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The Need to Believe….Something

As many of FATE’s readers know from my past columns, besides being a parapsychologist, I am have also been a magician and for the most part, am now a mentalist and psychic entertainer (entertainment that simulates psychic abilities and phenomena).  The reason I initially gained knowledge in these areas was because of a need to know – as a parapsychologist – something about the methods of phony psychics (the con artist type, of which there are all too many) and the psychology behind these methods.


As it turned out, I enjoyed the magic and mentalism I learned enough to begin performing it, which in turn lead to learning more.  One lesson I learned early on is that one may read many books or attend many lectures about magic and mentalism, but it is in performing it for real people (as opposed to other performers) that one really “gets” it.  So, I was further driven o perform more frequently by that desire to know more, and the more I knew, the more I knew I needed to know.  I was also encouraged by many of my parapsychological colleagues to gain this knowledge to offset some of the criticisms by the debunkers.


But to be honest, there was a second, driving factor in my quest to perform:  I like performing and I like entertaining people.  It’s fun.  And it’s fun (and fulfilling) being able to combine my interest in the paranormal with my love of entertaining by performing as a psychic entertainer.  


Earlier this year, I began advertising my entertainer side in the Yellow Pages.  My ad as “Professor Paranormal” boasts of “Psychic and Séance Entertainment.”  The word “entertainment” is in the same size letters as “psychic,” by the way.  The ad appears in a local phone directory under the headings “Entertainers,” under “Party Planners” and under “Psychic Consultants.”


But even with the title “Professor Paranormal” (which, let’s face it, hardly sounds serious) and the word “entertainment” in big letters in my ad, I still get two or three calls a month from people wanting to get an appointment for a private reading.  These folks are true believers looking for answers, and as long as the Yellow Pages lists someone as a psychic, they figure the person must be just that – even though anyone can list themselves as such just by asking and paying the fees.

Typically, when I tell them I only do readings as entertainment only, there are two reactions.  Half the people hang up on me, the others ask if I know any good psychics.  I do spend some time on the phone with those folks, explaining I’m also a parapsychologist, asking what kind of situation they might need a psychic for, and then giving them appropriate referrals.


But the very fact that they just grabbed a name out of the phone book without even thinking about the content of the ad shows that people have a need to believe that someone else can provide the answers they seek, even if that someone has “madame” or “reverend” or “swami” or even “professor paranormal” attached to their names.  This lack of discernment, the absence of common sense when seeking a psychic practitioner is what often puts people in very bad situations with unscrupulous con artists who call themselves “psychic” or “seer” or “clairvoyant” or the like.


This is not to say that all folks with “reverend” or “swami” in front of their names are crooks.  Not at all.  But, too many people make the false assumption that such titles indicate ability.  Also, not at all.


Many people have such a need to believe that answers to their problems lie outside themselves that they have no problem picking up the phone and calling the various psychic hot-lines – after all, the folks on those infomercials sure seem psychic and sincere.  Doesn’t matter that again and again, those hot-lines get into some kind of trouble or are exposed as using actors.  Or they use tactics like offering a “free” 3 minute reading (or “your first 5 minutes free”) when the initial minutes are spent with the phone “psychic” gathering your personal data rather than giving a reading.


I suspect that many people call those hot-lines just because they need someone to talk to about their problems.  Let’s face it, most people would never consider calling a 1-800-Therapist line, even if there were one.  They want someone to listen, and preferably someone who might offer some kind of insight into their problems.


But it all boils down to the need to believe, and often to beliefs based on popular conceptions of the phenomena and abilities, rather than how psi really works.

Over the years, I’ve run into folks who are believers, disbelievers, agnostics, and the like where the existence of psychic phenomena and abilities are concerned.  Whether at one of my public lectures or at a performance, people come up afterwards to tell me about their psychic experiences.  It doesn’t matter that my role at some of these appearances is as an entertainer.  In the minds of some of the audience members, I am someone who would understand their experiences.


On the other hand, when talking with many people in other situations about my dual nature as investigator and entertainer, I often get asked the same question: “Doesn’t your being a magician/mentalist/psychic entertainer lower your credibility as a parapsychologist?”


I answer that this would be a more appropriate question for a genuine psychic and that as a parapsychologist, knowledge of such things allows me to better eliminate the normal (and the unusual, but still within-the-realm-of-normal) explanations for psychic experiences and phenomena.  Until one eliminates the other possibilities, one can’t genuinely study the paranormal.  And in fact, having this knowledge gives me more credibility with my critics, with other scientists and with the Media.


But what’s interesting is how the person might react to that answer.  


The disbelievers understand and accept that answer, as do the agnostics and folks closer to the middle of the belief-in-psi road.  The disbelievers do sometimes have a hard time with my own expressed belief in psi after learning I am a mentalist.  This seems to be because they can’t quite fathom how someone who knows so much about how to fake this stuff can still accept that it can really happen.  I tell them that the ability to simulate something does not affect the reality of the real deal.  


The strongest negative reactions I get are not from the “skeptics” or the true disbelievers, but from the true believers and from a variety of people calling themselves experts in the field.

The true believers are those people who seem to blindly accept any and all claims of psychic functioning and who simply can’t understand why anyone would question what happened in a particular experience or whether the self-professed psychic (or expert or ghost-hunter) is genuine.  There’s a range of people in this group, from those who are willing to learn when they are wrong, to those who can’t be wrong.  Some have a hard time believing a psychic who uses a “madame” or “reverand” or “swami” in front of their name, but no problem believing in Miss Cleo (after all, she seems so sincere and so right-on and she is on TV).  Some can’t accept a psychic who doesn’t use Tarot cards or a crystal ball (what do you mean all you do is look at me,  Ms. Psychic?  Where’s the window-dressing?).

I run into such people time and again.  Most are disappointed when they ask me for an explanation of their psychic experience and I give them one that may not relate to psi at all, or may not be the form of psi they believe in.  Many are miffed when I explain that there’s no way to determine if the odd shape in their photo is a ghost unless certain other ghostly manifestations had happened at the same time (and even then….).  

And many simply don’t give me the time of day once they learn I’m also a performer (like those debunking folks, you know).  Doesn’t matter that I have stated my belief in psi, it only matters that I dare to question before making a judgment call on a specific incident, experience, practitioner, or expert.


On the “expert” front, let’s face it:  there’s plenty of room for differing viewpoints and theories.   Personally I have little problem with looking at alternate ideas and seeing if they fit what’s happening and what’s reported.  Some of these folks, however, are simply tied to a particular theory or position, and anyone who dares question that position has it in for them – in other words, they take it personally.


For example, when the folks at the International Ghost-Hunters Society read my column in which I discussed methodological and conceptual problems with accepting unusual photos as "proof" or even evidence of a ghost encounter (FATE August 2000), they railed against me and parapsychologists in general through their electronic newsletter.  Their position has been to emphasize technology over everything else, including the use of psychics, in investigations.  They have expressed their non-acceptance of people claiming to be psychics who have no established track record with them (an understandable position), yet have mentioned a questionable (in the minds of many parapsychologists, investigators, magicians, mentalists and skeptics), but nationally known “psychic” as someone who they apparently admire as genuine.  Strangely, there’s no mention of how this “psychic” has established a track record with their group.  I guess multiple TV appearances is enough for them. 


A few years ago, FATE received a letter from a well-known author on the paranormal who, again apparently because of a column I wrote positioning ghost photos as evidence rather than proof, attacked my position.  Because I am a mentalist/magician, I was accused of somehow being a wolf-in-sheep’s-clothing, essentially a agent come into parapsychology to attack the field from within.  This particular author had, as it happens, also made many pronouncements of photos as “proof” of ghosts or psychic events.


They are true believers in their own methods.


Then there are the true disbelievers, who call themselves “skeptics” even though their faith in the non-existence of psi can sometimes approach the religious fervor of the true believer.  Some of they discount my knowledge of magic and mentalism, as they simply can’t buy that someone with such knowledge could accept the existence of psi or ghosts.  One actually admitted to me that his world would be somehow “shattered” if psi were real.


The fact is that people believe what they want to believe.  People who are open-minded take in new information and change their opinions, and even change their beliefs if the new information builds up to where the old belief doesn’t fit how they see reality.  Such people like to ask questions, and are not uncomfortable if the answers are not black-and-white.  They don’t mind that some things are not known, that some methods for understanding some phenomena are still beyond our reach.  To them, it’s a wonder to look at the world in new and different ways.

But many people unfortunately often perceive questions aimed at the things that embody their beliefs as actual attacks on those beliefs, even though the questions are asked simply to understand, not to undermine.  They react very emotionally to attacks on their beliefs, and will often go to extreme lengths to undermine the people asking those questions.


As a paranormal investigator and parapsychologist, I want to keep asking questions that might lead to really understanding what this thing called psi is, in all its shapes and occurrences, from ESP to apparitions.  As a mentalist and psychic entertainer, I can demonstrate what the abilities might look like in an entertainment context and have fun doing it at the same time (and hope my audiences have fun as well).


If that means I am viewed with suspicion by true believers, so be it.  Those people take themselves and their experiences way too seriously.  A great leader in Parapsychology (and other fields) by the name of Charles Tart once reminded me that a sign of maturity is the ability to not take yourself too seriously.  

To me, one of the goals and meanings of life and living it is to find the joy and celebrate what’s interesting and what’s fun.  If you’re too serious and closed off in your beliefs, you’ll not only be missing out on the delight that being involved with something you’re interested in brings, you can easily miss what could be THE Answers because you’re unwilling to see them.

So, try questioning your own beliefs in psi and how in manifests every once in a while.  You’ll be surprised at how much more there is to the world of psychic phenomena if you do.

