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THE CASE FOR ESP
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Recently I was invited by OPEN EXCHANGE, a San Francisco Bay Area paper aimed at education of the public with regards to holistic, spiritual and other related areas of interest, to participate in a public forum with Bay Area Skeptics founder Robert Steiner.  


Bob is a skilled mentalist, a former Chair of the Bay Area Skeptics, a Past National President of the Society of American Magicians, and an excellent accountant.  Bob is also a close friend of mine (and my accountant).  That, given his background, is a hard thing for people to understand.


As fellow magicians and mentalists, Bob and I have much in common.  As former East Coasters, we again have much in common.  In fact, with the exception of our beliefs (or disbeliefs) in the paranormal, we have more in common than we have differences. 


So, when the idea of a forum, a public conversation between two friends who happen to disagree came up, I agreed readily to participate.  To me, one can debate debunkers until one gets reborn in another lifetime and not much may be accomplished.  However, the goal of trying to present to a public audience our viewpoints and perspectives, in order to give the public some idea of where each of us (ostensibly representing two “sides”) is coming from may achieve much good.


The topic of “The Case for ESP” was chosen, and we were both asked to summarize our positions for an issue of the quarterly paper (the event itself will happen at the end of March, about a month after I turn in this column).  In thinking this through, and bouncing ideas off my friend and colleague Dr. Keith Harary, the following came to mind.

EVIDENCE OR PROOF?


ESP, or ExtraSensory Perception, can be defined as the human mind’s ability to perceive information not received through what we consider the “normal” senses (sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste) without the use of logical (or, one would suppose, illogical) inference or deduction in a way (or ways) not explained by the current scientific paradigm.  Included under this broad perceptual label are the “abilities” of telepathy (the mind perceiving information from the mind of another), clairvoyance (the mind perceiving information from a location or event beyond the range of the “normal” senses in the current time frame) and precognition/retrocognition  (the mind perceiving information from a time frame in the future/past).


There are several inherent problems with the definition and even the label of ESP.  In fact, even creating subcategories such as telepathy is a problem; we don’t know enough to break down the experiences and the process behind them that way, except as conveniences.  As parapsychologists have learned over the decades, the incidence of reported ESP experiences is fairly evenly distributed across the population, making these experiences far from unusual or extraordinary in the course of human experience.  Most parapsychologists would consider nothing “extra” about ESP, except in the sense that it is a perceptual process not included in the current label of “normal” sensory perception.


Robert Morris of Edinburgh University’s Dept. of Psychology has used the phrase “communication anomalies” to describe these experiences, and Keith Harary and Darlene Moore of San Francisco’s Institute for Advanced Psychology coined the phrase “extended” perception  or “extended human abilities” to cover the process by which the mind somehow brings in information through space (and possibly time).  For a number of years, parapsychologists and others have used the Greek letter PSI   to cover the “X factor” that includes these communication anomalies and also psychokinesis (PK -- the mind influencing or interacting with the environment around it directly).


The skeptics demand answers to several questions.  Has ESP been proven a real quality of human beings?  Does good evidence exist for extended perception?  Where is the physical proof for ESP?


These are three different questions, and you will get very different answers depending on who you ask.  Before getting to the evidence, let’s deal with the first and last question. 


Acceptance of the existence of psi, which is a form of perception, has been held up for physical proof.  How could it work, given what we know about the brain and mind and the physics of the Universe? The answer is:  we don’t know, yet.  On the other hand, we also don’t know much, from a physical standpoint, about how the mind works (nor do we have a definition of “mind” from a physics perspective).  One question to ask the critics of parapsychology is “Should parapsychologists be conducting physics experiments when studying information processing, or psychology experiments?”


The experimental methodologies utilized in parapsychology follow those of experimental psychology, mainly because we are dealing with information processing, perception, and the mind, all areas that fall under a social science approach versus a physical science one.  Yet the evidence consistently demanded by skeptics is “physical.”  I guess that means statistical proofs for effects in psychology, dealing with that esoteric (and not physically  proven) item called the mind is also lacking.


Has ESP been proven?  Not to most scientists.  However, it is interesting to note the utter lack of interest most scientists have in even seriously considering the evidence for ESP.  For many in academic pursuits, revealing an interest in psi is tantamount to admitting the world is flat.  The scientist without an established reputation is ridiculed and often ostracized.  The very idea that one should attempt any experiments studying psi experiences, when voiced, has raised the eyebrows of many colleagues, thereby discouraging serious study.


Yet the skeptics will drive home the point that psi experiments need to be replicated, especially by those outside the field of parapsychology.  This point is one which probably all within parapsychology would agree.  But consider this:  there is almost no funding, fewer than 200 full and part time researchers around the world who conduct experimental series (and, as all are not working to replicate each other’s works, these experiments build only a general body of evidence, not strict replications).


So, therein lies a good part of the angst of parapsychological researchers:  For ESP to be accepted as “proven,” there must be independent replications.  However, as there seems to be little or no interest expressed by most “mainstream” scientists, whether it’s because those scientists have no interest, have a disbelief (and therefore consider it frivolous research), or have a fear of being ostracized because of an admitted interest in such a fringe idea, the replications will not be done outside the field of parapsychology.


So, is there evidence for ESP that builds a case for its existence?


For readers who automatically say "NO," I wonder if you have actually read the many research reports published in refereed journals of the field (such as THE JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN SOCIETY FOR PSYCHICAL RESEARCH)?  Or have you just “heard about” the research or perhaps read a review in a skeptical (and perhaps biased) publication?


For those of you who say "YES" to that question, I wonder the same thing.  Are you basing your support (of the evidence) on the scientific data or on personal experience?


The experimental body of evidence that exists has been developing over the years.  Because of potential issues of sensory leakage and the possibility of fraud on the part of experimental subjects, the best experiments are conducted double-blind, and in   a manner that subject fraud can be easily ruled out (even further reduced as a possibility by using “average” people rather than self-professed gifted subjects who may have much to gain by achieving positive results in a laboratory experiment).


Over the past few years, statistical analyses of the data in Remote Viewing experiments (in which a subject describes a randomly chosen object or location not known to him/her), the Ganzfeld studies (in which subjects in mild sensory deprivation describe randomly chosen images shown to a “sender” in another location), and other studies, have convinced a number of researchers from outside (and within) the field of parapsychology that there is some  form of information processing that we have not yet identified (except with convenient labels like "ESP") or explained. 


Looking at human experiences reported outside the artificial setting of the laboratory, the same information processing/communication anomalies appear to exist.  As with other human experiences and examples of human behavior that are hard to induce and therefore study in the lab, one must look both at controlled experimental studies and “real” experiences.


Perception is a mental process; information that comes in through our senses is processed, organized and interpreted by the brain/mind.  Based on both spontaneous experiences and laboratory studies, there is overwhelming evidence that we are processing some information that does not appear to be attributable to our "normal" senses, inference, or memory.


As far as “believers” go, of course, the evidence is quite persuasive.  If you have ever had an experience that might be labeled "ESP" then you may know that the experience felt different from other experiences.  You may simply know  psi exists.  Keep in mind, however, that there are often other explanations that are not psi.  One must keep an open mind to such possibilities.


For the “skeptics” (who are often less than open-minded ), there is generally no possibility of psi’s existence, and therefore there has to be   a normal  explanation, rather than a psychic one. The problem is that being too quick to assign an explanation may lead one to miss what’s really going on.


The real question is not necessarily whether there is great evidence for "ESP,"because many people consider ESP to be “supernatural” or extraordinary.  The real question surrounds these apparent communication anomalies and information processing “glitches” and what explanations there might be for them (since, realistically, what we call “telepathy,” “clairvoyance” and “precognition” may not necessarily have the same explanation).


There is much that is very hard to explain in full, which indicates that we have more to learn, that there is “something” there in human experience worthy of study.  Enough work has been done to indicate that human experiences include a component of apparent information processing that we have no consistently good explanations for, but not enough has been done to have statistical proofs that all would accept.  We need to study these experiences in and out of the lab to further understand these very real, very common human experiences.  And isn’t that what Science is all about?  


Ultimately, parapsychologists may have to redefine these experiences both in and out of the lab in a more “acceptable” fashion, perhaps an information processing approach, that allows other scientists to look into them without feeling embarrassment or fear of academic reprisal or ridicule.


The “Case for ESP” rests on a body of evidence, based both in the lab and out.  But perhaps first the “case” needs to be redefined, before the “jury” can consider the evidence and render an informed decision.

