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Bernard Carr

focussed on the importance of purpose,

both for the natural world as a whole
and the SMN in particular. This is certainly
a timely theme as we pass through our
40th year, this being the traditional age
for reflecting on past achievements and
contemplating future goals, so | would like to
continue the discussion. Reaching 40 also
sometimes triggers a mid-life crisis, which
is another of Olly’s areas of expertise, so |
couldn’t help wondering if this was another
factor in his deliberations!

Although the notion of purpose used
to be taboo in materialistic science, Olly
stressed that it is now respectable, so
long as it is internal to the system and not
attributed to some higher external agency
which precedes it. This is an important
distinction and one that is also relevant to
my own field of cosmology. When | wrote one
of the first papers on the anthropic principle
with Martin Rees in 1979, it produced a
very aggressive reaction in some quarters
— one of my colleagues angrily denounced
the principle as “obscene” — and in part
this was because of a failure to distinguish
between these two levels of purpose.
Nowadays anthropic arguments are quite
popular in physics because the multiverse
proposal removes the need to invoke God
as the explanation of the finetunings
required for life. This is why Neil Manson
has described the multiverse as “the last
resort for the desperate atheist”. On the
other hand, while the possibility of a tuner
is not obligatory, neither is it excluded, so
the teleological significance of the anthropic
principle (internal or external purpose)
remains unclear. This motivated the God or
Multiverse? meeting which we held some
years ago.

There would seem to be no such
ambiguity in biology, at least for the scientific
mainstream. William Paley’s view that the
complexity of life is evidence for God has long
been superseded by the idea of evolution by
natural selection The ‘clockmaker’ is blind
and any purpose must surely be internal.
Yet, as Olly mentioned, the co-discoverer of
natural selection, Alfred Russel Wallace —
whose picture appears on this issue’s front
cover because it is the centenary of his
death — still believed the world to be guided
by some external purposive intelligence.
Wallace was one of the 19th century’s most
remarkable intellectuals. Besides his role
in discovering evolution, he was regarded
as the father of biogeography (the field
concerned with the geographical distribution
of animal species), and he made significant
contributions to glaciology, anthropology,
ethnography, epidemiology and astrobiology.
Indeed, by the time of his death he was
probably the world’s most famous scientist.

However, Wallace also attracted antipathy
from the scientific establishment because of
his support of unconventional ideas and this
may be why his intellectual legacy was later
overshadowed by that of Charles Darwin. His
advocacy of a non-material origin for mind
and purpose in nature was just one aspect
of this. He was also a social activist, critical
of what he regarded as the unjust economic
system of 19th century Britain, and one of
the first scientists to raise concerns over
the environmental impact of human activity.

In the last editorial, Olly Robinson

But what most attracted antagonism was
his advocacy of Spiritualism. He constantly
fought the scepticism of his scientific peers
in this area, as illustrated by the following
passage from his book on the subject.
“Thousands of intelligent men now
living know from personal observation that
some of the strange phenomena which have
been pronounced absurd and impossible by
scientific men are nevertheless true. It is no
answer to these, and no explanation of the
facts, to tell them that such beliefs occur
only when men are destitute of the critical
spirit. The argument that dependence is
to be placed upon men of science, and
upon them only, is opposed to universal
experience and the whole history of science.
It is time that the derisive and unexamining
incredulity which has hitherto existed should
give way to a less dogmatic and more
philosophical spirit, or history will again have
to record the melancholy spectacle of men,
who should have known better, assuming
to limit the discovery of new powers and
agencies in the universe, and deciding,
without investigation, whether other men’s
observations are true or false.”

The status or Spiritualistic phenomena is
still controversial but these comments really
apply much more generally. For Wallace was
not opposing science itself but drawing
attention to the dangers of what we now
term ‘scientism’, an attitude as prevalent
today as it was in his own time. Indeed, as
an eminent scientist who was not afraid to
confront and go beyond the materialistic
paradigm of his day, he was surely the
prototypical SMN man. Had he lived another
60 years, he would surely have become
a member!

Olly ended his editorial by calling for a
definitive statement of purpose from the
SMN. This is an important exhortation but
| have some reservations about it. As an
educational charity, we have an obligation
to “advance education in the study and
application of science and medicine by
adopting an interdisciplinary approach”.
However, a lot hinges on the interpretation
of the word ‘interdisciplinary’ and it may
be difficult to reach a consensus here.
For example, most of us would probably
agree that the SMN aims to provide a
bridge between science and spirituality
but members have different views on the
appropriate balance between our scientific
and spiritual activities. Some complain
that we are too scientific, others that we
are too mystical, so it's difficult to please
everyone. That’s why being on a bridge is
uncomfortable.

Another problem is that the interests
of our members are very wide-ranging. The
bridge between science and spirituality is
really made up of many overlapping struts,
each with a different focus and each
associated with some other organization
to which we may feel a degree of affiliation.
For example, at the science end one has
the Society for Scientific Exploration, while
at the spiritual end one has the Alister
Hardy Society, and somewhere in between
is the Society for Psychical Research. There
are also the complementary medicine and
eco-political groups. So the SMN might
be viewed as part of a ‘meta-network’ of
organizations with allied interests, which

Purpose, People and Passages

has both positive and negative aspects.
While it’s comforting to come under a larger
umbrella (such as the recently formed One
Spirit Alliance), our remit must be specific
enough to maintain our identity. Otherwise
we risk losing members and dissolving into
a meta-network soup.

So whatever the practical problems in
formulating an SMN manifesto, | agree that
this is important. People determine purpose
(at least if it’s internal) and | applaud Olly’s
attempts to find out how our members
feel about this through online surveys
etc. Of course, not all people are equally
influential. At any time our direction is likely
to be determined by particularly charismatic
people (initially our founders) but with the
passage of time these influences change
and our purpose evolves.

| must end this editorial on a more
personal note by announcing some changes
in the composition of the Board. As reported
at the last Annual Gathering, Rupert Stewart-
Smith has had to stand down as Secretary
due health problems. He has held this post
since 2002, so we are immensely indebted
to him and his unsurpassed knowledge
of our constitution and procedures will
be sorely missed. Fortunately, several
members contacted me after | appealed for
a volunteer replacement and | am delighted
to report that Nicholas Pilbrow has agreed
to take over the role. Nicholas once lived
in Rupert’s current house, which seems an
auspicious connection.

Another recent departure form the Board
has been Claudia Nielsen. The high quality
of our conferences over the last decade is
testimony to her energetic chairmanship
of the Programme Committee and - as
a member of the Committee myself — I've
witnessed at first hand the initiative and
vision she has brought to this task. | have
also been appreciative of Claudia’s constant
support and good advice as Vice-Chair.
Happily, she remains a Vice-President and
will still be running the London group. Also
every cloud has a silver lining, so | am
pleased to report that Martin Redfern has
taken over the role of Programme Chair
and that Tuvi Orbach has joined the Board,
his experience in charity work and skill in
marketing, outreach and networking being a
most welcome addition.

Finally | would like to pay tribute to
someone who holds a unique position within
the SMN and is perhaps the only person
who has been a member from the start. This
is Max Payne, a Vice-President and former
Chair of the Trustees, who was one of the
select individuals invited to form a ‘network’
after the inaugural meeting at Exeter
University in 1973. Last month the Board
and Trustees showed their appreciation
for his many contributions to the SMN by
awarding him a Certificate of Exceptional
Service and a 40-year old bottle of port.
Janine Edge visited Max in Sheffield to
present these in person and a photograph
of the occasion appears on the inside of the
front cover. There is surely no more fitting
way to mark our 40th anniversary because,
however lofty our aims, people count as
much as purpose and there is nobody we
value more highly.

Being

Charles Eisenstein
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A S_tate of Belief is a State of

When students in a university classroom are invited to share anomalous stories, the
‘skeptical’ tactics used to debunk them seem reasonable at first, but eventually reveal
a worldview that is cynical, arrogant, dogmatic, and unfalsifiable. Because any new
evidence can, with sufficient effort, be made to fit a preexisting paradigm, belief is
seen to come down to choice. Moreover, like most belief systems, the worldview of
the Skeptic has an emotional component, long ago identified by Bertrand Russell
and others as a meaninglessness or despair inherent in classical science. The choice
of belief therefore extends beyond a mere intellectual decision, to encompass one’s
identity and relationship to the world. This approach conflicts with traditional
scientific objectivity, which enjoins that belief be detached from such considerations.
The relationship between observation and belief is more subtle than the traditional
scientific view that the latter must follow dispassionately from the former. Indeed,
the ‘experimenter effect’ in parapsychology, as well as mounting problems with
objectivity in mainstream science, suggest a need to reconceive science and the
Scientific Method in light of the crumbling of the assumption of objectivity upon

which it is based.

Stories that don’t Fit

very semester back when | taught at Penn State, |
Econducted a rather unusual activity in my classroom. |

asked my class - approximately 45 students representing
a broad cross-section of the student body - to bring in a story
that “doesn’t fit into scientific reality.” | told them it could be
anything-a ghost story, something with alternative medicine,
a UFO sighting, a dream that came true, an experience with
a fortune teller or ouija board. . . anything. “If you've never
had such an experience,” | would say, “ask your friends and
relatives.” The justification | give them beforehand is that
by considering what our culture categorises as “unscientific,”
we will shed light on what the adjective “scientific” means
as well.

When they began sharing their stories in turn, | unleashed

a little surprise. | debunked their stories as best as | possibly
can, using all the weapons in the Skeptical arsenal. |
explained their stories away as confabulation, hallucination,
and selective memory. | appealed to coincidence. | contrived
mechanistic explanations. | impugned their integrity or the
integrity of their friends. | accused them of attention-seeking.
| questioned their sanity. | implied they were on drugs, drinking
too much, emotionally distraught, mentally unstable.

Debunking Tactics
Let me share a few examples to give you a flavour for this
exercise:
Michelle: “At 3:00 a.m., my mother woke up suddenly to see
her mother looking over my brother’s bassinet. She got scared
from seeing such a thing, and when she looked back towards
my brother, the image of my grandma was gone. My mom
waited up all night worrying that something terrible happened.
At 7:00 that same morning she got a call from her father saying
that my grandma had passed away at 3:00 a.m. that night.
My debunking: “Your mother probably knew her mother was
gravely ill, and was constantly worrying and obsessing about

it, losing sleep (as you imply). In her distraught state, she
even started hallucinating. It was just coincidence that your
grandmother died around the time she had that hallucination.
In fact, probably she didn’t die at exactly the same time at
all. The hallucination probably happened several hours or even
days before her death, but for the sake of a dramatic story your
family has remembered them as happening simultaneously.
Probably your mother couldn’t handle the intensity of the
grief, so she created this story as part of her psychological
mechanism of denial.”

John: “In high school | had three pretty serious automobile
accidents. Each time when | called home, my mother picked
up the phone on the first ring and said immediately, ‘Are
you all right?” She only answered the phone like that those
three times.”

My debunking: “You are wrong, John, your mother answers
the phone like that quite often, because she is a worry-bug
who constantly imagines something terrible has happened to
someone. So of course once in a while she gets it right, and
those are the times you remember.”

John: “No she’s not, she’s very sensible and down
to earth.”

Me: “You only think so because you’'ve bought into it too
and don’t even notice anymore. You are probably emotionally
dependent on your mother’s overprotection. Poor baby, are you
all right?”

Zack: “When | was around the age of twelve, | had a very
memorable dream. | was a gold prospector during the gold rush.
In the dream | had my land marked off with rope, all my tools
together and | was mining at Pikes Peak in California. As the
dream continued | went from prospector to having people mine
for me. | was becoming more and more wealthy until one day an
earthquake took my house and my family. | tried to rebuild but
| couldn’t. Everything in my life was beginning to fail. | couldn’t
understand why | was such a loser in life after all | had once
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achieved. | then woke up in my bed; it was time for school. |
slipped on my clothes after my morning preparations. Around
lunch time | reached into my jacket pocket to find money for
the lunch lady and felt an oversized coin. The coin was dated
1880 and was solid gold. To this day | don’t know where the
coin came from and why it ended up in my pocket.” (Upon
questioning, Zack added that it was a twenty-dollar gold piece
in excellent condition. These are worth thousands of dollars
today. How did such a thing get into a schoolboy’s pocket?)

My debunking: “You had been interested in the Gold Rush,
so as a joke, your dad or your uncle put that coin in your
pocket. Your obsession with the Gold Rush also explains your
vivid dream. Or maybe you had the gold piece and knew about
it; actually you had it long before the dream, but remember
finding it as after. Or, more likely still, Zack, you stole the coin
from your dad’s coin collection and felt guilty about it, so you
made up a story about how it ‘suddenly appeared’ in your
pocket. Come on, admit it!”

Chris was working as an emergency medical technician.
Arriving at the scene of an accident, he was trying to decide
which victim was the highest priority for treatment when a little
girl tugged at his shirt and said, “Help my dad.” Chris asked
where her dad was and she pointed over the embankment into
the woods. Scrambling down, he found a jogger, out of sight
of the road, drifting in and out of consciousness - apparently
when the two vehicles collided they also hit a jogger. Loading
him onto an ambulance, Chris yelled to a police officer to
watch out for his daughter, but he couldn’t find her. A month
later the man came to thank him and brought a cake. “How
did you find me down there?” he asked. “Your daughter told
me.” “l don’t have a daughter!”

My debunking: “Probably the girl was just a passenger in
the car who saw the jogger get hit. She only called him daddy
because she was disoriented from the accident.”

One more example: Grandma’s photo falls off the
mantelpiece the moment she unexpectedly dies in
another state.

My debunking: “It was just a sudden gust of wind. It
was summer, right? Your windows were probably open. A
photograph is not that heavy. Probably it wasn’t the exact
moment of her death. You just connected these two events
in the human brain’s natural proclivity to find patterns, to the
point of projecting them onto random events.”

If all else fails, there is always the file-drawer effect: “It was
just coincidence. We never hear about the numerous times
someone’s photograph fell down and they were perfectly okay,
or when someone has a dream that doesn’'t come true.”
Another all-purpose response that | like to use when the
stories are simply impossible to explain away is, “You are
making this up, aren’t you Scott. You want us to think you are
special, don’t you?” But my favorite in the college classroom
(for recent experiences) is, “Say, Bill, were you drinking a lot
around that time?”

If it is a second-hand story, | can claim that the narrator
was lied to, and that my judgment of the witness’s integrity is
better than his own. “Your grandmother is obviously mentally
unstable, but you can’t recognise it.” With these techniques,
| can explain anything.

The Limits of Skepticism

As we go around the room, something rather unexpected
happens. My first few explanations meet with general assent,
judging from the heads | see nodding. (The response of the
debunking “victim” is typically a dubious “I guess it could
have happened that way”, or a defiant, “You are wrong, | know
it was real.”) But after five or six stories, my efforts begin to
seem contrived and my explanations decreasingly persuasive.
The charges of selective memory, confabulation, attention-
seeking, fraud, hallucination, coincidence and so forth —
along with a little character assassination when necessary
— appear perfectly reasonable at first, but soon it becomes
clear that the debunker himself is blindly committed to his
own dogmatic worldview that is impervious to any evidence.

Let me hasten to add that Skepticism and belief represent
two poles that are both present, to varying degrees, in any real
person. (Throughout this essay | use “Skeptic” capitalised to
denote a confirmed unbeliever, as exemplified by organisations
that call themselves “skeptical”.) Even the most hardened
Skeptic has moments when he believes someone just
because what is said rings true. Meanwhile, the most fervent
believer sometimes finds herself saying, “That couldn’t have
happened, there must be some other explanation.” Curiously,
as | listen to my students’ stories, | often hear both voices at
once. Part of me is amazed even as another part dismisses
the story. That latter part always craves proof, more and more
proof. No amount is sufficient to quiet that voice, because
another interpretation is always possible. At some point a
decision to believe is necessary. If | claimed | could control
the flip of a coin, how many consecutive heads would it take
to convince you? Ten? Twenty? That’s a p-value of 0.000001,
but it could still be coincidence, and conventions about
p-values are no substitute for certainty. We can still choose to
disbelieve. Or we can question the premises of the statistics.
For the coin flipping, would you check my background to see
if | were a trained stage magician? Would you examine the
coin? Ask me to perform shirtless? Under video surveillance?
And later, would you wonder whether you'd just imagined it?
No amount of proof can quench the thirst for certainty.

The unfalsifiable world-view of the Skeptic extends far
beyond scientific paradigms to encompass a very cynical view
of human nature. The debunker must buy into a world full of
frauds, dupes, and the mentally unstable, where most people
are less intelligent and less sane than he is, and in which
apparently honest people indulge in the most outrageous
mendacity for no good reason. For the witnesses are, on
the face of it, sincere. How can | account for their apparent
sincerity? | have to assume either (1) that this apparent
sincerity is a cynical cover for the most base or fatuous
motives, or (2) they are ignorant, incapable of distinguishing
truth from lies and delusion.

Most of the Skeptical materials I've encountered invoke
“reason” as the highest principle of human thought, implicitly
assuming themselves to possess this virtue in superior
quantities. Behind most Skeptical explanations is the belief,
“I am better (smarter, saner, etc.) than you are.”

For example, when | offer a trivial mechanistic explanation
of an anomalous event (a gust of wind), | am implying that
the witness is too incompetent or stupid an observer to
consider it.

When | appeal to selective memory or confabulation, | am
implying that the witness’s own mentation is out of touch with
objective reality. . . but | wouldn’t do that with my memories.

When | charge that the witness has been duped, | imply that
he is incompetent and gullible, but that a rational, intelligent
person like me would never be taken in by the fraud. | also
imply that he is a poor judge of human character, unable to
tell a conniving charlatan from a sincere person.

Many if not all of my explanations come down to one of
the following;:

“I am a better judge of human character than you are.”

“You are missing an obvious explanation that | would have
found if | were there”; in other words, “I am a better, more
rational observer of reality than you are.”

Similarly, “You are a very poor observer.”

“You are mentally unstable; | would not be subject to
such delusions.”

“You are lying; you are a person of inferior integrity.”

“It couldn’t have happened because reality just is not like
that” (Here | simply deny another person’s experience. “l saw
a UFO.” “No you didn’t!”)

“The connections you draw are coincidence; the meaning
you derive is your own projection.” (“I know how reality works
and you don’t”).

Clearly, beliefs about the nature of physical reality are
connected to beliefs about human nature. These, in turn,
determine how we relate to the world. Beliefs are not just

thoughts floating around in the head, they are part of our
embodiment and they manifest as actions. In other words,
a state of belief is a state of being. The Skeptical versus
the believing mindset can represent a choice between
suspicion and trust, cynicism or sincerity. When we reject,
even intellectually, that synchronicities have any meaning
beyond what we project onto them, we are also rejecting that
the events of our lives are meaningful. Do things happen
for a reason, a purpose? Do we have a destiny? Is there
a purpose to life beyond survival and reproduction, or its
economic equivalent, the maximisation of rational self-
interest? The Skeptical mindset says no.

The Skeptical mindset, which is the mindset of classical
science, inevitably generates feelings of emptiness,
loneliness, and meaninglessness. The traditional rationalist
answer is that we just have to face up to it, and not delude
ourselves with the comforting fantasies of religion. As
Jacques Monod put it,

“Man must at last wake out of his millenary dream; and
in doing so wake to his total solitude, his fundamental
isolation. Now does he at last realise that, like a gypsy,
he lives at the boundary of an alien world. A world that is
deaf to his music, just as indifferent to his hopes as to his
suffering or his crimes.”[1]

The built-in arrogance of the Skeptical position is
counterpart to an equivalent loneliness, which is implicit
in the fundamental assumption of the religion of science-
objectivity. We are discrete and separate observers in a
universe of impersonal forces and masses. Along with
loneliness comes powerlessness. Just as all life events
are reducible to just so many generic particles and forces,
so also is our power to affect the universe limited to the
physics of F=MA. In the final analysis, you, my friend, are a
mass. Thus it was that Bertrand Russell wrote,

“Even more purposeless, more void of meaning, is the
world which science presents for our belief. Amid such a
world, if anywhere, our ideals henceforward must find a
home. That man is the product of causes which had no
prevision of the end they were achieving; that his origin,
his growth, his fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but the
outcome of accidental collocations of atoms; that no fire, no
heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve
an individual life beyond the grave; that all the labors of the
ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday
brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in
the vast death of the solar system, and the whole temper of
Man’s achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the
debris of a universe in ruins - all these things, if not quite
beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain that no philosophy
which rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the
scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation of
unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be
safely built.” [2]

A firm foundation of unyielding despair. Remember, all of
us harbor a little of both Skeptic and Believer inside us. An
inchoate dread lurks within the most convinced proponent
that says, “Maybe it isn’'t real. Maybe it was coincidence.
Maybe I'm imagining it.” It certainly lurks in me, fueling the
hopeless quest for certainty. At bottom, perhaps the Skeptics
are really seeking the same thing that psi researchers are
- liberation from despair. | think deep down they wish to
believe that life is more than, to quote Shakespeare, “a
sound and a fury, signifying nothing.” They would like nothing
more than to confirm their intuition, which is universal to
humankind, that our lives are purposeful and that life events
have a meaning. But since any evidence can be interpreted
either way if you try hard enough, the craving for certainty can
never be met, at least not from the viewpoint of the objective
observer. | once heard a leading Skeptic say that he would
love to have incontrovertible evidence of life after death, but
that unfortunately it just does exist. He’d welcome it though!
And | think he was telling the truth.
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Belief vs. Unbelief

The evidence can always be interpreted either way. What my
classroom exercise makes apparent is that this interpretation
is not neutral, but represents a statement of who | am and
how | will relate to the world. Embedded in the rationalist
intuitions of classical science, we crave certainty. Scientific
ideology, the ideology of objectivity, says that belief should
follow evidence. That, indeed, forms the conceptual basis of
the Scientific Method. The possibility that evidence follows
belief is outside its grasp.

In the end, belief versus unbelief is a personal choice, an
inescapably subjective creation of self and world from which
not even Occam’s Razor can save us. In fact, it can trap us.
Because even though the “simplest” explanation for, say, a
past-life memory might be, “He actually is remembering a
past life,” this answer calls into question the entire “cathedral
of science” (to use Roger Penrose’s phrase). The dogmatist
asks, should we question the consensus of millions of
brilliant, dedicated scientists developed over centuries,
just to accommodate one little ghost story? Seen in these
terms, the “simplest” explanation is that the subject is lying,
deceived, deluded, unstable, stupid, or irrational. Preserving
the cathedral of science can justify some very elaborate
explanations, or more precisely, “explainings-away,” of events
that would on the surface seem to challenge it.

The inescapable subjectivity of choice illuminates a striking
similarity linking debunking skeptics and psi researchers.
While they disagree on the interpretation of the evidence
for psi, they agree that the matter can be resolved through
the objective methods of science. (The Scientific Method,
which queries through experimentation a universe “out
there,” embodies objectivity. Moreover, the replicability
requirement assumes that the experimenter is fundamentally
separable from the experiment-another version of objectivity.)
In their quest for proof, Skeptic and researcher alike buy into
one of the key assumptions of classical Newtonian-
Cartesian physics.

It is perhaps no accident that having bought into a
classical paradigm which also happens to deny the existence
of psi, psi researchers find the phenomena strangely elusive
in the laboratory. A saying goes, “The master’s tools will
never dismantle the master’s house.” Could it be that the
very attitude of doubt, the very suspension of belief inherent
in a controlled experiment, dilutes the power of the focused
intention under study? By holding belief hostage to evidence,
might we be cutting ourselves off from a vast realm of
experience?

There are frequent hints in the psi research literature that
this is indeed the case.[3] Pioneer J.B. Rhine emphasised
the importance of the “experimenter effect” as early as the
1940’s.[4] When Marilyn Schlitz, a leading psi researcher,
invited psi skeptic Richard Wiseman to attempt to replicate
her results using the same protocol and apparatus, he got
chance — nothing. Then they performed a joint experiment in
the same laboratory — again, she got statistical significance, he
got chance.[5] Then there are innumerable cases of psychics
being suddenly unable to perform in a lab or on national
television. When entering these climates of attenuated belief,
abilities that were dramatic in so-and-so’s living room fade
into borderline statistical significance, or fail to operate at
all. In a recent talk Edgar Mitchell described how Uri Geller’s
profound telekinetic abilities were much less pronounced in
the lab; of course, everyone knows that he could not perform
on the Johnny Carson Show.

Experimenter Effects

As we might expect, the above-described phenomenon is open
to two interpretations that equally fit the evidence. Obviously,
if psi does not really exist, it should be much more difficult
to prove under rigorously controlled conditions. It would
be harder to cheat. To say that the presence of a skeptic
renders psi ineffective is, from the skeptic’s point of view,
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an unfalsifiable proposition. To say that a particular person’s
ability only works at home is an unfalsifiable proposition -
to anyone unable or unwilling to visit her at home. One
might be able to verify it personally, but it cannot enter the
literature of science. Similarly for an ability that only works
under uncontrolled conditions - such an ability would be
constitutionally impervious to the certainty that comes from
control. And what of events that only happen when someone
is alone and unmonitored?

In addition to the rather scattered evidence of an
experimenter effect, many traditional paranormal techniques
explicitly require an atmosphere of appropriate belief. To
bend a spoon, you have to know that it will bend; to walk
on water you have to know that you will not sink. The same
principle seems to be at work behind the placebo effect, in
which, notably, the physician’s belief may be as important as
the patient’s (hence the necessity for double-blind, not just
blind, studies). | am also reminded of a statement attributed
to Cheng Man-ching, perhaps the 20th century’s greatest Tai
Chi master. When asked why none of his students of many
decades came even remotely close to his level of attainment,
he replied, “It is because you have no faith.”

The experimenter effect and, more generally, the influence
of a climate of belief upon measurable phenomena present a
thorny problem for science, challenging not only its methods
but some of its fundamental premises. At the same time,
the principle of objectivity is crumbling from within science as
well. In quantum mechanics, eighty years of interpretation has
failed to resolve the measurement problem, while phenomena
such as null measurements and the quantum Zeno effect
demonstrate that observation can have a direct, intentional
effect on measured reality. In neurology and psychology,
consciousness is increasingly understood as an emergent
phenomenon not localisable to a discrete observing “seat.”
Where is objectivity if there is no discrete subject? The
contagion is affecting biology too, with the growing realisation
that the phenotypic definition of an organism neglects
symbiotic relationships essential to its viability.

The crumbling of objectivity, and with it the certainty implicit
in the Scientific Method, poses an enormous challenge to
science. Perhaps this explains some of the hostility of
establishment science toward psi. On some level, people
realise that the ramifications extend far beyond “does it exist
or not?” Increasingly, though, science will find it impossible
to sweep the “paranormal” under the rug, if only because
the classical intuitions that it challenges aren’t working very
well anymore, even within the mainstream. The challenge,
then, is nothing less than to reconceive what science is in the
absence of objectivity as an absolute principle. The crumbling
of objectivity need not herald the end of science as we know
it, for there is a spirit of science prior even to objectivity. It is
the spirit of intellectual humility, the willingness to hold lightly
onto ones beliefs. And this humility is no less valuable when
we recognise that evidence may, in part, reflect belief.

If a state of belief is indeed a state of being, then genuine
progress in science advances not only what we know, but who
we are. It is no accident that the first Scientific Revolution
is associated with the intellectual movement known as the
Enlightenment. Could the present revolution in science foretell
an equally dramatic change in the human condition? On the
individual level too, experiences of anomalous phenomena
are traditionally associated with a spiritual awakening; |
would hasard that many of today’s psi researchers would also
associate their entry into the field with some kind of personal
transformation.

The notion of growth, in beliefs and in being, offers an
alternative to the ideology of objectivity and to the myth of the
Scientific Method. A vast body of literature has long recognised
that the Method does not describe how individuals actually
practice science. Today, with the crumbling of objectivity, its
collective validity comes under question as well. My classroom
activity suggests an alternative. When faced with two logically
consistent interpretations of the evidence, | choose the

interpretation that is more consistent with who | am, and
who | wish to be. The intellectual humility so fundamental to
science represents a willingness to grow into a new set of
beliefs. A proliferation of anomalies, whether in science or in
life, signals that the old set of beliefs isn’t working very well
anymore, and that it is time to grow. In my classroom, the web
of ad hoc explanations, the discounting of obvious sincerity,
the cynicism, arrogance, and despair, were associated with a
state of being that is not me anymore.

Collectively as well, our culture is rapidly growing toward
a new state of belief and a new state of being. The classical
mindset of the discrete observer seeking, as Descartes so
famously put it, to become lord and possessor of nature,
is now obsolete. Rooted in the illusion of separateness,
this mechanistic, materialistic worldview has brought us to
the brink of ecological ruin, for it implies, to quote Herman
Daly, that “the natural world is just a pile of instrumental
accidental stuff to be used up on the arbitrary projects of one
purposeless species.”[6] Yet for several centuries now, our
culture has been founded on the discrete and separate self
of Descartes, which is also the economic man of Adam Smith,
the phenotype of biology, the embodied soul of religion, and
the neutral observer of science.

Faced with a convergence of crises, humanity is being led
into a more intimate relationship with nature, more connected,
the subject/object distinction less clearly defined. The
catchwords of the new era, words like interconnectedness
and wholeness, bespeak this shift, which pervades fields
as diverse as ecology, quantum mechanics, and Bayesian
statistics. We are not separate from what we observe; our
facts are not separate from our beliefs; perception and
reality are intertwined. As the Age of Separation draws to a
close, the old dichotomies are crumbling: man versus nature,
matter versus spirit, self versus other. Phenomena like the
experimenter effect in psi are merely tiny harbingers of a
vast Gestalt, and by pursuing their study, we step across the
threshhold of a new state of belief and of being that will come
to define 21st century science.

A version of this paper was first published in the Journal of
Scientific Exploration

Charles Eisenstein is a countercultural speaker and
the author of Sacred Economics and other books. His
books, essays, and short films may be found on
charleseisenstein.net.
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Coming to our Senses:
in Praise of Embodied

Sue Bayliss, www.sulisconsulting.com

Sue Bayliss reflects on the wider implications of issues raised by Kate Anthony in her

Beyond the Brain presentation — see report below.

My belief is in the blood and flesh as being wiser than the intellect. The body -
unconscious is where the life bubbles up in us. It is how we know that we are alive, alive to the

depths of our souls and in touch somewhere with the vivid reaches of the cosmos.
D. H. Lawrence

The body is the unconscious mind...
Candace Pert, Molecules of Emotion.

..the human bodly is the best picture of the human soul.
Wittgenstein

from our bodies, | was intrigued to note my strong

physical reaction to the talk on online therapy at the
SMN summer conference. My insides started to churn and
a feeling of mild nausea followed. | was surprised to discover
later that several other women had responded in a similar
way to the ideas that were being discussed.

The talk contrasted with the preceding presentation by
Andrew Powell, warning of the dangers of ‘techno-pathology’
and calling us to connect with the soul rather than the ego.
His metaphor of humanity speeding along on a runaway train
of consumption was apt and moving.

Returning to online therapy; particularly discomforting
for me (and others?) was the suggestion that the term ‘real
life’ could be replaced by ‘offline’ to denote the experiences
we may have whilst not engaging in some screen based
technological activity. Online thus becomes the norm
from which offline deviates. Food for thought, indeed. My
experience that day caused me to reflect on why | consider
embodiment so important.

In this article | want to make a plea for embodied
experience and outline some of the dangers to self, soul
and relationships that our techno-driven society presents. |
am, of course, aware of the many benefits of technology and
possess a smartphone myself (and am fighting the almost
inevitable addiction that comes with it!) Today we have all
experienced what YouTube, websites, online learning and
Skype can provide, not to mention the ease and speed with
which we can communicate through text and email.

But there is the darker side of technology to consider. Cyber
bullying has resulted in young people taking their own lives,
women who speak out receive rape and life threats via Twitter,
beheadings can be watched on Facebook, children may be
groomed through their mobile phones, video gaming based on
shooting ‘enemies’ has been found to decrease empathy and

,-\ s a holistic psychotherapist interested in the messages

increase aggression. In the playground boys force girls to see
explicit pornographic images displayed on mobile phones.
Online gambling facilitates the addicted gambler to engage in
the habit at any time of day or night. Human cruelty is not new
and will always be with us but there is more scope for people
to reach others now through technology.

Rapport building between humans is a subtle dance
of body language cues which are matched and mirrored
unconsciously. Voice tone, intonation and timbre all play a
part. Our deepest needs (as well as food, water and sleep),
which are survival needs as a baby, are to be seen, heard
and feel felt as neuroscientist Dan Siegel puts it. Babies
confronted with the unmoving, unmirroring facial expression
of a depressed mother soon become distressed. How
can smiley face or other icons compensate for the bodily
experience of human connection that has been with us all
through our evolution? How can we feel the emotional safety
we require for deep healing to take place when we have no
access to physical presence? As a therapist, how can | feel
the genuine empathy necessary for a working relationship
without witnessing my client’s suffering and relief? We know
that mirror neurons facilitate our understanding of what
is going on for someone else when we see their gestures
and facial expressions. Online and telephone counselling
is appealing to politicians and employers as it is so much
cheaper than face to face.

Interestingly a successful programme in schools that
teaches the development of empathic skills invites the kids to
witness and learn to understand the wonderful body language
dance that takes place between a (real) mother and her
baby who take centre stage on a green rug in the classroom.
Roots of Empathy, devised by Mary Gordon in Canada, has
achieved some excellent results in the reduction of bullying
and improved empathy in schools.
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