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PSYCHIC FRONTIERS

Loyd Auerbach

THE MORE THINGS CHANGE…


When I first began focusing my parapsychological attentions on investigating apparitions, hauntings and poltergeists, the works of psychical researcher and writer G.N.M. Tyrrell became of great interest to me --- especially his book APPARITIONS. A physicist and mathematician who lived through the heyday of early psychical research and parapsychology (1879-1952), and was president of the Society for Psychical Research in England from 1945-46.  He conducted both research and a philosophical examination of the paranormal.


His work holds up today as it has in the past.  While his books are not in print any longer, I've consistently run across them at used bookstores.  But it was a discovery at a used bookstore last December that sparked this column:  a copy of the April 1960 issue of FATE that includes an article by Tyrrell.


As I write this almost exactly 40 years after the issue hit the stands (for me, it's mid-March and I just received the April 2000 issue of FATE in the mail) I was amazed --- and not --- that Tyrrell's writing was so relevant to me and to our time.


The article, "Report on Spiritualism," looks at and questions the very nature of our inquiry into psychic and spiritual matters, and how we inquire.  Tyrrell suggests right up front that humans deal with the world from a practical perspective, and that this may limit us in Parapsychology.


"Common sense which penetrates largely into intellectual thought rests on a pragmatic basis.  It is a product of evolution, made for practical utility … we are all persuaded by common sense that the world we see, hear and touch comprises everything.  It is extraordinary how that conviction is unconsciously accepted in science and everyday life; and yet we see why it is necessary at the practical level.  Without it, our world would not be simple enough for us to live in." (page 72).  


He goes on to say that "we have been adapted to our world both mentally and physically; and one of the features of mental adaptation to our world, in fact to the whole of the universe, is that it seems to be within our grasp.  Unless we accepted this delusive conviction, our world would not be simple enough for us to live in.  But the obvious consequence of this is that our minds resist evidence for things which exist beyond the range of our practical world; and some of the most striking evidence for this is the evidence for telepathy, precognition, clairvoyance, etc., and communications that apparently come from those who have passed over." (page 72)


Let's think about this for a moment.  Tyrrell points out that we seem to be programmed to observe and analyze the world in a particular way.  At first glance, anything extraordinary may be resisted or labeled with an explanation that suits the simplicity of the universe in our common sense view.  Explanations such as "you must be imagining things" or "that's simply God's doing" or even "it's magic" --- as if any of these really explain anomalous experiences such as psychic ones --- are the result of a resistance to the extraordinary out of instinct, rather than logic.


This view is extremely important when trying to understand how the debunkers (often calling themselves skeptics) and the true-believers can come to a conclusion about psychic experiences and parapsychological experiments before examining them closely.


Critics of Parapsychology (not all of them) will often give away their biased belief system --- their instinctual resistance --- by stating that a positive research result "must not have come from" a well-controlled series of experiments, or that the researchers "must not have looked at" all the other possibilities or that the results "must have been subject to a misinterpretation or misapplication of statistics."  As Tyrrell so aptly puts it, "in orthodox science the mind approaches without prejudice and accepts whatever the facts are presented to it … But in psychical research the result of investigation is forgone.  The critics know beforehand that close and prolonged investigation will dispel it." (page 73).


On the other hand, the true-believers will often accept without question, a finding or demonstration that falls within their belief system, even if the finding is misrepresented or exaggerated, or the demonstration is fraudulent.  To many true-believers, it's all or nothing; everything a medium says in his or her contacts with the hereafter are communications from the departed.  Every déjà vu is an example of psi in action.


Both viewpoints limit the search for understanding of that which we call psi.  As Tyrrell so aptly puts it, "the sceptic who dismisses communications from the dead as mere psychological effects in the medium, and the naïve spiritualist who accepts them all as literal messages are both under the influence of mental adaptation." (page 77)


But is such a bias easy to understand?  Tyrrell says yes.  "This is very natural and not at all easy to resist.  What this adaptation hides from us is that the world goes on beyond our sight, touch and hearing and also that it comes intelligibly to our practical minds." (page 77).  In other words, our instinct is to accept or reject the unseen, the unusual, without question, in which case we end up not looking for it as it truly may be:  hidden from us right now.


We've all heard the skeptics comment on how little has been learned in over 100 years of research into psi.  Of course, we actually know quite a bit about the range of how it is experienced and even to some extent by whom and under what kinds of conditions.  We've learned a lot from examining the psychic experiences of people all over the world and from the limited experimentation that's been done --- limited based on the small numbers of researchers and small funding.  We've even learned a few practical, though not reliable, applications of psi.

But Science puts forth a need to understand the way it actually works, the mechanisms, and to understand how we might control it.  On that front, we've a long way to go --- or perhaps we're simply on the wrong road, the wrong line of questioning.

It's important to remember that what we know in Science is not merely a result of experimental work.  An astronomer can only observe the stars, not control them in an experiment (at least, not now).  A chemist can create controlled reactions that will occur the same way over and over, but that control was the result of much observation and experimentation leading to conclusions and theoretical constructs that explain how things work.  

But physical and social sciences are different.  An anthropologist observes people and primates with sort of a Star Trek "prime directive" approach; as soon as he or she interacts with the observed, there can be an affect on the behavior and culture --- to control is to contaminate.  A psychologist can observe, then experiment, but given the infinite possibilities with human behavior and reactions, getting replication of behavior anywhere close to what a chemist or physicist gets in their experiments may mean a controlled environment which ends up with a false representation of human behavior.  True understanding of behavior and how and why it is as observed is still outside our grasp.

Psychic functioning undoubtedly has a physical component.  The physics of telepathy or precognition or psychokinesis is something that will need understanding.  But that physical component is embedded in the psychology of the experience.  

To understand a phenomenon from our common sense perspective is often difficult.  Many find Einstein's revelations about the structure of Space-Time far from common sense.  Others have no problem accepting it.  Looking at psi as a literal thing to be explained or explained away is common sense for many.  But psi is hardly literal.  It "slips quite easily into the future and the past, thereby transcending the conditions of ordinary life" (page 76). 

Do we understand how psi works?  No.

Can we?  Perhaps not at this time.  Could a 7th century scholar comprehend the electrochemical messaging system of the neurons of the brain?  Could Thomas Edison comprehend the actual construction and workings of a 1 gigahertz computer processor (now that we actually have them)?   The answer is no, unless the knowledge base that leads to such understandings is there.

One cannot examine psi from a simplistic viewpoint.  Explanation that it's "just coincidence" or "spirit energy" are equally simple and equally inadequate.  Tyrrell goes on to point out that what we don't know should not be resisted, or limited by assumptions.  "What I suggest is that matter may possess properties which are not revealed to our bodily senses.  I think psychometry affords evidence of this … After all, why should not matter have properties which our senses do not perceive?"  (page 79). 

This last point is an important one.  Since the April 1960 issue of FATE was published, we've learned much about the make-up of matter and its properties.  Quantum theory has developed quite a ways.  Our understanding of, and ability to measure, energy as well as the understanding of how various forms of energy interact with matter (biological and non-biological) has also come a long ways.  Do we have more to learn on that front?  Clearly we do. 


We know much about "invisible" forces in the universe, and have wonderful technologies to detect them.  Could there be more such forces out there?  More properties of matter and energy for which new technologies are needed in order to detect and measure them?  Of course.

Could psi be one of them?  Why not!

But we come back to the initial common sense resistance.  Tyrrell, in commenting on the phenomena of physical mediumship, says "I think the fact that these unorthodox happenings occur is of the greatest interest.  Physicists should be excited by them; they should see a doorway to fresh discoveries.  But they merely laugh at them" (page 80).  They resist because their common sense tells them to.  They seem to have little interest in exploring how and why people experience psi.  To them, the experiences are "mistakes" and coming up with jargon to explain the "mistakes"is easy.

By the same token, I have experienced encounters with self-professed psychic practitioners and more than a few true-believers who already have explanations for the phenomena, as if saying it's "psychic energy" is enough.  They seem to have little interest in exploring how and why psi works.  To them, it just does and coming up with jargon to explain the process is easy.

Neither end of the spectrum helps our understanding of the greater world that we live in when it comes to psychic experience.  But from Tyrrell's perspective, understanding the resistant viewpoint is easy and important.  Our minds "are made to reject it" --- ideas like an object having hidden attributes --- "for if they did not, neither the world or ourselves would have the simplicity which is necessary for practical life" (page 80).

Fortunately, there ARE people asking questions that go beyond this resistance.  Some ARE excited by the unexpected and the unexplained and the hidden.  Some do not accept the explanations of the workings of the universe --- or human beings --- as sacrosanct truth.   It is only in questioning reality as we perceive it that our understanding of the Universe --- and ourselves --- is advanced.  "What we are doing, then, is to investigate things the natural mind is against" says Tyrrell.  "I suggest that analysis of the mind of the critic be added to investigation of the paranormal" (page 81).

We must always ask questions, go past what's in front of us, to get to the deeper truths.  That way leads to understanding.  

So remember:  if you be neither disbeliever or true-believer, you may be going against your instinctual programming.  That may make you paranormal, too.

**********

A Recommendation:  

Pick up the mystery novels of Martha C. Lawrence.  All four (so far) utilize a unique private eye:  Elizabeth Chase, a private investigator who also happens to be more than a touch psychic.

As it happens, Martha Lawrence herself has substantial psychic talents and lots of psi experiences.  This shows clearly in the manner Elizabeth Chase experiences psi, the kind of information she gets, and the process of "getting" it.  

I was very fortunate to meet Martha at a lecture I gave in February in the San Diego area for the newly resurrected International Foundation for Survival Research.  Martha Lawrence is extremely knowledgeable about "being psychic" and this has resulted in a truly believable psychic investigator.

Her first three books, MURDER IN SCORPIO, COLD HEART OF CAPRICORN and AQUARIUS DESCENDING are in paperback from St. Martin's Press.  Her latest Elizabeth Chase novel, PISCES RISING, is currently out in hardcover from the same publisher.

I just finished PISCES RISING before writing this short piece.  It is an excellent addition to the series, bringing in Native American Shamanism, and shows Lawrence's writing, and her main character, is continually evolving on a psychic and spiritual level.  I look forward to her next novel.

Look for a featured interview with psychic mystery writer Martha C. Lawrence in FATE in the near future.

