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TAG LINE:


SKEPTICS' CHALLENGE MONEY GROWS, WITH NO APPARENT TAKERS.





	As many people in and about psychical research have known for years, since 1968 the debunking magician, James "the Amazing" Randi has had an outstanding challenge to anyone who could do a psychic, paranormal or similar feat under his conditions.  In the past, anyone effectively beating Randi's challenge would be awarded $10,000.  However, it seems the stakes have been upped, and skeptics are beginning to ask why no one is going for the gold.


	Over the years, people have gone before Randi and before other groups such as the Bay Area Skeptics (who, themselves, were offering a separate monetary award).  Claimants for the money have included psychics, as well as others who stated that they were able to do other extraordinary feats.  


	No one, going before Randi or the other skeptics/debunkers, has been able to pass their tests and legitimately claim the money.


	Some have claimed that such tests are rigged in favor of the testers.  Others have stated that it wouldn't matter what one did, the skeptics would find a way to avoid paying off.  Still others have said that such tests really amount to little in the way of scientific proof, even if the skeptics had to pay off, since science still requires that little thing called replicability.


	Most outside of the skeptics community have agreed that Randi's money (and that of the other skeptics) is safe.


	Why would this be so and why are so few people actually interested in trying?


	Randi's challenge, downloaded from CompuServe, includes a number of interesting statements, most of which are quite fair and expected in a legal agreement.  For example, before beginning, the claimant and Randi must agree upon just what the claimant is to demonstrate, the conditions and limitations of the demonstration, and what is a positive result and what would be considered negative.


	This agreement actually protects both the claimant and Randi.  It means the claimant really needs a clear idea of what his/her abilities are, how long it takes to manifest an effect, where and how the effect has to be shown, and when to call it quits.  The claimant needs to be able to understand better just how often he or she can be psychic and what that means to any observer.  The claimant also needs to really examine his or her talents to make sure there is no "normal" explanation before undertaking a skeptic's challenge.


	If someone is truly psychic, such a self-examination can only help in his/her self-understanding of the abilities (or lack thereof).  What's unfortunate is that there is no good mechanism in place for people who believe themselves to be psychically talented (as opposed to the rest of us who have some psi, but no real aptitude for using it) to get a pre-skeptics test from a scientist.  That researchers typically won't simply "test" someone for "psychicness" is related to a number of factors.  


	First of all, parapsychological research, as readers of FATE undoubtably know, is drastically underfunded.  That means that time cannot be justified in testing anyone who drops in to a lab. Most research follows a methodology that may not allow for drop-in volunteers, no matter how psychic they claim they are, since the talent expressed by that volunteer may not fit into the study at hand.


	Secondly, there is the issue of "certifying" a person as psychic.  In the past, I've mentioned that there have been people who have claimed to have been tested and even certified as psychic by various research labs.  That has never been the goal of laboratory research in parapsychology.  In addition, given the kinds of "tests" one would go through in a lab, one could hardly claim any sort of excessive ability (and certainly not certification) because one did well in a Ganzfeld or remote viewing experiment.  Psi research has the aim to create methodologies that will allow just about anyone to use their inherent psi abilities, not just people who may be more talented in that direction.


	Researchers are often loathe to test self-professed psychics because they may use such testing to enhance their credibility in arenas that the researchers might want to stay away from (such as the subject going out and setting up a private practice, just because he or she did well in the psi experiment).  Explanations to this effect are often given to general subjects so they don't focus too much on their own psi abilities (we don't want people quitting their regular jobs to become "psychics" just because of the experimental outcome).


	But I do have to stress one of Randi's own points.  He advises claimants to do "proper double-blind tests of any ability you believe you can demonstrate" because previous "claimants have suffered great personal embarrassment after failing" tests by him and other skeptics.


	How does one do this, without the help of psi researchers?  First of all, there are some researchers, myself included, who might be available to advise people who wish to go for any of the skeptics' challenges.  Secondly, information on research methodology in parapsychology (how to set up an experiment) is readily available in a number of books and in the parapsychological journals.  In addition, reading the SKEPTICAL INQUIRER (the journal published by the Committee for Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal) as well as works by Mr. Randi would provide further information on how to (and how not to) set up a psi experiment.


	No matter how confident of your own abilities you might be, consider a negative outcome.  One must carefully examine the prospect of failure.  


	Psi performance has much in common with artistic/creative and athletic performance.  One cannot be creative all the time.  One cannot continuously outperform the norm in athletics, no matter what shape the body is in (the mind needs to give that extra push).  An actor may not create a convincing character in every performance.  A singer may have a few off nights.  


	When one deals with human behavior and outward performance, there is no such thing as a 100 percent performer.  Human psychology and the limitations of the body being what they are, no one seems capable of getting the same repeatability of performance that may occur in a physics or chemistry experiment.


	So, you may fail from time to time (and with psi, probably more often than that), and therein lies the problem.


	Randi's challenge includes a strong statement.  "Claimant must agree upon what will constitute a conclusion that he or she does not possess the claimed ability or power."  Not simply what constitutes failure, but what amounts to an admission that the ability or power is nonexistent for that person.


	I see this as both a good and bad statement.  The good news is, such a statement will discourage frauds or phonies who think that Randi's test is simply a first step towards psychic stardom, pass or fail.  If the claimant fails, he/she can say it was because of Randi's negative "vibes," because the "power" simply wasn't working that day, or even allow an accusation that the test wasn't fair (otherwise the ability would have worked).  


	This protects Randi and the rest of us from such people.


	The bad news is that psi doesn't work all the time, like other human attributes.  One failure does NOT mean the person doesn't have psi, just that he/she couldn't do it on command all the time (or even, probably, most of the time).


	Those people who are talented psi operants may not want to chance having a day when they're not terribly psychic if it means making a statement that a miss means never having had the ability at all.  Such a statement not only discredits anything they'd claim or do in the future, but reflects on all claims and accomplishments of the past.  The psi operant not only fails, but essentially gives Randi the ability to say that since he or she "does not possess the claimed ability or power," he or she never did, and any claims of such in the past were either lies or a result of the operant fooling him/herself.


	All in all, it's not a great gamble.  Ten thousand of Randi's dollars (and the accompanying fame if one "beats" Randi) against an admission that one was either a liar or a fool for calling oneself "psychic."


	In fact, it's no surprise that many of the people who have gone for skeptics' prize money have been sincere, though misled individuals, who really believed that they had psi or other talents.  Others may have been truly talented, but unable to produce under the conditions set.  Famous psychics avoid Randi and the other skeptics and their challenges.


	Recently, it was thought that perhaps the $10,000 prize was simply not enough to entice "real" psychics.  A plea was sent out over the Internet and through other means calling for donors to Randi's award.  Pledges came back to Randi, upping the ante to well over $400,000 (according to the CompuServe document, Randi had received pledges from "209 persons amounting to $473,000" which included his own ten grand).


	Skeptics have begun to make noise that such a sum should surely entice some "real psychic" to want to put the controversy to rest once and for all.  Surely such a large amount of money must make it worth someone's while?  Yet there have apparently been no takers so far.


 	There are undoubtably a few reasons for the lack of takers of the challenge, no matter how much the award.


	First of all, there is the same issue of failure of the challenge leading to total discrediting of the individual and his/her abilities or talents.


	Secondly, I believe that those really gifted enough to produce psi effects on such a regular basis as to be able to outperform Randi's controls probably don't care about the money --- they're already making it, though quietly and undoubtably without revealing that they even believe themselves "psychic."


	Finally, a practical reason, mentioned to me by several psychics and magicians and researchers.  Randi has PLEDGES for the money, not cash.  No matter how legal the pledge statements might be, if someone were to beat the challenge, there is still the issue of collecting from the 200 plus individuals.  If Randi is responsible for such collection, and some of his sponsors default, then Randi would have to pay off.


	But by his own admission, his recent lawsuits have placed him in financial difficulty, and the likelihood of him having the money is next to nil.


	In other words, unless the money was in escrow somewhere, or in a financial state whereby it can be immediately paid upon a claimant passing the challenge, my guess is that such a situation could only lead to a long, protracted payout or to lawsuits.  Not an attractive scenario.


	Randi's challenge on CompuServe does include a note that he was "having this matter examined by lawyers to be sure that the augmented prize may be legally offered to claimants," so he is evidently aware of this issue.  However, skeptics are already touting the prize on the Net, as well as in the Media.  Several articles mentioning a statement made by the Bay Area Skeptics Information Sheet (BASIS) cited the award as $427,000 (and calling for more donors).


	Are you willing to challenge Randi?  My guess is no, unless you have nothing to lose if you do lose.


	Personally, for a variety of reasons, I believe the money is safe, that they'll never have to pay off except under the most extraordinary of circumstances.  Maybe if you could levitate Randi himself in an open field in front of multiple witnesses without ever having touched him...	


	And therein is the crux of the matter.  Randi controls all sides of this "Challenge," which is itself contrary to the way science normally works.  Skeptics have asked for good evidence, not one time performances.  That evidence has been built through accumulation of statistical data.  Randi is asking for a "stunt," not scientific proof.  In addition, Randi controls the experimental conditions and is the sole decider of the outcome.  


	Proper science would be to have a peer-review group (in this case, scientists, and perhaps another magician, who would be the effective judges) or an impartial panel to say "yea" or "nay" in the case of a do-or-die test, though Randi states in the "Challenge" that "Results will be self-evident to any observer, in accordance with the rules which will be agreed upon by all parties in advance of any formal testing procedure taking place.  For Randi to be in such total control means that he undoubtably has some "out," a way to always judge the result as being insuffuicient, as some magicians, researchers, and even a skeptic or two have claimed.


	In fact, Randi is also in even more control of the other end of the "Challenge."  He decides who he takes on and who he doesn't.  If he only takes on challengers who would be less likely to succeed, he can make a lot of noise about another failed challenger, without having to test anyone who might actually have a chance to beat him.  


	It's Randi's money (or, in the case of the pledges, Randi is more or less responsible for the outcome and for the pledgers keeping or losing their money).  Randi is therefore a biased "judge," since it's in his best interests to make sure no one beats the test.  It also appears that win or lose, Randi still is in control of all "data" gathered during the testing (video, etc.) for his own personal  use.  So, in the unlikely event that he loses the money, he can still gain much by using everything gathered during the test (and without fear of lawsuit from the challenger).


	Randi's "Challenge" is, in my mind, not science but yet another publicity stunt which he controls completely.  But I do suggest you check it out for yourself.


	For more information, e-mail James Randi at 76702.3507@compuserve.com, or check out his challenge on CompuServe in the Encounters Forum (GO ENCOUNTERS), or look him up on his hotline Web page (http://www.mindspring.com/~anson/randi-hotline/).  You can also send him e-mail at randi-hotline@ssr.com.


	Let me know if you're going to take the challenge.  I'd love to be there.


