Self-delusion is not a danger only for individual scientists. Sometimes a number of scientists can get caught up in scientific pursuits that later prove to be unfounded.

One of the most famous examples of such 'pathological science is the history of N rays. In the first few years of the twentieth century, shortly after the discovery of X rays by the German physicist Wilhelm Roentgen, the distinguished French physicist Rene Blondlot announced that he had discovered a new type of radiation. Blondlot named the radiation N rays after the University of Nancy, where he was professor of physics. The rays were supposedly produced by a variety of sources, including electrical discharges within gases and heated pieces of metal: they could be refracted through aluminum prisms; and they could be detected by observing faint visual effects where the rays hit phosphorescent or photographic surfaces. Within a few years, dozens of papers describing the properties of N rays had been published in journals by eminent scientists.

Other scientists, however, found it impossible to duplicate the experiments. One such scientist was the American physicist Robert W. Wood, who traveled to Blondlot's laboratory in 1904 to witness the experiments for himself. After viewing several inconclusive experiments, Wood was shown an experiment by Blondlot in which N rays generated by a lamp were bent through an aluminium prism and fell on a phosphorescent detector. At one point in the experiment, Wood took advantage of the room's darkness to surreptitiously remove the aluminum prism from the apparatus. Nevertheless, Blondlot continued to detect the visual signals that he believed were caused by N rays.

In an article in Nature published shortly after his visit, Wood wrote that he was "unable to report a single observation which appeared to indicate the existence of the rays." Scientific work on N rays soon collapsed, and previous results were shown to be experimental artifacts or the result of observer effects. Yet Blondlot continued to believe in the existence of N rays until his death in 1930.
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