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In the past 18 months the 
scientific community has 

been confronted with 
renewed claims that certain 
people possess paranormal 

powers, including the ability 
to effect physical changes in 

materials. Work has 
proceeded in several 

scientific laboratories in an 
effort to come to terms with 

these apparent abilities. 
What sort of attitude should 
be adopted in attempting to 

verify these claims? First, 
J. B. Hasted, D. J. Bohm, 

E. W. Bastin and B. 0 'Regan 
describe their approach in 

recent work done at 
Birkbeck College, University 

of London. Then J. G. 
Taylor, of King's College, 
London, who is the author 
of a forthcoming book on 

his study of these 
phenomena, reviews the 
philosophy of his work. 

~ JN February 1974 we made contact 
~ with Mr Uri Geller and were able 
g thmughout the year ,to observe psycho-
"" ~- kinetic phenomena at four sessions, in 
@: addition to participating in sessions 
~ with children. A bdef rnport of our 
" 2 observations has been prepared for oiir-
g culation ,to those [nterested. Among 
[ the claims made are ,that plasticity of 
~ metal was paranorma:lly produced and 
g that part of an ens:capsulated single 
~ crysta,l of vanadium ca11bide apparently 
~ vanished. It is dea,r both to us and to 
;j:l the reforees used by Nature that this 
[ account does not amount to a rigorous 
" loop-hole-free report on a subject his
;;' torica1,ly shot through with loop-holes. [ 
:i: Ne1vertheless we beHeve that we have 

3 some significant work [n pmgress, and 
} the expe,rience we have gained may be 
o. of value to other physicists inte-res-ted, 
12 like oursdves, in the interactions be-
~ - twe,en mind and physical systems. 
~ 

We have come to realise that in this 
domain the experimental situation is 
difforent in certain c,rucial ways from 
that which has been common in scien
tific e.lcperimentation. This is because 
the phenomena under investigation 
have to be produced from the minds of 
one or more of those who participate. 
Relationships among the participants 
therefore pl,ay a much more essential 
role than is usual in .traditional scien
tific fields. 11hese rnlationships have to 
be taken into account in a way that is 
somewhat simifar to that needed in the 
disdplines of psychology and medicine. 
But, of course, -this does not mean that 
we are committed from the outset to 
the belief that paranormal phenomena 
are genuine. Rather our minds are 
open to all possibilities, and our wish is 
simply to discuss what is the truth 
about these phenomena. Indeed, our 
experiments contain fea,tures designed 
to clear up a number of doubts that 
naturally arise fo this type of work. 
Neve,rtheiless, in addi,tion to being care
ful in this way, we have also to be 
sensitive and observant, and not to 
react with a ,preconceived pattern of 
tough-mindedness that will interferre 
with our perception, and that may 
destroy the ve,ry possitbihty of the phe
nomena that we wish to study. With 
proper sensitivity and perceptivity we 
attempt to develop an approach that 
will adequately allow for the inter
persona,l element and yet permit us to 
engage in vaUd scientific research. 

One of the first things that reveals 
itself as one observes ,is that psycho
kinetic phenomena cannot in general 
be produced unless a-11 who participate 
,are in a relaxed state. A state of ten
sion, fear, hostility, on the part of any 
of those present generally communi
cates itself to the whole group. The 
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entke process goes most easily when 
aH those present actively want things 
to work well. In addition, matters seem 
to be greatly facilitated when the 
experimental arrangement is aesthetic
aUy or imaginative:ly appealing to the 
person with apparent psychokinetic 
powers. 

We hav,e found also that [t is gener
ally difficult to pmduce a predete,r
mined set of phenomena. Although 
this may sometimes be done, what hap
pens is often surpr1smg and un
expected. We have observed that the 
attempt to concentrate strongly in 
order to obta-in a desired result (the 
bending of ,a piece of metal, for ex
ample) tends to interferre with the 
relaxed state of mind needed to pro
duce such phenomena. It appears that 
what ,is actually done is mainly a func
Hon of the unconscious mind, and that 
once the intention to do something has 
been firmly established, the conscious 
functions of the mind, in so for as they 
have hearing on the goa1l, tend to be
come more of a hindmnce than a help. 
Indeed, we have sometimes found it 
useful at this stage to talk of or think 
about something not closely related to 
what is happening, so as to decrease 
the tendency to excessive conscious 
concentmtion on the intended aim of 
the expe,riment. A comparison might 
be made with the process of ,t,rying to 
go to sleep, for which is needed a firm 
intention, without subsequent efforts. 

Many of the conditions described 
above are also required for fruitful re
search in the natura-1 sciences. Thus, if 
any of those who participate in a phy
sical experiment are tense and hostile, 
and do not ,really want the experiment 
to work, the chances of success are 
greatly diminished. Likewise, the aes
thetic appeal of the experimental set
up often helps to maintain interest and 
enthusiasm, whereas an attitude that 
consistently tends to damp these latter 
is evidently detrimental to the whole 
enterpI'ise. In the study of psycho
kinetic phenomena, such conditions are 
cleat'ly much more ,important than in 
the natural sciences, because the per
son who produces these phenomena is 
not an instrument or a machine. Anv 
at.tempt to t,reat him as such will 
almost certainly lead to failure. 
Rather, as indicat,ed ea,rlier, he must 
be consiidered to be one of the group, 
actively coope,rating in the experiment, 
and not a 'subject' whose behaviour is 
to be observed 'from the outside' in 
as cold and impersonal manner as 
possible. 

The following analogy may help to 
give a more orderly overall description 
of the phenomena in the field. Consider 
a ,pe,rson whose hand has been para
lysed as a result of destruction of ner
vous t,issue. If this person is to regain 
the us,e of his hand, he must somehow 
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activate new nervous pathways. How 
he is to do this, he does not know. All 
he can do, with all his energy, is to 
feel out the possibHities of movement 
and to observe with great attention and 
alertness what movements actuaily 
take place. He cannot describe or even 
think about just what it ,is ,that he does 
[n getting his hand to move. Moreover, 
he cannot at fiirst pmduce contrnlled 
movements, which bring about con
sciously intended results. Rather it is 
cle•a•r that the contact between brain 
and hand is b:mught about almost en
tirely by unconscious functions of the 
mind, which tend to be ernatic and for
tuitous. Of course, if he works with 
sustained interest and energy, he wiiJI 
gene,rally find that his movements do 
beg-in to come doser to what he in
tends. Buit it is ailso cfoar that if he is 
surruunded by people who are not open 
to the ipossibiHfy that he can move his 
hand or who bring about a state of 
psychological tension through hostility, 
then he will be le,ss ,ltikdy to be able to 
sustain the inte,rest and energy needed 
for learning how to move his hand. 

Those who work with such a person 
(for example, the physiotherapist) must 
evidently not be commiHed to resisting 
the notion that ,nhe hand can eventu
aJ.ly move. For the thoughts in the 
paralysed person's mind, and those in 
the minds of his coHeagues, are both 
important factors in bringing about 
success. The necessa,ry open-ness to the 
poss~bi:lity of an ultimate result must 
be maintained in the minds of all con
cerned, whi,le at the same time the,re is 
a healthy capacity to be tentative and 
free of definiti-ve condusions in state
ments about what particula,r results 
may have been achi-eved ait a ce,rtain 
stage. And so reliable inferences can 
be made in physiothernpy, though by 
methods that are rather different fmm 
those used traditi:onaHy in the natural 
sciences. 

The analogy between this field and 
that of psychokinetic research is fai.rly 
clear. The main difference is this: we 
can account for and to some extent 
explain the connection between the 
brain and the hand in the case of the 
paralysed person (through the nerves 
which link them) but we have no way 
either to account for or to explain the 
connection between the brain and the 
object that is moved, bent and so on, 
in terms of what is now known to 
science. If, however, we suppose that 
there is some at present unknown 
force, energy or mode of connection, 
then we may also suppose that psycho
kinetic power may function in a way 
that is essentially similar to the power 
to move the hand. Thus, one might 
suggest that perhaps there is an un
conscious 'feeling out' of the connec
tion. In many cases there is a visible 
'feedback' that enables a person to 

recognise that he has done something, 
and that permits him to try to go fur
ther along the same (indescribable and 
undefinable) lines. But there may other 
forms of 'feedback'. Thus, if a piece of 
metal can respond to the bm,in in an 
unknown way, the brain may similarly 
respond to the metaI. By being sensi
tively awa11e of this response, the per
son concerned might be aible to tell 
when something had actuaJ.ly hap
pened, even though the object in ques
tion was not sensuaHy pe,rceptible to 
him. 

It is important, at this point, not to 
iinsist on having a ,potential theoretical 
explanation be.fore one will serious.Jy 
consider obse,rving the phenomena 
themselves. Thus, when magnetic and 
e.Jectrost:atic effects were first observed, 
it was impossible to account for them 
in terms of the known forces, which 
were conside,red to ari:se only when 
bodies were in mechanical contact. 
Evidently, this did not prevent the 
effects from being obse,rved. The main 
aim of such observa.tion is to give rise 
to an orde:dy account of the pheno
mena, which is first qua,Jitative and 

then quantitative-for example, first 
the qualitative observation that like 
charges repeil, unlike charges attract, 
and then the quantitative observation 
that the force is inversely proportional 
to the square of the distance. On the 
basis of such an account, current field
theoretical explanations of electromag
netic phenomena were later developed. 
We propose a similar approach to 
psychokinetic phenomena, and in our 
work thus far we have tried to carry it 
out. 

In such research an attitude of 
mutual trust and confidence is needed; 
we should not treat the person with 
psychokinetic powe,rs as an 'object' to 
be obse.rved with suspicion. Rather, as 
indicated earlier, we have to look on 
him as one who is work,ing with us. 
Consider how difficult it would be to 
do a physical experiment, if each per
son were constantly watching his col-
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leagues to be sure that they did not 
trick him. How, then, are we to avoid 
the possibility of be,ing tricked? It 
should be possible to design expe·ri
men tal aHangements which are beyond 
any reasonable possibiiity of trickery, 
and which magidans wiN generally 
acknowledge to be so. In the first 
stages of our work we did in fact pre
sent Mr GeUer with several such 
arrangements, but these proved to be 
aesthetically unappea1ling to him. From 
our early failures, we learned that Mr 
Geller worked best when presented 
with many possible objects, aM together 
on a metal surface; at least one of 
these obje•cts might appeaiJ to him suffi
dently to stimuliate hi,s energ,ies. In a 
later session, we had such a set-up, 
which induded two small plastic cap
sules, each containing a thin disk of 
vanadium carbide single crystal. A 
clea,rly observable change in the disk 
within one of the capsules was brought 
,about when Mr GeHer held his hands 
near them. 

In discussions with magidans we 
have learned that the ·best conditions 
for a conjuring trick arise when the 
happening significant'ly precedes the 
observation. In the above instance we 
believe that the conditions were such 
that the failure to observe and record 
the precise moment of change is of no 
importance, because there is no known 
way of producing ithis effect within the 
closed capsuile and no possibility of 
substitution. For this reason we con
clude that this was something that no 
mag,idan could have done. 

Nevertheless, we reaHse that condi
tions such as we have de.sc,ribed here 
a•re just those in which a conjuring 
trick may easily be car.ried out. We 
understand also that we are not con
juring .experts, so that if there should 
he an intention to deceive, we may be 
as readily fooled as any person. More
ove.r, there has ibeen a g,reat deal of 
public cniticism, :in which the pos
sibility of such tricks has been strongly 
suggested. For this reason it has often 
been proposed that a skiUed magician 
should be present, to help to see to it 
that there wiill be no possibility of 
deception. 

It is ~n the nature of the case, how
ever, that no such assurance can actu
ally be given. For a skilled magician is 
able to exploit each new situation as it 
arises in a diffe,rent and generally un
predictable way. The corpus of tricks 
is not fixed, but rather continua,lly 
changes and evolves. A particular 
magician could therefore say at most 
that he knew of no tricks that could 
have brought about a given set of 
obse,rved phenomena. Of course, if 
several magi,cians of recognised profi
ciency were to conclude that what was 
done on a certain occasion did not in-
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volve any tricks, this could help create 
a presumption in favour of t:he notion 
that the phenomena are genuine. In 
principle, we would welcome help of 
this kind in decreas·ing the possibility 
of deception. It has been om observa
tion, however, that magicians are often 
hostile to the whole purpose of this 
sort of investigation, so that they tend 
to bring about an atmosphe-re of ten
sion in which little or nothing can be 
done. Indeed, even if some magicians 
were found who were not disposed iin 
this way, iit does not follov' that the,ir 
testimony wiH convince those who are 
hostile, since the latter can always sup
pose that new t,ricks were involved, 
beyond the capac:ity of those particular 
magicians .to see through them. Be
cause of all ,this, it se·ems unlikely that 
significant progress toward clearing up 
this particular question could be made 
by actually having magicians present at 
the sessions, though we have found it 
useful to have their help iin a consulta
tive capacity. We have learned in such 
consultations not to withdraw our 
scrutiny from the identified specimen, 
from the first moment when it reaches 
the hand of the subject until the bend 
occurs. We are familiar with the use 
of the human hair in produoing small 
movements, wiith tJhe use of mercuric 
sa,lts in alcohol to corrode metals, and 
with the weakening in metals produced 
by continued bending to and fro. We 
recognise that there is a genuine diffi
culty in obtaining an adequate answer 
to c11iticisms concerning the possibility 
of tricks, and that a certain healthy 
scepticism or doubt on the part of the 
reader may ·be appmpriate at this 
point. Inde.ed, iit would be inap
propria,te if the scientific community 
did not at first react in such a way. We 
believe, however, that our approach 
can adequately meet this situation. 

It -is essential that in at least some 
experiments, condi,tions must be con
trolled in such a way that the pos
sibility of deception is irn.ignificant. 
Metal bending and cleavage experi
ments are particularly suitable for this 
approach. Encapsulated specimens can 
play an ,important part, although up 
to the present we have only been able 
to achieve success with one such 
specimen. 

We feel that if similar sessions con
tinue to be held, instances of this kind 
might accumula,te, so tha,t there will be 
no room for reasonable doubt that 
some ne,w process is involved here, 
which cannot be accounted for or ex
plained ,in te,rms of the laws of physics 
at present known. Indeed, we akeady 
fee,! that we have made sufficient pro
gress towa,rd this point to warmnt fur
ther investigat-ions along these lines. 
We hope to carry out more tests and 
to report on them when results a,re 
ava,ilable. D 

It is not easy to discern a 
sharp boundary at which 
scientists must stop and turn 
into magicians ... 

THE crucial question that any 
scientist has to ask himself if he 

wishes seriously to investigate the 
paranormal (spoon-bending, telepathy, 
clairvoyance and the like) is how to do 
so scientifically. There are those who 
claim the very elusiveness which para
normal events have in their nature 
precludes any such approach. But there 
are also persons like myself who feel 
that these strange phenomena are 
relevant to their world view and so 
deserve careful study. Do we necessarily 
have to doff the garb of scientist when 
satisfying our curiosity about such 
events? 

We can say at the outset of attempt
ing to answer this question that if the 
response were "yes", science would be 
circumscribed in a very peculiar way. 
No elusive phenomenon would be 
allowed as a suitable object of scientific 
enquiry; on this score quarks, for 
example, would be beyond the scientific 
pale. To avoid such absurdity we must 
realise that there is a continuum of 
levels of elusiveness. It is not easy to 
discern a sharp boundary at which 
scientists must stop and turn into 
magicians. 

There is one feature, however, which 
should be present in any phenomenon 
to be investigated scientifically. That is 
repeatability, allowing the possibility of 
many investigators observing the event 
at different times. Not only does this 
allow the 'consensibility' to be practised 
which is so crucial to scientific in
vestigation but above all it permits the 
phenomenon concerned to be probed 
ever more deeply. Only then can the 
event begin to be seen in terms of 
current understanding. Thus the two 
processes of validation and model 
building can be carried out, possibly 
hand in hand or almost simultaneously. 

At this point the notion of repeat
ability for paranormal phenomena must 
be clarified, since it seems to mean 
different things to different people. It is 
being used here in the following sense. 
Suppose that an event, such as a child 
causing a spoon to bend, has occurred 
a number of times in a given environ
ment. The bending may not happen 
every time the child is tested, possibly 
because some crucial factor in the 
surroundings has changed from one test 
to the next without anyone realising. 
Yet provided that in a non-zero fraction 
of the test situations spoon bending (or 
whatever it is) has occurred and enough 
tests have been made to feel confident 
that the phenomenon will continue at 
about the same rate then the para-
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normal event will be termed repeatable. 
One of the main difficulties in apply

ing this criterion is in the specification 
of the precise environment in which 
the event will recur. There can well be 
psychological pressures put on the sub
ject by the presence of particular 
objects or persons, and the most suit
able environment has to be found by 
laborious trial and error. But these 
problems need not make one despair of 
obtaining repeatability. In particular 
subjects should not be expected to 
cause a paranormal event every time 
they arc asked to, and in any surround
ings. rt is like expecting a particle 
accelerator to produce its beam of 
particles whatever level of vacuum 
there is in the accelerating tube or 
whatever potential is applied. The 
design of such a machine is so precise 
that it can only function under very 
special conditions. We are in the 
position of dealing with even more 
complicated machinery in human beings 
and account must be taken of that 
when investigating the paranormal. 

ln order to be able to investigate a 
phenomenon further, it is necessary 
that it can occur under suitably modi
fied conditions. If spoon bending were 
only ever possible when the subject 
could not be directly observed during 
the bending process then, even if it 
were repeatable, a number of explana
tions for it, including the obvious one, 
would be possible. In general it is clear 
that conditions must be able to be 
chosen so that simple explanations of 
paranormal phenomena, especially 
trickery, are ruled out. 

We come, then, to the clash between 
thl eventual rigour of science and the 
laxity apparently needed to produce 
paranormal phenomena. Seances need 
to be held in the dark since the light of 
day seems to prevent anything strange 
occurring. This is not true of spoon 
bending or distant viewing, for which 
there is some level of repeatability in 
daylight. There are other phenomena, 
such as dowsing, which can also tlear 
further investigation of a sort which 
allows various explanations to be tested. 

It is this feature of allowing critical 
testing which is a sine qua non of a 
phenomenon for its investigation to be 
regarded as scientific. The range of tests 
used will naturally be at the discretion 
of the investigator, but it is in the event 
itself that this 'testability' resides. Not 
that further enquiry need prove easy, 
since it will involve modifying the en
vironment in some way that may pre
vent the phenomenon from recurring. 
If any such change is too inimical to 
the event then clearly it is not possible 
to test it at all; the event will have to 
he regarded as a curiosity, but one 
which at present cannot usefully be 
studied scientifically. 

As new tests are tried with a subject, 
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