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Preface to the New Edition

In 1964, a curious coincidence occurred. I met Mrs. Eileen Garrett, and it turned out that each of us was exactly the person that the other one needed. Eileen Garrett was one of the most outstanding psychics of all time. She was a woman who had spent her adult life trying to understand the meaning and implications of her paranormal abilities. There had never been the slightest hint or trace of chicanery about her. She worked in trance or fully awake, depending on the problem. She knew that she never cheated or “fished” for information when awake, but had recently decided that she needed someone trained in scientific methodology to monitor her trance sessions to make sure of their honesty.

My own basic training and my professional experience had been in the application of scientific methods to the study of human behavior. And Mrs. Garrett was exactly what I needed at that time.

I had only recently come to the study of psychic phenomena. I had started from a position of extreme (to put it mildly) skepticism, being certain that there were no (and could not be any) such things as telepathy or deathbed apparitions, and that all reports of such phenomena were either fakery-for-profit or bad observation. I had set out to do a study of why and how such hardheaded scientists as William James, Gardner Murphy, and the odd dozen or so of Nobel Laureates could have believed in them. Not only had they believed in what was to me obvious nonsense, but they continued to do serious, tough-minded work, showing that the belief was not due to brain damage or psychological decompensation!

This was the original focus of my study. Then I made a mistake! I asked myself what had fooled these people I so much respected into believing in such obvious nonsense. To find the answer to this question, I looked at the data. This is a mistake you must never make if you wish to hold onto your beliefs and prejudices. The data were tighter than a drumhead. From dozens of laboratories and people of otherwise unquestionable probity came reports of experiments and of carefully investigated incidents that clearly revealed the existence of the phenomena I had so confidently derided.

I believe that conspiracies do exist. I am still not sure who assassinated President Kennedy. But this would have required the greatest conspiracy in human history. Under the scientific principle of parsimony (roughly, “Choose the explanation that includes all of your data and is the least mind-boggling one you can find”), I came to the conclusion that the hundreds of experiments and incidents showed the existence of a phenomenon, not of conspiracy.

To further strengthen my conclusion was the fact that the quality of the scientific experiments reported was very high. Under the pressure of strong, and often irrational, criticisms, those working in this field had been very careful to follow the rules of scientific methodology. The standards for publication in their journals was at least as high, and often higher, than in the physics and chemistry journals.

So, I needed a psychic to observe and to leave from. And I met Eileen Garrett.

Working with her, it often seemed as if the paranormal was walking around the room. I have described some of my experiences with her in this book and reported others in various professional journals. And these are only a few of those I observed personally. Often, these were in situations where I intimately knew (or had set up myself) the conditions; there could have been no transfer of information to her through the senses and no possibility of extrapolation from information gained in this way. Thus, from personal experience, as well as from the professional literature in this field, I could no longer doubt the existence of telepathy, clairvoyance, and other paranormal phenomena.

And if these phenomena existed, and I was now convinced beyond doubt that they did, they were terribly important. They indicated a new and more valid way of understanding human beings and their relationships to each other and to the universe. How we treat something depends on what we conceptualize it as, what we believe it to be. Something can be seen as a table, firewood, junk, antique, or a bar to the door depending on our conception of it. In our desperate situation, unable to stop killing each other or poisoning our only planet even in the face of a threat of species annihilation, we terribly need a new way of looking at ourselves. Perhaps this would provide it.

I worked with Mrs. Garrett for five years. The result is this book. I found in our work together a new and coherent way of looking at humans and the human condition. It was a way, I found to my surprise, also agreed upon by serious mystics and by the implications of modern physics. This is what this book is about.

Lawrence LeShan

New York City

August 2002



Author’s Note

As I look over the recent literature in the field of psychical research and parapsychology, I believe this book to be as valid now as it was when it was originally published. The great advances, so potential in this field, are still to be made. I strongly believe that some of these advances are imminent and are implicit in this book. I look forward eagerly to the work of whoever will make the next steps.

The life of a research psychologist is, if he or she is very lucky, a series of adventures. Each new exploration is a new journey into the unknown. After a professional life of over half a century, I can say that beyond doubt, this book reports on the finest, potentially the most important, and certainly the most exciting adventure that I have ever had.



Preface

This book is the story of an adventure, of a search for the meaning of impossible events. The paranormal by definition is impossible. What does it mean for man when the impossible happens? What are the implications for us that sometimes—both in everyday life and in the laboratory—individuals reveal knowledge of things that they cannot know of, knowledge of things so separated from them by space or time that their senses could not under any condition have brought them the information they demonstrate having? What do these things tell us about the nature of man and the universe?

A few definitions may be of help here. If an individual knows something that will occur in the future and there is no information available now from which he could figure it out, we call this “precognition.” If an individual knows something in the present and he could not have known it from his senses, or figured it out from other available information, we call it “telepathy” if it is known to any other living person and “clairvoyance” if it is not.1

It is usually believed by people seriously working in this field (who are called psychical researchers or parapsychologists) that all these terms—precognition, telepathy, and clairvoyance—refer to the same general process (frequently called ESP—extrasensory perception) manifesting itself in different ways. However, it has not been possible up to now to come to a clear understanding of exactly what this process is.

A sensitive is a person who demonstrates precognition, telepathy, and/or clairvoyance with unusual frequency. A medium is a sensitive who explains her (most frequently in Western culture these are women) acquisition of paranormally gained information by saying that she gets it from “spirits” or “the souls of people who have already died.” Some mediums go into a trance in which they identify themselves as being someone else than they usually identify themselves as. Very frequently in trance a good medium will demonstrate a very high level of paranormally acquired information. Whether or not it comes from “spirits”—as most mediums sincerely believe—is anybody’s guess.

For excellent general surveys of the field of psychical research, I recommend C. D. Broad’s Lectures on Psychical Research2 and Gardner Murphy’s The Challenge of Psychical Research.3 C. D. Broad was a very serious British philosopher and well-trained in this area. Gardner Murphy is the outstanding psychical researcher of our time and his ability as a psychologist is also at this level. He has been president of the American Psychological Association, which is the highest honor psychologists can give to one of their own, and has received similar recognition from psychical researchers.

I have written that this book is the story of an adventure. This is what it has been for me during the past nine years, and I hope you will find it as exciting as it was for me. The adventure of the search for the meaning of impossible events, however, is a very old one, which human beings have participated in during all history and which every culture and every individual has needed to undertake. Each society has come to its own conclusions about the meaning of these happenings.

In our present culture there have been three general explanations of these happenings, each accepted by some of us. The first explanation is that these things do not happen; they are nonsense, and reports of them are due to hysteria, softheadedness, or fakery. The second is that they do happen, but let’s ignore them for sanity’s sake and maybe they will go away. Another way of putting this one is to say they do happen and we can mildly titillate ourselves with tales about them, but we leave them for the story hour and never look at them seriously. The third explanation is that they do exist, and let’s use them for a little happy regression and get out a Ouija board and talk to our dead great-aunt Mary and play spooks and chills. None of these explanations is particularly constructive.

Psychical research today is an unmitigated disaster area. It is doubtful if there are more than twenty-five fulltime researchers in this field in the whole world. Funds for research are terribly scarce, and as I sit writing this the most important single research laboratory in the entire field (the William C. Menninger Dream Laboratory) is about to close for lack of funds. On the other hand, most of the interest in this field is aborted by being diverted to kookiness of one sort or another ranging from books on “Edgar Cayce on Atlantis” or “Astrology and Sex” to lectures on “ESP and Reincarnation.”4

As for the present cultural interest in ESP, Western society has been there before. There have been bursts of excitement about this area (generally, as now, including the “occult,” spirits, demons, and the like, which are even more fun to titillate yourself with) and they have all died down and nothing was left of any value.

For a psychologist there is a clear explanation for these facts. The occurrence of an “impossible” event makes us anxious and frightened, and when people are anxious they behave in irrational ways. The paranormal raises deep hidden fantasies, and our anxiety level goes up with them. “After all,” we nonconsciously conclude, “if this is possible, then anything is possible and nothing is impossible. I may find myself living in a universe in which I understand nothing and can predict nothing. A world gone mad.” The psychiatrist Kurt Goldstein called this type of anxiety “a catastrophic reaction” and pointed out that it is the most terrifying of all fears.

On another psychological level, a paranormal event raises a different type of anxiety. As children, we all confused thoughts and actions and believed that thoughts and feelings had power of their own, that our angry thoughts could do actual harm to others. All of us felt guilty over our “bad” thoughts and feelings, and it took a long time for us to emotionally comprehend the difference between these and actions. Parapsychology seems to reinforce our childhood fantasies of thoughts having power (they don’t, but this seems the implication of the paranormal) and, as we all know that we have “bad” thoughts and feelings, the old anxiety and guilts return. Will we—or have we already—hurt others in this way? This too makes us anxious about the acceptance of the paranormal.

It is interesting to note that even those doing research in the field respond to these anxieties. Experiments showing strong positive results frequently never get finished or never get repeated. Data gets misplaced. Indeed, if the Society for Psychical Research had established in 1882, when it was founded, one more department, our supply of basic data in this field would have been tripled; this would have been a department to collect basic research protocols left by accident on trains running out of Waterloo Station in London! The number of experiments in which the basic records were lost in this way is quite impressive.

One of the great psychic-research specialists, D. J. West, said on his retirement that looking back over his years of research, he was startled to find how much time he spent looking for good results and how little time he spent following up the few good results he found. Indeed, anxieties raised by this field affect psychical researchers also.

These are some of the reasons that this book is written as an adventure. When a map is of far-away and unexplored areas, we have a strong tendency to fill it with marvelous possibilities and tales of the Seven Cities of Cibola and the Fountain of Youth and to mark on it “Here there be Tygers” and “Here be the land of the soul-eaters and the Upas tree.” Exploring these areas in the necessary step-by-step manner, as Livingston marched through Africa or Newton searched out the meaning of observations of the planets, reduces the magic and mystery to levels we can deal with under natural law and science and enables us to find out how the most human use and growth can be made out of our new knowledge. Perhaps this accounting of one adventure in the realm of the paranormal can be of help in making this strange and beautiful land a place where human beings can live and grow with less anxiety.

The book, then, starts with a look at two questions: “Why do we believe the paranormal exists?” and “If it does exist, why is it important?” Since the conclusions I reach are made clear in Chapter 1, “That it does exist and is very important,” a side issue—Why is it not generally accepted in our society and by scientists generally?—is discussed at some length in an appendix (A) for those who are interested in this problem. The next chapter (2) describes the beginning of the exploration and how it started. Chapter 3 is the story of what occurred when I went to the basic source—the serious sensitives who had a high frequency of paranormal events in their lives and tried to understand how this happened. It became clear during this several-year search that at the moment the paranormal information was acquired (when “telepathy” or “clairvoyance” or “precognition” was happening) they were reacting to the world as if it were constructed and “worked” on different grounds than those grounds on which we normally believe it to be constructed. At those moments they used a different metaphysical structure of the world than our ordinary, everyday metaphysical structure.

After analyzing this different picture of the world, I realized that two other groups of searchers into the meaning of things had reached identical conclusions: that there are two ways of being-in-the-world, our usual one and another, and what this other way is. These two other groups are the great Eastern and Western mystics and the Einsteinian physicists. Chapters 4 and 5 are an exploration of this agreement and the way in which each of these three groups stated the same conclusions in different terms.

Out of these findings a theory of the paranormal emerged. This is based on the idea that each metaphysical system permits certain activities and events (which are “normal” when you are using the system) and does not permit other activities and events (which are therefore “paranormal” when you are using it). In the everyday metaphysical system (the “Sensory Reality”) ESP is “paranormal.” In the other system (the “Clairvoyant Reality”) ESP is “normal.” ESP-type events occur when an individual is relating to the world as if its metaphysical structure were that of the Clairvoyant Reality. This theory seems to account for most of the data we have in parapsychology.

To be useful, however, a theory must do more than account for old data. It must also predict new material, broaden our understanding, and help us learn to accomplish things we could not do before we had the theory. This is the real way to evaluate it. Two tests were devised for the theory: a “practical” one—Could we learn to do something new from it?—and a theoretical one—Could it be applied to a theoretical problem so far unsolved by previous theories?

The practical test chosen was to see if the theory of the two “realities” could point out a way to learn and teach the ability to perform a specific “paranormal” skill. The skill I chose was “psychic healing,” a paranormal process in which the “healer” performs certain activities within his own head and the “healee”—often at a considerable distance and often not consciously aware that the healer is doing this—responds (sometimes) with positive biological changes. Chapter 7 describes this test of the theory and its positive conclusion. The first test of the theory was successfully passed.

The theoretical test chosen was to apply the theory to the problem of what happens to the “personality” at biological death. Since the necessary reasoning was quite close and complex and since many of the best examples I found to illustrate it were repetions used elsewhere in the book, I have included this as an appendix rather than a chapter of this book. The conclusion reached by the exploration was—much to my surprise—that conscious, personal survival was unquestionable if one applied to the problem the methods and standards of field theory in modern physics.5 However, as no experimental test of the conclusion appears to me to be indicated by the findings, each person who is interested enough in the subject to read Appendix C will have, at this time, to judge for himself whether or not this theoretical test of the theory appears to be successful.

After these two tests of the theory, I believed that the first stage of the research was finished and wrote this book, summing it up with Chapter 8. Showing it to various knowledgeable friends produced some unexpected reactions and led me to the experience and analysis of a third metaphysical system (altered state of consciousness) associated with certain kinds of psychic healing. This exploration is described in Chapter 9, which—since it has been the last part of the adventure so far—is the final chapter of this book.6

I know the general outline of how I plan to proceed from here: to further explore the meaning of impossible events and of the wide range of human potentialities they indicate. I do not know where the exploration will lead, what lies around the next corner.

G. N. M. Tyrrell, one of our greatest psychical researchers, summed up far better than I can what became my own views on the nature of this field of endeavor:


Let us now, before the restricted view of the laboratory worker gains too firm a hold, try to realise how wide our subject is. We should try once more to see it through the eyes of Frederic Myers as a subject which lies at the meeting place of religion, philosophy and science, whose business it is to grasp all that can be grasped of the nature of human personality.7



If you will come with me on this adventure, then perhaps, in the words that Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote to the philosopher Morris Raphael Cohen, “We will twist the tail of the cosmos ’till it squeaks.”8
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Part One | Three Roads to One Reality



 

 

 

“I would not” says Socrates, “be confident in everything I say about the argument: but one thing I would fight for to the end, both in word or deed if I were able—that if we believed we should try to find out what is not known, we should be better and braver and less idle than if we believed that what we do not know it is impossible to find out and that we need not even try.”

—THE MENO



1 | What Is Important about the Paranormal?

Psychical research, whether one calls it “parapsychology,” “psi,” “the study of the paranormal,” or “ESP research,” is far more than it appears to be at first glance. In the most profound sense it is the study of the basic nature of man. To demonstrate its meaning for us today, let us begin by examining our present cultural conception of what man “is.” We might begin with a quotation, the implications of which we shall return to later:


What is man that his welfare be considered? An ape who chatters of kinship with the archangels while he very filthily digs for groundnuts. And yet I perceive that this same man is a maimed God. He is condemned under penalty to measure eternity with an hourglass and infinity with a yardstick and what is more, he very nearly does it.

—James Branch Cabell



We ask, “What is man?” and in our antimetaphysical age regard the question as having little importance. It is, however, the most crucial question of all. How we treat other men and how we treat ourselves depends on our answer. If we believe that man is basically good, we treat him as if he were, and—as Goethe pointed out long ago—thereby tend to make him likely to be a little better. If we believe that man is evil, and treat him as such, it not only makes him worse, but, since we know ourselves to share a common humanity, tends to stifle our own inner being with a consequent loss of joy and spontaneity.

A change in our concept of man leads to changes in our behavior. For example, the new understanding given us by Freud in recent decades changed one part of our concept. The knowledge that man has an unconscious which strongly influences him has led to considerable changes in education, medicine, art, child-rearing practices, law, and a host of other fields.

When we look at our present cultural picture of man, we see that it is one we can describe as “rational” and “sensible.” Man is made up of flesh, bone, and nerve. He is the material of earth in an unusually complex form, and that is all he is. Within this picture, each of us is seen as separate from all others in the same way that one bicycle is separate from another. We are perceived as cut off from the world and from other men by the limits of our skin. (This in itself strongly influences how we treat one another. If I see you as separate and different from me, I am likely to treat you differently than I treat myself. If I perceive you and me as part of one another, I am likely to treat you the same way I treat myself.) Only in moments of love, compassion, religious awe, ecstasy, laughter, or dedication are we able to bridge the gap and become a part of one another. Each man is separate, although made up of the same type of atoms, molecules, and physical structure. “If you prick me, do I not bleed?” asks Shylock. Of similar structure we may be, but we see each man as locked in his skin, knowing the world only through the narrow windows of his senses and touching others only through these.

The scientific facts we know seem to point to the validity of this viewpoint that man is understandable in terms of the same basic physical concepts we use to understand cars and computers. There are, we all agree, more details to understand, but we know the outlines. The major conceptual tools we need are of the same type and order as those described above.

Do all the facts we know support this view, or almost all? If we look carefully and honestly, we find it is almost all. There are some that do not. There are facts that do not fit in.

Parapsychology is the scientific study of what Charles Fort used to call “the damned facts”: the facts that do not fit in. These facts cannot be reconciled with the concepts we ordinarily use to explain man and his world. But if we have learned one thing from science, it is that the atypical case, the unusual incident, is the one that—if looked at seriously—teaches us about all the others.

It is the one substance in Madame Curie’s workshop that glows in the dark that teaches us about the basic structure of all the others. It is the one Petri dish in Fleming’s laboratory in which the germs die unexpectedly that leads us to the discovery of the antibiotics. It is the one set of flasks in Pasteur’s experiments in which life does not appear that teaches us the source of life in the others. It is the atypical paralysis in which neurology can not find the lesion that leads Freud to the discovery of the unconscious. It is the one problem in physics (the addition of velocities problem) that cannot be solved in the usual way that leads to an Einsteinian revolution and gives us a deeper understanding of the problems we had been able to solve in the old way.

Almost all the facts agree with our picture of man, but there are exceptions. There are facts that do not fit in with our neat ideas of our separateness, or with our just being ordinary matter like rocks, airplanes, and computers. There are facts we cannot reconcile with our preconceived ideas.

About three years ago, a physician in a town more than a thousand miles from New York, where I was living, went to a five-day medical meeting several states away from his home. He checked into the hotel at nine in the morning, checked out at five the same afternoon, and vanished. I had never met or spoken to the man or to any member of his family. Several weeks later there was still no trace of him, and he was on the police missing-persons list from coast to coast. Through a rather complex chain of connections, the man’s wife heard that I was doing research with Eileen Garrett, one of the most gifted and dedicated clairvoyants of all time. The wife wrote to me, asking if I could help her locate her husband, and enclosing a two-inch square from a shirt he had worn the day before he left for the meeting. The morning I got the letter I phoned Mrs. Garrett asking for an appointment without telling her why I wanted one. She told me to come in at two that afternoon. When I arrived at her office we went into the séance room without saying one word about the problem. After she was in trance, I told her two sentences: “A man has disappeared; his wife is very worried. Can you help?” She fingered the scrap of cloth and presently said, “He is in La Jolla. He went there due to a psychic wound he suffered when he was fourteen years old and his father disappeared.”

That evening I telephoned the wife and asked her, “Did anything happen to your husband between the ages of thirteen and fifteen?” She replied, “When he was fourteen his father deserted the family and was not heard of again for twenty-five years.” Three weeks later when the physician was located, it turned out he had been in La Jolla on the date of the séance.

Here is a fact that does not fit into our picture of man and his relations with other men. Nor does it fit into any science based on the idea of separateness of individuals in the usual sense of the term.

“But,” we say as we try to save our nice, accustomed, materialistic picture of man and his world, “perhaps it is something like radio waves. He gave them off, and she received them, perhaps tuned in somehow by the piece of his shirt. It would simply be a case of her receiving his broadcasts. A radio station and a radio set are separate, and neither has to know where the other is for one to receive signals from the other. What is the problem?”

It just won’t work that way. To show why this explanation is not at all adequate, let us take one of the older cases in the literature of psychical research. (I will present a more modern, laboratory-type example of this shortly, but an older example may be helpful in getting more of the “flavor” of one aspect of this field.)

Mrs. Verrall (one of the most talented and carefully studied sensitives of all time) recorded in her daily journal on December 11, 1911, the following paranormal perception:


The cold was intense and a single candle gave poor light. He was lying on the sofa or on a bed and was reading Marmontel by the light of a single candle. … The book was lent to him, it did not belong to him. [On Dec. 17 she continued the note.] The name Marmontel is correct. … A French book, I think his memoirs. The Passy may help him to remember. Passy or Fleury. The book was bound in two volumes, the binding was old and the book was lent to him. The name Marmontel is not on the cover.



On March 1, 1912, Mrs. Verrall was told by a friend, Mr. Marsh, that he read the memoirs of Marmontel on a bitterly cold night in Paris on the twentieth and twenty-first of February, 1912, by the light of a candle. Once he was in bed, another time he reclined on two chairs. He had borrowed the book (it had three volumes), and on February 21, he had read the chapter in which the finding of a picture painted at Passy is described by Marmontel, the discovery being associated with a Mr. Fleury.1

You can work all you wish with radio waves and all the other concepts of our everyday world and everyday science, but you cannot get the radio waves to go ahead in time and be received before they are sent. To explain “damned facts” like this one, you need a new concept, a new definition of man and his relationship to the cosmos.

I should remark that for every example of “psi” or “the paranormal” I will refer to here, many dozens of others, just as good or better, have been published by serious people.

There are four major sources of our “damned facts.” We might term these Laboratory Experiments, Spontaneous Cases, Mediumistic Cases, and Psychotherapy Cases. Let us look at a fairly typical example from each.

1. Laboratory Experiments

Dr. Gertrude Schmeidler, a psychologist, has repeated the following experiment many times and in many modifications. A group of subjects (such as a class of college students) is asked, “Do you believe (or not) in the possibility of ESP existing?” After they have written their answer, she gives each of them a form with spaces to record a great many guesses. They are then told that on the following day a pack of special cards will be thoroughly shuffled and the order they fall into will be written on a similar form. They are to “guess” the order the cards will fall into tomorrow, and to record their guesses now. After everyone has recorded his guesses, the forms are collected and safely put away. The next day the cards are thoroughly shuffled and their final order compared to the guesses. The group of students who stated that they believed in the possibility of ESP existing can be scientifically demonstrated to have guessed more accurately than the other group.2

This type of study is not only a scientific demonstration of the existence of psi, but is also valuable in helping us to develop our beginning understanding of the relationship between ESP and personality. Experiments of this type—precognition experiments—are among the easiest parapsychological experiments to do. There are hundreds of serious, laboratory demonstrations of precognition in the literature.

2. Spontaneous Cases

A ten-year-old girl was walking in a country lane near her home but out of sight of it. She was studying geometry. “In a moment, I saw a bedroom known as the White Room in my house, and upon the floor lay my mother, to all appearances dead. The vision must have remained some minutes, during which time my real surroundings appeared to pale and die out; but as the vision faded, actual surroundings came back, at first dimly and then clearly.”

Unable to doubt that what she had seen was real, the child did not go home, but went immediately to the home of the family physician. When he came back with her to her home, the vision was found to be true “even to intimate details.” The mother had had a heart attack and would have died without quick medical intervention.3

3. Mediumistic Cases

The two cases described previously, the “vanished man” and “Marmontel” cases, are fairly typical of this type.

4. Psychotherapy Cases

Several years before the following incident I had worked with a patient named Marla. She was an artist and an expert on modern art. Obviously a psychotherapist never mentions one patient’s name to another.

At the time this incident occurred, I was working with a fairly new patient. She was an amateur painter and one day brought in a painting of hers to show me. We talked about it for a while and I told her I did not know much about this type of art and asked if I might show it to a friend of mine who did, and get an opinion on it. The patient replied, “Of course,” and then, for a moment, looked curiously blank. She then asked me, “Tell me, did anyone named Marla ever sit in this chair?” When I—quite startled—asked her why she had asked, she could only reply that she just felt that she had to ask. She herself knew no one by that name, she said.

It is important to note again that we have been talking about a few typical examples out of the many hundreds of carefully studied cases and precise laboratory experiments that have been published in the professional literature of this field.4

Outside of the fact that ESP (telepathy, clairvoyance, precognition) exists, what does all this mean? Primarily, it indicates that there is far more to man than we have known. We have data that are strong and clear, but they could not exist if man were only what we have believed him to be. If he were only flesh and bone, if he worked on the same type of principle as a machine, and if he were as separate from other men as we have thought, it would be impossible for him to do the things we know he sometimes does. A new concept of man, a new way of looking at others and ourselves, a knowledge that there is more to man than our old concepts allow is scientifically demonstrated by these facts. And that is the real importance of ESP.

The changes in viewpoint about the nature of man implied by these “damned facts” is a tremendous one. And we must not underestimate how terribly we need a new concept of man. The philosophical legacy of the seventeenth century, which Western civilization has been living on, is used up. The materialistic metaphysics that gave us the Industrial Revolution is now destroying us. Our institutions are foundering one after the other; our way of life is becoming unworkable. Our ways of relating to each other are driving our species toward extinction and making our only planet an unlivable garbage dump.

In 1969, United Nations Secretary-General U Thant stated:


I do not wish to seem overdramatic, but I can only conclude from the information that is available to me as Secretary General [of the United Nations] that the members of the United Nations have perhaps 10 years left in which to subordinate their ancient quarrels and launch a global partnership to end the arms race, to improve the human environment, to defuse the population explosion and to supply the required momentum to world development efforts. If such a global partnership is not forged within the next decade, then I very much fear that the problems I have mentioned will have reached such staggering proportions that they will be beyond our capacity to control.5



Most ecologists and most students of the effects of population pressure upon behavior give us between ten and thirty years to make changes before it is too late to save mankind. This places the crucial period between A.D. 1979 and 1999, a terribly short time to change our longstanding ways of acting and reacting to the degree necessary to save ourselves.

One thing is clear: we cannot hope to change our ways of relating to ourselves and others without a major change in how we perceive ourselves and others. It is imperative that we now develop a new and more complete concept of what man is or we will perish.

Psychical research has given us the clues and clear signposts to a new concept, a more accurate picture based on a deeper understanding. This new picture is hard to see as yet. It flies in the face of all our preconceptions and of what we think of as our experience. It flies in the face of these as much as:


The earth goes around the sun. “Ridiculous, who has not seen the sun rise, circle the heavens and set?”

The earth is round, not flat. “Idiotic. Those on the bottom would fall off.”

Emotions can contribute to the cause of an ulcer. “Nonsense; everyone knows mind is one thing, body another.”

These preconceptions have now been broken and the new concepts accepted. But the old ideas were very strong and were accepted as “obvious common sense” at the time the new ideas came in.



Because they go against all of our preconceptions, it is very hard for most of us to evaluate objectively the “impossible facts” of ESP—those that cannot happen, but do. As Dr. Gardner Murphy has observed, “If there were one-tenth of the evidence in any other field of science that there is in parapsychology, it would be accepted beyond question.”

Why then is it so difficult for psi to be accepted? It is partly because of the theoretical bind it seems to lead us into. The “impossible facts” seem to put us into a logically impossible and insane position. This position might be stated as follows:


	If what we generally know about how the world works is basically true, then certain things—such as seeing ahead in time—are impossible.

	What we know about this subject is, generally speaking, true. We function far too effectively in our everyday life to make it possible for us to be operating on a set of false assumptions.

	But these things do happen.



Stated this way, which is the way it has generally been formulated, it is an illogical position and a reasonable mind can only assume that (in spite of the overwhelming evidence) statement number 3 is not true, that these things do not happen. Most individuals (and most scientists) shy away from the whole contradictory mess by simply not looking at the data, and thus are able to ignore the problem completely.

There is, however, another answer, one that fits in well with all the evidence and seems clearly indicated if the problem is approached scientifically. This answer is that what we know is true, but there is more to man and his relationship to the cosmos than we have accepted. This “more” is also of a different kind and order than the parts we know about. This answer flies in the face of only one preconception—that we really know all that is important to know about man. And that is a preconception that no scientist and no rational mind would consciously accept on any subject. It is this specific preconception that has seemed to make so hopeless our attempts to keep the human race from following the path of the dinosaurs. The evidence is clear that it is not a valid conception, and that courage to follow the clues already found can lead to new, fresh answers.

Coleridge wrote somewhere: “What if you slept? And what if, in your sleep, you dreamed? And what if in your dream you went to heaven and there plucked a strange and beautiful flower? And what if, when you awoke, you had the flower in your hand? Ah! What then?”

The human race has dreamed. We have dreamed of men like angels and have awakened with the long gold-tipped feathers of angels’ wings in our hands. The “impossible facts” of ESP are these feathers. They tell us of a part of man, long hidden in the mists of legend, art, dream, myth, and mysticism, which our explorers of reality in the last ninety years have demonstrated to be scientifically valid. At the least, we have learned that man is far more than he seems to be, more than the materialist philosopher has ever conceived of: He can and does touch others and the universe in a way we do not yet understand, but a way obeying quite different laws than do his senses; his separation from others and his loneliness in the world are, at least partly, illusion.

Psychical research offers a new and deeper understanding of the ancient, crucial question “What is Man?” This understanding awaits us beyond the next horizon. Let us try to reach it in time.



2 | The Beginning of the Exploration

In 1964, I had finished a fifteen-year research project on a problem in psychosomatic medicine. It seemed to me then, for the reasons described in the first chapter, that if there was any validity in the whole field of ESP, it was of tremendous importance and really worth studying. I did not really believe that there could be any such validity; I had been trained as an experimental psychologist and it seemed obvious that such evidence as there was must be due to bad experimental design, false memories, hysteria, and chicanery. After all, these things could not happen. I was fairly sure that I would wind up trying to figure out how it was that serious men like William James, Gardner Murphy, and a half dozen Nobel Prize winners had been deluded into believing such nonsense. Nevertheless, on the faint chance the evidence was valid, I considered it worth examining.

To my intense surprise, as I began to read the scientific journals and serious books in the field, it became obvious that the material was valid. The standards of research were extremely high and the evidence scientifically valid. The only alternative explanation to the hundreds of carefully studied “spontaneous” incidents reported, and the hundreds of scientifically controlled laboratory experiments, was that the greatest conspiracy in history had been going on for more than eighty years. This conspiracy would have to involve a tremendous number of men and women, including many of otherwise unquestionable probity. It seemed that, impossible as the evidence for ESP was to accept, this explanation was even more impossible. It smacked of the attitude “I have made up my mind. Don’t bother me with the facts.” This is not a good attitude for someone who thinks of himself as a scientist! Science had frequently fallen into the trap of deciding in advance that certain things are impossible. The great chemist Lavoisier knew that meteorites were an impossible fable because it was obvious that there were no stones in the sky. This kind of thing has happened so often in science that knowledge of the danger of assuming that our present beliefs and frame of reference are absolutely and eternally true is a very real part of the scientific attitude today. The present viewpoint is rather something like this: “All scientific knowledge is completely true and valid until the first day of next month. At that time the new journals come out and everything is up for grabs!” To the degree that we accept this or a similar statement, we have a scientific attitude.

The evidence in the scientific publications was of two general types: anecdotal (events that just occurred, in or out of the laboratory) and experimental (events that were carefully planned to occur under precise conditions and continued observation). I had been trained to be extremely skeptical of any anecdotal material in science. Nevertheless, some of this material struck me as having an extremely high order of probability of being valid. An anecdotal account of a laboratory event is presented here just as it appeared in the Journal of the Society for Psychical Research in 1968.1 Although it is a case I was a part of myself, it is typical of hundreds of reports in the professional journals of this field, and is the kind of occurrence that anyone who seriously investigates this area will observe:


During the course of a pilot study on fingertip vision at the Parapsychology Foundation, I—as a specialist in research design—was asked to come in and help to tighten up the experimental procedure. This was the third time I had ever met Mrs. Garrett, who was the subject in the pilot study. The first two meetings had been exclusively discussions of parapsychology with no personal information talked of. However, she had seen a professional curriculum vitae of mine, and a colleague (Dr. Ivan London) had told her that I was married and had a daughter.

After discussing the pilot study procedure with Mrs. Garrett and Dr. Roberto Cavanna, we made an appointment for the next morning to do some test runs.

That evening, thinking the matter over, I decided to try a modification in the next morning’s procedure. The targets had been 4-inch cardboard squares of different colors. Knowing something of Mrs. Garrett’s orientation to life and nature from her books, I decided to try some targets with more “life” in them. I obtained three identical transparent plastic boxes and looked around for something to put in them. My daughter walked by at this moment and I took a small lock of her hair and put it in the first box. From our backyard garden I cut a rosebud and put it in the second. Some neighbors had just moved in next door that week and, as they and their dog were then on their back porch, I asked them for a tuft of hair from their dog’s tail.

The next morning (May 14, 1964) I brought the three boxes into the experimental room. Present were Mrs. Garrett, Mrs. Bethe Pontorno as shorthand notetaker, and myself. I told Mrs. Garrett that I had decided to change the targets and showed her the three boxes one at a time. Each one—after my comments—she simply held and looked at for 10–20 seconds. My comments were as follows:

“This is a lock of hair from my daughter Wendy.”

“This is a tuft from the tail of our neighbor’s dog. He is a purebred Welsh terrier named ‘Charlie’.”

“This is a rosebud.”

After this without further conversation, I took the three boxes behind the visual screen set-up (the “Cavanna Box”—a special screen system designed to study fingertip vision *) and put them out of sight. Mrs. Garrett put her right arm through the sleeve of the screen system. I picked each box in turn (in an order determined by random number tables) and slid it beneath her fingers. Her comments were as follows:









	Mrs. Garrett’s Comments

	Discussion




	Box #1

	 




	“Oh, that’s your daughter. I think I’ll call her ‘Hilary.’ She’d like that.”
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