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THE ASPR


	The American Society for Psychical Research was founded in 1885 with astronomer Simon Newcomb as president.  In the early part of its 100 plus year history, it operated independently for a while, became a branch of the Society for Psychical Research in England, moved to Boston, and was reorganized as an independent organization again in New York, where it's been since the early part of the century.


	Renowned researcher James H. Hyslop, serving as secretary and treasurer for the newly reorganized ASPR, greatly expanded the scope of the organization until his death in 1920.  Publication of THE JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN SOCIETY FOR PSYCHICAL RESEARCH began in 1907 and is still part of the benefits of membership today.


	Situated on the upper West Side of Manhattan, only a few blocks from the Museum of Natural History, the brownstone housing the ASPR is a warm and welcome place.  During all of 1982 and half of 1983, I worked there in the Education Department as a consultant on media and public relations/education, along with Patrice Keane, who currently serves as Executive Director of the organization.


	The ASPR has conducted a variety of forms of research over the years, both in the lab and in the field.  Research under Dr. Karlis Osis (now retired) and Donna McCormick involved lab work on Out of Body Experiences and field investigation of spontaneous cases (such as apparitions and poltergeists).  


	Over the years, the ASPR has maintained one of the best libraries on Parapsychology and related subjects that one can visit, and its archives have materials dating back to the 1700s.  I certainly spent much time reading very hard to find sources in the library and archives while I worked there, and tend to spend some time there whenever I have time on my infrequent trips to the East Coast.


	Over the past few years, the ASPR has sponsored a number of exciting lectures and conferences.  Recent speakers at lectures and conferences have included Larry  Dossey, Robert Jahn, Stanley Krippner, Hoyt Edge, William D. Roll, and Ruth-Inge Heinze.  The ASPR holds yearly conferences (usually in the spring) which have addressed a variety of topics including "Psi, Psychiatry & Psychotherapy," "The Dynamics of Healing:  Altered States, Ritual & Medicine,"  and last years conference on "Psi & Anthropology:  Cross-Cultural Perspectives."  


	Because of the extensive holdings in their archives, the ASPR was able to provide the Museum of American Folk Art in New York an exhibit entitled "Given by Inspiration:  Shaker Drawings and Manuscripts from the American Society for Psychical Research."  The exhibit ran the first quarter of 1995.  


	The ASPR has been supported by various endowments and bequests over the years, but has always relied on the support of its members.  I joined the ASPR many years ago, while a student in college, and have remained so through the years.  In fact, if one is to express true interest in psi phenomena, membership in the ASPR is a must.


	Benefits of membership include the quarterly JOURNAL, an excellent quarterly NEWSLETTER (which provides articles more accessible to readers than some of the contents of the refereed journal, and also keeps you up to date on happenings at the ASPR), a book sale program, invitations to special events held by the Society, and access to the library and archives.  


	Of course, for many of us outside the New York area, the latter may not be that useful, but the ASPR does provide an information service that will help you locate resources and hard-to-find information.  In addition, some events have been held in other locations than New York, and there are members of the ASPR all over the world.


	Membership costs are $40 per year for regular members and $20 for students.  There are special categories of membership, including library access only, and subscriptions to either the JOURNAL or the NEWSLETTER.  For more information on services, events, publications and membership, contact the American Society for Psychical Research, 5 West 73rd Street, New York, NY 10023.  Phone:  212-799-5050.


	CREDIBILITY AND PARAPSYCHOLOGISTS


	Of all the questions I get asked about the field of Parapsychology, the most difficult questions to answer have to do with how Parapsychology is "seen" by other fields of science.  The Parapsychological Association remains an affiliate of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, despite past efforts to cut the ties (on the part of representatives of other fields).  Research continues in a few labs around the world, with individuals doing research on their own in others.  It is reported in refereed journals and at very few conferences.  Papers are even sometimes placed in reputable journals of other fields of science.  Funding, with rare exception, is a miserable game for psi researchers.


	On the other side of the coin, psychics continue to make money hand over fist, thanks to new venues where they can ply their trade such as those 900 lines.  Some psychics continue to insist on calling themselves "parapsychologists," even though they hardly study the phenomena (such study being part and parcel of the definition of the word parapsychology") or even attempt to become aware of the research and applied psi data that is out there.  In fact, I'd say many (maybe even most) self-professed psychics pooh-pooh the research and the researchers as much as skeptical and disbelieving scientists.


	Individuals who do amateur investigations of reported psi phenomena, yet with little or no training in research and field methodology also use the label of parapsychologist, as though to legitimize themselves.  Whether psychic or amateur "ghostbuster," such people calling themselves "parapsychologists" is like bartenders or lawyers calling themselves "psychologists" because they listen and (ostensibly) give advice on behavior.


	People do need to question credentials when they hear a title or label applied to someone, even if that someone appears to be in the right general field of endeavor (dealing with psi phenomena).  I find that psychics calling themselves parapsychologists do so either because it sounds more credible (more scientific and therefore perhaps more legitimate) or because they see other psychics doing this and simply don't know any better.  Same with the ghost hunters out there (though for them, it's more for credibility than from naiveté).


	More than that, though, is a bizarre acceptance of anyone's self-proclaimed expertise when it comes to unexplained phenomena such as UFOs, Bigfoot, and psi.  This acceptance-without-question occurs with the general public and the Media (shame on you, media people).   What this does, however, is cause difficulty for those who want to do legitimate exploration of the anomalies and experiences at hand, because invariably, there is a loss of credibility for the field when the "experts" are shown up for what they are (and are not).


	Ask questions of any "expert."  


	People claim legitimacy and credibility in a number of ways.  They may be members of organizations like the ASPR.  However, that being an open membership organization (without asking for particular qualifications for their members), a member is not necessarily any sort of expert on psi, just an interested party.  


	"Experts" may claim to have done "thousands" of ghost cases (there is one such person, in his early 30s, claiming that right now in media appearances --  I guess he started when he was 2 years old, and he must be getting all those cases the rest of us never hear about).  While actually doing a good investigation may be good experience, one still needs to be up on other investigators cases and on theories circulating within the field about the phenomena being studied (and about the things that may be false alarms).  


	Psychics make claims of being "tested" at this lab or that to legitimize themselves.  Even if the psychic actually participated in an experimental series, the results need to be disclosed.  That psychic may have been one of a hundred volunteers in an experiment that was in no way aimed at finding "how much" ability someone had.  Or the results may have been at chance level.  I've heard some psychics claim to have been "certified" by a research lab (never has happened before) or to have been tested at non-existent organizations (like a lab at Duke University -- Rhine retired from Duke in the early 60s, and while there is a lab, the Institute for Parapsychology, in the same town as Duke, it's not the University).  


	I even had someone call me years ago, while I worked at the ASPR and claim he'd been tested and "passed" as a psychic at the lab at John F. Kennedy University.  After asking a few pertinent questions (given that while students used people as subjects in thesis projects between 1979 and 1986, no one was ever tested as a "psychic"), I quickly figured out that this guy had not only come into the lab while I was there, he was a subject in my own thesis experiment, which definitely had nothing to do with "certifying" psychics (guess he didn't recognize my name).  So, I read him the riot act about his claims and he faded into the limbo of would-be psychics.


	Credibility is an important piece for professionals in any field of endeavor.  It may be critical for those in a field such as Parapsychology, due to the controversy over the very existence of the phenomena itself.  All those people out there labeling themselves parapsychologists, with no academic or professional experience in the actual study of psi, do a great disservice to those who are trying to learn just what psi is and how it works (and that's not just the researchers, it's also everyone who has a real interest in psi experiences).  One bad experience with a "parapsychologist" ruins people for real researchers and for the field.


	So, I ask the readers of FATE to spread the word(s).  Ask questions of all "parapsychologists" and "experts on the paranormal."  Ask them why they call themselves such, ask them to define themselves.  Ask them "what's new?" Ask them about their own opinions of psi and their interest in it.


	It all boils down to this:  Psi is real.  We don't exactly know what it is yet, but that's why people are doing research and investigation.  Psi experiences are an indication that something wonderful, that we don't yet comprehend, is happening with our perceptions and interactions in the world around us.  Even if you disbelieve in psi, the experiences are real to the people who have them, and there are, as yet, no satisfactory reasons for those experiences.  If not psi, then what?  This, too, is a wonderful thing to pursue.


	That "wonder" is why I'm in this field, why I don't mind if people ask me about my credentials or expertise or opinions.  I wonder about us and our place in the Universe.  


	And THAT'S what Science is all about.











