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“I want to believe!” — The X-Files


“I know; I don’t need to believe.” — Carl Jung


“I’ll believe it when I see it.” — most people
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Introduction





Luke Skywalker strides forward to defend the rebel base, one Jedi against an army of mechanized Walkers. Inside the lead machine, Luke’s sworn enemy, Kylo Ren, coolly orders, “I want every gun we have to fire on that man.”


The lead Walker vaporizes the ground around Skywalker with a laser bolt. Debris flies high into the air. Seconds later, the combined might of all the Walkers pulverizes the spot with high-energy blasts. Clenching his black-gloved fist, Ren demands, “More!” Blast after blast after blast. No one could survive such a barrage.


But as the dust clears, the Jedi emerges unharmed. Not just unharmed but untouched, not a single burn on his cloak nor singed hair on his head.


While watching that scene, you may have asked yourself the same question Ren does:


How?


Skywalker isn’t really there, that’s how. The image of him is a decoy, and light years away, on another planet, he is meditating and projecting the image of himself to distract Ren so the rebel army can escape. The decoy looks just like Luke. It moves and talks and even casts a shadow, and unlike previous Star Wars movies, it’s not a hologram nor a ghost. Seemingly, he is in two places at once, and moviegoers just assume it’s a paranormal ability that comes with being a Jedi Master.


Did you forget the scene where Master Yoda teaches young Luke the power of bilocation? No one else remembers it, either, because it never happened. But if you want an answer to how one might be in two places at once, which Star Wars fans have been debating ever since The Last Jedi came out in 2017, the research into psychic powers offers one possibility, and to locate it you’d 2need to know the name Alex Tanous, the closest thing to a Jedi to ever live on this planet.


Holder of five college degrees, including a doctorate and three master’s degrees, Dr. Tanous is famous among paranormal investigators for his ability to bilocate. He learned how to project a version of himself that looked and acted just like the original. The ability appeared spontaneously while goofing around as a child. He jumped off some steps, landed, turned around, and saw himself still at the top, in two places at once.


Throughout his life, Dr. Tanous developed that ability and others we call psychic, eventually demonstrating them for researchers from the Society for Psychical Research, a world-class organization for the serious study of the paranormal. In one reported case, while resting between teaching college classes, he dropped into deep meditation, and hundreds of miles away the twin version of himself showed up at the front door of a friend. Alex 2 knocked, came inside, conversed, and even drank a cup of tea, while Alex 1 projected his consciousness to that location like Skywalker does in the movie.


That’s what Dr. Tanous claimed, and his friend told investigators it really happened, but did he use the oldest trick in the book by sending a look-alike to pull a fast one on his friend? Or did he hypnotize everyone into believing he possessed psychic powers? Whatever Dr. Tanous did to make people think he could bilocate, it couldn’t be real, right?


To mainstream science, the answer is of course it’s not real. But if we take the word of the people who say it happened, we must accept that our current understanding of science doesn’t know how it’s possible, it just is. We can then search through scientific theory and concepts to find explanations. Not only is such speculation half the fun, but it also germinates seeds of inspiration and brings what we can imagine into the realm of the possible.
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Movies like Star Wars are unconstrained by what’s scientifically possible or not. In fact, we can thank movies, novels, video games, and other imaginative mediums for stretching the mind to make bold leaps of innovation and discovery. Case in point is the first sci-fi movie in history: A Trip to the Moon, circa 1902. Less than seventy years later, Apollo 11 really did make that 239,000-mile journey through space. When President John F. Kennedy gave his “We choose to go to the Moon” speech in 1962, he didn’t credit the iconic movie for giving him the idea. By then, NASA engineers and project managers were making those decisions, and their affirmative belief convinced JFK and Congress to devote mass resources for sending astronauts to the Moon. Seven years later it happened. But it’s also easy to picture them all as kids, their imaginations fired up after seeing A Trip to the Moon, saying to themselves, “I wonder if it’s possible. . .”


Once we know that something is possible, it’s just a matter of time until we make it real. That’s the nature of innovation. It begins with imagination. It begins with belief. Then science catches up. We’d still be rubbing sticks together to start fires if we believed progress is impossible. The scientific study of the paranormal shows that some of it must be real—there’s an outrageous amount of published research saying so—but the belief that none of it is real is holding us back.


In a lecture to his students at Laurentian University, neuro-psychologist Michael Persinger, a professor whose research we’ll look at later, pointed out that humans observed lightning before developing electricity and watched birds fly before inventing the airplane, then went on to say:




If you can imagine it, it can be done. And that’s why: because your brain is [made of] matter. It’s based upon the physical principles of the universe. And if you have the capacity to imagine it, it means the potential is there for it to be done.1
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Other movie inspirations, such as Star Trek’s warp drive, are coming to life, at least theoretically. A breakthrough theory in physics shows that propelling a starship through interstellar space by warping the space around it is possible. We’re still a long way off from zipping around the galaxy like the USS Enterprise, but as Captain Jean-Luc Picard says in Episode 17 of the first season of Star Trek: The Next Generation: “Things are only impossible until they are not.”


That statement is true, too, for mind powers like bilocation. Say it’s impossible, but a good scientist is going to investigate first. At the very least we should keep an open mind. Well-known phenomena like heautoscopy, where medical patients report sensing that they are in two places at once (for instance, one lying on a surgical bed and the other observing the procedure from above) are strangely similar to bilocation. The patients describe it as being in two places at once, and some can recount details such as the surgical tools used and the conversations among the medical personnel. The patients are under anesthesia, supposedly preventing the formation of new memories, so how are they able to remember what happened during the surgery?


Scientists speculate that the hemispheric nature of the brain may have something to do with bilocation. We have two brains, essentially, a right and a left, and it’s not a huge stretch to imagine that Dr. Tanous mastered an ability to utilize the two hemispheres independently by identifying a version of himself with each one. But how did that result in creating two physical versions of himself? The second Dr. Tanous showed up at his friend’s door hundreds of miles away, interacted with his physical environment, and even drained a cup of tea!


Fortunately, Tanous spoke extensively about his ability to bilocate, and we have other examples of the phenomenon to guide us to answers, answers that will challenge what we think is possible. Psychiatrist Dr. Carl Jung said it’s better to know for 5yourself than to merely believe. Knowing requires proof, and proof requires evidence. The first dictate of science is to go where the evidence leads, and that’s what we intend to do in The Science of the Paranormal. To dismiss evidence without investigation is better known as “scientism,” an ideologically-driven excuse to ignore and discredit. We will follow the evidence and explore the outer limits of what science can tell us about abilities like those demonstrated by Dr. Tanous and other star players in the world of the paranormal. We will look to Star Wars and other pop culture sources for depictions of the paranormal. And we will explore the science. Our world is full of mysteries such as bilocation, and we are growing ever closer to understanding them.


So, grab your lightsaber and a tinfoil hat if that’s your thing, and let’s find out what science has to say about popular claims of the paranormal!
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Chapter 1 Psychokinesis: Mind Over Matter






Long before Luke Skywalker demonstrated the Jedi power of bilocation, Star Wars grabbed the imagination of moviegoers with demonstrations of another power of the mind: psychokinesis, popularly known as mind over matter, and abbreviated as PK. Both Jedi and Sith moved objects with their minds by using The Force. Feats as simple as a novice moving a small rock by willing it to happen led to much bigger demonstrations of power, like when Yoda lifted Luke’s submerged X-wing fighter out of the swamp muck in The Empire Strikes Back.


The power is not limited to moving objects. Darth Vader famously utilized psychokinesis to crush the windpipe of an Imperial officer who displeased him. Objects fly with the flick of a hand and even entire structures come crashing down through force of will.


Before Star Wars, though, came Carrie, the movie adaptation of Stephen King’s first novel. As a baby, Carrie White levitated her bottle above her crib, and later in the story she exacts revenge against her tormentors by using her mental powers. In more recent times the television series Stranger Things gave one of its main characters, Eleven, powers of mind over matter, causing a stir of speculation among science writers over whether such powers really exist in the human repertoire. (Verdict: not likely, but let’s dig deeper than they did and see for ourselves.) And Shakuni, a main character in the Sanskrit epic Mahābhārata, mentally manipulated the dice in a game, and that story is dated to around 400 BCE, proving that the idea isn’t new.
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Albert Einstein said God doesn’t play dice. But people sure do, so what does science say about this supposed power of the mind? Is there any evidence? Our search begins with clinical psychologist Dr. Joe Gallenberger. He teaches people how to use psychokinesis to influence games of chance, and he says it starts by getting into the right state of mind: relaxed, heart-centered, and synchronized through the use of binaural beats audio coupled with meditation. (Binaural beats are sound frequencies that synchronize the two hemispheres of the brain to certain wave patterns associated with mental states of creativity, meditation, and concentration, and hemispheric synchronization has been shown to boost performance at psychic tasks, something we’ll be sure to review later.) Once “tuned up,” a person can then manifest luck, whether it’s at a card table, a slot machine, or a dice game like Craps.


Dr. Gallenberger claims that by creating the right mindset, you can have better luck than you would otherwise. It’s not like a wave of your hand makes the dice roll exactly what you want every time. Only Jedi can do that, as far as we know. His evidence comes mainly in the form of anecdotes and testimonials—though he does cite studies by prestigious university labs that we’ll review later. As far as we know, there aren’t any Vegas pit bosses sweating nervously when Joe and his crew of workshop participants hit the casino and grab the dice to test out Joe’s methods. Presumably, if there were a proven way of beating the odds through PK as he claims, Vegas would be overrun with people using it to make their fortune.


Anyone who has spent enough time at gaming tables probably has a story about incredible runs of good luck. Just because it may happen after following Joe’s tuning protocol is not proof. In fact, some people call that confirmation bias, the tendency to interpret new evidence as confirmation of one’s existing beliefs or theories. Joe, though, claims that good luck happens at odds greater than chance when people follow his protocol, and greater than chance 9is the benchmark for proving the existence of a phenomenon. In a game like Craps, where careful betting strategies can make the odds as close to even as it gets in a casino, just a few percentage points in your favor can make a big difference in the long run. He’s also low-key about making his claims, being mindful of the frenzy it could stir and respectful of the casinos where he holds his workshops. He and his crew play low-stakes games, and the point is to prove that people really do have the power to influence the physical world with their mind.


The point isn’t to strike it rich. Nor is it about bending reality to your will, like Darth Vader. It’s about living in deeper harmony with the world and the people in it. And if that means getting rich, more power to you! But if it’s the only reason why you want to develop psychokinesis the way Joe teaches it, you are unlikely to get far, because the magic happens when you let go of the outcome and just focus on the process. According to him, a person’s intentions trigger a mechanism built into the fabric of material reality that can shape outcomes in a person’s favor, and it doesn’t operate under the laws of normal physics. It’s as elusive as The Force in Star Wars, and a good scientist is going to ask, what exactly do you mean by The Force? And please demonstrate it in a way that an outside lab can reproduce under controlled conditions. And let’s measure it. Surely, you can do that if you want to be believed.


This is the sticking point in the current debate about PK and other psychic functioning. To get the seal of approval from science, results must be reproducible by any researcher who follows the same experimental protocol that produces an effect. Critics say that hasn’t happened, and that the evidence presented by proponents like Joe comes from unsupported claims, flawed studies, and cherry-picked data. But evidence that the mind really can influence matter is out there, and the trail begins in Durham, North Carolina.
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The Birth of Parapsychology


The PK experiments conducted at the Duke Parapsychology Lab in Durham kicked off after a gambler showed up there claiming to be able to mentally influence dice. So lab director J. B. Rhine set up experiments with elaborate controls to test the claim, kicking off a new era of scientific research that came to be known as parapsychology, the study of paranormal psychological phenomena. To rule out physical manipulation, mechanical tumblers were employed. Casino-grade dice were brought in. Many experiments were run, and initial results looked promising. Test subjects apparently caused target numbers to come up more often than chance expectation. Rhine’s studies produced the statistical significance needed to suggest a psychokinetic effect.


But interestingly, the effect lessened the longer the tests were run. Test subjects apparently got bored or tied their brain up in a knot the longer they focused on the task, Rhine hypothesized. It’s known as the decline effect, and to Rhine and others it results from the complex psychology involved in psychic functioning. To conventional theorists, it’s simply regression to the mean—big ups and downs in the initial results inevitably flatten out over time. You could flip a coin and come up heads or tails ten times in a row, for example, producing significant odds against chance, but over the course of a thousand flips the numbers return close to fifty-fifty. In the end, the dice rolling experiments didn’t budge the needle of scientific consensus against the existence of mind over matter.


And Vegas breathed a big sigh of relief.


Year after year, at casinos around the world, after millions of rolls of the dice, the house take is exactly what’s predicted by chance. This may be the ultimate test of PK. People put their money on the line and focus intently, so if ever there were an environment where you’d expect to see PK in action, it’s there. Then again, a Craps table can have upwards of twenty people in the game, with various betting strategies that may work against each other. In fact, 11statistically speaking, the best bet in Craps is to bet against the roller, known as “don’t pass” and “don’t come” bets and “dark side” betting, and theoretically it would cancel out a PK effect produced by the people betting with the roller.


(As a newbie to Craps, this writer once went on an extraordinary run of luck instigated by a bettor putting down big “don’t pass don’t come” bets against me. Eighteen winning rolls later, the guy walked away empty-handed, while everyone betting with me hooted and hollered and saw their chip stacks multiply. My attempts at replication failed, though, spoiling my hope of being crowned a Craps god.)







Not So Random


PK experiments moved beyond the dice table to testing whether mental focus could influence a random event generator (REG), an electronic device that generates random numbers. In the 1970s, a Princeton engineering student wrote a senior thesis about whether focused thought could influence supposedly random outcomes. The REG experiment created fifty-fifty odds, essentially a coin flip, and compared outcomes of when a person focused on influencing more heads than tails against trials with no attempts at influence. It produced a small but statistically significant difference, raising the eyebrows of the department dean, Professor Robert Jahn, a luminary in the field of aerospace research.


He desired to know if the mind could influence a machine, and so did his friend, James McDonnell, then the head of the largest aviation company in the world. PK influence could mean the difference between a fighter pilot coaxing a jet to perform at its best or not, bringing to mind Scotty from Star Trek telling Kirk, “I’m giving her all she’s got, Captain!” as if the starship were a lover. Some pilots didn’t have much luck with their machines, while others coaxed out-of-this-world performances, especially before advanced computers did most of the flying. Was it by chance, or something else? McDonnell wrote a big 12check to the university to conduct groundbreaking research to find out, giving birth to the Princeton Engineering Anomalous Research (PEAR) lab. It became a playground for the serious study of the strange, though words such as paranormal and psychic were taboo; PEAR studied “engineering anomalies.”


Like baseball players, fighter jocks are a superstitious bunch, with their elaborate preflight rituals and sweet talking of their high-performance jets. If the mind really did have an influence on a machine, even a small one, it could mean the difference between mission success or failure, and life or death. Anthropomorphizing our machines is nothing new. Who hasn’t talked to their car, especially when driving conditions are hazardous? In offices around the world, workers can be heard muttering at their computers, copy machines, and other gizmos, sometimes lovingly, sometimes angrily. So many of us have experienced a printer crap out just as it’s spitting out an important document, or the Wi-Fi go down at the worst possible moment, that it’s created a belief in Murphy’s Law that machines are likely to fail right when needed most. Even minor psychokinetic interactions between the mind of a pilot and the sophisticated machines they fly introduces unpredictability. Predictability is the name of the game when zipping along at the speed of sound.


Dean Jahn’s interest in PK began as academic. A fellow plasma physicist, Helmut Schmidt, showed a small but significant effect produced during an experiment at guessing a randomly generated number between one and four. Schmidt then designed a more elaborate experiment where test subjects tried to influence one of two lamps to light up. With fifty-fifty odds, one participant scored as high as 58 percent.2 The experiments toyed with different REGs and conditions. Thousands of trials later, Helmut reported effect sizes a few percentage points above average. It may not seem like much, but the sample size is big enough to say there’s an anomaly. Not to be lost in all the data is the fact that certain test subjects preselected for demonstrating PK ability scored quite a bit higher.
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On the personal side, Dean Jahn’s interest—or maybe fascination is a better word—congealed on a fateful day at the Chicago Museum of Science and Industry, while standing alongside colleague Brenda Dunne in front of a Galton box, a peg board that looks like it belongs on the set of The Price Is Right. “Plinko” is that game, where contestants earn chips that go plink, plink, plink down the board. It’s a variation on the idea of the Galton box. Francis Galton, the inventor, wanted to make a point about predictability, the “reversion to mediocrity,” by showing that random variables produce orderly distribution in the form of a Bell Curve. But on that day in Chicago, as a group of excitable school kids watched beads go plink through the maze of pegs, Jahn and Dunne channeled their inner Puck by trying to mentally influence the beads to land on the right rather than the middle. And Puck beat mediocrity.


Mind over matter? Only one way to find out. Experiment!


Although the effect size of all the REG experiments combined is very small—the equivalent of influencing 1 out of 1,000 coin flips—the huge number of trials produced odds against chance of 1 in 10 billion.3 A 2003 article from the New York Times put the tally at 212 million REG trials and 500 million PK trials overall.4 When an effect shows up in such a massive data set, it can’t be due to chance. They also programmed a robot to change direction randomly, but while test subjects, known as “operators” in PEAR parlance, tried to influence it using their mind. Sometimes, it did not move randomly. They built a supersensitive pendulum and ran experiments to see if operators could influence its swing. They did, slightly. PEAR published research showing that certain individuals could produce strong effects, and interestingly, so could certain emotionally-close couples acting in tandem.


The grandest creation of the PEAR lab is arguably their wall-sized equivalent of the Galton box, with nine thousand polystyrene balls dropped from the top through a matrix of 330 pegs and 15accumulating in nineteen bins at the bottom. Test subjects were told to influence the distribution either right or left. Despite much concentrated effort and numerous “use The Force” jokes, 85 percent of the time the balls distributed as expected. Mediocrity won. But Galton did not have the last laugh; 15 percent of the time the balls distributed unevenly, in the direction intended, with odds against chance of 10,000 to 1.5 According to the math, Jahn’s elaborate contraption delivered the goods.


But . . .


But what about replication studies? Other labs produced null results. But they did not replicate the cozy atmosphere at PEAR, an important factor in psi studies. (Psi is the scientific term for the study of paranormal and psychic phenomena.) High-pressure and sterile atmospheres found in some labs seem to stifle operator performance.


But did PEAR run control series? Yes, showing that without attempts at mental influence the results reverted to the mean, but it wasn’t enough to satisfy everyone.


Critics claimed there wasn’t enough information about the study designs, the test subjects, and the test conditions, though none of those points appear valid—PEAR scientists were meticulous and used constructive criticism to improve their experiments. Some critics argued that simply breaking the known laws of physics nullified the results, all twenty-five years’ worth. The editor of a prominent scientific journal said he’d publish one of Jahn’s papers if the scientist could transmit it telepathically.


Building upon PEAR’s legacy, a most intriguing experiment in a French lab involved a small robot designed to move randomly, and that’s what it did during control runs, wandering aimlessly around a room according to output from a REG. But researcher René Peoc’h reached a new height of cleverness by making baby chicks think the robot was their mother, then put the chicks in a transparent cage in the same room with the robot to see if 16their desire to be close with “Mom” would influence its movement. It worked—the robot’s time on the chicks’ half of the room increased by 250 percent compared with when the cage was empty. But when chicks not conditioned to think of it as their mother were in the room, the robot moved in its usual random way.


A second experiment tested what would happen when a candle mounted on top of the robot was the only light source in the room. The machine spent more time near the chicks’ cage than on the other side of the room, presumably to bring the light source closer.6 Experiments involving humans “pushing” the robot with their mind also produced effects, but not nearly as significant as what the feathery fluff balls produced.7


For a human, the experiment might be a novelty, but for the chicks it was a matter of survival to bring “Mom” closer. Driven by instinct, they didn’t rationalize or question whether PK is real, and it may be why their performance in the tests made the humans look downright amateurish. Then again, the psychics, mystics, monks, and paranormal investigators who tried using their mind to influence the machines at PEAR scored no better than the regular operators. It’s a surprising finding, considering the experiments with other types of psi phenomena where people with special training (meditation, concentration) perform better. The PEAR studies also found that distance is no barrier to PK, and that women perform better than men on average, but children scored some of the best results.


The scientists at PEAR say the stereotypical image of a person intensely focusing an invisible force at a target, like in the 1981 cult classic Scanners, is not what you see happen in their lab. To the contrary, Brenda Dunne, a psychologist who managed the lab for years, said optimal performance correlates with a “flow” state, similar to what athletes and artists experience when their effort feels effortless. Dunne’s approach is motherly, encouraging a machine and establishing a bond through feeling. Operators who 17concentrate intently produce numbers within chance expectation, but paradoxically, when they stop trying their numbers surge.


Jahn told the New York Times in 2003:




The exciting thing in the lab is that we are showing physically tangible effects whose primary correlates are subjective. They don’t depend on what machine you’re using, how fast you’re running it or what experiment you’re doing. They depend on how you’re feeling, how you relate to the experience, what sort of resonance you establish with the task. If you get your mind in resonance with the [REG] processor, it will show a preference for following your desire. And it’s not just your computer and other machines that can be affected. When the mind is cooperating with the physical, it creates a step beyond. It is the space in performance that athletes call the zone. It’s how great artists paint, how great mathematicians solve equations.8





Jahn and Dunne theorize that a flow state works best because the mechanism for PK is unconscious. The effects do not result directly from conscious attention. Instead, it’s through resonance between subject and object, between mind and machine, and it doesn’t work through the usual channels such as thought processes and physical senses. The scientists proposed the existence of a quantum substructure connecting mind and matter.9 In quantum physics it’s given names like implicate order and entangled systems, and natural philosophers call it quantum holism and ontic order. To put it simply, everything is interconnected. Mind-matter dualism is an illusion. When the mind interacts with matter, it’s actually interacting with an extension of itself because we are all—machines included—essentially One.


Far out, dude! Bill and Ted would love it. But we need look no further than Albert Einstein for heavyweight support, who penned in a letter, translated below from German:
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A human being is a part of the whole, called by us “Universe,” a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separate from the rest—a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness.10





Separateness is an optical delusion. Interesting word choice. We look outward and see a world separate from ourselves, but the separateness is not just an illusion, it’s a delusion, a belief in something that isn’t true, and that argument is being made about the belief that material science understands the fundamental nature of reality. What it understands pretty well is matter, and matter makes up about 5 percent of the universe. We barely know anything about the other 95 percent. Philosopher Bryce Haymond added the following commentary to Einstein’s quote:




Our experience of being separate is an illusion of consciousness, just as much as space-time is an illusion of consciousness. But our consciousness itself is ultimately an inseparable “part of the whole” that we call the “Universe” […]. Our brains and bodies, and consequently our minds and consciousness, emerge from out of Nature, from the Universe, while still being absolutely a part of that Nature and Universe. We are not separate from Nature looking out onto Nature, but we are Nature looking at itself.11





Carl Jung used an analogy that may be helpful here. Think of a forest. Each tree is individual but grows from the same soil as the others. The soil in this analogy is the collective nature of the unconscious mind, which Jung called the collective unconscious. Each person’s individual consciousness grows from the soil of the collective mind. Reductive thinking would have us believe that we are each an island unto ourselves, separate from the soil from which we grow. But doubt can easily be cast on that idea simply 19by observing the natural world. That’s how science worked before materialism and its concept of dualism took over as the dominant paradigm.


In alchemy, a precursor to modern chemistry, the term for oneness is unus mundus, Latin for “one world.” Mind and matter are two sides of a unified, primordial whole, a concept that harkens back to Plato and is found throughout Western philosophical and theological thought. Oneness can’t be proven through the usual reductive means, and if we lean too heavily on speculative physics we risk entrapment in the sort of New Age mushiness that gets us no closer to truth—we end up at dead ends. But still, we must venture out of our comfort zone if we are to ever understand the paranormal, assuming it exists objectively. The alternative is to simply ignore what doesn’t fit our preconceptions, which is how mainstream science deals with the PEAR studies and paranormal phenomena as a whole.


A case in point comes to us from psychologists James Alcock and Arthur Reber in a paper titled “Searching for the impossible: Parapsychology’s elusive quest.”


Our position is straightforward. Claims made by parapsychologists cannot be true. The effects reported can have no ontological status; the data have no existential value. We examine a variety of reasons for this conclusion based on well-understood scientific principles. In the classic English adynaton, “pigs cannot fly.” Hence, data that suggest that they can are necessarily flawed and result from weak methodology or improper data analyses or are Type I errors. So it must be with psi effects. What we find particularly intriguing is that, despite the existential impossibility of psi phenomena and the nearly 150 years of efforts during which there has been, literally, no progress, there are still scientists who continue to embrace the pursuit.12
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That settles it. Paranormal phenomena simply cannot exist, a big nothingburger, and the study of it is a waste of time—150 years of time. Breathtaking, isn’t it? But every major paradigm shift was a violation of the basic scientific principles of the time.13 Geocentrism— the theory that the Earth is the center of the universe—was once a basic scientific principle. For that matter, eugenics was once widely accepted, too. The argument that paranormal phenomena cannot exist because they’re impossible violates the fundamental principle of scientific inquiry that there should be no prior judgment about the truth of an empirical matter.


Researchers like Jahns and Rhine presenting evidence and other researchers flatly refusing to countenance it is a pattern that will become clear as we continue exploring the science of the paranormal. If the dean of engineering at Princeton can’t produce research acceptable to the mainstream, then the evidence for PK that we’re going to look at next stands even less of a chance. But PK’s been documented historically, going back much further than its modern scientific study, and it usually appears “in the wild,” under uncontrolled conditions, and without scientists on hand to question every minute detail. Skeptics like Alcock and Reber reason that the just as pigs cannot fly, any evidence in support of PK and other psi phenomena must be bunk. But is that true?







The Flying Friar


It’s not to say that we should waste time arguing that pigs can fly—some claims can be refuted without needing to go through elaborate testing and experimentation (I’m looking at you, flat earthers)—but there are well-documented cases of PK involving levitation. The most famous of which is Franciscan friar Joseph of Cupertino. Saint Joseph, the patron saint of pilots and fliers, levitated in front of thousands of witnesses, including a pope and many cardinals and bishops. He did it multiple times in multiple places and not once did anyone find hidden wires or any sort of 21trickery. His enemies tried everything to discredit him, to hide him away, to prosecute him, but they never denied the fact of his miraculous flights, some of which are reported to have carried him as high as thirty meters and lasted as long as an hour.14


These days, someone like Joseph would be a sensation, a sure bet to win America’s Got Talent. Casinos on the Vegas Strip would shower him with money to perform for their audiences—and stay away from their Craps tables! But back then, during the 1600s, Joseph was a problem, and if not for powerful people intervening who personally witnessed and sometimes benefited from his powers of healing, precognition, and levitation, the problem would have been solved with some rope and enough wood to stoke a nice big fire.


The evidence includes trials before the Italian Inquisition where witnesses recounted the many times Joseph was seen floating off the ground in religious ecstasy. Dutifully recorded testimony from Church officials and clergy of all kinds, plus nobles, doctors, and dignitaries, paints a picture of events that actually happened. They swore under oath, and the penalty for lying would most certainly be severe and put their immortal souls in danger of hellfire. Very likely, the hundreds of witnesses on record were telling the truth as they saw it. It’s not to say it was absolutely real—maybe they hallucinated or saw optical illusions. But levitation wasn’t the only paranormal thing that happened. Joseph was also known to utter prophecies. Twice during his lifetime he was heard to say that a pope had died, then the monastery where he was staying would receive the news. None of it was disputed as authentic—the Inquisitors were tasked with determining whether it was demonic.


But no, at his first trial Joseph’s extreme humility convinced the judges that this country priest had not a bad bone in his body. A clumsy simpleton, yes, and at times excessively pious and evasive about what happened when he levitated (he claimed to be in trance and rarely remembered much about it), but not a con man. It may 22have helped his case that, in spite of himself, he levitated in front of them and many other witnesses while saying Mass in Rome, and during his trial he expressed embarrassment about it.


[image: A man soars above a group of men in this dynamic painting, capturing a moment of flight and freedom.]
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More attention was the last thing he wanted, for by then his legend had spread and his presence in public caused spectacles, leading some critics to argue that unethical people around Joseph were using his legend for their gain. The problem with that theory is, he never accepted even one cent from those he helped. Joseph, by all accounts, just wanted to be left alone to pray and meditate and practice extreme forms of spiritual asceticism, such as by fasting for forty days straight, which he did multiple times, sometimes in the same year.


Canonization of a saint by the Catholic Church is a long affair, and contrary to popular opinion, it’s as thorough and evidence-based as the most tedious trial. The process lasts months, and the Church tasks high officials to gather evidence and others to act as prosecutors and defenders. They depose witnesses, hear sworn testimony, and rigorously scrutinize it all. Scholars who reviewed the enormous volume of records in the Vatican archives confirmed seventy reported instances of levitation that occurred during a sixteen-year period of Joseph’s life while he lived at Assisi, with 150 witness depositions.15 These instances are considered the best evidence among reports that may number in the thousands. In the end, though, Joseph wasn’t canonized as a saint because he could fly, it was because of the miracles that occurred after his death in 1663.


Many other saints are said to levitate, bilocate, prophesize, read minds, and the like. Without a doubt, there are people who want us to believe. There are cults that need us to believe. But in Saint Joseph’s case, fact is separated from fiction through the same trial processes used in courts around the world to determine truthfulness and establish the facts. Canonization far exceeds the burden of proof, proving not just beyond a reasonable doubt but beyond any doubt as far as the Church is concerned.


But if some saints really can fly, where is the conclusive video evidence of it happening in modern day? The videos of yogis 24supposedly levitating are unconvincing. Science author Dean Radin actually traveled to India to witness the performances and all he saw were physical feats of bouncing off the ground from a seated position.16 It’s a far cry from what Joseph reportedly did.


And we ask, if it really did happen, then how? According to Joseph’s testimony and others who bore witness, he didn’t intend his levitations; his religious ecstasy triggered it. Plus, his early life created unique psychological conditions, to say the least. Forced to flee debt collectors, his father went into hiding, and his moralistic mother’s harsh treatment made Josepth loathe himself. Then, at nine years old, he developed a growth on his backside that ballooned to melon-size and crippled him for five years. Desperate for a cure, his mother employed the services of a hermit surgeon who cut out the foul-smelling mass and cauterized the wound, then applied oil from a lamp that had burned before an image of Mother Mary.


Presto. The boy went from screaming in agony to healed, and for the rest of his life he showed loving devotion to Our Lady of Grace.


Joseph then went off the deep end. He prayed ceaselessly and walked around in a trance. Clumsy from his bedridden years, he referred to his body as “the jackass,” which bore the burden of carrying his pristine soul step by step through the muck of physical life. And he treated it as such, whipping himself and wrapping his body in painful contraptions. Bruised and bloody and seemingly oblivious to all pain and physical suffering but at the same time keenly empathetic to the suffering of others, he’d see something that triggered his religious ecstasy, often during Mass, and up, up, and away he went. When we say levitation, it’s wrong to picture Magneto from X-Men coolly floating over the chaos of a battlefield. Joseph’s body became rigid and jerky and his eyes went completely blank. He was escaping.


But could the man really fly? We weren’t there to see for ourselves, but the evidence is there, and if true, the best theory for how he did it is rooted in the Catholic Mass. During the ritual, bread and wine 25become the body of Christ—transubstantiation. As a priest, Joseph enacted the ritual, and it enraptured him. He spent hours on end entranced by reciting the prayers and magical rites, and that’s when many of the reported instances of levitation occurred.


Magic is antithetical to science, but magical effects may exist, similar to the placebo effect, the ultimate demonstration of mind over matter. Believing something strongly makes it real. Take a sugar pill believing that it’s a magic cure and whatever illness or condition or disease you were suffering from is gone. The medical literature is full of well-documented cases. Joseph believed whole-heartedly that when he said the prayers and incantations of Mass, the bread and wine really became the body of Christ. Then he took the magical potion into himself, and away he went.


So we start with the man’s absolute belief in a magical ritual, then add his training in enacting it and his daily practice of it, and view it all in light of his burning desire to become spirit and join with God. His body, believing what his mind was telling it, responded by becoming insubstantial—spirit. Weightless. No longer bound by gravity.


Unlike mind over matter, Joseph’s case is more like mind leaving matter. It’s hard to imagine more wretched conditions than his during his developmental years, in rural Italy as witch hunts raged and the Plague devastated town after town. He found no comfort at home, emotionally or physically, and as a young man he found no place in the world—every occupation he tried prior to the priesthood ended up in failure and often humiliation. A commonality in the biographies of saints, mystics, healers, and others who are said to work miracles is that they experience severe childhood illnesses. Their mind retreats from the physical world into their internal experiences. They often grow up in poverty and environments where miracles aren’t just believed but may be necessary for survival. They flee the material world, and in the deep exploration of the inner world, compelled by forces that drive some people mad, they find their calling.
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At this point it looks impossible to explain a case like this in any way scientifically, and levitation is the hardest to explain of all the phenomena we’re going to look at. We bring it up now because while our science says it’s absolutely not real, some very credible people say otherwise. Could they actually be right? Skeptics argue that if people really could perform miracles like the saints of old were said to do, why aren’t we seeing miracles performed today as cameras record from all angles and stage magicians trained in the methods of science carefully observe? Presumably, science scared the charlatans back into the shadows to play their tricks on gullible rubes, and the so-called miracles never happened. On the other hand, considering Saint Joseph’s treatment by not only a star-struck public but also the hostile authorities in the Church, who would seek that kind of attention? Well, there is one man who craved such attention and wanted the validation, and he’s definitely not a saint. They call him the PK Man.







He’s No Saint


Ted Owens grew up in the US during the time between the World Wars, with a genius IQ and a volcanic temper, too—a temper that developed as he met with ridicule for trying to convince people of his powers, and is said to have roots in his father’s cruel treatment of him before he moved in with his grandparents as a young boy. His grandfather is reputed to have been a dowser and his great grandmother a psychic reader. Young Ted learned how to hypnotize himself and memorize entire magazines, according to a psychologist who studied him for ten years, Dr. Jeffrey Mishlove, the host of the long-running TV program Thinking Allowed.17 Owens was a member of Mensa, so his IQ must have tested in the top 2 percent of the country. A certified genius.


Owens worked at the Duke Parapsychology Lab as a clerical assistant during the 1940s, after he sought the help of the most famous ESP researcher of the time, Dr. J. B. Rhine. Owens first 27came to public attention for his claims of being able to control the weather. It didn’t go over well, but the mockery seemed to make him more determined—and angrier. After leaving Duke, he worked in a variety of interesting occupations, including bullwhip artist and knife thrower, which, he claimed, helped his mental flexibility, but his claim of being in communication with “space intelligences” who chose him as a PK prophet can never be verified.


Owens began keeping records of his feats and gathering sworn statements from witnesses. One is from Philadelphia attorney Sidney Margulies, who in 1967 signed an affidavit attesting that a lightning bolt struck when and where Ted, a typist in Sidney’s law office, predicted it would happen.18 Margulies told a researcher years later that there’d been no lightning visible in the sky until the moment Ted called it down. On a separate occasion, two men witnessed four lightning strikes happen where Ted pointed to, and they swore to it.


Eat your heart out, Thor!


Owens also claimed to direct a hurricane at the state of Florida, once telling a reporter for the National Enquirer it was in retribution for refusing to run a story about him. Then, Hurricane David, a Category 5 titan, threatened to strike Miami. The reporter appealed to Owens to make the storm go elsewhere, citing the massive loss of life, and Owens agreed. Hurricane David clobbered the Dominican Republic, instead.


In 1967, he told his landlord that an earthquake would strike the US west coast and it happened the following day.19


Before news of Watergate broke, Owens predicted that the president would resign or be forced out of office.


He predicted an attack on US forces in Vietnam, power blackouts, freak storms, UFO sightings, plane crashes, and the 1986 space shuttle Challenger disaster. They all came to pass, and while Owens’s record was far from perfect, he did say he would sabotage the Chicago Bears 1975 football season. The Bears went 4-10, a bad 28season for sure, but no surprise there—it was the same record as their previous season.


These reports stretch credibility to the max and wouldn’t be worth mentioning if not for the long list of credible witnesses and researchers who communicated with Owens and tracked the PK feats he claimed responsibility for. There are journalists, radio broadcasters, sports reporters, psychologists, police officials, and even J. Allen Hynick, science advisor for Project Blue Book. The predictions were confirmed to have been made before the events.


Then there’s Dr. Mishlove’s involvement, a parapsychologist with a fifty-year track record. He said the news is full of reports about disasters, and taken by itself a prediction that something bad is about to happen is nothing special, but he also claimed to verify more than 160 of Ted’s predictions. Owens said in most cases he caused the disasters with the help of his space friends, and he justified the subsequent misery and death as part of some cockeyed higher plan to use him as an experimental subject to test how much power one human could handle.


Once, when Mishlove angered Owens by pointing out that one of his predictions didn’t come true, Ted hung up the phone and a moment later Mishlove suddenly felt very ill. Owens then called back, apologizing, and saying it would never happen again, and the ill feeling soon passed. Mishlove suspects that Ted lost his temper and attempted to dish out punishment on the unbeliever, something he reportedly succeeded at many times.


After a decade of studying him, the psychologist concluded that Owens really did have PK power—there were far too many wildly unlikely coincidences for them all to have been random.


But Owens tried to help, too, and on several occasions he claimed to intervene in cases of severe drought. It happened in London, the Bay area of Northern California, and Florida. He said he’d end the drought, and in each case the rain soon returned in style, sometimes causing flooding.
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It’s easy to call bullshit on the Owens affair, but before knee-jerking a loud “get outta here” reaction that shuts down discussion, let’s consider that the case fits a pattern in history of something messing with humanity from behind the scenes. From the stories out of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia about gods walking the Earth, to the Christian, Islamic, and Hindu tales of divine intervention believed by billions of people, to the modern phenomenon of UFO lore where alien intelligences blow our minds with displays of awesome power. Scholars like Jacques Vallée and Jason Jorjani say the evidence is ample that a mysterious force is purposefully engaging with humanity. Carl Jung hypothesized that split-off aspects of one’s consciousness or psyche may manifest as paranormal phenomena, specifically as UFOs.20 We can’t accept that such power is actually within us, so we project it onto godlike figures, including extraterrestrials.


Vallée makes a similar argument in his book The Invisible College, saying, “I believe that a powerful force has influenced the human race in the past and is again influencing it now. Does this force represent alien intervention, or does it originate entirely within human consciousness?”21


[image: A coin featuring the head of a man adorned with a traditional headdress.]
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We find in Owens a trickster character obscured behind supposed feats of godlike power reminiscent of Hermes, and to Jorjani it makes Owens a modern manifestation of an ancient mercurial spirit waging psychological warfare. Its nonsensicalness deflects away the attention of scientists and authorities, leaving it to engage with the less-educated, less-reasoning masses and stir up social movements that bring down empires. Like when Roman illiterati dismissed early Christians as a bunch of freaks, but what was thought of at the time as nonsense—sure, a miracle worker (Jesus) who healed the sick, cast out demons, and rose from the grave—later became the backbone of the Holy Roman Empire.
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