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FEAR AND LOATHING OF PSYCHIC PHENOMENA

LOYD AUERBACH

Have you had a psychic experience?  Have you ever seen a ghost?  Have you "received" knowledge of a relative's misfortune, knowledge with no apparent cause?  Have you felt a mysterious presence in your home?  Have you seen objects floating or flying around your home with no physical explanation?  Have you felt like you were floating out of your body?


Have any of these things scared you? Or was the really scary thing the thought of being laughed at by anyone you spoke to about such experiences?


Happy Halloween, everyone.  This month is a "ghostbuster's" busiest time with the media, as radio, television, and print media jump on the ectomobile in order to gain attention for their respective perspective on the supernatural, superstitions, and the occult.  Halloween has become a holiday for which we all dress up in odd, often horrific, outfits, attend parties with decorations a la The Addams Family, and even go to a "haunted house" with our kids (or on our own). 


Because of the magical and supernatural overtones, as well as the connection in the basis of the holiday, the time when the spirit plane is closest to the "earth plane" (I prefer air planes, myself), and because parapsychologists are the ones conducting any sort of investigations looking at ghostly phenomena, we of course get tagged to talk about all sorts of things, from ghosts to clairvoyants, from (unfortunately) vampires to black magic.


As I've said before (and will say again), parapsychologists may be interested in occult and supernatural folklore, but be don't do demons, vampires, werewolves, or satanic cults.  Parapsychologists study the Mind's (living or dead) interaction on other Minds and on the world around us.  Most of these experiences can hardly be described as "ghastly" or "horrific."


However, even with that said, the media (and unfortunately those uninitiated in the process of really learning about the paranormal) still wants "scary."  I can no longer keep track of the number of reporters from all media who have asked me to take them to (or point them to) a place like the "house in THE AMITYVILLE HORROR" so they can video-tape something moving or at the least get some genuine thrills and chills to report on.  First, the Amityville hoax notwithstanding, cases like that don't seem to really exist (except in the minds of some self-serving demonologists and exorcists out there who scare their "clients" as much as the experiences probably do, if not more so). 


More importantly, if I could take a reporter and camera crew to such a place where things could definitely be taped or photographed, or if any of my colleagues could, why do you suppose parapsychology, and field investigations in particular, has such a problem achieving funding?  If I could take a crew into a "real" house like the ones in the movies, I doubt anyone in my field would have to worry about funding ever again.


Think about it, media people!


Unfortunately, it's just such an attitude, that this stuff is meant to be scary, that connects so much of it to the Halloween season and may cause such unhealthy reactions to psychic experiences of all kinds.


Our culture, but not only just our culture, seems to not only denigrate psi experiences, whether precognitive or apparitional, but to also set up an expectation that these experiences and abilities are something to be afraid of and hidden.  


This is, of course, quite interesting from a socio-anthropological perspective when you consider that all the surveys conducted in the past have shown such high percentages of people who have either had a psychic experience or who believe in possibility of psi (if not its reality).


So what's going on here?  Why are we afraid of ESP and PK experiences? Why do ghosts frighten us so?


We may have to look at these things very separately.  


Experiences of apparitions and in haunted houses speak to our very human fears of the unknown and things that "lurk in the dark," hidden threats.  Such fears were felt by our ancestors huddled around a fire at night with predators lurking in the dark, ready to pounce. While most of us no longer huddle around a fire for this reason, we still tend to stay in lit-up areas when walking outside at night in cities, fearful of the now-human predators that we may imagine are ready to pounce on us (not without just cause, I'm afraid).


The world we live in has become a scary place.  It's been just under a month since I "participated" in something you may have watched or read about on/in the news.  In my "regular" job (the one that provides the salary to support my psi habits), I work at 101 California Street in San Francisco for a provider of a legal and news online information service (LEXIS/NEXIS).  


On July 1st, as you may know, a gunman stepped out of the elevator on the 34th floor of that building and began blasting away at people working and visiting the law firm of Pettit & Martin.  He worked his way downstairs, shooting others not connected to the law firm on a few other floors, before shooting himself.  


For me and my co-workers on the 25th floor, locked in our office, things were quite tense, though surreal in a way.  We were hearing reports on the radio about what may or may not have been going on several floors above, and speculations of a second gunman.  A SWAT team showed up knocking at the back door, and things got stranger (I, for example, was convinced the three voices I heard talking to us through the door were cops, though a number of the others in my office more or less yelled at me not to open the door until their ID could be checked.  


The situation started for us at approximately 3 PM and ended just before 8 that night.  We never heard any shots, but we were confronted with the reality of the situation watching the ambulances out the windows and dealing with the police on our floor (though I think the cop searching us for weapons before we could leave might have felt even stranger going through my ÒbagÓ of magic effects I had brought to work that day).


For me, "surreal" is the best way to describe it.  For others, words like "scary" or "frightening" or "nerve-wracking" might be more appropriate.  For me, it further drove home something I have been saying for a number of years: "Ghosts don't carry guns."


The world we live in has become a scary place.  Interestingly, more scary than the "monsters" and "ghouls" that our superstitions and imaginations have previously provided.  However, we still fear things we can't see or even understand, let alone things we can't comprehend.  It's human nature.  


As death (and survival of it) is difficult to comprehend for most of the living, remnants, reminders of the living who may now be dead frighten us.  We have a hard time understanding their needs, so we can't relate to what they may want from us, the living.  That unknown yields much fear, as we imagine all sorts of nasty possibilities.  


For me, I look at such experiences with the science fiction fan's sense of wonder.  There are unknown things out there, things we still need to understand, to study, to explain.  That's a good thing, you know, not a bad or scary thing.  The unknown and the curiosity about it fuels the "quest" for knowledge.  Ghosts and hauntings are part of that.  And in fact, if the disbelievers are correct and these things don't exist as we define them, perhaps an understanding of what really causes people to see and experience apparitional phenomena can bring us as much wonder as the idea of someone hanging around after his or her death.


Until the time that the average person understands and accepts: 1) that normal, average people see ghosts, 2) that these are not rare occurrences, and 3) that one learns a lot by "asking" the ghost questions (certainly more than turning tail and running away), I'm afraid that fear will be a common reaction.  Remember, folks, the vast majority of ghost experiences are not going to harm you (you have more to worry about around the clumsiness your own fear may cause you), just as most people are decent folks.  Use that wonder and think about the implications of someone surviving the death of the body and communicating with us.


Oh, and stick to comedy and dramatic films like TOPPER, GHOST, GHOST DAD, THE GHOST AND MRS. MUIR, and ALWAYS.  In my opinion they're so much closer to reality than any horror film could possibly be.


But what about ESP and Psycho-Kinesis?  Are we afraid of these abilities?  If so, why?  This can again be approached on a couple of levels.  


First of all, a good part of the fear in having such experiences is caused by the non-acceptance of psi as "normal."  Even though such large numbers of people believe in at least the possibility of such experiences, they have a hard time accepting that 1) they themselves could be psychic and 2) that anyone they know well could be psychic.  


Average people have a problem in telling their average friends that they've had psi experiences.  Why?  Because they think the friends "are going to think I'm crazy."  Why?  Because society doesn't accept these experiences as part of the "normal" range of experiences.


I assure you, psi is quite "normal."  If people would stop worrying about what their friends would think of them if they said they had psi experiences, they might be extremely surprised to learn that those friends have had psi experiences, too.


So, a big part of the fear of psi relates to a fear of people reacting to "unacceptable" behavior.


Another part of the fear of psi is that it isn't "normal."  One of the reasons my friend and colleague Dr. Keith Harary has negative reactions to anyone calling themselves "A Psychic" is that it sets one up as vastly different than the norm.  Such a label can cause others to feel set apart from the majority of their peers when they believe they, too, have such experiences.  While many psychics (who I simply consider people recognizing their innate abilities and perceptions more than others, the way good artists accept and build on their creativity do) do talk about everyone having some degree of psi, there are more than a few (who are often not terribly psychic) who promote themselves as "the only one" with experiences and "gifts" such as they describe.  


This creates conflict in anyone who has experiences similar to what the "gifted" ones describe.  Add to that the often odd or flamboyant behavior of some of these people and you get a person so different as to cause anxiety in anyone who believes he, too, may be like that person.  (Note to my "psychic friends":  I don't mean you.  You know who you are...you're psychic, after all).


Most people really don't want to be "different."  Most people want to be normal, or at least socially acceptable in their behavior and skills.  Until psi is accepted as part of the norm, people will fear being psychic as they fear being "different."


Finally, there are other fears people may have around being psychic, fears pointed out over the years so well by Dr. Charles T. Tart of the University of California at Davis.  Tart has written several articles over the past decade dealing with fears of psychic abilities, and even about the fears of psi felt by psychics.


Most of these fears relate to the implications and the control of psi abilities.  Tart and others such as Dr. Julian Isaacs and Dr. Jan Ehrenwald have pointed out issues of responsibility for the abilities and the phenomena they generate.  


For example, if we can affect things with our minds, does that mean we might cause "bad" things to happen?  If we can connect with the minds of others, what if we connect too well?  What if we can't turn it off?  What about invasion of privacy:  can remote viewers peek in on anybody they like?  Will we lose ourselves if we connect too well with the world around us?


Such fears, which are often unconscious, may actually help set the limits on psi.  They certainly prevent many of us from "being psychic."  I believe that the issue of responsibility is the major fear-inducer, especially coupled with a fear of losing control of such abilities were they activated.


People in general tend to shun responsibility for their actions and accountability to the world around them.  All too often I have hear people claiming that their behavior or things that happen to them are caused by some higher (or demonic) power...or good or bad luck...anything but apparently their own actions.  It's often how people rationalize their behavior and actions as "not their fault" and therefore try to alleviate themselves of "blame" and responsibility.  


Psi, by definition, is a faculty of human beings that connects us to our environment on a mental and possibly spiritual level, and ultimately to one another. 


Are people afraid of psi experiences because they remind us how interconnected we really are?  How our actions and behavior and thoughts affect others and the world around us?  Because they remind us that perhaps we do have to take some responsibility for our places in the world?


I think so.  


I encourage you to overcome these fears.  These experiences are normal, whether you want to tell your friends about your own or not.  That we don't understand them yet is a rationale for studying them, and that we have so much more to know about ourselves is exciting.  Why I have stuck with studying psi experiences, whether ESP, PK, or apparitions, is because I truly believe we are more than we appear to be, that we are truly part of the Universe at large.  I wonder at that thought.  And I want to know more.


Don't you? 
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