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WHO'S AFRAID OF THE BIG BAD GHOST…

If you think about it, what is there about ghosts that's really scary?  Sure, they represent dead people, but by all accounts the spirits of the deceased seem to display the same personality and emotions and intelligence (or lack thereof) they did when alive.   Most folks are generally nice or at least neutral to others.  Some are obnoxious.  Some can be mean.  But how many truly evil (living) people have you ever encountered?  

Why should people thing there are "evil" ghosts all around? How come so many people fear ghosts and hauntings?  Why is the label of "evil" placed on spirits so often?

Ghosts do represent the great unknown.  If they are around us, it's possible only some of us might perceive their presence. They can skulk around us.  They might be present at any given moment, or they might not. They are therefore generally invisible beings who can (gasp) invade our privacy.  But because they're not easily detectable by our senses, they could cause us harm.  They don't, but they could.

We perceive the discarnate entity via an apparent telepathic receipt of information from the mind/consciousness of that entity.  The ghost is nothing more than this, nothing physical other than perhaps an unknown form of energy.  We "see," "hear," "smell," and "feel" these apparitions thanks to our own psychic perceptions of how the ghost thinks of himself/herself, and the way they think of interacting.  It's extremely rare for a ghost to display psychokinetic abilities, as if they have to learn to use PK (see the movie GHOST for a good analysis of this).

In other words, people "feeling" a ghost touching them are actually receiving the idea that the ghost sends out to "touch."  There's no physical touching happening, and those who don't receive and process this telepathic bit of info don't feel a thing.   We also know that people can ignore this information, especially if they have little or no interest in such experiences, and more so if they have little or no belief in the phenomena.  In fact, the people least likely to ever have an encounter (and therefore any problems) with the deceased are the total disbelievers (and especially those who parade around with that capital "S" for "Skeptic" on their shirts).  It's as if the disbelief forms a shield around the individual, a psychic shield that lets all outside psi signals just bounce right off.

What I and many of my colleagues have learned over the years is that any fear or harm that comes from ghost experiences is due to the reaction of the witness to the information received from the discarnate mind.  The living have just as much psi ability as the dead, and the dead ONLY have psi with which to interact with the living.  We, at least, can use our physical bodies and communication abilities to interact, for good or for bad. Any threat they have for the living appears to be on the psychological playing field of the minds of the witnesses who turn themselves into victims because of how they react based on their beliefs. 

Remember, ghosts don't carry guns and knives.  They have no physical bodies with which to hurt us.

And the spirit mediums, especially those constantly popping up on TV, often tell us we have nothing to fear from the dead.  [Note:  there is one prominent exception, a psychic who claims vast powers, writes books about how lovely the afterlife is, and how spirits are so nice, yet is quick to tell people that the problems in their lives are often a result of evil entities around them.  She predicts the future often, but is rarely ever correct --- but don't try to tell her this.  Contradictory?  You betcha.]

So why this fascination with fear-inducement around ghosts?  In the past, oral and written tales of ghosts and demons and things that go bump in the night have held our attention, kept us on the edges of our seats, and even moved us to gasp and shudder. In fact, one might say that people's fearful confusion around haunted houses comes from this oral tradition, with little reinforcement (for a change) from Hollywood if one really analyzes the movies.  Today, TV and film have often replaced the campfire as the most common mode of ghost story-telling. 

Interestingly enough, I'm often asked about how true the horror films are that portray ghosts.  That's actually a strange question.

When it comes to horror movies, I'm afraid ghosts are not really that terrifying, especially in light of the fact that the "reality" of them is that there's almost never anything to fear.  To repeat, fear of ghosts is conjured up in the mind of the perceiver.

Of course, ghost stories take much license with this reality.  I just haven't seen a really good ghost movie that's frightening, except for the original version of THE HAUNTING (okay, and maybe THE LEGEND OF HELL HOUSE).  But actually the "horror" comes from the reactions of the living folks and the hint of evil in the houses.

There are those films that purport to be about true happenings, like THE AMITYVILLE HORROR ( a hoax) and THE ENTITY (a major exaggeration of a real poltergeist case).   But they don't represent actual reality, just Hollywood's interpretation of the fears people have.

There are suspenseful ghost films, like 1999's THE SIXTH SENSE and STIR OF ECHOES, and sometimes some of what's in them approaches reality.  The real "off" thing in those movies was the make-up jobs on the ghosts, since ghosts rarely show outward signs of how they died (they often look better than they did when alive).

Reality, in most cases, generally doesn't look like the horror movies.  Actually, it looks more like comedies and dramas, where the ghosts are pleasantly or comically interacting with the living and each other, like the old TOPPER films and TV show.  What's very interesting is that the sheer majority of films involving ghosts are dramas and comedies.  That's ghosts, as in deceased people, not demons, evil gods or the like.

On the one hand, one can take a somewhat realistic ghost experience, throw in some mystery and suspense, and the film can approach "horror."  On the other, analysis of most "ghost" films is fear reducing, not fear inducing.

But thanks to the recent spate of "reality" TV shows focused on associating ghosts and haunted places with abject fear, that may change.

SCARY GHOST STORIES

It seems as though the Dead are taking over the airwaves -- and I don't mean the Grateful Dead.  

More and more programming is popping up on various cable and mainstream TV networks.  It's the kind of programming that shows average people's emotional reactions to various unknown and unfamiliar situations and conditions.  No, I'm not talking about game shows (though those have gotten a new popularity as well).

CBS's SURVIVOR, FOX's BOOT CAMP and TEMPTATION ISLAND, ABC's THE MOLE and a variety of other such "reality" programs place people mostly like you and me into situations of emotional and/or physical stress and unfamiliarity.  For the participants, it's a chance at a large prize and even the fame and fortune of TV stars.  It's also a chance to test their own limits, both physical and emotional.  Unfortunately, that chance can also lead to emotional and physical hardship. 

Then there are the "paranormal" versions of these programs, some of which came before the incredibly popular SURVIVOR (the popularity of which I frankly can't understand).

FOX Family Channel came up with specials called WORLD'S SCARIEST PLACES, now a series called SCARIEST PLACES ON EARTH.  A family is sent into a reportedly haunted place to stay, investigate, and encounter "whatever" was there.  If they stayed and "survived," there was a prize.  If not, if their fear got the best of them, well at least they made it to television.

MTV has it's own show called FEAR, in which several young people are taken, blindfolded or hooded, into a reportedly haunted place.  They are assigned tasks to do throughout the location, though often those tasks seem centered around the individuals sitting alone…in the dark…after being prompted with some history of horrible happenings in the place.

Both shows have a bit of THE BLAIR WITCH PROJECT about them.  I'm not terribly happy with either show.  Fox Family's, at least, seems to try to find places that have had actual reports and somewhat of a ghost or haunting related history.  They seem to try to stick to what that history actually is.

FEAR is another thing altogether.  Frankly, after watching the first episode, set in a deserted prison in West Virginia, I found myself wondering how anyone could find the show interesting.  I was also confused by some of the supposed history and ghost sightings they provided the "team."  Imagine my surprise when I learned through various channels that the prison really did not have a history of hauntings, that the crew had to stretch to find anyone who had experienced anything paranormal there.  They appeared to make up the haunting for the purposes of the show, and to scare the ectoplasm out of the young team.

I was even more surprised to find out that people I knew had seen the show and found it fascinating.  I guess that's in a SURVIVOR-like way.

FEAR ON THE HORNET

A few weeks ago, I stopped by the USS Hornet Aircraft Carrier Museum in Alameda to pick up some equipment I had lent to a member of the staff.  [See my past columns, notably from the October 1999 issue of FATE].  I was greeted with surprise by staff members.  They wondered whether I was there for the TV shoot, and who had told me about it.  It was MTV's FEAR that was aboard the ship.

You should know that after the first airing of FEAR, I was asked through a couple of third parties if I would be interested in offering their show any assistance.  Because of what I knew about that first show, and the very nature of the show --- to cause fear, not to eliminate it --- I declined.  So, to me it was no surprise that I hadn't been asked to come down to the Hornet to participate.

I learned that the Hornet's Foundation had been paid for the shoot days, though not enough.  I learned that they interviewed a couple of the psychics I knew who had previously been aboard ship, including OPI team member Stache Margaret Murray (who approached me just after I got there wondering why I was "late" --- she'd thought I was to be there).  I learned the MTV crew focused their interviews on anything even remotely scary or fear-inducing that had happened aboard the Hornet.

From my own investigations and interviews of witnesses, fear was the last thing the living experienced aboard the Hornet.  The ghosts are, with rare exception, friendly and even frisky.  The frisky ones can be annoying to the women on board, but not horrifying.  FEAR was looking to set things up their way.

I learned a bit more about what to expect from this particular episode of FEAR, which airs in just a few days from the time I'm writing this.  I was already afraid for the reputation of the ship, and afraid for how the staff (and the real ghosts) would take this.  Then I took a look at MTV's website for the upcoming episode.

If you've seen this particular episode of FEAR by the time you read this, let me assure you that you can believe little other than the fact that the MTV crew did their best to terrify the "contestants."  Some of that fear likely came from the team members being taken to an unknown, and very enclosed, space that seems like a maze --- and gets very dark.  

But the claims of MTV as to what has been perceived by "psychics" is made up of whole cloth or incredibly exaggerated.  Their description of the history of the USS Hornet is not only incorrect, but insulting to the memory of a ship (and crew) that distinguished itself in WWII and after.  Accusing the ship's crew of torturing POWs is inexcusable.  The dates and description of its decommissioning are incorrect -- the Hornet has only been in it's current location since the late 1990s.

The paranormal claims around the ship are absolutely absurd.  There are statements that paranormal investigators and psychics have been aboard the ship since the 1960s and even had horrible experiences.  This is untrue -- psychics and investigators have only been on the ship within the last 5 years, and no one's had any fear-involved encounters. The site states that during the restoration of the ship for its current use as a museum, that workers were apparently attacked by the spirits, and one was "hospitalized" as a result --- untrue.  

And while the witnesses, staff and volunteers at the Hornet (and the psychics and investigators) believe the spirits are there in both a protective mode and in retirement (to a place with fond memories), MTV tells us that "these are the souls of suffering men cheated out of their lives after spending their final days in hell."

MTV's FEAR is a mixture of game show, "reality show," and horror film.  The producers have decided that their "volunteers" be frightened no matter what.  They apparently could care less for the telling of the real stories of these locations.  As long as fear -- and good ratings -- happens, who cares. 

So, does FEAR scare me?  You bet.  I'm afraid people will start being more fearful of their own ghost encounters.  I'm afraid people will believe the worst of places like the USS Hornet.  I'm afraid I'll have that much more work cut out for me in trying to educate the public on Parapsychology.

And I'm very afraid this trend will expand.

