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MORE ON PARANORMAL PROGRAMMING

In my last column, I talked about the unsettling trend towards scary and fear-filled paranormal reality programs.  There is another side to this trend, of course.

On the positive side of paranormal TV are programs that explore psychic phenomena.  Cable networks including the Discovery Channel, The Learning Channel, the History Channel, and A&E do provide a significant number of programs on the paranormal, thanks to both frequent re-runs and the continuous addition of new programming.   Even the Travel Channel has been getting into the act.

While these programs do tend to focus on the ghostly and mysterious, they do typically provide viewing fare that approach our feelings of curiosity and wonder as opposed to fear.

Spirit medium John Edward's series CROSSING OVER has been appearing for months now on the Sci Fi Channel.  It is such a success that it will be nationally syndicated this fall.  During the show, Edward ostensibly talks with spirits connected to audience members.  

The show has generated much controversy, in both the believers and disbelievers camps.  The skeptics have stated he is a fake, utilizing the methods of fraudulent readers to provide general statements and commonly appearing names and locations to the audience, awaiting some audience member or other to "claim" the statement -- and the related "spirit" -- as their own.  Edward purports to speak with these spirits, providing apparent comfort to the living folks seeking contact with their dearly departed.

The skeptics are often outraged that such activities are on TV, as they claim Edward is taking advantage of people's feelings of grief.

Is what he's doing fraudulent?  I can't say for sure, having not seen the unedited footage of one of the TV shooting sessions.  My biggest problem with such a show is that I can't fathom how any psychic or medium could keep up the level of "hits" so consistently on a several-day-a-week program.  Fortunately, Edward has volunteered to participate in scientific experiments at the University of Arizona, so we may get some idea of whether he's got something real, at least in another setting.

But, real or fraud, it's important for people to consider that the TV show is essentially providing entertainment to the viewing audience.  If it's good, engaging, interesting entertainment, great!  If not, change the channel (no pun intended).

The success of this program, however, has led to greater interest for paranormal programming, and a number of ideas are under development as I write this.  While the potential Writers Guild strike came and went -- thanks to last minute successful contract negotiations -- the Screen Actor's Guild still has an upcoming contract deadline.  Due to this, and the success of SURVIVOR and other reality and game shows on the major networks, we may see more paranormal reality TV shows than ever before.  Those shows don't need writers and actors.

This is great, but I have a major main concern.  In talks with a production company for the Discovery Channel about a possible TV series, I learned that there is a trend to "cast" the experts. There was pressure from Discovery to make sure the ghost-hunting team I was putting together had a certain look and demographic to appeal to the audience.  The producer mentioned this was a trend happening with other shows, paranormal or not, and I've since gotten the same feedback from other producers working with various cable networks.

Now coming from a TV-involved family, I can understand how the networks want experts who can speak well, in a fashion that promotes interest, and come across coherently. But if there are restrictions on these production companies to provide "experts" who look a certain way or are of a certain age or background, then I'm afraid we'll start seeing a real downwards spiral of reliable information regarding the paranormal.  

As to the MTV FEAR episode featuring the USS Hornet I mentioned in June, the show turned out to be less of a problem than I feared.  Unlike MTV's website, the broadcast did not focus on an "alternative" history for the ship.  However, several of the ghost encounters and the incidents that supposedly spawned the ghosts were exaggerated or made up, making me believe the "psychic" they used was nothing more than an actress.  Nothing happened to the young team aboard the ship.  Nothing.  Boring!

Fortunately, there has been little fall-out for the ship.

More on the paranormal TV explosion as it develops…

THOUGHTS ON RANDI'S CHALLENGE

James "The Amazing" Randi and the skeptics around the world make much of their cash challenges.  A recent TV appearance led to some more thinking on this issue.

I was fortunate to be invited to appear on LARRY KING LIVE on CNN on April 3rd. The topic was ghosts, and apparently the show’s topic came about because of the premiere of FOX Family Channel’s new show Scariest Places on Earth, hosted by Linda Blair.  I’m not too thrilled with the Fox show because of its focus on fear, but it did afford me the chance at a few words on Larry King.

The show was packed with just too many people, however.  Not only were there three non-expert groups/couples (who had had ghost encounters), there were a number of pro/con “experts,” myself included.  The ghost witnesses included a couple in Vancouver, WA, I had worked with for Unsolved Mysteries, two women working at the Waverly Plantation (haunted, of course) in Mississippi, and the Ulrich family in the Boston area (who spent a scary night in a haunted castle courtesy of the Fox show),  all hooked in via satellite feed.

With Larry in Los Angeles were SKEPTIC magazine publisher Michael Shermer, a Catholic Priest who had recently blessed a haunted house, Linda Blair and Alan Robson, who also appears on her show.  James Randi came in via satellite from Miami, and I was hooked in from CNN’s bureau in San Francisco.

I can say that doing the show was weird…sitting alone in a small studio staring into the lens of a camera, a monitor off to the side (so I could watch any video being replayed on the show) and an earpiece in one ear;  a tech off in a small control booth.  With so many guests, I really had to pay attention. 

Randi and Shermer were on relatively good behavior.  In actuality, there was little room for any controversy laden cross-talk, as there were just too many people hooked in to allow any real discussion.  Of course, Randi did mention his million dollar challenge, but in a weird context.  After Ed Woods talked about their ghosts, Randi said  “I think that maybe the million dollar prize that we offer here at the James Randi Educational Foundation might be his, I think I better take a trip out to Washington. “

Unless things have changed dramatically, a haunted house is totally inappropriate for Randi’s challenge.  There’s no way to set up controlled experiments, and more importantly, the rules state that travel and other expenses are up to the challenger, not to Randi.  

Then, to my mind, there’s the cooperation of the ghost.  What’s a ghost need with one million dollars anyway?  What’s the incentive for a spirit to “perform” for Randi?

And Another Thing…

I want to make mention of a couple of other points with regards to Randi’s Challenge, since they are quite relevant to us interested in psychic phenomena.

Magicians are (hopefully) good at laying out conditions of their effects for audiences to follow, even ones that are seemingly impossible.  Magicians “beat” those conditions and achieve something magical.  Magicians watch other magicians do the same.  Sometimes (often, in fact), even magicians get “fooled” by other magicians, even though they (thought) they were watching quite closely.  In fact, new magic effects often get their sales because they can fool magicians. 

But few magicians would admit that there’s any chance that the effect that got past us was real magic.  Most in the audiences would feel the same.

In the world of mentalism and psychic entertainment, for those who believe in psi there’s some possibility that what a performer does that seems to be psychic actually is.  To the audience, there’s a chance that the mentalist is doing real psychic stuff.  No magic, just psi.

Randi is often touted as "the" expert magician.  His challenge thought to be unbeatable.  But would you take Randi's challenge even if you really thought you had a way to display psychic ability or if you had some way to trick your way through the test?  And what would the challenge actually prove even if you won?  Here are a couple of points in the rules (from his website, www.randi.org/research/challenge.html) that would keep me away:

"3. Applicant agrees that all data (photographic, recorded, written, etc.) of any sort gathered as a result of the testing may be used freely by JREF in any way Mr. Randi may choose. "

Hmm, does that mean Randi "owns" the test?  That he can use the materials for any conclusion he wishes to reach?  Pretty much.

"7. When entering into this challenge, applicant surrenders any and all rights to legal action against Mr. Randi, and against the James Randi Educational Foundation, as far as this may be done by established statutes. This applies to injury, accident, or any other damage of a physical or emotional nature and/or financial, or professional, loss of any kind. However, this rule in no way affects the awarding of the prize. "

That's more or less fair, I guess.  Except…

Not that he would do this, but what's to prevent Randi from coming to a different conclusion than his panel of judges, even if the money is handed over to the challenger.

Yes, point # 12 of the challenge reads " EVERY APPLICANT MUST AGREE UPON WHAT WILL CONSTITUTE A CONCLUSION THAT, ON THE OCCASION OF THE FORMAL TEST, HE OR SHE DID OR DID NOT DEMONSTRATE THE CLAIMED ABILITY OR POWER. "

So, if you claimed clairvoyant ability, and performed to the satisfaction of the judges during the test -- winning the money -- Randi would have to confirm that you did "demonstrate the claimed ability or power." 

But because Randi and the foundation own the data and can do with it whatever they wish, and because the challenger apparently would have no legal recourse, Randi can still later amend the formal conclusion with his own opinion that the challenger "fooled" the judges.  And the challenger couldn't sue.  In addition, if the world accepts this new amended conclusion, there is an implicit accusation that the challenger was a fraud.
Now I'm not saying he would say this, just that he could.

What does it prove?

A win at the challenge would not prove the existence of psychic powers.  It would simply be a statement that the million dollars went to the individual who demonstrated something that passed the judges controls and observational skills.  And even if Randi played fair and made a statement that the challenger did demonstrate psychic ability to his satisfaction, what's to make the rest of the skeptic community come around to that viewpoint.  Just because someone succeeded at a magician's challenge doesn't mean other magicians can't point out that maybe the challenger was simply smarter than Randi or the judges.

After all, every magician has been fooled sometime or other.

Of course, the challenger would be one million dollars richer.

What do you think?

