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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This paper explores aspects of the scientific method which have proven 

inadequate to the task of producing verifiable and consistently repeatable experimental 

evidence for the existence of a particular category of phenomena – anomalous or psychic 

phenomena.  The deficiencies of the method are not necessarily due to the esoteric nature 

of the phenomena and events being tested.  Rather, the protocols of the method contribute 

to its inadequacy:  reliance on observation, isolation of variables, and experimental 

controls, in short the method’s fundamental functional criteria are perhaps its greatest 

impediment.  The author suggests that applying the scientific method in the examination 

of anomalous or psychic phenomena was ill-advised from its inception because of these 

inadequacies, and concludes that it is quite possible that the method will never be the 

appropriate tool to uncover the mechanism by which anomalous phenomena manifest and 

operate.   
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 

 
In the world of everyday existence, the five senses reign, but their powers are 
sharply limited.  We perceive the universe in glimpses through narrow 
portals, acquiring our knowledge by sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch.  
But what if knowledge has wider gateways and thresholds?  What if, beyond 
vision, humans have another way of seeing? (Psychic Powers 7) 

 

In 1882, the Society for Psychical Research (SPR) was founded in order that the 

methods and standards of evidence associated with scientific investigation and proof 

could be applied to the problem of so-called supernatural phenomena.  Spiritualism was 

enjoying a period of enormous popularity, and its proponents believed that spirits of the 

departed wanted to and were able to contact those still living.  Such contact was arranged 

through séances and the intervention of skilled practitioners known as mediums.  These 

were often managed as small-scale theatrical events, and were accompanied by fabulous 

accounts of table tipping or levitation, ghostly voices of departed loved ones, haunted 

houses and apparitions.  The proliferation of these occurrences prompted a number of 

notable scholars to attempt to apply the same standards of scientific exploration that were 

now being applied to other areas of scientific and philosophical investigation.  It was an 

attempt to restore some degree of order and decorum to a category of phenomena which, 

though intriguing, had become suffused with fraud and fabrication.  The need for 

scientifically corroborated evidence came about to a great degree because of the epidemic 

of cheating and falsity.  (Jahn 1987, 38).   

There were broader issues at stake, however.  With the elevation of science, 

secularism, and a materialist view of the universe to a position of prominence, Harold 
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Walach, in a paper on spirituality and its relationship to parapsychology noted, the 

intellectual climate had become unsettling “for every spiritualist, transcendentalist, or 

even dualist” (Walach 282) whose traditional religious views of the world and 

phenomena were being sorely challenged, if not undermined completely.  The founding 

of the SPR can be seen “as a counter-movement promoting a certain world-view, namely 

that of a non-reductionist understanding of human affairs” stemming from “the original 

impulse to prove the existence of phenomena beyond the world view of the natural 

sciences” (Walach 282) with, ironically, the tools and experimental methods of the 

natural sciences, and with the same “spirit of exact and unimpassioned enquiry which has 

enabled Science to solve so many of its problems” (Society for Psychical Research).  

In an address to the SPR delivered on July 18, 1888, and recorded in Volume 5 of 

the Proceedings, then president, Professor Sidgwick stated that, “The SPR was founded 

with the establishment of thought transference as its primary aim, with hypnotism as its 

second study, and with many another problem ranged along its dimmer horizon” (SPR 

Vol. 5, 365).  The task set before the body was greater than establishing the veracity of 

transient psychic events, however.  Sidgwick’s Presidential Address of the same year 

affirmed: “When we took up seriously the obscure and perplexing investigation which we 

call Psychical Research, we were mainly moved to do so by the profound and painful 

division and conflict as regards the nature and destiny of the human soul, which we found 

in the thought of our age” (SPR Vol. 5, 272).  The conflict, stated Sidgwick, arose 

because, “under the influence of Christian teaching, still dominant over the minds of the 

majority of educated persons, and powerfully influencing many even of those who have 

discarded its dogmatic system, the soul is conceived as independent of the bodily 
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organism and destined to survive it” (272).  Weighed against this, however, he lamented, 

is “the preponderant tendency of modern physiology… to exclude this conception, and to 

treat the life of any individual mind as inseparably connected with the life and process of 

the shortlived body that it here animates” (272).   

In addition, therefore, to his hope that the truth of anomalous or psychic 

phenomena could be established beyond reasonable doubt, he trusted that the phenomena 

thus verified would support belief in the theological destiny that awaits post-mortem 

survival of the soul.  He stated, “it appeared to us that there was an important body of 

evidence – tending prima facie to establish the independence of soul or spirit – which 

modern science had simply left to one side with ignorant contempt” (272).  Feeling as he 

and many others, although certainly not all, in the Society felt, it was thought that the 

efforts of the scientific community would be a simple matter of arriving at a truth which 

was taken to be evident and merely awaiting confirmation.   

Sadly, Sidgwick did not live to see confirmation of his hope.  Neither did his 

contemporaries, nor any of those following.  In fact, far from establishing the truth of 

post-mortem survival of the soul, Ray Hyman noted in a paper detailing milestones in the 

history of parapsychological research, “the total accumulation of 130 year’s worth of 

psychical investigation has not produced any consistent evidence for paranormality that 

can withstand acceptable scientific scrutiny” (Hyman 825).  

This paper will take a closer look at a category of phenomena that cannot be 

explained by conventional scientific methods, and discuss ways in which the scientific 

method, the sine qua non of empirical inquiry has to date shown itself inadequate.   
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CHAPTER 2 
THE CASE AGAINST SCIENTIFIC METHOD 

 
 

Employing the scientific method in the examination of anomalous phenomena 

was ill-advised from the moment of its attempted implementation.  The nature of the 

method itself is the problem, and not necessarily for esoteric considerations, i.e. that the 

phenomena are a different order of event which operate well outside any of the paradigms 

for which the scientific method exists.  If the success of the method hinges on adherence 

to select criteria then it almost goes without saying that this particular method is not the 

right one to follow in examining phenomena which subvert these criteria at nearly every 

turn.   

The scientific method has proven to be unsuitable for examination of phenomena 

that encroach upon the transcendent realm, and do not respond to the closed circuit 

testing schema that edits out every other feature of the landscape save that for which it is 

searching.  The need for science to impose controls, a crucial concomitant of the method 

is a critical impediment to the study of such phenomena.   

The method insists that the experimental results be repeatable, and comes front-

loaded, and hard-coded with expectations that limit the ways in which phenomena can be 

validated, and their occurrence corroborated.  That which fails to fit the expectations or 

doesn’t yield results in the ways that are acceptable within the method fail the test of 

verification and are adjudged scientifically invalid.   

It is for this reason that scientists like physicist Victor J. Stenger feel that feats of 

extrasensory perception, broadly defined by Hansel in ESP: A Scientific Investigation, as 

acts of acts of perception or acquisition of knowledge which occur independent of the 
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activity of the sense organs, (such as mental telepathy or mind-reading), are illusory, or 

the results of cheating or madness1.  They fail consistent tests of repeatability, they don’t 

demonstrate any causal mechanism or antecedents that can be recreated and repeated 

thereby creating results that can be anticipated.  There are few observable data and they 

do not conform to the mechanistic expectations that phenomena in the world lead one to 

expect.  And if such is not the case, then why is it not the case, and how is it not the case.  

Science cannot answer these questions using any extant version of the scientific method.  

And yet, though “the failure of psychic phenomena to replicate under controlled 

laboratory conditions is the strongest argument against its existence” (Stenger 301), these 

phenomena do exist and occur.  It is the means and processes by which they do so which 

remain opaque to science in spite of applying a method of exploration that, in the past, 

was eminently successful and produced results of which the scientific community were 

justifiably proud.   

The disarmingly simple structure: observation, experimentation, and repeatability, 

built around a complex structure of limiting conditions, made for a daunting scaffold, 

indeed, and one which the science of parapsychology, the scientific study of psychic or 

anomalous phenomena, has found difficult if not impossible to surmount.  “After a 

century and a half, the scientific search for the paranormal has come up empty” (Stenger 

300).   

I should like to suggest that employing the scientific method in the exploration of 

psychical phenomena was misguided from the beginning. Had such been realized earlier, 
                                                           

1 “All things are possible, but many things are too unlikely, too preposterous, to take seriously.  As a physicist, I can 
only believe what I see with my own two eyes, either naked or aided by the magnifying lenses of modern technology.  
Part of the reason for the common belief that the mind can work miracles is the huge number of people who claim they 
have seen such miracles performed.  Certainly these claims cannot be ignored.  However, such testimony is anecdotal 
and of dubious scientific merit.” (Stenger 11, 12).  
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at least some portion of the last 150 years of fruitless research could have been spent 

developing and utilizing more efficient ways of thinking about and examining these 

phenomena.  The philosopher, scholar, and iconoclast, Paul Feyerabend has suggested tha 

“the success of ‘science’ cannot be used as an argument for treating as yet unsolved 

problems in a standardized way” (Feyerabend 3), and exploration into the structure and 

function of anomalous phenomena is perhaps impeded by, among other reasons, the 

historical success of the scientific method, as well as an assumption that “Science is 

successful because it uses uniform procedures” (3). 

 
 

A Note On Language 

As we shall be using the term anomalous phenomena throughout, it is necessary 

to decide at the outset under what conditions or by what set of criteria a process or 

occurrence should be adjudged anomalous.  An anomaly, “by definition, is a significant 

departure from pattern of established behavior” (Jahn 1987, 79).  Though undoubtedly 

accurate, it is too general a definition to be useful for this application without some 

degree of qualification.  Resort to standard dictionary definitions as, for example, this 

from Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary:   

Anomalous adjective (1655) 1: inconsistent with or deviating from what 
is usual, normal, or expected. 

 
do not suffice.  Stating what something is not does nothing to provide a definition of what 

it is, and further muddies already murky waters.  We shall need a more stringent 

definition to satisfy our purposes.  Any number of circumstances could be considered 

anomalous, but we do not mean that which is odd or unusual and different in some 

striking way from the norm.  We shall be making reference to a specific type of 
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anomalous phenomenon, that which involves the action of consciousness or the mind in 

ways that circumvent conventional channels of sense perception, or contradict established 

and expected behavior of form and matter in the physical realm.   

For an event, process, or phenomenon to be considered anomalous, we shall say 

that any or all of the following conditions must obtain.  It must:  

 
• be a product of or process involving human consciousness or the mind2  
• involve interaction with itself, with another human consciousness, or with 

a physical entity, oneself as well as another or others 
• result in the acquisition of knowledge, or creation of an effect which in 

some way circumvents conventional methods of human perception, 
physical law, and/or mechanical interaction of matter   

• in some way violate any or all of the fundamental scientific premises of 
space, time, and causality 
 

Phenomena which conform to the conditions stated above are often referred to as 

psychic, mystical, miraculous, and paranormal.  Though they are often loosely used 

synonymously, each of these terms, though different in meaning, conveys subtle 

variations of the same general category of experience – that which circumvents known or 

expected patterns, behaviors, or processes under which form and matter traditionally 

operate.  

                                                           

2 Consciousness, as an expression of sentient awareness, is not a generally accepted identifier, but is instead, “a 
historically conditioned and geographically limited factor.”  (The Secret of the Golden Flower – page 136.)  There is 
wide variation on what consciousness is among different cultures, and similar degrees of disagreement even within a 
single culture, as for example, our own.  It includes the specific condition of being aware as well as possessing the 
general capacity to be aware.  Within the context we will consider, it refers to one’s specific and individual state of 
sentience and awareness, and refers as well to consciousness as the source of all sentience and awareness.  It is 
understood to be the foundation of all sentient life; as such life is not considered possible without possessing a form of 
consciousness.  It can be thought of as our state of normal, waking consciousness – awareness of self and things, but it 
is also a state of being which is empty of any thought or form of thought, existent in itself with no reference to 
cognition, mental process or product of thought.  In this sense consciousness is not something that sentient beings 
acquire as a function of being alive, as one develops a characteristic or a quality.  We are consciousness.  The 19th 
century novelist George Macdonald writes that we are, “but a consciousness with an outlook” (Macdonald 84).  This 
minimal definition of consciousness we will embrace here is offered as a concession to the focus of this paper, and is in 
no way meant to ignore the rigorous scholarship to which this topic has been subjected.   
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“Most persons learn through experience that awareness of objects in the world 

outside of them arises through the use of the senses…Personal experience also tells us 

that our thoughts remain private unless expressed by voice or action” (Hansel 1).  And 

yet, the phenomena which fall under the rubric of psychic, miraculous, or mystical 

persistently violate our expectations of sense perception and the acquisition of 

knowledge, and appear to operate in decidedly unconventional ways.  Consider the 

following examples:   

 
A 17-year-old student at a kindergarten training school in England took the 9 
a.m. bus to school each morning.  On this particular day when the bus arrived, 
the driver opened the door, “but for some nameless reason,” she later reported, 
“she just could not get on.”  The driver left, and the student, knowing she would 
be late for school, excoriated herself for being “silly.”  She began to walk.  
When the girl finally arrived at school 45 minutes later, “she was received ‘like 
a ghost.’”  The bus she did not get on had brake failure going down a hill, 
crashed over a retaining wall, and fell into the road below, resulting in many 
fatal injuries.  Why did she not get on the bus? (Rhine 3)  

 
Why, indeed, did she not get on the bus?  Could she somehow have known or 

intuited that something as dire as what did occur would occur?  If so, how?  If not, then 

why didn’t she get on the bus?   

 
A woman now living in Dallas, Texas reports that in 1949, her husband left on a 
business trip.  He traveled on business quite a lot, and so the woman had no 
reason to feel any trepidation at all.  After he left, however, she told a friend that 
she felt, “I will never see him alive again.”  She said that she called her 
husband when he arrived at his first stop (Boston), and begged him not to take 
the flight to Washington, D.C., scheduled to leave the next day.  About an hour 
after he spoke with his wife, he received an unexpected phone call from his 
colleagues telling him that he needn’t go to Washington after all.  As a result he 
cancelled his reservation, and after conducting his meetings, returned to 
Philadelphia by train.  The Eastern Airlines flight from Boston to Washington, 
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D.C., which the woman’s husband did not take, crashed into the Potomac River, 
killing everyone on board.  (Stevenson, 81)3 

 
Events like these have been grouped under the general category of psi, (the 23rd 

letter of the Greek alphabet), and were referred to as psychic phenomena “because they 

had the evanescent characteristics of what is mental” (Hansel introduction).   

In the early years of research into psi, J. B. and Louisa Rhine of Duke University 

established two categories of effect.  The first, ESP, extra-sensory perception, according 

to scholar, teacher, and author, Dr. Lisa Schwebel, is “the reported ability to acquire 

knowledge and information not gained through ordinary sense channels or through the 

normal mechanisms for acquiring knowledge” (Schwebel 183).  Such information is 

made directly available to consciousness by some means or method that employs, as far 

as is currently known, only the mechanism of consciousness with no apparent recourse to 

the conventional apparatus of sense perception (Jahn, 1987, Boring 110 ). 

Extra-sensory perception includes the following sub-classifications:  
 

Telepathy – one person’s awareness of another’s thoughts without there being any 
communication through conventional sensory channels.   

Clairvoyance – the ability to acquire knowledge of an object or an event without 
reliance on a source of information or prior knowledge of such object or 
event.    

Precognition – the ability to acquire knowledge of another’s future thoughts 
(precognitive telepathy), or of future events (precognitive clairvoyance).   

 
The second is psychokinesis or PK, “the ability to influence objects or processes 

in ways inexplicable by known physical means” (Jahn 1987, 43).  It is appropriate to 

                                                           

3 Parapsychologists refer to these as impression cases.  Impression cases qualify as evidence of extrasensory perception 
if they conform to the following criteria:  (1) the individual feels that some distant party “needs” them or that there is an 
impression that something is wrong at home or in some other location involving the individual, (2) the individual has 
never expressed any degree of concern about the situation, but in this case feels such concern with conviction or 
intensity, (3) the time correspondence between the impression and the related event is close, (4) the report must satisfy 
adequate standards of authenticity and independent corroboration.  “The rarity of trivial situations in impression cases 
[suggests] that a special intensity of emotion is required to penetrate consciousness in the form of an impression 
experience since this is largely one of feeling rather than cognition” (Stevenson 10-11, 19). 
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include in this catalog of criteria, incidents involving evidence of healing of medical 

conditions or illness, which cannot be attributed to the administration of medicine (herbal 

or pharmaceutical), or the direct intervention of medical treatment, but rather appear to 

have responded to consciousness or mind suggestion alone (often exemplified by prayer, 

meditation, visualization, or other mental or spiritual exercises).  

In a 1955 paper published in The International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 

psychoanalyst Michael Balint wondered, “Why does it happen that certain patients who, 

according to all expectation, should deteriorate and become chronic invalids, or even die, 

inexplicably recover?  The problem of this inexplicable recovery is frightening and 

uncanny indeed, because [we] doctors and research workers have no idea whether the 

recovery was due to us, or to some power beyond our control” (Balint 35) 4.  “In the same 

way that parapsychological phenomena in the past were regarded as direct acts of God 

because they did not fit contemporary scientific paradigms, so were psychobiological 

phenomena that defied known medical and scientific laws treated as miracles” (Schwebel 

142).  This can be thought of as a special case of psychokinesis and is often cast as a 

                                                           

4 Elizabeth Sanford in The Healing Gifts of the Spirit, writes “Many healings can hardly be called miracles because 
they are completely understandable.  There are, however, healings that take place so quickly and in ways that so 
completely transcend our knowledge of the laws of nature that any honest doctor would call them miracles” (Sanford 
212).  The author offers a spectacular account of a young woman who was so badly injured in a car accident that 
“doctors pronounced her moribund.”  When brought to Framingham Union Hospital in Massachusetts, she was 
bleeding from all her orifices: eyes, nose, mouth, vagina, and  rectum.  Her lungs were filling with blood, and her 
pelvic bones were broken in 5 places.  Although left for dead by clinicians, her family, one of whom was a trained 
nurse, believed in the healing power of prayer.  The doctors did what they could for her, but some members of the 
family waited in the corridor, “waiting for her to die,” since there was no significant medical or surgical procedures that 
could be done to repair the extensive internal damage.    Throughout the next 5 days, there was a near constant stream 
of individuals praying for her and “laying on hands,” (the so-called healing touch of the spirit.)  At the end of 5 days, 
“the young woman was well.  X rays showed no broken bones or inner lesions and all the processes of the body went 
on normally.”  Whether such a spectacular miracle of healing deviates, “from the known laws of nature or whether they 
merely transcend our knowledge of such laws,” is a question as yet unanswerable (Sanford). Cases of physical, or 
“organic” healing (as opposed to psychological or psychiatric healing), to be considered true medical miracles, must 
comply with strict criteria, among others:  (1) instantaneous recovery; ( 2) no period of convalescence, (3) recovery 
must be permanent with no relapse, (4) there must be physical and obvious signs of a change in the health of the 
patient.  The number of authenticated healings at Lourdes which cannot be explained by any medical rational, as 
established at the International Conference on Unorthodox Healings in April 1954, totaled 49 (Balint 34), although 
representatives of the Catholic Church claim that the number of healings is closer to 4,000 (Notre-Dame de Lourdes).   
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miracle which, by its very nature and apparent lack of discernible mechanistic process, 

can thus be considered anomalous.  

Although telepathy seemed unlikely, it was not thought to be altogether 

impossible.  Many people speak regularly about having a “sixth sense.”  Precognition and 

clairvoyance, however, as was the case with our student in England and housewife in 

Dallas, as Hansel noted, “were far more striking and encroached on territory unknown to 

science, since, in this case, an effect seemed to precede its cause” (Hansel 3), as seems 

apparent in our examples where individuals intuit catastrophic events before they have 

happened.  In fact, for many skeptical scientists of the time, the entire panoply of psychic 

phenomena was deemed, “so unlikely in view of existing knowledge that there was no 

point in bothering about them” (Hansel 5).  The idea that the store of knowledge could be 

added to had not apparently occurred to the detractors.   

Although experimental evidence for the existence and occurrence of psychic 

phenomena (psi) has been accumulated, the response of these and other psychic 

phenomena to testing have, “defined an elusive family of anomalies that defy scientific 

replicability and causal representation, yet persist in their frequent, albeit unpredictable, 

appearance” (Jahn 1987,46; Jahn 1981).  Psychologist Darryl Bem and colleague Charles 

Honorton conflate psi and anomalous thus:  “The term psi denotes anomalous processes 

of information or energy transfer…such as telepathy or other forms of extrasensory 

perception that are currently unexplained in terms of known physical or biological 

mechanisms” (Bem 1994).  Apart from its acceptance in the lexicon of the science of 

parapsychology, and science generally, the term is apt as well because it identifies not a 

degree of rarity or unusualness, but a lack of discernible causal antecedent that causes it 
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to stand outside of the realm of what is considered normal (although researchers suggest 

that even if anomalous, they are no more so than, say, a lunar eclipse.)5  The term as 

used, includes recognition of some action of consciousness, and that the phenomena 

evade the logical expectations of a mechanistic process based in discernible structures of 

cause and effect.   

This more recent locution is less freighted with some of the negative associations 

and stereotypes that have come to be associated with earlier terms like psychic and 

paranormal, while carrying forward their history and significance.  We shall use this 

term, then, to refer to the broad category of phenomena referred to as psi, and whose 

primary impetus appears to be the action of consciousness or the mind, and which present 

no discernible mechanistic processes.   

 
The Allure of Science 
 

The scientific community (an agglomeration of research and applied scientists, 

academicians, and segments of the manufacturing, industrial, and military sectors) earned 

a place of honor in society largely due to the spectacular resume of success that it 

achieved over the passage of time.  The goal of the scientific method is to obtain 

knowledge in the form of testable explanations of events and phenomena that can predict 

the results of future experiments.  These results can then be utilized in the theoretical 

sciences, or in practical application in the form of inventions, or improvements to 

existing products or processes.  The scientific method, as science itself, seemed to have 

                                                           

5 Speaking of himself and his scientific colleagues, Bem notes, “most of us distinguish sharply between phenomena 
whose explanations are merely obscure or controversial (e.g., hypnosis), and phenomena such as psi that appear to fall 
outside our current explanatory framework altogether…In contrast, many laypersons treat all exotic psychological 
phenomena as epistemologically equivalent” (Bem 1994).  “Such events have been catalogued as ‘miracles,’ ‘magic,’ 
‘psychic phenomena,’ ‘sorcery,’ ‘inspiration,’ ‘gremlins,’ and countless other elusive concepts” (Jahn 7).   
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acquired an expectation of infallibility, and most people, either tacitly or explicitly would 

doubtless accept the fact that as a category of practical and theoretical knowledge, 

science attained a somewhat mythic status.  It was felt that the methods employed by the 

scientific community were as invulnerable to failure as the results of their efforts at 

discovery and invention were successful.   

Because of this extraordinarily high regard, science was deemed the arbiter of 

acceptability, and its imprimatur was sought by psychic researchers as proof of the truth 

and relevance of the science of parapsychology.  Its trademark method of investigation, 

the scientific method, was deployed in the service of those seeking confirmation of the 

reality of psychic phenomena and its acceptance by the larger community.  Such was the 

faith in the results of the method, that its success may have been assumed to proceed 

from its mere implementation.  Since any phenomenon which was subjected to its 

empirical methods seemed to respond with predictable success, the method was assumed 

to possess a degree of infallibility; the success of the method may have been presumed to 

be a function of the method itself and not the phenomena subjected to it.   

Consensus then appeared to conform to that described by Feyerabend:  “Science 

is superior for two reasons: it uses the correct method for getting results; and there are 

many results to prove the excellence of the method” (Feyerabend 98).6   

 

  

                                                           

6 Paul Feyerabend argued later that science did not deserve the honor and exaltation it had been and still is given.   
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CHAPTER 3 
THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD AND PSYCHICAL RESEARCH 

 
 

Is there any basis in fact to support belief in soul or spirit, evidence for post-

mortem survival, or that the mind possesses extraordinary abilities or capacities?  These 

ideas have been explored repeatedly, and there remains an unshakeable conviction that 

there exists an entire landscape of experience and phenomena that defies explanation by 

any conventional scientific or mechanical descriptors.  Does the mere belief that this is 

so, make it so?   

The conviction that this was, in fact so, contributed in part to the founding of the 

SPR.  The Society for Psychical Research was founded in 1882 by a number of men 

including Professor Henry Sidgwick.  William James, co-founder of the organization 

which later came to be known as The American Society for Psychical Research noted of 

Professor Sidgwick, “I heard him say the year before his death, that if anyone had told 

him at the outset that after twenty years he would be in the same identical state of doubt 

and balance that he started with, he would have deemed the prophecy incredible.  It 

appeared impossible that that amount of handling of evidence should bring so little 

finality of decision” (Murphy 310).  James subsequently reports that, “my own 

experience has been similar to Sigdwick’s.”  Of his researches spanning twenty-five 

years he observed, “I am theoretically no further than I was at the beginning.”  The milieu 

of anomalous phenomena which the researchers of James’ generation undertook to 

submit to rigorous scientific experimentation, “are always seeming to exist and can never 

be fully explained away, [yet] they also can never be susceptible of full corroboration” 

(310).   
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William James’ lifelong belief in the truth of anomalous phenomena ran parallel 

to his conviction that, “there were truths for which scientific proof was as yet impossible, 

but of which there were hints all about us to be perceived and examined seriously by 

something other than the exact methods of science” (Murphy 241).  Here indeed arose a 

harbinger of the futility that followed investigatory efforts from that day until this.   

That the men and women who engaged in research into these phenomena 

persisted is admirable and speaks to their unyielding faith in the reality of psychic 

phenomena.  Convinced, therefore, as they must have been that the phenomena 

themselves were real, did it not occur that the method being applied to unearth their 

substance and source was in some way inadequate?   

A subsidiary question, the examination of which cannot be undertaken here, is 

why did research into psychic/paranormal phenomena continue, evidently unsuccessfully 

for now 150 years, still pursing the same method of inquiry?  Why did the scientists and 

sympathizers of the SPR and the ASPR persist in attempting to apply methods of testing 

and measurement that showed themselves to be demonstrably inadequate?  Perhaps the 

experimenters and researchers may not have intuited where the difficulty lay.  Perhaps 

they did not discern that the solution was not in devising better and more objective 

scientific methods, but in seeking an entirely different way of looking at and considering 

the phenomena.  The tens and scores of years spent pursuing a path that was decidedly 

unproductive to their objectives may have cost the science of parapsychology more in the 

way of discovery than they hoped to gain by procuring the imprimatur of “science.”   

In The March of Folly, historian Barbara Tuchman defines folly as “acting 

according to wish while not allowing oneself to be deflected by the facts” (Tuchman 5, 
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7).  Although writing of the destructive policies of rulers and governments throughout 

history, the concept applies quite nicely to the efforts of researchers into anomalous 

phenomena.  Certainly in the early, heady years of exploration, we may say, perhaps, that 

there was no hint of the method’s inadequacy.  The position and influence of the 

scientific community was so exalted, its influence so profound, that its approval was 

deemed necessary to establish veracity and credibility – truth and believability.  But after 

years of failure totaling decades, did it occur to no one within the community that the 

scientific method, replete with all its attendant assumptions, presuppositions, 

expectations, and restrictions, might not be the method to pursue – that in this way lay 

grief?  Was the lure of acceptance within the scientific fraternity that great?  Was there no 

one within the nascent science of parapsychology, save William James and very few 

others, who suspected or deduced that the phenomena were neither elusive nor 

nonexistent, but that the failure to discover their form and function lay in the method 

being applied?  One would think there to have been substantial or at least some 

discussion as to possible alternatives, although, as will be mentioned later, the conditions 

were not yet right for a radical shift in thinking that this move required, what Kuhn, and 

Feyerabend defined as a paradigm shift.7   

I should like to think it unlikely that trained and disciplined scientists skilled at 

observation, and thoughtful, astute philosophers adept at mounting challenges to nearly 

every and any declarative statement, failed to discern at some point along the research 

                                                           

7 At the Parapsychology Laboratory at Duke University established within the Psychology Department in 1927, “the 
difficulties confronting objective research in parapsychology were great enough, in fact, that the question had 
sometimes been raised whether experimental procedures could ever be used for these kinds of phenomena.”  Louisa 
Rhine, wife of J. B. Rhine, reports, however, that they continued to evolve experimental procedures which they felt 
helped establish “an understanding of the processes involved [in psychic phenomena]” (Rhine 15).  There appears to 
have been no attempt at Duke to deflect the course of research away from strict adherence to the scientific method.   
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continuum that the method the researchers were using was not fit for the task set before 

it.  It seems clear that at least some degree of doubt would have troubled scientific minds, 

doubt sufficiently convincing to cause the fraternity of researchers to fall in line with the 

thinking of Carl Jung, who suggested that, “It seems more likely that scientific 

explanation will have to begin with a criticism of our concepts of space and time on the 

one hand, and with the unconscious on the other” (Jung 27).  Such doubt would not have 

been with the phenomena itself.  “It is hard to believe the Creator has really put any big 

array of phenomena into world merely to defy our scientific tendencies; so my deeper 

belief is that we psychical researchers have been too precipitate with our hopes, and that 

we must expect to mark progress not by quarter-centuries, but by half-centuries or whole 

centuries”  (Murphy 310).   

 
The Experimental Model 
 

The allure of applying the ostensibly unimpeachable methods of scientific 

investigation to the investigation of psychic phenomena was great.  In the 1888 

President’s Address of the Society of Psychical Research, Henry Sidgwick stated, “We 

believed unreservedly in the methods of modern science, and were prepared to accept 

submissively her reasoned conclusions, when sustained by the agreement of experts” 

(Society of Psychical Research Vol. 5, 217).  Dr. Sidgwick continued, “We meant to 

collect as systematically, carefully, and completely as possible evidence tending to throw 

light on the question of the action of mind either apart from the body or otherwise than 

through known bodily organs” (218).  His sentiments, and those of a percentage of the 

members, was to gather unvarnished and impartial evidence, even, “the action of the 

causes known to science that presented themselves as possible alternatives to our 
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hypothesis” (218), since only the knowledge and exclusion of this data could truly 

establish the veracity of those phenomena which lie outside of that range.  Ray Hyman, 

who compiled a rather thorough history of parapsychological research among other 

stellar achievements in parapsychology, wrote that although “a small but vocal minority 

wanted psychical research to become a rigorous experimental science” (Hyman 836), 

some felt that the quantification and rigor of science was irrelevant to the study of 

psychic phenomena.  There were others within the fraternity who felt that historical or 

anecdotal approaches were more appropriate, “because so many of the important 

phenomena were spontaneous and not observable in the laboratory” (836).  Such were the 

grand designs of the SPR; but it was the philosopher Bertrand Russell who put the matter 

with somewhat brisk succinctness when he wrote that, “no method outside science exists 

for proving or disproving anything” (Russell 147). 

 Carroll Nash, professor and director of the now defunct Parapsychology 

Laboratory at St. Joseph’s University in Philadelphia wrote in 1978, “applying the 

scientific method to unsolved problems,” of anomalous phenomena offered his students 

“a better introduction to the scientific method than is offered by most sciences” (Nash v).  

Nearly 100 years after the founding of the Society for Psychical Research, it was still 

believed by eminent researchers that the scientific method was the preferred tool for the 

study of anomalous phenomena.   

 

Principles and Limits 

The structure of scientific methodology is based on observation and 

experimentation. This is a legacy from Aristotle and Pre-Socratic Philosophers.  But, 
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skeptics within the community of scientists and philosophers raised doubts about heavy 

dependence on sense perception because of its notorious unreliability.  Connected to and 

issuing forth from this were a host of tangential questions that accrue, and still concern 

scientific investigations concerning: the nature of reality, the structure of time and space, 

the reliability of sense perception, the truth of causal relationships, among many others.   

As a near invariable template for examination of almost any phenomenon, the 

scientific method has proven to be an effective strategy in the realm of the natural and 

applied sciences.  It is not, however, simply a one-dimensional procedural device; it has 

an interesting binary identity.  It is a tool for testing phenomena as much as it is a point of 

view about phenomena.  This requires accepting some assumptions about the nature of 

the phenomenon and the knowledge that can be expected to be gleaned from its study.  

One would think such assumptions to perform a necessary and essentially innocuous task 

– that of helping the scientist to locate the experimental data and any possible results 

within a particular category of knowledge, with appropriate labels and identifiers.  If 

either the data or results lie outside the specified, or for that matter, any known category 

of knowledge, then the assumptions perform a different function and act as barriers, and 

categories of exclusion, an idea explored in Thomas Kuhn’s seminal work, The Structure 

of Scientific Revolutions (Kuhn 52ff).   

Dr. C.D. Broad, philosopher, teacher, and one-time president of the Society for 

Psychical Research, discussed aspects of science, philosophy, and psychical research in a 

variety of papers, lectures, and books well into the 20th century.  Dr. Broad outlined a 

series of principles by which scientists and laymen form a prism through which 

phenomena are viewed.  There would be little disagreement among those polled, 
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presumably sympathetic with the western mindset of science and logic, that within the 

conventional repertoire of human experience, events fall within and do not deviate from 

these limiting parameters.  He suggests that the events that fall outside these limiting 

barriers are far less rare than we take them to be, and can be so commonplace that we 

take no notice of them as spectacular or even necessarily memorable.  If the spectrum of 

anomalous phenomena – that category of events commonly called psychic – is true, they 

may well be just a normal and hence unconscious feature of living as is, for example, the 

process of respiration.  Except for those unfortunate individuals who have a degree of 

respiratory impairment, how many of us, except in the moment of reading these words 

are at all aware of breathing?  (Broad) 

There are certain limiting principles which we unhesitatingly take for 
granted as the framework within which all our practical activities and 
our scientific theories are confined.  Some of these are self-evident.  
Others are so overwhelmingly supported by all the empirical facts 
which fall within the range or ordinary experience and the scientific 
elaboration of it… that it hardly enters our heads to question them.  
(Broad 7) 

 
Broad, describes these as Basic Limiting Principles, and gathers them into four 

general categories.  Scientific research into psychic phenomena is concerned with events 

which appear to violate one or more of these principles (7): 

 
• General Principles of Causation 
• Limitations on the Action of Mind on Matter 
• Dependence of Mind on Brain 
• Limitations on the Ways of Acquiring Knowledge 

 
 

It is helpful to show the depth to which such assumptions on the nature of 

phenomena and experience extend, as the amplified explication below indicates: 
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General Principles of Causation  
• It is self-evidently impossible that an event should begin to have any effects 

before it has happened.  
• It is impossible that an event which ends at a certain date should contribute to 

cause an event which begins at a later date unless the earlier and later events 
are in some way connected by some process or modification in the earlier 
event that contributes to the later event. 

• It is impossible that an event happening at a certain date and place should 
produce an effect at a remote place unless the two events are conjoined by 
some continuous causal connection between the two events and places.  

 
Limitations on the Action of Mind on Matter  

• It is impossible for an event in a person’s mind to directly produce any 
changes in the material world (“except changes in his own brain” which then 
direct and effect volitional movement”).  

 
Dependence of Mind on Brain 

• A necessary condition of any mental event is that it occur in the brain of a 
living person.   

 
Limitations on the Ways of Acquiring Knowledge 

• It is impossible for a person to perceive a physical event or material body 
except by direct perception, or sensations which that event or thing produces 
in one’s mind.   

• It is impossible for person A to know what experiences person B is having 
except by hearing descriptions, reading and understanding accounts, seeing or 
hearing expressions or sounds, or otherwise having direct knowledge of the 
experience of person B. 

• It is impossible for a person to forecast or know beforehand, except by 
chance, that a particular event will occur at a particular place and time except 
by inferring such from data supplied to him or known by him, or based on past 
experiences and repeated past occurrences of similar or likely such events.   

• It is impossible for a person to know or have reason to suspect that a particular 
event has happened at a time and place in the past unless it is an event that he, 
himself has had in the past, that is an event which he, himself, has witnessed 
in the past, that he has been told of such an event in the past, that he has 
accessed accounts of the occurrence of that event in the past, or by implicit or 
explicit inference from data.   

 

“I think,” Dr. Broad writes, “that they will suffice as examples of important 

restrictive principles of wide range, which are commonly accepted today by educated 
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plain men and scientists in Europe and America” (12)8.  It is this set of limiting 

principles, with perhaps some degree of minor redaction which has guided the philosophy 

and mindset of scientist-experimenters then and to this day.  And yet, in spite of Dr. 

Broad’s limit-setting conditions, reports continue to surface of people being able to 

acquire and exchange information in ways that circumvent conventional channels of 

sense perception.  (Ashby) 

Limiting conditions are exactly what they say:  they limit observation and 

expectation.  It seems somewhat counter-intuitive that an empirical method would set 

such limits on its expectations even before any phenomena are examined.  But the 

scientific method is not designed to open itself to the phenomena itself so much as it is to 

test hypotheses about the phenomena (Jahn).   

It may not be completely fair or accurate to suggest that these limiting conditions 

are imposed on nature.  One of the reasons why this set of principles is so easily and 

categorically accepted by scientists and laymen is because this is the way reality, events, 

and phenomena present themselves, or are perceived.  For example, the central role that 

causality plays in science is unquestioned.  Causality, as Bertrand Russell states, “is the 

essence of science” (Russell 146-147).  A problematic presupposition is that even in the 

case where causal laws are not necessarily discoverable, there is an implicit expectation 

of a causal structure.  But this is not an expectation of scientists alone.  It is part of 

common sense intercourse with the world that causal relationships exist and operate in 

nature.   
                                                           

8 Professor Broad’s use of the words “restrictive” and “limiting” is clearly intentional.  The way in which one 
categorizes, catalogues, and captures that which one perceives is a choice, if at times unconscious.  As noted by 
Wartofsky, “language changes perception” (317).  The principles outlined by Dr. Broad here and elsewhere in this 
paper by others, serve to, if not attenuate perception of and recognition of phenomena, certainly direct it toward a 
specific range of focus.   
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There is a certain predictive value to the scientific method.  Even if philosophers 

are able to argue away causality as a necessary concomitant of the scientific method, the 

fact remains that not a single accomplishment or invention could be achieved unless 

science can say:  this event or process…followed by that event or process…will yield 

such and such result.  Nobel Prize-winning physicist, Richard Feynman writes, 

“Knowledge is of no real value if all you can tell me is what happened yesterday.  It is 

necessary to tell what will happen tomorrow if you do something” (Feynman 25).  As 

soon as this structural arrangement occurs, however, causality is being presumed.  

Implicit in this presumption is a sequential unfolding of events in time, the order of which 

must also be presumed unalterable.  This conclusion is logically inescapable.  Even if 

submitted to the rigors of philosophical refutation, the scientific method cannot exist 

without causality.   

The notion that phenomena conform to a system of logical antecedents forms the 

ground of everyone’s interaction with things and events.  There is an expectation that in 

setting a pot of water on the fire, the heat will cause the water to boil, making it possible 

to enjoy one’s cup of tea in the morning.  It is considered neither possible nor ordinary 

that Person “A” should know an event that happens to Person “B” before the event itself 

has occurred to Person “B”.  It is similarly impossible in the course of normally perceived 

events that an individual should know that something will occur at some time in the 

future, or intuit danger or catastrophe, if there are no causal antecedents, precedents, 

information, or suggestions that such an occurrence will take place, as for example, in the 

following account: 
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A man reports that he was traveling by car in his home city of Philadelphia 
toward a destination he had never been to.  Approaching a large intersection at 
which 8 lanes of traffic were intersecting, he was faced with a decision to 
proceed in a direction he was familiar with, but took longer, or go a different 
way following directions he had been given.  While stopped in the parking lot of 
a local store, he later reported, the moment he considered going in the new 
direction, he was overwhelmed by a sense of dread.  There was no audible 
suggestion that he should not proceed in this way, but the nearly physical 
sensation of doom persisted: “do not go this way.”  Hounded by the heavy, 
pervading sense of danger, he nevertheless avoided the apparent warning 
(thinking there was no logical reason to be afraid), and driving out of the 
parking lot, he chose to go in the new direction.  When the traffic light changed, 
he pulled across the intersection.  At that moment, a car from the oncoming lane 
veered out and hurtled straight toward his car.  The subsequent head-on crash 
involved three cars and a city bus.  Fortunately there were no fatalities or 
serious injuries.   

 

Events of this type, containing elements of precognition and clairvoyance, subvert 

conventional expectations of time order as well as causality.  The factors which 

contribute to the acquisition of the information which this individual received may be 

attributed to coincidence.  If so, they constitute what Carl Jung, would call a “meaningful 

coincidence,” and belong “to a pattern that is not continuous in time, but that somehow 

goes across time.  For this reason, they involve a principal that, whatever its actual 

nature, must at least be noncausal” (Progoff 56).  Events like these occur with startling 

regularity and appear to defy the ability of science to explain them in terms of 

conventional categories of knowledge or reason.   

In spite of the questions and ongoing debates among skeptics of and believers in 

the powers and limits of science, science maintained that it had arrived at a rational 
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method for determining objective truth about reality and phenomena.9 (Gauch 40).  This 

bold conviction was based on four claims, confidently stated as though universals:  

Rationality Rational methods of inquiry use reason and evidence correctly to 

achieve substantial and specified success in finding truth. 

Truth Truth statements correspond with reality.  That is, the external world of 

objects and events corresponds with an internal mental world of perceptions and beliefs.   

Objectivity Objective beliefs concern external physical objects; they can be 

tested and verified so that consensus will emerge among knowledgeable persons, and 

they do not depend on controversial presuppositions or special worldviews.   

Realism Realism is correspondence of human thoughts with an external and 

independent reality, including physical objects (Gauch).   

These categories were hotly debated by philosophers and scientists, and 

unchallenged consensus rarely emerges from such arguments.  In spite of deep 

disagreements, these conceptual definitions, deployed in the examination of experience 

and phenomena generally ensured confidence in a stable search for knowledge that is 

orderly and coherent, and one that does not substitute speculation, argumentation, and 

opinion for knowledge gleaned through observation and testing.  They also helped feed 

the perception that the methods of science could be consistently and successfully applied 

to establishing the veracity and credibility of any phenomena, which could then be 

conclusively deemed rational, true, objective, and real – a conclusion which the science 

of parapsychology ardently desired. 
                                                           

9 Here and elsewhere in this paper, the reader is asked to take a broad intellectual and philosophical view of such 
statements as “objective truth” or “the nature of reality”.  The writer acknowledges that these concepts are heavily 
weighted with long histories of philosophical argumentation and opinion, and it would require several book-length 
excursions to exhaust the supporting and competing scholarship, which, in any case, is far beyond the scope of this 
limited exercise.   
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CHAPTER 4 
TESTING OF ANOMALOUS PHENOMENA 

 
 

Most experiments into anomalous phenomena are no longer focused on proving 

that they exist.  Those who are convinced of the veracity of these events suggest that 

continuing to search for proof of their existence would be, as useless and unnecessary as, 

for example there is already sufficient proof that such phenomena do exist.  

“Unfortunately in our present state of knowledge, ESP is not always demonstrable” 

(Nash 47-48).  Dr. Nash was writing this in 1978, the year which Dr. Robert Jahn 

founded the Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research Laboratory, an enterprise which 

ended 25 years later, having arrived at substantially the same conclusion which Nash did.   

Recognizing and admitting the possibility that some psychic or anomalous 

phenomena are the result of chance, deception, or a willingness to suspend disbelief, 

scientists, both believers and skeptics, choose instead to design experimental procedures 

and processes in an attempt to establish control and verification against the human 

tendency to “deceive and to be deceived” (Nash 5), and to determine the nature of these 

phenomena and how they operate.   

“Because of the complicated nature of many psychical phenomena and the 

resulting difficulty of assessing their reality, simple measures of demonstrating psi are 

necessary.  Methods such as card calling and dice rolling may be boring and 

unimaginable, but they have the virtue of being controllable in order to preclude self-

deception and fraud” (Nash 6). Scientists experimenting with anomalous phenomena 

have, “ tended to concentrate mainly on relatively modest psychic tasks that can be 

performed under controlled laboratory conditions with well-defined protocols for data 
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acquisition and processing, and to stay well within the simple statistical models it has 

helped to define” (Jahn 1987 45-46).  It is assumed that if the cause and process by which 

these phenomena manifest can be determined through recourse to controlled experimental 

conditions, they can then be extrapolated to those analogous events which happen in the 

larger, uncontrolled sphere of daily human interaction.  

It is largely for this reason that the manifestly complex and manifold nature of 

anomalous phenomena which occur in human experience have been reduced to the finite 

dimensions and controllable variables which lend themselves to experimental analysis.  

Such an observation presumes that the phenomena are structurally composite, that is, they 

are made up of distinct parts or processes that connect and interact with one another in a 

logical and determinable sequence, and that the components of the phenomena can be 

identified, isolated, and observed as such.   

There is, I think, an erroneous presumption that the results produced by 

experiment, and any hypotheses which develop therefrom, are indicative of processes 

which operate in or inform the manifestation of uncontrolled spontaneous phenomena; 

that these underlying processes, such as there may be, will apply equally or substantially, 

and in the same way in both the experimental landscape, and in the arena in which 

spontaneous anomalous phenomena occur.  Now, though this idea was thought to apply 

to say, Newton’s Law of Universal Gravitation10, it is arguable at the very least that this 

concept could apply in a similar or even remotely similar way to spontaneous 

manifestation of telepathy or clairvoyance in comparison with card-reading tests in a 

                                                           

10 It was later discovered that the calculations based on models from which Newton derived his laws, did not, in fact, 
correspond to the behavior of celestial bodies for a number of reasons.  Physicist Richard Feynman writes, “This law 
has been called the greatest generalization achieved by the human mind (Feynman 14).   He continues, “we have found 
that the behavior of matter on a small scale obeys laws very different from things on a large scale (32).   
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laboratory.  I should like to return to this a bit later in discussing the tendency of 

scientists to idealization, a way of conceptualizing experience and phenomena, which 

John Ladyman in his essay on the subject notes, “is ubiquitous in science” (Ladyman 

358), and yet despite its ubiquity, has been exposed at nearly every turn as wrong.   

The anomalous phenomena which I should like to discuss are those naturally-

occurring, spontaneous experiences, which arise in the course of ordinary, apparently 

mundane events, (examples of which were provided earlier in this paper).  As such, they 

are woven into the fabric of daily life.  They are not the carefully chosen, artificially 

truncated, and selectively constructed models science offers as analogs of the underlying 

processes of these phenomena, as a concession to the limits of experimentation imposed 

by the scientific method.  Consider, for example, the following: 

Joseph Chilton Pearce relates a story in which at a gathering of friends, he 
suddenly and inexplicably passes out.  “Instantly I was ‘looking’ at the hand of 
my girlfriend, then some 250 miles away, writing me a letter.”  Pearce says that 
the girl was writing to say that she was breaking up with him.  He regained 
consciousness, having been out “only momentarily.” He says that he told his 
roommate the same day of the letter he saw being written.  “A couple of days 
later he brought in the mail, amused at the coincidence as he handed me the letter 
from the girl.”  The letter was postmarked the same day Pearce had his vision.  
He had his roommate open the letter and check the contents, as he recited them 
verbatim from memory.11  
 

Unfortunately these are not the type of anomalous phenomena which proponents 

of scientific method seek to test, preferring instead testing analogs of spontaneous 

phenomena that lend themselves to the manipulative techniques of experimental design.  

Writing in The End of Materialism, Charles Tart notes, “People who prefer to gain 

knowledge from deliberate, well-controlled experiments,” refer to naturally-occurring 

                                                           

11 Excerpted from The Crack in the Cosmic Egg by Joseph Chilton Pearce.   
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anomalous phenomena as “spontaneous cases of ostensible” psychic events (Tart 76).  By 

using the term ostensible, the suggestion, according to Tart, is that those events not 

deliberately created under rigorous laboratory conditions, fail the test of adequate 

verification, and are hence suspect.   

The spontaneous manifestations of events like Pearce’s example, occurring as 

they often do in the natural unfolding of daily activities, offer limited opportunity to 

apply verification other than ex post facto anecdotal evidence.  Little independent 

verification is usually available save that of the astonished parties to the event.  As 

unsatisfactory as this may be to proponents of a more rigorous scientific method, it is 

often the only possible source of evidence, and is held suspect because it is so.  This, 

unfortunately, is just the thing that Descartes and others found so unpleasant – the need to 

satisfy oneself with reports of truths rather than proofs of them (Descartes 19).   

In the early years of geographic exploration no one doubted the intrepid voyager 

who returned with a map of the continent marked with rivers, trails and mountains in 

place of the legend “here be monsters.”  Similarly, it seems, one should expect a degree 

of willingness to accept that the company of scientists and researchers who search for the 

provenance of psychic events are themselves reliable and trustworthy.12  Such 

                                                           

12 “Anyone who accepts the report of the experiments of another must rely not only on his intelligence but on his 
honesty; only ordinarily his honesty is so completely assumed that the assumption is not noticed” (SPR Vol. 2, 155).  
The following quote is from a discussion concerning verification of anomalous phenomena (the acquisition of so-called 
“supernatural powers” by those who practice meditative traditions), by two western-trained scientists.  That this 
reference is made from a different referential vantage point does not diminish its applicability to this problem.  
“According to Buddhism, three criteria allow a statement to be considered valid:  verification by direct experience, 
irrefutable deduction, and testimony worthy of confidence” (Revel 48).  Science accepts as evidentiary proof only the 
first two.  Testimony which cannot be independently verified is not “worthy of confidence.”  For the believer, no 
amount of proof is necessary; for the skeptic no amount is enough.  As noted by Bem and Honorton, “we believe that 
extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof” (Bem 4).  Of course, one must be sympathetic with the views of 
conventional scientists toward such reports from the frontiers of testing of anomalous phenomena, as the history of 
“experimental proof” in parapsychology is littered with fraudulent claims.   
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acceptance, however, is often not the case; science insists on something more concrete 

than faith - verification.  

The problem of verification has two elements.  Even if the accounts of observers 

and historians were sufficient to satisfy science of the truth of anomalous phenomena, 

what accounts can be provided as to why they occur and, of crucial interest to science, 

how?  Since, as Robert Ashby observed in The Guidebook for the Study of Psychical 

Research, “spontaneous phenomena are neither repeatable at will, statistically 

measurable, controllable, [and] not entirely free of human bias and error of observation” 

(Ashby 25), deciding to examine why these phenomena manifest themselves forces 

science to make a choice as to how they will be examined, what hypotheses can be made 

about them, and what backdrop and substructures will form the crucible of expectations 

that are made about them.   

Scientific method is not a device employed like a mechanic’s wrench to solve 

tricky or refractory problems of scientific investigation.  It is a method that conforms to 

fit within the landscape of its human executor.  The method becomes a function of the 

observer-scientist.  As such, it is subject to the presumptions, prejudices, and ingenuity of 

the experimenter, as well as the limitations of experimental equipment and the 

experimenter her or himself.  In the words of legendary theoretical physicist Werner 

Heisenberg, “The observer decides how he is going to set up the measurement and this 

arrangement will determine, to some extent, the properties of the observed object” 

(Heisenberg quoted in Capra 140), thus introducing at the outset the problem of observer 

effect.   
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Against the older notions of the researcher as a mere spectator, recent 
science recognizes the observer’s active contribution.  The scientist 
selects what to study and how to study it.  Whenever he builds 
laboratories, sets up experiments, isolates phenomena, or brings 
theories to direct observations, he is constructing the nets with which 
he fishes, and his catch is partly a function of his net.  In every 
controlled experiment we tamper with what we observe, even the 
controls. (Rolston 19). 
 

We cannot seemingly escape subjective inference even if we stand removed from 

the act of observation.13  The point is significant, for it suggests that there is no way that 

an objective experiment can ever be prepared and conducted that is not in some way 

corrupted by the presence of an uncontrolled variable – that of the presence of an 

observer.  This may have little effect in the measurement of the velocity at which an 

apple falls from a tree to the ground below.  Yet in the matter of anomalous phenomena, 

it seems there is no way of determining, quantifying, and therefore controlling what, and 

how much, if any, effect the observer’s presence may have.14   

Supporters of scientism may insist that there is always an assumption, stated or 

implicit, that there are no factors that interfere so intrusively as to substantially affect the 

test results.  However, the theories developed, data accrued, and conclusions reached 

from resulting experimental evidence does not, as British philosopher Anthony O’Hear 

wrtes, “license us to think that our theories have uncovered the truth about any of these 

                                                           

13 Even the use of devices to extend the range of the senses beyond human limits does not escape the subjectivity that 
human perception implies, “since the device has been constructed by the observer” (Heisenberg 58), and must therefore 
be designed to yield results discernible to that observer.   

14 Researchers from Rhine to Jahn have made note of “experimenter effects,” and have documented that the probability 
of achieving successful results with experiments in anomalous phenomena is greatly increased by the presence of 
sympathetic experimenters who believe in the phenomena.  Conversely in situations where something in the 
environment or in the behavior of the experimenter is antagonistic or unsupportive, results tend to disappear or decline.   
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things, or that what our theories uncover have any application beyond our limited 

experience” (O’Hear 52).  

 
The Problem of Repeatability 

Dr. Robert Jahn and colleague, Brenda Dunne, who, in Margins of Reality, 

compiled the results of their work at the Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research 

(PEAR) Laboratory write, “without question, the dominant experimental frustration in 

this field is the inability to replicate on demand previously observed anomalous effects, 

not only in other laboratories with other participants, but even in the original facility, 

using the original participants, under apparently identical experimental circumstances” 

(Jahn 1987, 52).  He suggests that this contributes to the interpretations that the 

phenomena are “(a) illusory, (b) rare and bizarre chance occurrences beyond any hope of 

regularization, c) precipitated, at least in part, by psychological and/or physiological 

factors that are currently beyond experimental control, but which if fully comprehended 

would conform to established scientific paradigms, or (d) inherently statistical, and 

possibly quantum mechanical, on a macroscopic scale, thus manifesting themselves with 

only fractional probability on any given occasion” (Jahn 1987, 52).   

And again, “the evasiveness of the phenomena under carefully controlled and 

observed study may be the most damning scientific criticism of all, or it may reveal an 

important and illuminating characteristic” (Jahn 1987, 53).  The intractable inability of 

scientists to replicate experimental results, as well as the serial emergence of decline 

effects15 casts some degree of doubt as to the veracity of the phenomena. The 

                                                           

15 Decline Effect is the tendency of experimental results to diminish or disappear entirely when an experiment is 
repeated; the propensity for anomalous phenomena to resist experimental replication is a violation of one of the 
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illuminating characteristic, the presence of which Jahn observes in this failure, may 

emerge in a manner little considered.  In the matter of anomalous phenomena, the 

experimental method may be undermined by its commitment to and insistence on 

replicability, but the lament at the inability to replicate (duplicate) experimental results 

stems from the expectation that it is possible to do so which, upon reflection, appears to 

be a logical and physical impossibility.  

The scientist presumes that an experiment performed on day “A”, at a specific 

time and location, can be replicated on day “B.”  If, so the thinking goes, the conditions 

of the experiment are dutifully replicated, one expects that it will yield the same or 

substantially the same results.  The question here is, can the conditions of an experiment 

be so exactly replicated that they can be assumed to yield the same or substantially the 

same results?  There are those that will argue definitely not, and that this can never be so.   

Such an idea was stated by Louisa Rhine in a 1965 paper in The Journal of 

Parapsychology.  She suggested that conventional scientists wanted parapsychology to 

offer unquestionably repeatable experiments, “something like in chemistry when an acid 

and an alkali yield a salt.”  This, though, is not possible, because, “subject A on Monday, 

back from a weekend at home is a different person than he was on Friday, and 

consequently his results on delicate psychological tests like those of ESP cannot be 

expected to be the same as they were on Friday” (Rhine 208).  This idea suggests the 

intrusion of a significant alteration in the experimental landscape which perhaps has 

escaped the notice of experimenters, not by virtue of it being too subtle but because it is 

                                                                                                                                                                             
fundamental requirements of the scientific method.  Decline effects appear when scientists are unable to replicate 
experimental results, though insisting they have repeated the same experimental protocol – even the experimental 
controls.  Hansel defines an experimental control series as consisting of a, “set of observations made under identical 
conditions to an experimental series, except that, in the control series, the process being investigated cannot operate” 
(Hansel 253).  The question, of course, hinges on whether or not it is possible to re-create “identical conditions.” 
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too obvious, like the object you are searching for, but do not see in spite of the fact that it 

is right in front of you.  It may in fact be the case that, at least in the realm of testing of 

anomalous/psychic phenomena, it is not possible to perform an experiment more than 

once.   

Extending the observation of Rhine that an experimental subject is different on 

Monday than she or he was on Friday leads to a new consideration of the vagaries of the 

experimental landscape and the difficulties of replication of “delicate psychological 

tests.”  The day that the original experiment was conducted is now past.  The experiment 

conducted on another day will be a different experiment because the conditions under 

which it is conducted will have changed; the entire celestial and terrestrial landscape is 

now different.  The planet is in a different position in its orbit around the sun; the position 

of the sun, moon, and stars is completely different.  Lest one think that this is needless 

quibbling, it must be recalled that the experimenter has no way of knowing absolutely 

and without chance of error, what exact variables are contributing to the success of the 

experiment.  Once anything in the landscape is altered, the entire landscape is different.  

It presents a different picture. 16  

Jahn reports that researchers have discovered that anomalous phenomena which 

manifest as psychic events are complex psychological processes “modulated by 

individual differences, emotional and motivational factors, the quality of interpersonal 

interaction between experimental participants, and particularly by the internal state of the 

                                                           

16 Not all similar phenomena operate exactly the same all the time; their performance varies as a function of any 
number of elements.  To take a simple example, consider the boiling point of water, the temperature of which varies as 
a function of atmospheric pressure.  Before experimentation made this obvious fact, scientists, no matter their location, 
assumed they were replicating the same experiment.  However, a simple change in barometric pressure altered the 
experiment resulting in different measures for the boiling point.  With the change in pressure, scientists were no longer 
conducting the same experiment.  They had failed to exactly duplicate every single condition, with the result that they 
were doing not the same experiment, but only something similar.    
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subject” (Jahn 1981, 22).  These subtle intra- and interpersonal dynamics would appear to 

defy anyone’s ability to measure, monitor, and control.  How is an experimenter to 

determine without doubt or question whether a subject’s internal landscape has remained 

completely static and unchanged from day to day or from moment to moment within the 

same day?   

It is facile for one to suggest that these observations are absurd.  The reader is 

reminded, however, that in the case of psychic phenomena, all manner of contributing, 

secondary causal circumstances do or may contribute to the manifestation of these 

phenomena.  The experimenter has no way of knowing if and in what way factors crucial 

to the appearance of anomalous phenomena have changed by the shift in setting from 

Day 1 to Day 2, or even from a shift in time on the same day.  And yet these questions 

have not limited the application of a scientific method whose experimental design and 

methods, particularly with respect to selecting and attempting to control variables, is 

itself a potential contaminant to the core phenomenon being studied, and could possibly 

dilute or destroy the result ultimately extracted by the experiment.17  

The difficulty of developing adequate experimental controls is an old and well 

known problem among scientists and researchers.  Any experimental process offered, as 

Louisa Rhine observed, “is complicated and affected by innumerable conditions, some 

obvious, some obscure, some controlled, some uncontrollable” (Rhine 208).  Hansel 

adds, “The experimental conditions may be examined most meticulously and no flaw 

                                                           

17 “We make our best causal inferences in very special situations – situations where our general view of the works 
makes us insist that a known phenomenon has a cause; where the cause we cite is the kind that would bring about the 
effect and there is an appropriate process connecting the cause and the effect; where the likelihood of other causes is 
ruled out.  This is why controlled experiments are so important in finding out about entities and processes which we 
cannot observe.  Seldom outside of the controlled conditions of an experiment are we in a situation where a cause can 
legitimately be inferred” (Cartwright 6). 
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found, but there is no certainty that nothing has been missed” (Hansel 21).  Bem et al. 

conclude that “the operation of unknown variables in moderating the success of 

replication is a fact of life in all the sciences” (14).   

If, therefore, as Jahn writes, there is, “no hope of acquiring a priori knowledge of 

all the pertinent” forces, variables, and effects from which to form an experimental 

hypothesis, than far more than that it is apparently impossible to replicate experimental 

conditions in the laboratory “it is not even possible to formulate an adequate experiment, 

based on deterministic or theoretical models” (Jahn 1987, 72).18   

 

The Problem of Idealization 

The scientist attempts to create an experimental environment from which he or 

she can abstract data, discern properties, and arrive at conclusions concerning a particular 

phenomena by:  

• observation under conditions controlled by the scientist 
• repeated experimentation 
• achieving results both statistically assessable and obtainable by any other 

scientist replicating the experiment and its conditions precisely (Ashby 16) 
 

This method of “abstraction is very efficient and powerful, but we have to pay a 

price for it” (Capra 33).  The idea that the processes at work in a complex event 

(spontaneous anomalous phenomena) whose contributing factors, since they are unknown 

and which could therefore be limited or limitless, are analogous to those of an artificially 

constructed experimental device administered in a thoroughly controlled environment, 

                                                           

18 In a scholarly paper written later in his research career, Jahn writes, “The difficulties of posing theoretical models 
capable of explicating and predicting physical phenomena that are correlated with subjective properties are largely self-
evident given the vagueness of specification and quandaries of quantification of such correlates” (Jahn 2008, 201).  
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with a limited and controlled response range, seems mistaken.  This is idealization in its 

most exact and fundamental form.  “The reason is that often the systems being studied are 

not amenable to a complete analytical treatment…because of the sheer complexity and 

size of the systems in which scientists are interested” (Ladyman 358).  This may mean 

“leaving out certain features of the real situation, or approximating the real situation by 

using values for variables that are close enough for practical purposes, but strictly 

speaking wrong” (358).  That is, “we explain complex phenomena by reducing them to 

their more simple components” (Cartwright 1983, 58).   

The error being made here is threefold:  (1) it is dangerously cavalier to accept 

such lacunae in knowledge and to assume that features that are left out in experiments 

concerning anomalous phenomena do not materially affect the outcome of the 

experiments, even to the extent of invalidating them completely, (2) it assumes that these 

complex phenomena are amenable to reduction, (as in the hypothesis that psychic ability 

and its attendant processes could be isolated and exposed by the experimental designs of 

Rhine, Jahn, and countless other researchers), and that (3) the components of such a 

reduction can be known and identified.   

“No real system that is measured ever exactly fits the description of the 

phenomena that become the target of theoretical explanation” (Ladyman 359).  Yet this 

conclusion does little to inhibit the reduction of the complex phenomena to the simple, on 

the grounds that it is testing of the model or hypothetical system from which will emerge 

the laws and principles under which the grand phenomena operate.  The fact that 

idealization is less troublesome in natural laws which purport to govern the behavior of 

gases, or fluid mechanics, is no comfort in the case of measurement of anomalous 



 

38 
 

phenomena.  For where orbits of celestial bodies conform to Kepler’s Laws of Planetary 

Motion with some caveats, anomalous phenomena have not yet been determined to 

conform in the same way to the results of card reading experiments.19   

This is the classic scientific method at work says scientist and historian Samuel 

Sambursky.  “The essential thing in an experiment is the isolation of a certain 

phenomenon in its pure form, for the purpose of studying it systematically.  Herein lies 

its artificiality. Natural phenomena occur as part of a web of interwoven and 

interconnected processes; their continuity in time and space makes them appear to us as a 

single complete unit” (Sambursky 233).  Some of the earliest attempts to formulate, 

“rational modes of explanation or description of the Universe,” were made by Greek 

thinkers around 600 to 400 B.C. (Fowler 4).  Heisenberg writes that “The idea that one 

could single out some events from nature by an experiment, in order to study the 

details…did not occur to the Greek philosophers” (Heisenberg 74).  Yet this atomization 

is regularly considered, is a fundamental feature of the modern scientific method, and is 

practiced consistently, and with apparent disregard for how such a practice can corrupt 

the field of investigation and the results which follow.   

An experiment conducted in a laboratory describes a process which is taking 

place in a given space, at a given instant of time.  It thus merely indicates a particular 

case of result or phenomena.  Scientific experimentation, however, presupposes, in the 

words of philosopher Ernst Cassirer, “that what is established in a particular experiment 

may be transferred from place to place, from instant to instant, [and] that we may in a 
                                                           

19 An example from another context may help to illustrate the problem encountered when attempting to establish rules 
applicable to particular phenomena.  Every schoolchild knows: ‘i’ before ‘e’ except after ‘c’ or when wounded like ‘a’ 
as in ‘neighbor’ and ‘weigh.’  This is perfectly fine and works quite nicely for those words which conform to the rule.  
What rule applies, however, to words like ‘weird’ or “leisure” for which this rule and its stated exceptions clearly do 
not apply? 
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certain sense displace it at will without altering anything in the nature or the truth of the 

established datum” (Cassirer 41).  However, in the matter of anomalous phenomena, it is 

decidedly arguable that any truth exposed within the strict regimen of an artificially-

controlled environment generalizes to anything which occurs outside of it.   

In sympathy with the scientist-experimenter, one simply cannot observe 

everything, and some initial assumptions must be made about what to observe and what 

to discount.  Unfortunately, this quite necessary decision means that one has, “no 

guarantee that the true cause of the effect one is investigating is going to be in the 

particular segment of space and time one fixes on as constituting the relevant 

environment of the effect” (O’Hear 20-21).   

 

The Paradigm Effect  

Scientific method is involved in creating and supporting the pattern for its own 

ineffectiveness in the matter of anomalous phenomena by its participation in what we 

will call The Paradigm Effect, developed from Thomas Kuhn’s landmark publication, 

The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.  He writes, “The intrinsic pressures and rewards 

of the free scientific marketplace usually see to it that the scientific community at large 

quickly seizes the opportunity to replicate important new discoveries in order to explore 

[and exploit] their implications” (Kuhn 212).  Although this is the general pattern of 

scientific response, some discoveries are, “so startling as to challenge basic world views, 

and these are handled very differently” (212).  In the case of parapsychology, as with 

other scientific breakthroughs which have had the potential to materially alter the 

trajectory of scientific thinking and exploration, such disquieting revelations “are 
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frequently ignored, ridiculed, opposed, and even actively suppressed” (212).  This is a 

result of The Paradigm Effect.   

According to Holmes Rolston, “Paradigms are governing models that…set the 

context of explanation and intelligibility” (Rolston 8).  They “are abandoned reluctantly 

because they have hitherto been highly successful in structuring the data of experience” 

(8).  Paradigms, that is, coordinated and generally accepted ways of organizing one’s 

experience, are ubiquitous and often unconscious.  Most people, scientists included, are 

unaware that they are filtering their experience of matter and phenomena through a pre-

determined set of identifying and exclusionary criteria which materially affect what and 

how one interprets what is perceived.20  In paradigms, Rolston suggests, “there is a basic 

idea of a controlling, patterned seeing” (8).  This is a different, though not unrelated way 

of conceptualizing paradigms than in Kuhn’s work.  (Kuhn, Rolston, O’Hear).   

As set out by Kuhn, a paradigm is a way of structuring the disciplines of practice 

and research according to a specific model that permits the practice of what Kuhn calls 

normal science. “Normal science means research firmly based upon one or more past 

scientific achievements, achievements that some particular scientific community 

acknowledges for a time as supplying the foundation for its further practice” (Kuhn 10).  

Scientific method participates in and makes possible the practice of normal science; it is 

the procedural aspect of the research and discovery protocol which the scientific 

community utilizes.  As such, it is part of the structure of the scientific paradigm which 

enhances as well as inhibits the work of science.   
                                                           

20 Even for the most disciplined of scientists, “in the plainer bare world there are no centimeters, or calories, or lines of 
latitude and longitude, nor can it [ever] be Tuesday, 1:30 p.m. (EST), for these are all conceptual overlays on nature.”  
Yet this fact does nothing to deter individuals from organizing experience and explanation around these “conceptual 
overlays.”  Such conceptual formulae are always arbitrary – there is always some decision made about what can or 
cannot be included within the proposed category, or “fitted into [its] explanatory theories”  (Rolston 3). 
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Those who work within a shared paradigm, “are committed to the same rules and 

standards of scientific practice” which satisfy the “prerequisites for normal science,” and 

for “the genesis and continuation of a particular research tradition” (Kuhn 11).  Kuhn 

suggests that this organizing aspect of paradigms is necessary for the orderly progression 

of scientific research and accomplishment.  He takes an example from research in the 

field of electricity to explain and establish his point.   

During the early years of the 18th century, there were nearly as many theories of 

the nature of electricity as there were scientists doing research.  There was no shared 

body of theory and practice that all could or chose to rely upon to base their own 

subsequent research.  Different groups of theorists and experimenters “confronting the 

same range of phenomena” (albeit not always the same particular phenomena) are more 

likely to “describe and interpret them in different ways” (Kuhn 17).  Even though the 

work of other researchers was read and studied, each scientist was, in essence, starting 

over, with their own set of theories and hypotheses.  Collective knowledge in the field 

suffered from lack of collaborative knowledge, and the field of electricity failed to move 

forward.   

The disappearance of such divergent streams of research is usually caused by the 

fact that a single, or dominant view, emerges via experimental success as providing a 

model upon which all further research can be reliably based.  It is in this way that a 

scientific theory becomes a scientific paradigm.  When the scientist can accept the 

paradigm as an established norm for a particular type of science, there is no need for 

establishing and supporting theories at every turn.  Thus the research of the entire group 

is directed by this established and accepted set of guiding principles.  (Kuhn 19-22).   
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Although a Kuhnian paradigm is a model for organizing and advancing scientific 

research, when applied to the practice of normal science, it endorses a degree of 

limitation and exclusion that isolates less orthodox, or not yet accepted manifestations of 

a phenomena.   

 
Closely examined, [normal science] whether historically or in the 
contemporary laboratory…seems an attempt to force nature into the 
preformed and relatively inflexible box that the paradigm supplies.  
No part of the aim of normal science is to call forth new sorts of 
phenomena; indeed those that will not fit into the box are often not 
seen at all.  Instead, normal-scientific research is directed to the 
articulation of those phenomena and theories that the paradigm 
already supplies  (Kuhn 24). 

 
This exclusionary aspect of Kuhnian paradigms is relevant and applicable to the 

use of scientific method in the examination of anomalous phenomena.  Kuhn’s 

formulation suggests that scientific paradigms are to some degree volitional, and that 

scientists make conscious decisions about the types of order they are looking for because 

they have a specific type of goal they are seeking (Kuhn). He describes normal science 

(that which is conducted within the standard experimental protocols and observant of the 

existing assumptions and expectations of the natural world and phenomena) “as a 

strenuous and devoted attempt to force nature into the conceptual boxes supplied by 

professional education.”  The activity of normal science, “is predicated on the assumption 

that the scientific community knows what the world is like…[and] often suppresses 

fundamental novelties because they are necessarily subversive of its basic constituents” 

(Kuhn 5).   

This failure to embrace the unorthodox or unusual suggests that the prevailing 

paradigm prohibits its inclusion, which in the case of anomalous phenomena, would 
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require a radical revision in scientific attitudes and an acceptance of novel realities and 

facts.  “Assimilating a new sort of fact,” however, requires more than an additional layer 

of accretion to the existing body of theory.  Until those operating within the paradigm 

have, “learned to see nature in a different way – the new fact is not quite a scientific fact 

at all” (Kuhn 53).   

As we have seen, C.D. Broad’s Limiting Principles, as well as the commonsense, 

causality-based presentation of experience and phenomena, combine to frame the 

dominant viewpoint of science.  For example, “the belief that every event has a necessary 

and sufficient set of causes is virtually nondebatable, by some of its holders, as the basic 

assumption of all science” (Rolston 10).  Implicit in this is the idea that given the right 

theories, experimental set-up, and statistical validation, such causes can be found, and 

reproducible results captured and catalogued.  The great difficulty with anomalous 

phenomena is that they seem to contradict the basic assumptions of science, and the 

method used to explore them appear to be inadequate to the task set before it.   

The problem with a good paradigm is that it becomes so powerful and persuasive 

that it is adhered to regardless of apparent contradiction, in which case it is not the 

paradigm that is wrong or needs to be revised, but the new “fact” which is mistaken.  

This attitude has bedeviled the field of parapsychology from before its inclusion in the 

academy of sciences until now.  In the late 19th century, Ludwig Helmholtz, the great 

German scientist21 is reported to have said, “Neither the testimony of all the Fellows of 

the Royal Society, nor even the evidence of my own senses, would lead me to believe in 

                                                           

21 Besides being a famous scientist and teacher in his own right, Hemholtz also supervised the doctoral research of 
Albert Abraham Michelson, the first American winner of the Nobel Prize in Physics, who was renowned for his 
research on the speed of light - the celebrated Michelson-Morley experiment.  
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the transmission of thought from one person to another independently of the recognized 

channels of the senses” (quoted in Hansel 6).  Although such rigidity was extensive, there 

is now, as there was then, resigned acknowledgement among scientists and academicians 

that anomalous phenomena possess some validity.  However, despite degrees of 

enthusiastic, (as well as grudging) acceptance, “anomalous processes of information or 

energy transfer” (Wagner 1979) are not fully believed, for the most part, by the scientific 

community as, for example, other physical phenomena or scales of measurement, and 

there remains an atmosphere of widespread skepticism as to their veracity.  

Stenger is among the universe of scientists and philosophers who feel that those 

who wish to unequivocally prove the veracity and existence of these phenomena and 

discern the process by which they manifest, must adhere to existing scientific protocol.  

Some insist that if researchers of anomalous phenomena wish to successfully garner the 

unvarnished support of the scientific community, they have no choice but to “follow the 

method as it is now codified.  That is, they must (1) convincingly rule out all 

conventional explanations, and (2) independently reproduce the reported effects” 

(Stenger 73).  They must, in other words, be willing to submit to the prevailing paradigm, 

whether or not it adequately justifies the faith placed in it, accurately explains the 

phenomena it purports to, or suitably adheres to its own methodology and criteria.   

Clearly there are segments of the scientific community unwavering in their 

insistence that standard scientific methodology is de rigueur to establish provenance and 

process of anomalous phenomena.  Such an intransigent point of view leaves no room for 

researchers who have come to consider the scientific method as currently devised 

inadequate to the task, even those, like Professor Jahn at Princeton University, who have 
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worked for years within the rules and constraints of the method, and can attest to its 

inadequacy as it now exists. (Jahn 2008). 

To avoid corroding the supports of the prevailing paradigm, scientists tend to 

adopt an “either/or mentality.  It’s either literally physical, or it’s in the spiritual [or] 

other realm.  What we seem to have no place for – or we have lost the place for – are 

phenomena that can begin in the unseen realm, and cross over and manifest and show up 

in the literal physical world” (Kripal quoting Partridge 23).  What then is to be done, if 

the scientific method is deemed inappropriate to the task of accurate and adequate testing 

of anomalous phenomena?  

 
The Limits of Scientific Method 

The idea of a universal and stable method that is an unchanging 
measure of adequacy and even the idea of a universal and stable 
rationality is…unrealistic…today we have to do science without being 
able to rely on any well defined and stable ‘scientific method.’ 
(Feyerabend 1978, 99) 
 

One of the premier figures among recent generations of investigators into 

anomalous phenomena is Dr. Robert Jahn, formerly of Princeton University, and founder 

of the Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research Laboratory (PEAR).  Although now 

closed after more than 25 years of research and study, Dr. Jahn, along with his longtime 

colleague Brenda Dunne, has continued to strengthen and codify his thinking in a number 

of scholarly papers, articles, books, websites, and continuing seminars conducted through 

the International Consciousness Research Laboratories (ICRL).  In a paper published in 

2008, Jahn proposes that it is now necessary for the scientific community to change the 

rules under which it conducts scientific experimentation and directs the current of 
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research.  “If science, by its most basic definition, is to pursue understanding and 

utilization of these extraordinary processes, it will need to expand its current paradigm to 

acknowledge and codify a proactive role for the mind in the establishment of physical 

events” (Jahn 2008, 193).   

Physicist Richard Feynman, in theorizing about the uncertainty of science, writes 

that scientific experimentation and exploration “is based on the principle that observation 

is the judge of whether something is so or not.  All other aspects and characteristics of 

science can be understood directly when we observe and understand that observation is 

the ultimate and final judge of the truth of an idea” (Feynmann 15).  To what degree 

science holds this to be a standard that cannot be compromised is a matter for argument 

and speculation, “But,” Feynman continues, “if a thing is not scientific, if it cannot be 

subjected to the test of observation, this does not mean that it is dead or wrong, or stupid” 

(16).   

For the purpose of studying matter and phenomena, science includes under its 

acceptable experimental database all that can be observed and subjected to experimental 

processes; normal science proceeds apace.  But there are things for which the method 

does not work.  It is among these things that are opaque to observation which Jahn and 

others discern must be budgeted for in any new scientific paradigm that will be able to 

embrace phenomena of the type we have been discussing.  Jahn writes of the 

manifestation of anomalous phenomena, “their strongest correlations are with various 

subjective parameters, such as intention, emotional resonance, uncertainty, attitude, and 
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meaning and information processing at an unconscious level” (Jahn 2008, 193). 22  Such 

subjective states and attitudes are not observable in any objective way (except as the 

result or interpretation of data acquired by anecdote or questionnaire), yet they, according 

to Jahn, are among the critical factors that influence the expression of anomalous 

phenomena.   

“The fact that the physical experience of man is predominantly mechanical, 

determines to a large extent the character of his knowledge of the world around him” 

(Sambursky 234).  The awareness of quantum and sub-atomic phenomena has not altered 

this at the level of human contact.  Dean Radin’s provocative thesis discussed in 

Entangled Minds, that anomalous phenomena respond in ways that mirror quantum 

processes is interesting, but arguable. (Radin).  Man’s physical interaction with the world 

around him corresponds to different criteria than those which govern relationships in the 

sub-atomic landscape.   

Science has perhaps had the difficulties it has had not as much because the tools 

of its trade are inadequate, but its view of the subject was mistaken.  The study of 

anomalous phenomena is not science which is measured against a predominantly 

mechanical scale.  It is human science.  This requires a much more varied palette of 

approaches than is available within the strict methodologies of scientific method.  Alan 

Watts makes note of an idea that Taoist thinkers have known for perhaps centuries: “The 

universe is not linear.  It involves an infinitude of variables interacting simultaneously.  

At any moment, nature is a simultaneity of patterns” (Watts 1975, 7), acting, reacting, 

                                                           

22 In his later scholarly work, Jahn introduced the term “consciousness-correlated physical phenomena” which brings 
together in a single term his idea of the influence and activity of systems and processes largely, indeed almost totally, 
unavailable in themselves to direct observation, except in their resultant physical effects or manifestation.   
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and interacting with such speed and complexity it seems impossible to discern, much less 

isolate, control, or codify.   

The human experience of and with her or himself and the world is not limited to 

observable behavior.  The roster of the unknown in human experience is immeasurable.  

An incalculable number of internal processes occur at every moment, and these events 

and processes exist as features of the human environment.  Some portion of these 

unknown and unseen processes contribute to the expression of psychic, mystical, or 

anomalous events which confound the efforts of science to discover.   

That individuals separated by time and distance could apparently know or 

arguably intuit events that occur, or even more startlingly will occur with one or another 

of them through no recourse to conventional means of communication or sense 

perception is beyond the methods of standard scientific methodology.  It is a domain of 

the human environment which cannot be accessed by science be it ever so diligent to do 

so.  The catalogue of scientific achievement is vast; its successes unquestionable and 

often without parallel.  However, there are some aspects of human activity that may 

remain unreachable by standard scientific protocol.  The interior processes at work in the 

manifestation of anomalous phenomena may be one of those aspects.  “The hope that 

subjective, mystical insight may be confirmed by pure science is a chimera” (Wallace 

2003, 11).  What type of scientific methodology can be supposed to discover the 

underlying principles that would explain this:   

 
A man in Detroit told how he was awakened one night by a dream that his aged 
grandmother was standing by his bed calling his name.  His dog, sleeping at the 
foot of his bed, awoke and was apparently frightened, making enough commotion 
that the man turned on the bed light and saw that it was 4:00 a.m.  He went back 
to sleep, however, without thinking further of his grandmother.  In the morning 
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his mother found the grandmother dead in bed, although she had not been ill.  
The doctor thought she had been dead about two hours and her clock stopped at 4 
o’clock. (Rhine 83). 
 
Or this: 

A California woman dreamed that her husband was lying jerking on the ground 
and that he had been electrocuted when the television antenna fell as he and a 
friend, who wore a green work suit, had been taking it down.  She thought it had 
fallen over the electric wires in front her house.  People had gathered around and 
a bright red fire truck was there.  As a result of the dream, she begged her 
husband not to take the antenna down.  He said she was being silly and two weeks 
later he started to take it down.  His friend, wearing green work clothes, came to 
help him.  A wind came up and blew the antenna down, but because of the dream, 
they pushed it in the opposite direction (away from the electrical wires). (Rhine 
115). 
 

Saying that these are mere coincidences nudges them out of the category of 

extraordinary into the mundane.  But any coincidence that would satisfy the most 

skeptical of scientific investigators does nothing to diminish its startling nature.  “There is 

no coincidence so detailed and improbable that it may not happen occasionally in the 

course of history” (Broad 14).  It can, therefore, be assumed that the confluence of such 

improbable co-incidental events can occur as a matter of coincidence.  But does 

something which happens with clockwork regularity count anymore as coincidence?23  

What lifts these phenomena out of the realm of coincident and casts them in a 

substantially different light is that they occur so frequently in the human species.  One is, 

therefore, not talking about an anomalous event, but a normal, if obscure feature of 

reality.  (Broad).   

 

  

                                                           
23 The refuge of “coincidence” is perhaps not particularly satisfactory to scientists, but it is infinitely preferable to what 
an alternative view would suggest: that there is something that is beyond the ability of science to discover and know.   
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSION 

 

One would like to feel that given all its staggering potential and past 

achievements, the scientific community will someday be able to discover how and under 

what circumstances anomalous phenomena manifest themselves; that science will be 

successful in its attempt to discover a one-touch mechanism, a type of internal toggle 

switch controlling these phenomena.  “But how do you turn extra-sensory perception on 

and off? (Boring 112).24   

Among papers delivered at an American Association for the Advancement of 

Science symposium in 1979, Dr. Jahn stated that in the prior decade, research had been 

focused on identifying “antecedent conditions” of mental and physical states conducive 

to the expression of psychic or anomalous phenomena.  He lists 5 of these supposed 

antecedent states:  (1) muscular relaxation, (2) reduced sensory input, (3) arousal 

sufficient to sustain consciousness, (4) increased vividness of or attention to spontaneous 

mental processes, and (5) a communication goal or need to communicate.  (Jahn 1981, 

22).  While information received or communicated in dream or semi-waking states may 

follow this prescription, many other types of events, several catalogued here, occur 

without necessarily being mediated by any of these antecedent states.  Walach, et al, 

write that “It seems that the paranormal is often experienced in settings with a strong 

spiritual engagement or by people who conceptualize life in a different way” (Walach 
                                                           

24 The 20th century began a blizzard of commercial interest in anomalous phenomena, especially extra-sensory 
perception, and psychokinesis.  In 1998, in anticipation that someday, someone will figure out how to create reliable 
mind-activated switching, “the first United States patent for an electronic switch operated by psychokinesis was 
granted.  This patent was based on the mind-matter interaction research of the Princeton Engineering Anomalies 
Research Laboratory.”  In 1994, the CIA funded a program code-named STARGATE to seek military and weapons 
applications (Radin 78).  Remote viewing was of some interest for its possible use in international spying on defense 
and weapons facilities of other countries.  These researches have reportedly been abandoned because the results were 
not of sufficient reliability or clarity (Radin, Jahn). 
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2009).  This, though provocative, is not unequivocally the case, as it cannot be 

determined that there is any necessary connection between the occurrence of anomalous 

phenomena and a predisposition to spirituality.   

There have been many others, obscure and renowned, who have put forth 

conjectures and theories about how anomalous phenomena operate.  Carl Jung has 

proposed the idea of Synchronicity, a unique re-interpretation of anomalous phenomena 

and the vexing problem of causality.  More modern ideas appear as an outgrowth of 

quantum mechanics and the behavior of matter at the sub-atomic level, including 

Generalized Entanglement Theory, discussed by Dean Radin and other scholars.  As 

novel and interesting as these theories are, some scholars, in particular Yale psychologist 

Dr. Irvin L. Child, feel that they, “just offer us new words with which to admit our lack of 

understanding” (Child 117).  

The trajectory of the last 100 years or so of experimentation into anomalous 

phenomena, is leading not to a re-exaltation of science, but rather a different intellectual 

and philosophical turn.  In A 2008 paper entitled, “Change The Rules!” Jahn lists three 

elements of scientific exploration that cannot be changed under threat of compromising 

intellectual integrity of the process.  The three are the bedrock of the existing scientific 

method:  hypothesis, experimentation, and acquisition of incontrovertible empirical data 

(emphasis added).  It is, however, just such intellectuality that obscures the nature of the 

dynamic phenomena in the human environment.  Intellectuality compartmentalizes and 

makes examination of phenomena paramount instead of the experience of phenomena.  It 

is what Buddhists refer to as the difference between acquiring “knowledge in itself,” and 
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“knowledge of” something (sGam.po.a, Introduction); knowing to be able to know, and 

knowing to be able to explain.   

Jahn says that methods and procedures have been introduced that assure better 

data acquisition, tighter controls, and more sensitive experimental devices.  “Crucial to 

this strategy has been the use of simple experimental designs and differential data 

collection strategies, such as the tripolar protocols, that ensure separation of 

consciousness-related effects from all other possible sources” (Jahn 1987, 300).  This 

finely worded statement sounds as though it would open the field to more imaginative 

solutions, but it is in fact the same problem stated in different terms, and it illustrates how 

deeply mired in the experimental tradition he remains, despite his forward thinking in the 

matter of anomalous phenomena, and years of stellar research.  For Dr. Jahn to suggest 

that consciousness-related effects can be separated from anything else indicates that he is 

thinking of consciousness as just another cog in the mechanistic wheel, another specific 

cause that can be isolated from observable effects.   

Stressing the importance of the notion of consciousness suggests an enormous 

modification in the tenor of the research, as some scientists acknowledge a degree of 

influence that consciousness has on phenomena or structures heretofore thought of as 

strictly mechanistic in nature.  This hypothesized influence still appears somewhat 

misguided, because consciousness, in Jahn’s scientific lexicon, is still anchored in a 

world of unvarying rules and protocols, and is still being looked at as another step in a 

process that can be atomized, catalogued, and ultimately constrained.   

Consciousness, however does not appear to participate (perhaps cooperate would 

be a more accurate term) in the scientific process as just another variable which can 
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manipulated or controlled.  Consciousness may, in fact, possess sentience and volition, 

and may not be as accessible to experimental manipulation as Jahn and others may 

suspect.  When it comes to determining the nature consciousness and its processes with 

and relationship to corporeal phenomena, by continuing to rely on the tools of scientific 

method we should be prepared to accept the dictum of ignoramus et ignorabimus – we do 

not know and we will not know.25   

It was Descartes who is supposed to be one of the major proponent of the idea that 

“nature contains no unfathomable mysteries” (Wallace 39).  Although this is a legacy 

from the 17th century conviction that the world and phenomena are ultimately mechanical 

in nature, the scaffolding of such thinking remains forcefully and persuasively extant.  

Despite the lure of apodictic certainty, there are limits on what is possible to know.  This 

is no knock against the investigative acumen of the scientist.  It is a recognition of the 

boundaries imposed by human biology and rationality.  As scientists have come to 

discover, there is an expanse of phenomena that is beyond the range of human capacity to 

perceive, and of scientific efforts to explain.  As a simple example, consider the 

restrictions which human biology places on sense perception.  In addition to all the 

potentially limitless features of the world which humans unconsciously react to, and 

those which are beyond the range of our unaided sensory apparatus (as, for example, an 

extended range of the electromagnetic spectrum beyond the frequency of visible light), 

there are those which our senses intentionally filter and restrict.  Such biological filtering 

is necessary to prevent us from experiencing sensory overload.  As Alan Watts wrote in 

                                                           

25 This statement is attributed to the German scientist, Emil du Bois-Reymond who in a speech before the Berlin 
Academy of Science in 1880 outlined seven “world riddles,” the answers to some of which neither science nor 
philosophy could ever explain because, he says, they are “transcendent.”   
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Choosing Reality, “To perceive all vibrations at once would be pandemonium, as when 

someone slams down all the keys of the piano at the same time” (Watts 35)26.   

The desire to probe, to question and to understand our world and experience may 

be a quintessential human characteristic.  Philosopher Charles DeKoninck wrote “We 

have within us a desire for pure truth, a desire to know the fundamental why of things” 

(DeKoninck 185).  But as Sir Arthur Eddington observed in Science and the Unseen 

World, “study of the scientific world cannot prescribe the orientation of something which 

is excluded from the scientific world” (Eddington 43).  

We have seen that the landscape of experience contains that which we can 

observe, that which we can reasonably and rationally deduce, that which we can intuit, 

and vast territory of phenomena which we cannot sense or know.  The fundamental 

problem is that the reality that confronts the human species “surpasses the strict limits of 

science” (DeKoninck 185).  

In a truly fascinating book, author John Barrow explores the limits of science and 

human capability.  He suggests that the accumulation of knowledge is not an ever-

ascending curve; that there are limits to what is possible to know and achieve.  Perhaps 

science must confront a realization that many scientists “would regard as worse than the 

death of science:  There will be things that we cannot see, events that we cannot record, 

possibilities that we will not be able to rule out” (Barrow 35). Scientists are loathe to 

think that there are things that cannot be known.  As unpalatable as that may be, one can 

only know what can be known.  As Western-trained scientist and Buddhist monk, 

                                                           

26 Of the 15 bands of electromagnetic radiation which have been identified, the human eye is sensitive to only the 
extremely narrow band of visible light.  All phenomena which lie outside this frequency are “invisible.”  “Man’s 
perceptions of the universe in which he dwells are thus restricted by the limitations of his visual [and other senses]” 
Barnett 13).  
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Matthieu Ricard notes, “The intellect has its limitations, and we can’t grasp the true 

nature of reality just by means of ordinary conceptual processes” (Ricard 32).   

One can accumulate knowledge27 only to the limit of one’s capacity.  To deny this 

is, in some degree, to presume an evident though unstated belief in the possibility of 

achieving omniscience, a feat which doesn’t seem possible given the limits of science, 

reason, and human biology.    

 

                                                           

27 Knowledge here being more than the acquisition of facts, but the understanding of those facts and their relation to 
other facts.  Computers can accumulate massive amounts of data, which do little to advance knowledge if appropriate 
and applicable ideas cannot therefore be theorized and new knowledge synthesized as contrasted with, for example, the 
combinatorial capacity of computerized chess programs.   
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