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This column is a bit of a mishmash.  After finishing my case story, I'd like to move onto a couple of other things.  First of all, I'd like to clarify something that has cropped up in comments from a few FATE readers, including one in this issue's column.  That is, am I a parapsychologist who also does magic or am I a magician who is in this field to sabotage the work of researchers and investigators?   


If these readers had really bothered to read my columns, rather than react to them, and to read either of my two books, they would quickly discover that I have stated in several places that 1) I believe in psi phenomena and experiences and 2) I have had several psychic experiences of my own, which have included experiences while on investigations (though, admittedly, I have never seen a ghost).  In addition, in my writings, and specifically in a FATE article in the June, 1988 issue ("Psi and the Art of Magic"), I have discussed the rationale for having knowledge of the conjuring arts (a rationale, by the way, shared by many members of the Parapsychological Association, an organization of researchers to which these critics of my position do not belong).


If anyone were to ask the skeptics here in the Bay Area who know me, they, too, would be quick to tell him I  believe in psi, yet am also one who is not quick to make assumptions, not one who blindly accepts reports of psi phenomena and experiences.  I believe that in order to properly study psi, we first have to weed out other possible explanations, and magical know-how helps with this. Some of these same skeptics and a number of magicians who have seen me perform, would also tell you that I am a [good] magician (a good entertainer), as well as a knowledgeable one.  This knowledge of magic, by the way, is shared by other parapsychologists, including George Hansen, Arthur Hastings, and Robert Morris.  The difference between them and me is that I perform  magic, not to establish a reputation as a magician-skeptic, but because I enjoy it (I can't help it, I'm a ham in front of an audience).


I should mention that the fact that I am a performing magician also distinguishes me from debunkers like the Amazing Randi, who no longer performs.  


In addition, everything experienced as psychic can be duplicated, as can just about all things you can imagine or observe today, with the right tools and enough money.  Just ask the folks at Industrial Light & Magic.  This in no way invalidates the actually events the special effects wizards are duplicating or creating.


I do not advocate disbelief in psi phenomena or experiences.  I do advocate some caution and the need to question in order to try to get to the phenomena itself, rather than to any misperceptions or mistaken experiences.  Blind acceptance is as much a matter of faith as blind disbelief.  True believers hurt this and other fields as much as the debunkers.


Oh, and by the way, in surveys of magicians, a majority of magicians in those surveys have stated that they at least accept the possibility of ESP, if not the reality.  I have spoken to several magicians who have had psychic experiences themselves, including while on stage.  In fact, at both the 1983 and 1986 Annual Conventions of the Parapsychological Association,  several magicians on the panels convened by Marcello Truzzi and myself admitted to having psychic experiences (and this, in 1983, in front of Randi).  I have seen no evidence that my critics on this point are aware of such panels at these conventions, or are even attending these conventions, even though the conventions present the latest in parapsychological research and thought.


Magic has allowed me to look at events in different ways.  However, it is my background in anthropology and specifically my graduate training in parapsychology (during which I was taught by or exposed to the best of the field) that has made me what I am today.  Both fields have taught me that one must look past the surface to what may be really happening, that one cannot claim as objective proof subjective experiences, and that one must consider many viewpoints and even belief systems before coming to a conclusion.  Many of my more experienced colleagues are, by the way, much more cautious than I am.


Belief is not hard evidence of anything, except an individual's subjective view of reality.  I do not advocate disbelief.  I advocate going beyond one's belief system and asking questions that may yield some kind of "truth," no matter how contrary to my belief system it may be.


My critics on the magician/skeptic/parapsychologist front and I obviously share an interest in psychic phenomena.  However, while our views may be on the same continuum, I am more interested in digging deeper rather than belief without questioning.  These critics, believers in psi though they may be, have more in common with the debunkers of psi that they would care to consider.  Both are victims of "faith" and seem to ignore (or react negatively to) even a suggestion that there may be alternate explanations for their realities.  Both debunkers and true believers alike are victims of their belief systems.  From neither will any sort of understanding come, since both are closed to new possibilities and explanations that may arise as we look at and question these experiences in new and exciting ways.


So, I ask you which is more "self-destructive":  An openness to questioning events and experiences or a blind acceptance and pigeon-holing of the phenomena?


Along with this discussion, I need to turn to a related matter.  That is, just because people may be interested in psi phenomena and may even write about it for years, does that make them parapsychologists?  The answer, of course, is no.  I know many journalists who have followed the work in parapsychology throughout the years and may know the data quite well.  That does not make them parapsychologists or even scientists, any more than any other writer who writes mainly about psychology or physics or medicine.  If this were the case, James Randi might fit under the same heading as the pro-psi writers.


Parapsychology is a field of scientific endeavor dealing with the human mind, albeit different experiences than those studied by psychologists.  Parapsychologists study, in and out of the laboratory, three main forms of experiences and connections beyond an individual mind.  We study apparent exchanges of information between one mind and another or from the environment itself (this is typically called ESP), we study apparent physical effects of the mind on the environment (psychokinesis), and we study experiences that seem to relate to the idea the mind or consciousness, the personality of the human can survive the death of the body.  We do this using the methods of physical and social sciences (which is why the Parapsychological Association is an affiliate of the American Association for the Advancement of Science).  


Unfortunately, some of the self-same writers who do quite a bit of work on psi and related areas are unclear as to their own definition, and in fact have a definition that seems to make members of the P.A. shudder.  Atlantis, the Bermuda Triangle, UFOs., Bigfoot, the Loch Ness Monster, Witchcraft, and other similar subjects are NOT part of the field of Parapsychology.  While I personally have an interest in some of these areas, it would be a disservice to the already misunderstood field of Parapsychology to include these as such.  In addition, any presentation of subjective psychic or paranormal experience such as apparent mediumistic contact with the spirit of Elvis to prove whether he's dead or alive is hardly scientific, and absolutely not proof that any scientist would accept (a body, now that's proof).  Presentation of such as "proof" is at best anecdotal and at worst bad science.  And yet there are many out there who both write on Parapsychology including such topics and claim aggressively to be parapsychologists themselves.  If so, I have a hard time accepting their evidence if they can't even get their definitions straight.  


Unfortunately, such is presented as "proof" to the general public by writer/investigator or psychic types who also claim to be presenting evidence "properly documented and reported by qualified observers and/or investigators" often with a codicil that the evidence is gathered "under strictest scientific conditions."  (see the December 1992 issue of PENTHOUSE for the Elvis story).  Where's the Science?


So how can you, the reader, decide for yourself who is or isn't a good or real parapsychologist? Here's a few pointers.


1)  How does the individual define "parapsychology"?  Remember that parapsychology is the study of (and perhaps application of) psi abilities, not the experience of psi.  Remember that there is some application of the scientific methods of physical and social science involved here (and even direct connections to those other fields of science).  Also remember that while Cryptozoology, UFOs., lost continents and the like are themselves often worthy of study, they are not connected to psi experiences (though psi can happen in UFO encounter, for example).  Rituals, crystals, and spiritual paths, while perhaps connected to the evoking of psi in some people are not in and of themselves studied by parapsychologists.


2)  Why does the individual call himself/herself a parapsychologist?  Answers like "I'm a practicing psychic" or "I've been chasing ghosts for years"  or "I've been reading up on the field for years" are not acceptable.  A person claiming to be a parapsychologist simply because he or she is psychic is akin to me claiming I'm a psychologist because I have a mind.  If the person is doing research, either in the field or in a lab, make sure you compare their findings and methods to those you can read about in books and journals by the scientific researchers.


3)  Is the person affiliated with any research or academic organization?  Most people genuinely in the field of parapsychology are at the very least associate members of the Parapsychological Association, and many work in accredited universities and college teaching credit classes (usually not in parapsychology) or doing research.    Being a member of a membership organization like the American Society for Psychical Research does not make one a parapsychologist (any more than participating in a legitimate research project makes one a "certified psychic" as I've heard many claim).  No matter how good the organization is, membership groups like the ASPR have no criteria for acceptance of members.


4)  What is the individual's educational background?  I've run into people claiming "certificates" or "degrees" from mail-order psychic development schools or unaccredited diploma mills.  With rare exception (Jeffrey Mishlove being one), the only accredited parapsychology degree program (with that term on the diploma) has been John F. Kennedy University in Orinda, California.  However, most parapsychologists have their degrees in more mainstream subjects such as psychology and physics.  If the individual was trained by a member of the Parapsychological Association (such as the folks at the University of Edinburgh in Scotland, or by Bill Roll at West Georgia College) then at least they have had the contacts to gain appropriate information about the field.  


This is not to say, by the way, that some select people who are not parapsychologists by strict definition cannot be of help.  There are several knowledgeable, competent, and ethical people out there who are not necessarily members of the Parapsychological Association.  


However, just as I advocate questioning experiences and events to look for the "truth" that may lie under the surface, I also advocate the same when reading something by or speaking with a "parapsychologist."  You probably should contact one of the reputable organizations I listed in my November column if you have any questions at all (perhaps even before you believe me!!). 


All in all keep in mind that Parapsychology, like Science in general, does not have nearly enough of the answers accounted for.  In fact, Science is like a game of Cosmic Jeopardy:  the answers are laid out in front of us.  Without the right questions, the answers may make little or no sense (or be "wrong" late on).  It's really the questions we've got to sort out, so don't automatically categorize the answers without checking to see which of many questions might fit.


There are infinite possibilities in infinite combinations available to us.  Let's see what's out there, shall we?

