaufman, who
s t a red in the TV show Ta x i . He traveled to
the Philippines to be treated for lung
cancer. His encounter with a psychic sur-
geon is briefly shown at the end of a
1999 biographical movie, Man On the Moon.
Since Kaufman was a prankster in real life
the screenplay writers had him laugh in the
movie when he realized the pro c e d u re was
a fraud, but in reality he was quite depre s s e d .
He died shortly after his re t u rn to the US. 

W h a t’s Really 
Behind Psychic Surgery

ROUVEN VOLUNTEERS FOR PSYCHIC SURGERY
The psychic surger y illusion works better if the patient
has a little extra flesh to squeeze into a wound-like

crease. I am not skinny, so I qualified as an excellent
psychic surger y patient. Magician and paranormal

investigator James Randi needed a volunteer to
play the part  of the patient  while he demonstrated
psychic surger y for a TV show, so I took off my
shir t, climbed up on the table and laid down. 



Magician James Ra n d i
D e m o n s t rates How the Illusion Of

P s ychic Surgery Is Created
The psychic surg e ry effect is created by a magician’s technique
known as “sleight of hand” which combines skilled movements
of the  hands with knowledge about how people misinterpre t
things that they see. (Check out pages 103 to 105 to learn
m o re about how “sle ight of hand” works.)

Randi began by washing the a rea where the “surg e ry” would
be performed in order to wet down the skin. He  gestured as
people normally do as he explained the procedure for the
camera . Although such moves appear innocent, they are
used by magicians to distract the viewer. He deftly smuggled a
small plastic bag fi lled with cow’s blood into his left hand.
Magicians are skilled at hiding objects in their hands without
appearing to be holding anything. 

He gathered up a long crease of skin. At the right moment—
just as he pretended to push his fingers into the stomach—he
p u n c t u red the blood bag with a fingernail.  The blood flowed out of
the crease and onto the wet skin. The water on the skin speeded
up the flow of blood, creating the effect of blood spurting from a
w o u n d .

Randi appeared to be reaching through the wound into the
b o d y, searching for “disease-causing tumors.” The spectators
gasped as his fingers appeared to plunge through the skin.
They groaned as he twisted and turned his hand, feeling aro u n d
inside of the body. He pulled out several bloody objects and flung
them into a  water- f i l l e d bowl. A couple people  watching hid their
faces as soggy lumps and horrible slivers of what could have
been s h a t t e red bone bloodied the water. Although the audience
kne w they were witnessing a trick, the effect was still start l i n g ,
p o w e rful, and re a l i s t i c .

But the shattere d pieces of bone were actually a few slivers
of carrot that Randi had pre p a red earlier in the kitchen, and the
bloody lumps were cotton balls. Ra ndi even made  the plastic
blood bag see m like a tumor—a clever move  since that meant
he didn’t ha ve to hide it to cover his tracks. After cleaning up
the blood, Randi declared the “operation” a  success. 

If this illusion worked so well  for a skeptical audience who
knew exactly how the trick was being done, imagine how dramatic
the experience must be for desperate patients suffering from an
incurable disease, or how it looks to their anxious re l a t i v e s .

Dra wings o f Randi doing psychic surg e ry are based on photos from his classic book F l i m - F l a m.
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A crease of skin is gathered up.

A finger can be drawn along the crease as if it were
a knife. Blood is introduced by “sleight of hand.”

The fingers appear to plunge through the “wound.”
W h e re do you  think the ends  o f his finge rs  really are ?

The supposed illness-causing objects are removed.

The wound area is  tidied up—not a scratch  re m a i n s .


