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ANOTHER PASSING:  ROBERT L. MORRIS
The field of Parapsychology very suddenly lost another luminary:  Dr. Robert L. Morris, who held the Koestler Chair of Parapsychology at the University of Edinburgh, Scotland, since 1985.   Just returned from the annual meeting of the Parapsychological Association (in Vienna, this year), Morris died of a sudden heart attack on August 12, 2004. He was 62 years old.

If you have not delved into the professional literature of parapsychology over the last 20 plus years, you may not be all that aware of the contributions of Bob Morris, although you may have seen an article in the press about him and the Koestler Parapsychology Unit at the Univ. of Edinburgh.  However, Bob Morris had a major impact on the field throughout his career.

Interested in anomalies and science from an early age, Bob received his PhD in Psychology from Duke University in the late 60s, with a minor in Zoology.  Around that time, he also worked at the Institute for Parapsychology at the Foundation for Research on the Nature of Man (now the Rhine Research Center).  After some postdoctoral studies at Duke, he worked at the Psychical Research Foundation.  In the mid-70s, he taught parapsychology and psychology courses at the University of California at Santa Barbara and then the UC at Santa Barbara.  

He taught some individual courses at John F. Kennedy University in the (now-defunct) Graduate Parapsychology Program in the early 80s, including a course in “Theories and Models of Psi” during the time I was in the program.  More on that in a moment.


Bob moved on to the School of Computer and Information Science at Syracuse University, where, among other topics, he researched human-machine interactions and psychokinesis. 

Bob held the office of President of the Parapsychological Association in 1974 and again in 1985, as well as a number of other offices in that organization.


In 1985, he was awarded the position of Koestler Chair of Parapsychology and moved to Edinburgh, Scotland to head up the university’s Parapsychology Unit, staying in that position until his death.


“At Edinburgh he has supervised many young researchers working towards their doctorates (eighteen completions at last look) and organised an MSc by Research, for Psychology postgraduates; at the undergraduate level he has supervised over a hundred Honours Dissertations.”  (from the Parapsychological Association’s member page, http://www.parapsych.org/members/r_morris.html)

“Prof Morris had over 100 publications, some in Comparative Psychology and in Human Factors, but most in Parapsychology, including coauthorship of two books. He gave invited lectures at most major universities in Britain as well as universities in most Western European countries. He was on the Council of the American Association for the Advancement of Science and President of the Psychology Section of the British Association for the Advancement of Science. Twice he was President of the Parapsychological Association (an affiliate of the AAAS) and he co-edited the Proceedings of the Parapsycholgical Association as well as the European Journal of Parapsychology. He served on the Council of the Society for Psychical Research and was most recently a Vice President. He was recipient of the Myers Award of the British Psychological Society, the Myers memorial Medal from the Society for Psychical research, the Meritorious Activity Prize from ISLIS and the Outstanding Contribution Award from the Parapsychological Association. (from the Koestler Unit page, below)

“His research interests included animal social behaviour, human factors, the psychology of deception, volitional competence and performance enhancement, the psychology of anomalous experiences and various aspects of parapsychology. His most recent research activities involved supervision of, and collaboration in, roughly twenty projects in the last four of these areas.”   (from the Koestler Unit’s page  http://moebius.psy.ed.ac.uk/Bio_Morris.html)
Morris had an amazing impact not only on those he had as students at Edinburgh, but on so many who met him.  Through his work and his students, he has helped open  academic interest in psi in the United Kingdom.
The Parapsychology Foundation had this posted on its website: “For our part, the Foundation is proud of its association with Dr. Morris. Those of us who knew him personally will miss his wry sense of humor, his deep intelligence, his profound understanding of human nature, and his unerring sense of what was best for scientific parapsychology. These qualties were visible even at the beginning of his career and because of this, Dr. Morris was a long-time grant recipient, receiving financial support from the Foundation for his faculty positions at Santa Barbara, Irvine and Syracuse as well as for various research projects. He was also a much-appreciated conference participant on many occasions. “ (http://www.parapsychology.org/dynamic/050100.html)
Bob’s interest in the pseudo-psychic and the psychology of deception made him well known to the skeptical community.  He had more than a bit of magic know-how, and helped instill some interest in this arena amongst myself and my fellow students at JFK University when we were in grad school.  Bob Morris, along with the late Marcello Truzzi, were significant influences on my own interest in magic and mentalism, especially early on.  I can honestly say that without the early encouragement of Bob Morris, I might not have focused as much attention on becoming both as knowledgeable about and as proficient as I am as a psychic entertainer.  This is an important part of who I am today, as both a field researcher and mentalist.
Bob’s wit was something many people admired and enjoyed, and something that took folks who didn’t know him unawares.  One particular incident sticks in my mind from when I took his “Theories and Models of Psi” course at JFKU.

During the course, the students were broken into groups, each group taking on a group of possible kinds of theories relating to psi.  My group focused on electromagnetic field theories and models.  We were to discuss the theories, and each write a paper on our perspectives.  

Within the EMF theories is the concept that perhaps psi information is transmitted by extreme low frequency (ELF) waves.  Because Bob had had us all chuckling (and sometimes laughing loudly) throughout the course,  I couldn’t resist a bit of humor myself.

So, I wrote a very short paper hypothesizing that ELF Waves were indeed responsible for ESP.  But in this humor paper, I took the word ELF literally: the “model” I came up with had us each with our own personal elf on our shoulders, who could see each other through subspace.  The elves would wave in code to each other, then whisper in our ears the transmitted information.  In other words, each elf would wave, and that lead to the “extra” signals coming into our perceptions.
So, I turned in the humor paper, with a note attached that I had more to come.  A couple of days later, I turned in the actual paper.  I hoped Bob would get a laugh out of it, and I’d still get a good grade on the real material.

Imagine my surprise when I received back an excellent grade, but only the short “ELF Wave Theory” paper.  But then I read Bob’s note: “Excellent grasp of the problem, fine insights into the kinds of constructs we need to develop if true progress is to be made.  I haven’t had time to read your appendix, but I’m sure it’s good.”
I never got the actual paper back (the “appendix”), but his comments certainly gave me much amusement and his teaching and sharing of his ideas, much to think about.

I had more contact with Bob before he left for Scotland than after, but always both enjoyed my brief interactions with him over the years and savored his opinions.  

Robert L. Morris had an amazing impact on the field of parapsychology as both a researcher and as an educator.  He had a powerful impact as a mentor on many of the newer folks in the field.  He will be missed for his research, thinking, wit and his wisdom.  
IMPORTANT CORRECTIONS:
In my column in the August issue of FATE, two web addresses were incorrectly listed.  

The correct address for the Parapsychology Foundation is www.parapsychology.org
The correct address for the Psychic Explorers Club is www.psychicexplorers.org
ONE NOTE FOR HALLOWEEN


I’ll be lecturing in a few places the last couple of weeks of October.  Come by if you can to say hello:


October 11:  The Learning Annex, San Francisco, CA


October 21st through 24th:  ParaWorld Expo, Los Angeles Convention Center (www.paraworldexpo.com)


October 26:  College of William & Mary, Williamsburg, VA


October 27:  Clemson University, Clemson, SC

October 29:  University of New Haven, West Haven, CT


October 30:  Philadelphia University, Philadelphia, PA
