FATE Magazine:  PSYCHIC FRONTIERS:  FEBRUARY 1994
3

PSYCHIC FRONTIERS

FEBRUARY 1994

LOYD AUERBACH

DO YOU KNOW HOW PSYCHIC YOUR PSYCHIC IS?

You enter a nice living room and, as indicated, take a seat on a comfortable sofa.  The woman you have come to meet takes a seat across the coffee table from you and looks intently at you for a few moments.  "Do you mind if I tape this?" you ask.


She looks at you for a moment then shakes her head in the negative.  "I would prefer that you didn't.  I find the tape recorder distracting, and my clients who have tried taping their sessions later found their tapes to be blank anyway.  I guess tape machines dislike me as much as I dislike them."


You shrug your shoulders as though it doesn't matter, and she begins.

"You were not sure whether to come to see me or not.  I sense that while there is some great interest in your own future, you are nearly apathetic to what I have to say.  In fact, at the moment, you are not sure why you are here at all, though you were much clearer when you made the appointment."


Your eyes widen at the statements, since she certainly has you pegged.  You admit to the uncertainty of why you are there.


"I thought so.  But you are interested in learning more about the relationship you are in, is this not so?"  You nod your head.  "Let me see what I get about you first.


"I sense that you are an intelligent soul, yet you believe that people often either misread your intelligence because of the way you display it, or miss it completely.  You wish people would see you more for the intellect you have.  I also see that your emotions flip flop quite a bit where others are concerned.  While not judgmental, you find yourself placing people in certain categories, with certain emotions attached.  Then, you get frustrated when they go and do something that pulls them out of that category, for however short a time.


"You find a number of faults with yourself yet are very capable of compensating for some, and covering up others.  Your interpersonal skills need some brushing up, or so you think.  One of the reasons you have come here is on the interpersonal and social level.  Yet, you are skeptical of many people's opinions when it comes to their opinions of you.  Even when they provide valid reasons for their opinions of you, you have a hard time accepting the opinion if it is at all negative, at least at first.  Inwardly, you may admit to yourself that the opinion was correctly founded.  


"You are also unhappy with yourself to some extent.  While you are generally accepting of your status in life, there are a few things that you wish you had achieved before you had reached the age you are at now."


She stops for a moment and allows you to reflect on what she said.  You are feeling better about having come to this psychic, since she appears to be able to pick up information about you that appears fairly accurate.  She continues...

**********


Did any of that fit you?  It's what's known as a "Cold Reading" by magicians, mentalists, and people in the psychic field.  In other words, it's a "reading" of someone done "cold" (never having met the person before) in an  attempt to convince that someone that the reader knows much if not all about him or her.  It is an old technique, possibly first written about in Charles Godfrey Leland's book Gypsy Sorcery and Fortune-Telling, in which Leland details some of the basic statements adaptable to any reading.


One of the more frequent requests coming to me and the Office of Paranormal Investigations is to recommend a "good psychic."  This is a very difficult request for anyone in the field of parapsychology to respond to, and even tough for anyone dealing more directly with psychics.


The main reason it's difficult to deal with this is that the requests come from all over the country.  While I am able to refer people in some cases to a member of the Parapsychological Association (who are hardly psychics) since we are spread out all over the country, and even to one of a few investigators of the paranormal I have networked with, there is no association of psychics out there any of us can tap into.  So, while I can refer to a very few intuitives I know personally (mostly in the San Francisco and Los Angeles areas), not having met psychics from around the country (let alone checked them out at all), I have to turn down these requests.


The very idea of a national association or network of psychics, while sounding like a good idea, is hardly workable at this point in time if one wishes to contact a "legitimate" psychic.  The main problem is in the "legitimacy" arena.  What makes a psychic legitimate?  While there is a group (or two) out there that claims to "certify" psychics, I have yet to hear of any means to do this, even from the psychics I have worked with.


Over the years, I have encountered a number of people calling themselves "psychic."  This makes sense since we all have such abilities.  Many, however, claim greater control of the abilities, hence the title of Psychic.  I have had readings and demonstrations done for me by many of these people, yet only a handful have really impressed me.  Some, I would consider out and out phonies, attempting a cold reading on me or trying to prove psychic abilities by bending a key or "reading my mind" through means that are quite plainly (to me) psychological manipulation and sleight of hand (it seems that their "abilities" rarely pick up that I am a trained and performing magician and mentalist).


Yet, unlike the skeptic and debunking magicians, I believe that just because you can duplicate a psychic feat hardly means all such abilities are "special effects."  After all, Hollywood (and Industrial Light and Magic) can probably duplicate any real event or phenomena.  


Interestingly enough, not all Psychics who are fraudulent even realize they are that.  And not all "real" Psychics are ethical.  There appears to be a continuum of people calling themselves Psychic.


In my experience, there are those people who can somehow tap into an information source and provide us with useful information about ourselves and where we're headed.  Such people are actually all around us and even we, ourselves, experience flashes of this "knowing" about others.  Many of these people truly want to help people, in the same way doctors and psychologists (and even a few bartenders) want to help people be more settled with their own lives.  They work under ethical and moral considerations, and will admit when they feel themselves unable to "be psychic."  


This last point is important.  Have any of the FATE readers been to a psychic who said "I'm not feeling up to giving you a good reading today.  Can we reschedule?"  Or are the psychics you are seeing always psychic?  (Something quite unlikely, really...to be "on" all the time).  Such people may even have sliding fee scales.


Then there are the people who are psychic but not terribly ethical. They may be in it for the money or for the sensation of power over another's life that may come with the job.  I realize many psychics claim they couldn't be in it for the money, since their abilities can't be used for material gain (how often have you heard that one?).  I contend that if they are charging a fee for their readings, they are using their abilities for material gain. Especially if the fee is exorbitant.


Then we move on to the phonies...the people who have learned to be good observers of human behavior and who are adept at the art of cold reading.  Anyone with an ounce of acting ability can learn cold reading.  While the literature available to the general public is limited to a few articles in publications like The Skeptical Inquirer,  there is quite a good deal out there for consumers of conjuring publications.  In other words, Magic Shops and Magic dealers sell a number of books on the art of cold reading for magicians and mentalists (who are performers doing magic of the mind...many also called "psychic entertainers").


What's that you say?  A cold reading is not the same as a psychic reading.  Not so, and Thurs good evidence of this.  Robert Steiner, a founder of the Bay Area Skeptics and past National President of the Society of American Magicians is one of the best cold readers I know.  On more than a few occasions, he has put up his readings against those of local psychics.  In one such "experiment," he did readings for ten people (none of whom knew he was a "phony"), and got amazingly high marks for accuracy.  That is, until it was revealed that he did the exact same reading for each person.  


In addition, there have been scientific studies involving cold readings indicating that people will believe the reading to be "psychic" unless given some cues to the contrary.  


So, there are people out there pretending to be psychic who are not.  Some are ethical and some are not.  In other words, a good cold reader, especially one who is observant (a la Sherlock Holmes) and knows much about psychology can be a good person to visit for "advice"

since he or she may provide you with observations about yourself that you were consciously unaware of.


But the ethics are already in question when that person, who may just want to help, pretends to be something he or she isn't (psychic, that is).  While well meaning, they are cheating you (false advertising, you might say).  


Then there are the truly unscrupulous who set themselves up in business to get as much money from clients as possible.  They may attempt this through high fees, through sucking you into regular and frequent repeat visits (something some therapists may be guilty of as well), or they may attempt more ambitious cons by telling you that there's a curse on you, or that you have a "blackness" in your aura, or that there are evil entities plaguing you, and that they are the only ones who can take off the curse/blackness/attacking entities (which, of course, costs lots of money....see my column in the September 1992 issue of FATE   for more on such cons).


Of course, there may even be a few people out there with genuine psychic ability who are this unscrupulous as well.


There is another category of "phony" as well.  This category makes up an awful lot of people who are out there as psychics, I believe.  These are the people who, through some life experience or through prompting by others, believe they are Psychic yet are not.  In other words, there are a number of people out there practicing their art who are no more psychic than you or I, yet honestly believe they are.  In fact, they may be a good judge of people, but hardly able to come up with outstanding information that would warrant them titling themselves Psychic.  However, because they are sincere in their belief, and may have their clients' best interests at heart, their advice may not be half-bad (if they really do care about the client, that is).


So, how do I judge a good psychic  or psychic reading?  I look for several things.  The first is how specific the psychic gets. Cold reading does very little good with specific descriptions of people, places and things (and I do mean specific).  Names, dates, and places are also tough for a cold reader, provided the client does not lead the session.


As an example, if the psychic said "There's someone named Mary popping into my head."


The client, after a moment of thought, says "Oh, you must mean my friend Mary.  I work with her."

"Yes, that must be the one," says the reader.


This is not psychic, yet I have seen this technique used repeatedly by practitioners (especially ones doing demonstrations on TV).  Mention a name to anyone looking for a reading, and that person will rack his or her brains for someone of that name (so the reading can go forward).  


This is still cold reading, folks, although at a different level, one where the client supplies all the answers.  In fact, when a reader refuses to allow someone to tape a session, it may be because the reader does not want her clients to go back over the reading, since listening to the session a second or third time will reveal all the client actually fed to the reader (which may be all the "accurate" information).


I will say that there are those people who are sincere in their belief that a tape recorder or other electronic device will interfere with their abilities.  However, there is no evidence from research on psi that indicates this (although the belief itself may be enough to block one's abilities).


I also listen carefully to what is being said, listening for generalities, which can, still be accurate observations, and even psychic ones.  But if the whole reading goes this way, with no specifics the psychic can come up with herself, I have little faith in the "psychicness" of the reader.


At this point, I sense that the powers of FATE  above me are telling me to continue with my tips next month.  How do psychics come up with their accuracy rates?  How do they decide how much to charge?  What kind of circumstances should lead me to a psychic?  How often should I see one?  How can I, not being a trained magician, tell if the reading is any good?  Have parapsychology labs endorsed or certified psychics?


The answers to these and other questions are in your  future in my next column in FATE. 

