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'We liveunder a
kingwhohates

deceit, a kingwhose
eyes see into every
heart and can'tbe

fooled by an
impostor's art."

-from Moliere's
Tattuffe, fbst

performed in 1599

I,IE DETECTION
THROUGH THE AGES

Why do people liel There are,
of course, a variety of answers to
this question. At times we may lie
in order to stay out of trouble. {"I
swear I didn't cheat on that math
test!")We may lie just to be polite.
("Oh, thank you for the lovely
birthday present! I've always
wanted a Day-Glo on black velvet
painting of The Last Supper. Now
I've iust got to find a place to put
it.") Sometimes we lie iust to
avoid a confrontation and save
face. {"The check is in the mail.")

Basically, though, we lie be-
cause we are human. Situations
that demand an immediate course
of action are always confronting
us. The small child, for example,
is caught with his hand in the
cookie iar after being told not to
do so repeatedly. In a split second
he must decide whether to confess
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and suffer the consequences {perhaps a spanking}, or to
tell a lie and extricate himself from his ditr--i.'{;n"t
D3{dy, I-yvas getting tlis cookie for you!,,) Simiiarly,
adults will resort to lying when we beiieve ii will r.*
our best interests.-Hg* many of us can say that we
have never fibbed about a nonexist"ot ,ar.vious
elgagement" in order to get out of an invitation to
what will undoubtedly be the world,s most borin!
dinner party?

Because of this seemingly natural predisposition we
have.toward lying, there hive been^thos.i 

"*o"l ",who have attempted to develop elaborate systems-and
electronic g-adgets to ,,cut thiough all the bull,; anJ
"scientifically,, determine whether an individual is
really telling the truth. perhaps the first ,".oidJ
instance of an individual actively seeking to detect the
truth lmong his contemporaiies waJDiog"o., oi
Silope (412?-32,3 n.c.|, who searched all of Athins with
a lighted lamp (ever in broad daylight) to find 

" dod
and honest man. It is not known *ttether h" 

"uoto""Jong but he seems to have set the precedent for future
generations to try their hands at distinguishing the
honest from the dishonest.

The ancient Hindus devised a rather ingenuous
method for lie detection based upon 

" 
pt yrioiogi..l

principle. Guilt or innocence wal determined wlth a
bowl of rice. The suspect was required to "h;;;; ;
mouthful of rice and then spit it out. The Hindus
theorized that a guilty individual, being more fearful of
the test, would suffer from a dry mout[. Consequently,
he would be unable to spit out the rice becaur. ii;;;id
$ck 1o his tongue and mouth. An innocent person, on
the other hand, would have no trouble in spitUrrf'o.rt
the rice because he would not have a guilty 

"*r.i.i"!.A variation of- this technique waj used by the
Roman catholic church during ihe tnquisition to test
clergy for supposed transgreJsions. ihe cleri; *;,

3 v PoLYGnenr HstoRY v 3

forced to chew on bread and cheese to see whether he
could swallow it. Perhaps the most gruesome of these

"saliva" tests was devised by the Arab Bedouins of the
Middle Eastern and North African deserts. In their
version, conflicting witnesses each had to lick a hot
iron; the one whose tongue was burned was thought to
be lying.

Other early forms of lie detection were similarly
based on differing types of physiological phenomena.
Liars were regularly "exposed" by the frequency or
amount of their perspiration, the quickness of their
pulse, or the degree to which they blushed (or failed to
blush) when accused of a crime. And if these methods
did not work, there was always the rack, the drowning
chair, and a variety of other tortures or trials by ordeal.
These methods were considered acceptable and reliable
in their day, but an unpleasant drawback was that
innocent victims tended to die or be physically
disabled in the process of being tried.

W.M. Marston
William Moulton Marston is probably the man

most qualified to ciury the title "father of modern-day
polygraphy," for it was Marston who believed he had
found a specific physiological response emitted during
the act of lying. Although this claim is constantly
challenged and hotly debated today, Marston, in his
early excitement, proclaimed that the "long, futile
search" for an empirical method of detecting deception
was finally over. He publicized his new device far and
wide, and possibly was the first individual to use the
phrase "lie detector."

Hd claimed that with the lie detector, he could
"read hidden thoughts like print on a page." But there
were those who argued that some of Marston's uses for
the polygraph were trivializing the industry. One such
stunt involved using the polygraph as a marriage

fg



4vDrcrpaoNDErrcnoxv4

counselor by- comparing a wife,s responses first to akiss by her husbind and then to a t iss ty .ioi"f
stranger. It was only a matter of time befoie main-
sttglT polygraphers began to openly attack Marston
ancl his views in order to discredit him. The attacks
must have worked because Marston faded rto--G
polygraph scene and found other outlets io; hi;
creativity. Today, he is best remembered as the ..".to,
lunder the name Charles Moultonf of the comic book
character "Wonder Womanr,, a heroine who couid
compel people to tell the truth by lassoir,g th.* ;ih
her magical golden lariat.

fohn Larson

, |ohn Larson is a noteworthy individual in the
history of polygraphy because, despite a tremendousigitial success, he always mainiained a healih"
skepticism with regard'to the machi";;il;;
sup_p,osed polrers. As a police officer, Larson was aware
of Marston's findings-and their possible d;.;;;;
police interrogations.It is believedihat Larso" tno"gni
oJ the pgfrsranh as a humane form of i"t.rro!rtt-"
that could be used as a favorabre alternative to tf,e ail-
too-common practice of beating a confession out of a
suspect.

While conducting experiments on changes in blood
pressure and respiration during questioningfr,arson hal
the opportunity to put his technical skill ;; t;;;;ti;
test. A local store was suffering from shopliftint. ih;
$opkeeper believed he knew tie dormito.y *fr&. ifr.
shoplifter resided but could offer no further ,*rrl*"".
After assembling a series of questions rerevan, ao-,rr.crime, along with some neutral, or irreterrant,
que€tions (soon to be-called the R[ test_see Chaptei
4), 

f.arson- in-terrogated evql resident of th"-aor-iiory
and singled out one girl whose responses to the
relevant questions were more proto,ro".h trt"" tnor" oi
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the others. Intimidated by this unpleasant turn of
events, the girl signed a full confession to the crimes,
and the polygraph became indelibly marked in the
annals of police history.

Though encouraged by this success, Larson remained
skeptical. He differed from Marston {and most other
polygraphers of the day) in that he did not believe there
was any such thing as a characteristic "lie response." He
was also enough of a scientist (he later became a
forensic psychiatrist) to realize that the machine, as well
as his own interpretations, could be plagued by a variety
of errors. For that reason, he cautioned against ever
using polygraph testimony as the sole source of evidence
in a criminal trial. Larson was indeed ahead of his time,
and it is unfortunate that most polygraphers today do
not share his skeptical views.

fohn E. Reid
]ohn E. Reid had a profound impact on the develop-

ment of polygraph examinations, and today his is one
of the biggest names in the commercial polygraph
industry. He has his own compant |ohn E. Reid and
Associates, and the Reid College of Detection of
Deception is named after him. He also coauthored the
standard textbook for polygraph training and developed
the idea of a "control" question and the control
question technique (see Chapter 4).

In 1947, Reid published a paper in which he
attacked the R/I test as being too imprecise. Reid (and
others) had come to the conclusion that such questions
as, "Did you murder |ohn Smith last night? " or "Did
you steal the five hundred dollars from petty cash?"
were emotionally disturbing to the innocent and guilty
alike. To counter these effects, Reid proposed a series
of control questions to be interspersed throughout the
test. These were designed to elicit strong responses
from everybody and could be as simple as, "Have you

*"



5 v DscrrnonDrrrcrrorq v d

ever stolen anythlng in your libl"
Al-th-ough simplistic in naturg control questions

served tfie valuable puqrose of getting people to lie for
the record. Reid argued that everyone would be guilty
of some minor transgressions of the law in their"lives,
b',t they would be afraid to admit to them during a
n9-lrfaft because ttey would fear that it milht
affect their credibility or be ti'e cause for some futire
action to be taken_against them. Reid wanted to put
llis fear-to uge, s9 he made the assumption that m6st,
if not all, individuals beirg tested would lie on these
control questions. Their fearful responses to these
questions could then be compared to their responses to
the relevant questions. If a person is innoceirt of the
crime under consideration, the theory goes, he or she
will have a stronger pattern of responseJ to the conuol
questions. 4 on the other han4 the individual is guilty
of the crime under consideration, he or she wiil sf,ow a
stronger pattern of responses to the relevant questions.

The inclusion of this pseudocontrol has done more
to enhance the credibility of the polygraph than any
other "advance," but the techniqui is itifl flawed. As
we shall see later, there are still serious questions
about a_polyqraph exam,s reliability and validiiy.

Reid's other contribution to polygraph examin-
ations was the clinical lie test, which iJ structured
goln_d the concept of overt behavioral symptoms, or
body_language. One set of symptoms is supposed to be
exhibited only when a suspect is being deceptive
duling an examination; anoiher set of symptoms is
indicative of how a nondeceptive suspect behaves.
These behavioral symptoms have been exhaustively
catalogued into two surprisingly long lists and form a
branch of lie detection known aJ kinesiology, or
applied kinesics.

- Applied kinesics sounds impressive, but the idea
that you can detect whether a person is iying based on
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his or her body language is discredited by the vast
maiority of psychologists as well as by a good portion
of today's practicing polygraphers. Don't, however, be
lulled into a false sense of security-many polygraphers
still use these lists as evidence that a person may be
trying to be deceptive. Some of the behaviors that have
been listed as indicating deception are: crossing your
zums or legs, shuffling your feet, tapping your fingers,
denying an accusation and immediately looking away,
hesitating too long before denying an accusation,
arriving late for the scheduled exam (this is a biggie
and will weigh heavily against you), or leaving the
sxamination room in a hurry once the examination is
complete. All these responses are said to indicate
deceptiveness, but any examiner who relies on this is

opening himself up to a wave of criticism {and possibly
even lawsuits) if he cannot prove the vdidity of these
totally subiective interpretations. For example, I might
think a three-second pause before answering a question
is indicative of deception, but you might think seven
seconds is necessary before we can really be sure that a

suspect is lying. Who's right? Well, of course, neither of
us is right because there are no overt behaviors that
reliably signal deception. Unfortunately, a substantial
number of polygraphers working today are basing their
decisions on just this sort of evidence.

CleveBackster
No history of the polygraph examination would be

complete without mentioning Cleve Backster- Like
Reid he has his own school for uaining polygraphers,
as well as a thriving commercial polygraph enterprise.
Backster's approach, however, differs from Reid's on a
major philosophical point: Reid's examiners are trained
to use a " global" scoring technique that takes be-
havioral symptoms {kinesiolo gyl, "background" and
other extraneous bits of information into consid-
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