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THE PARANORMAL: PSEUDOSCIENCE OR
FUTURE SCIENCE
John White
ABSTRACT:
Paranormal phenomena, defined as real events not explainable by present
sicentific theories and paradigms, are being experienced in many areas of life by
increasing numbers of people. A reactionary response to this has taken formal
shape in The Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the
Paranormal, which is interested only in debunking such claims. A history of the
Committee’s irrational actions and publicity stunts is given.

The expanding perimeter of human knowledge has brought pioneering
scientists in many frontier areas face to face with things that cannot be
explained in terms of present scientific concepts of reality. Psychic
abilities, UFOs, strang energy effects from geometric devices, Bigfoot,
the Loch Ness monster —these are some of the unusual phenomena that
have puzzled and intrigued explorers in the borderlands of science. But
upon reporting their observations, the all-too-frequent reaction by other
scientists has been to disregard these unusual occurrences or to discount
the reports as pseudoscience.
This regrettable attitude is a debasement of true science. It conceives of
science as a body of knowledge rather than a method of knowing. In
doing so, it becomes dogmatic, doctrinaire, and has been properly
labelled “scientism.”
From scientism’s narrow viewpoint about what is possible and
impossible, real and unreal, paranormal events are explained — if
explained at all — as due to poor observation, uncontrolled experimental
conditions, delusion, deception by the experimental subject, or
falsification of data by the experimenter. Failing that, they are simply
ignored or labelled “anomalies,” as if so naming them disposes of them.
The scientists who investigate these phenomena are dismissed as
members of the “lunatic fringe” and then shunned.
Now, it is true that the history of science has documented many cases
of faulty observation, uncontrolled results, irrational belief, and even
fraud. But there is another theme weaving through the history of science
in which the “lunatic fringe” has proven to be “the leading edge.” The
invention of the airplane and the electric light are two instructive
examples.
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Nevertheless, in almost every sphere of its activity today, science is
abutting in some way upon events that have heretofore been considered
either occult nonsense or sheer fantasy. But the onrush of technological
investigation has brought an ironic revelation: there are dimensions of
experience known to prescientific and esoteric traditions which are now
apparent and accessible to empirical objectification. The specialization
of scientists, however, has for the most part kept them unaware that years
of patient work by people in many countries have established the reality
of a wide variety of strange — paranormal — events.
An overview is needed. That is what Dr. Stanley Krippner and I
attempt in our recent book, Future Science. We take a comprehensive
look at the physics of paranormal phenomena from a perspective that
regards many so-called paranormal events as not beyond science but only
beyond presently accepted models of science. Our intention is to
rationalize and legitimize for research phenomena — many of which we
have personally experienced — that previously have been skeptically
dismissed without proper examination.
Prejudice dies hard, though. The most recent candidate for the
Scientism Award, offered for outstanding prejudice and evasion of facts,
is The Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the
Paranormal. Founded in May 1976 by The Humanist magazine and
headed by Prof. Paul Kurtz, who teaches philosophy at SUNY, Buffalo,
and edits The Humanist magazine, the Committee is dedicated to
debunking all such claims and labelling them pseudoscience.
Soon after its formation, the Committee made headlines by calling
upon the media, in the words of Fate magazine publisher Curtis Fuller,
who has skirmished with the Committee, “to stop producing articles and
documentaries in which opinions contrary to j those held by j the
Committee are dominant.” Or as The Humanist has put it, “the media’s
penchant for the irrational.”
The Committee’s biggest headline came in November 1977 when it
filed a complaint with the Federal Communications Commission against
an NBC-TV documentary entitled “Exploring the Unknown.” The
program, narrated by Burt Lancaster and aired nationally on Sunday
night prime time, was made byAlanNeuman, an independent producer in
Hollywood. A long-time student of psychic research, Neuman had
technical guidance from many competent investigators of the
paranormal. These included Dr. Glenn Olds, president of Alaska
Methodist University, whose official position in the matter was that of
consultant hired by NBC to keep the show on solid ground. Also lending
expertise was associate producer Brendan O’Regan, director of research
at astronaut Edgar Mitchell’s Institute of Noetic Sciences and, a few
years earlier, research coordinator for BuckminsterFuller. The program
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was less than a day old when the Committee issued a blast through the
news media. The formal complaint itself was filed one week after the
show was aired. But that is getting ahead of the story. Let’s look at the
Committee first.
The letterhead on which Kurtz wrote to the FCC lists such Fellows of
the Committee as science writer Isaac Asimov, psychologists T.X. Barber
and B.F. Skinner, magicians Milbourne Christopher and The Amazing
Randi, Time magazine senior editor Leon Jaroff, astronomer Carl
Sagan and Scientific American writer Martin Gardner. There were 43
Committee members in all. On paper it’s impressive looking. But let’s
look further. . .
Several months before the letter was sent, Kurtz’ co-chairman
Marcello Truzzi, a professor of sociology at Eastern Michigan University
and editor of the Committee’s journal The Zetetic (now retitled The
Skeptical Inquirer), had resigned from editing the journal and from co
chairing the Committee. The magazine, he felt, was no longer a serious
scientific journal and the Committee was in real danger of becoming
nothing more than a latter-day witch hunt. Specifically, he charged that
the Committee’s executive council was interested primarily in debunking
— not scientifically investigating — paranormal phenomena. He
deplored Kurtz’ statements in the name of the Committee linking fascism
(particularly in Nazi German) with interest in occultism and he also
deplored what had been termed “the media blitz,” meaning the
Committee’s attacks on TV and newspaper reporting of unusual
phenomena. Kurtz knew all this before he wrote the FCC, of course;
nevertheless he left Truzzi’s name on the letterhead.*
Kurtz also failed to consult with all the Committee members before
lodging his charges. Technically, he did not have to since the Committee’s
by laws voting only by its executive council. (Interestingly, the
bylaws were never voted upon by anyone but the executive council.) The
other 35 members can merely advise. However, shortly after the uproar
over the NBC documentary began, I asked T.X. Barber, a distinguished
experimental psychologist, how he felt about the situation. He was quite
*Truzzi has since started a new journal the Zetetic Scholar,
which attempts to create “a continuing dialogue” between proponents
and critics of the paranormal. “We will seek to balance science’s proper
skepticism toward extraordinary claims with its need for objectivity and
fairness,” he states on the first issue’s editorial page. And in personal
correspondence he told men, “Please don’t confuse my position with that
of Paul Kurtz and The Humanist or what is now The Skeptical Inquirer. I
do not at all equte belief in the paranormal with irrationality. My own
position is that something important is going on in psi experiments, but I
am...inclined to think the important contribution will come out of
methodological discoveries rather than the validation of psi. I do not take
the position it is all a matter of fraud and incompetence.
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upset over it, he said, and was going to resign. (He has since done that and
joined the Zetetic Scholor's editorial board.) Why was that, I asked.
Barber replied that he had never been consulted by Kurtz on that issue or
any other, nor had he ever been asked to advise on anything. The only
recognition of his presence on the Committe was xerox copies supplied to
him of letters already sent.
This high-handed action by Kurtz doesn’t even allow the Committee to
be called a “rubber stamp.” Some of the members had absolutely no
knowledge of the FCC complaint, and therefore the charges are not
representative of the Committee at all, but rather are the product of
Kurtz alone, or at most of Kurtz and a small coterie called the Executive
Committee.
Even Committee member Ray Hyman, a psychologist at the
University of Oregon, recognized the excesses. “Some of the things our
committee protests,” Brain/ Mind Bulletin reported him as saying, “are
just senseless, pointless, a lot of noise.” He also gave an insight into the
motivation of the Committee. “I believe that our job is to present the
skeptical point of view—responsibly. But some of the others believe that
we can’t get attention if we argue in an academic journal or if we qualify
our statements. They feel we have to paint things in black and white or
the media won’t pay attention. So far they’ve been right in getting
publicity—but at the price of embarrassing people like Marcello, who
didn’t want his name associated with what they’re doing. It’s a question of
tactics.”
Could the FCC letter be a tactic, a publicity stunt, an attempt to boost
sales of The Humanist, which has acknowledged being financially beset?
Look at what was said to the FCC. The Committee’s letter read in part as
follows:
On Friday, November 4, 1977, a specially selected panel, representing
invitees of this Commitee, reviewed the program in question, at a special
screening arranged by NBC at their offices.. .in New York City. The panel
consisted of:
Berard Piel, publisher, Scientific American
Martin Gardner, science author and contributor to the Scientific
American
Dr. Martin Zinder, Professor, Rockefeller University
Dr. Paul Kurtz...
Why the Committee should invite themselves—Kurtz and Gardnerto their own panel is perhaps more a matter of literary style than scientific
rigor. Be that as it may, the letter went on to state that it was the judgment
of “this panel of experts” that—and I quote—:
a. The program presented a totally biased point of view in a
sensationalistic manner arousing gullibility in countless viewers.
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b. It presented a limited number of “experts,’’allegedly representative
of the scientific community, who, in spite of known evidence -to the
contrary, expressed little or no critical opinion of the material presented.
c. It ignored repeated requests on the part of the scientific community,
through this Committee and by others acting on their own volition, to
present the dissenting point of view by scientists who have criticized the
lack of evidence for the purported “paranormal phenomena” contained
in the program.
d. As one example of the dangerous nature of the material, the
program presented segments on “psychic surgery” and “psychic healing”
which in themselves constitute unfounded medical diagnoses and
practices, which have long been criticized by responsible members of the
medical community...
e. Disclaimers, in themselves, as appended by the NBC Television
Network, do not overcome the preponderance of unproven (often
disproven) theories, when the very effort of the entire program is to
engender false expectations and magical cures. Minimal disclaimers were
entirely insufficient because they were not balanced with judgment of
scientific critics.
End of quote. NBC’s response to the Committee expressed
disappointment to learn of their dissatisfaction, expecially since, in
addition to the disclamatory language, an outside consultant (Olds) had
been employed. Some examples of the disclaimers given to viewers:
This entertainment program presents an entertaining look at the world
of “psychic phenomena,” a subject that has engaged human curiosity for
hundreds of years.
It is not the program’s purpose to prove or disprove the scientific basis
of what is shown, but to present some examples of what is currently
claimed to be “psychic phenomena.”
You must bear in mind that what is shown has not been conclusively
extablished to be true.
As for the judgment of Olds, he told NBC that the program satisfied
the highest possible entertainment standards. In a letter he remarked:
I commend NBC for both its wisdom and imagination in opening this
important window to one of our most important and often neglected
frontiers, the self. I hope there will be more. Only a hopelessly closed
mind could be critical of this modest and guarded educational opener.
None of this satisfied the Committee, of couse, and it undoubtedly was
a great disappointment ot the Committee last July when the FCC, in a
four-page statement, dismissed the charges as baseless, The FCC
“Fairness Doctrine,” designed to prevent one-sided presentations on
controversial issues of public importance, was not violated, the statement
said.
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Further, it said, the FCC is prohibited by statute from interfering with
the content of broadcast programming. Last of all, “it cannot be
concluded that NBC has been unreasonable in determining that
Exploring the Unknown did not constitute a discussion on one side of a
controversial issure of public importance, or that the network has failed
on an overall basis to afford reasonable opportunities for the
presentation of conflicting views regarding the matters raised in your
letter. Consequently, further Commission action is not warranted on
your complaint.”
This decision is the only proper reply to what amounts to a mere crank
letter. For in addition to the deliberate misrepresentation that Kurtz
attempted to perpetrate on Committee letterhead, there wasn’t the
slightest substance to the charges themselves. In fact, the only substantive
point offered in support of the charges was in item d, where a single
sentence reads, “For example, Dr. William Nolan (sic) has done
extensive research about the fraudulent character of such “surgery.”
This statement refers to the 1974 book, Healing, by William Nolen,
M.D., author of The Making of a Surgeon. Healing purports to be an
investigation of psychic healers, but the inaccuracies, distortions and
deliberate falsifications in the book do anything but prove the
“fraudulent character” of psychic surgery or Nolen’s “extensive
research.”
This paranormal phenomenon occurs primarily in the Philippines,
where Filipino psychic surgeons—nonmedical native healers—
purportedly demonstrate the startling ability to insert their bare hands
into a living body to perform surgery, without any pain, infection or
scarring to the patient who, in successful cases, exhibits instant healing.
Now, it is true that some medical teams investigating this bizarre event
have found, in addition to genuine psychic surgery, cases of fraud in
which animal tissue and blood is substituted for human. But Nolen
found no such evidence . He based his judgment largely on second-hand
interviews with people who were themselves favorably impressed with
the paranormal phenomenon.
One such person was Donald Westerbeke. A Sonoma, California
businessman, Westerbeke had an operation in 1972 by fame Filipino
psychic surgeon Tony Agpaoa that supposedly removed a tumor from
his pituitary gland. He has been in good health ever since, and travels
widely to show his films of psychic surgery, including his own operation.
Nolen interviewed Westerbeke for six days. Oddly, Westerbeke’s story
appears in Healing as that of “Neal Cook.” Westerbeke’s words are often
printed verbatim, yet the ending of his story is different from what was
stated to Nolen. In Nolen’s account, Neal Cook has a recurrence of the
turmor and has to have conventional medical surgery in the U.S. When
questioned about this lie on San Francisco television, Nolen answered
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variously that a) Neal Cook represents a combined medical history of
two people, and b) Neal Cook is a Texas airline pilot. Nor would he
explain why Westerbeke’s words were attributed to Neal Cook. Last of
all, he deliberately ignored reports favorable to psychic surgery by
qualified medical teams such as those reported in Tom Valentine’s
Psychic Surgery.
This sort of sloppy and unreliable reporting is the only evidence
offered by the Committee in its letter to the FCC. All the rest is
unsubstantiated allegation that can properly be termed mudslinging and
name calling.
As if this weren’t shameful enough, Time magazine entered the affair in
its December 12, 1977 issue, undoubtedly through its senior editor and
Committee member, Leon Jaroff. Ostensibly a report on the
Committee’s work, the article was so lacking in objectivity and fairness
that it could well serve as a classic example of yellow journalism.
Ironically, Time was guilty of some of the very charges made in the FCC
complaint. It “presented a totally biased point of view in a
sensationalistic manner arousing gullibility in countless(readers)”and it
“presented a limited number of‘experts,’allegedly representative of the
scientific community who, in spite of known evidene to the contrary,
expresssed little or no cirtical opinion of the material presented.”
Not one member of the pro-paranormal research field was quoted by
Time. Nor was Alan Neuman or anyone connected with the program. I
phoned Neuman to ask whether Time had solicited his reply to the
Committee charges. His answer was no. Someone from Time had called
for a picture, he said, but when he indicated that he wanted to make a
statement as well, Time never called back.
Time's one-sided smear was predictable enough — in an altogether
nonpsychic way — by the paranormal research community. We had seen
Jaroff’s hatchet job on Israeli psychic Uri Geller and the Stanford
Research Institute scientists, Harold Puthoff and Russell Targ, who
reported their investigation of Geller in Nature. Time had ridiculed all
three in an article before the findings were even published! Saul-Paul
Sirag a physicist and journalist, had questioned Jaroff about this. He
reported Jaroffs impassioned reply in Psychic magazine (October 1975):
“If you’re the kind of person who believes that such things are
even possible, then I have nothing more to say to you.” It was Leon
Jaroff, a senior editor at Time, speaking to me on the phone in
response to an inquiry about Uri Geller. . . I half expected such a
response because I had called Jaroff to find out what was behind his
venomous attack on Geller and the physicists at Stanford Research
Institute who had studied Geller for six weeks.
Before I had a chance to commit myself one way or the other on
the psychic question, Jaroff launched into his lecture: “Why, if
Geller can do those things just by knitting his brows, it destroys
everything I hold dear!”
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How does the joke go? My mind’s made up — don’t confuse me with
the facts.
I asked Neuman, in the absence of any attempt by Time to do so,
whether he had a reply to the Committee. Again, his answer was no. “I
didn’t respond because I felt what they said was so outrageous and so
stupid that I decided not to keep the controversy going. I didn’t want to
provide them with an additional forum. I thought seriously of initiating a
libel action. But to what purpose? Obviously, Time isn’t going to report
my side. And the time and effort involved in court action aren’t worth it.
For the moment I’ve simply put the file aside.”
Neuman offered one further comment on the Committee. “What I
object to is their use of the term ‘questionable.’ Now, if they mean I’m
raising questionable thoughts and ideas, that’s well and good. That’s
exactly what I intended. But if they’re saying that the means I employed
are questionable, that’s a lie. Frankly, I don’t believe the Committee itself
is qualified to judge my film. Can a philosopher run an EKG machine?
Can a science fiction writer maintain the biofeedback equipment of an
Elmer Green (one of the scientists in the film)? For the program, we had
eminent qualified scientists acting as advisors and participants, both in
front and behind the cameras in each and every segment. I would
consider few of the Committee sufficiently competent to serve as such. Of
the four Committee people who passed judgment on my program, there’s
only one actual scientist, Zinder, and his specialty is microbial-genetics.
There wasn’t a parapsychologist among them. It’s a self-appointed
vigilante group. You cannot knock ideas off the air because they disagree
with your opinion. It’s a reminder to me of the pressure tactics employed
during the McCarthy era. The Committee is using such tactics, and I find
it reprehensible.”
Neuman isn’t the only one who finds it so. In the December 1977 issue
of the Journal of the American Societyfor Psychical Research, Theodore
Rockwell, Robert Rockwell and W. Teed Rockwell offer a critique of
The Humanist’s crusade against the paranormal. Their article,
“Irrational Rationalists,” contends that The Humanist has “so outraged
the rules of rational discourse in this area that it has compromised its
claim to the rationalist platform.”
The Rockwells do not debate whether psychic phenomena are genuine.
Rather, they are concerned with the intellectual quality of the debate.
“Extraordinary claims demand not merely skepticism (which is just as
cheap as credulity),” they state, “but rigorous, imaginative, dispassionate
investigation (which is harder to come by).” Their judgment: “Our charge
is that the evaluations it has published have abused the principles of
rational discourse as often and as badly as the worst of those they seek to
discredit.”
The article goes on to cite numerous examples of ad hominem
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arguments against the character of various investigators based on false
categorization, personal defamation and group derogation; in loco
rationis arguments based on unsubstantiated allegations, contradictions,
non sequiturs, rumor and innuendo; and in extremis arguments based on
the appeal to authority when logic fails and the prophecy of apocalypse
unless the pernicious belief in paranormal phenomena is eradicated.
“The rationalist need not be infallible in fact or judgment: but he must
be open-minded and argue rationally... ’’they conclude. “The defense of
Reason is like the defense of Virtue. Its disciples must practice what they
preach, or they do their cause more harm than good.”
But as the saying goes, “Man convinced against his will is of the same
opinion still.” The cries of the Committee are still heard abroad in the
land. Small wonder, then, that it is leaving many people, including some
of its own members, aghast at its errors and excesses. What could have
been a useful vehicle for drawing public attention to some of the baseless
fads and mindless nonsense that abound in the psychic/ occult field today
— such as love spells and potions, simplistic astrology columns, and
tabloid-created fortune tellers whose predictions never get beyond
Hollywood romances — has apparently been turned into a selfappointed Inquisition without any claim to fairness and balanced
judgment. As one critic of the Committee, the Rev. J. Gordon Melton of
Chicago, who briefly debated Kurtz on television, put it, the scientific
pretensions of the Committee are in reality doctrinal conflicts in which it
battles for the supremacy of its religiously-held world view.
The true spirit of science is scire, “to know.” It is a desire for knowledge
coupled with a reliable method of knowing — not just assimilation of
data from others so that one can smugly wear the label “scientist” with an
egotistical sense of superiority about being able to regurgitate more facts
than most others.
Since human consciousness inevitably enters into the data of science,
to completely describe an event there must also be a description of the
consciousness observing the event. In other words, consciousness itselfis
primary — not the contents of consciousness — and the quality of our
knowledge, including that of the empirical method, is dependent upon
the degree to which we purify and expand our consciousness.
KNOWING, not KNOWLEDGE, is the heart of the problem, and
therefore it is only proper that science should start examining the means
whereby it knows what it claims to know.
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