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SPECIAL COMMENTARY
rom Parapsychology to Spirituality: The

egacy of the PEAR Database
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PIRITUALITY: THE HIDDEN LEGACY
F PARAPSYCHOLOGY
hen the Society for Psychical Research

SPR) was founded in 1882, one of its de-
lared aims was to counter and combat
cientific materialism through the use of
cientific means. Eminent figures such as

illiam James, Carl Jung, and Sigmund
reud were members and sponsors of SPR
ctivities. At that time SPR members
hought that by studying spiritism and
aranormal phenomena, they might de-
iver proof of the spiritual nature of man,
nd that matter and physical theory alone
annot account for the richness of our ex-
erience. The huge studies, case collec-
ions, and data produced by the SPR must
e considered scientifically flawless by any
tandard. The scientific thoroughness
dopted by its members in their efforts to
nticipate and deflect objections from crit-
cs was nearly masochistic.

Were they successful? Obviously they
ere not. Science marched its own way,

rumpeting its favorite tune “Matter is All,
nd We Will Show You Why.” The scien-
ific community stomped any evidence to
he contrary into the ground—such as that
roduced by the SPR—thereby making the
round seem a bit more stable. The para-
sychological movement retreated into an
cademic niche. It adopted even more
tringent scientific experimental methods
n the task, producing replicable out-
omes.

ODERN PARAPSYCHOLOGY AND
AINSTREAM SCIENCE
owever, perhaps because of overatten-

ion to the minutest of details in parapsy-
hological experiments, the larger picture
nd meaning of parapsychology seems to
ave been lost. What have modern para-
sychology researchers achieved? Have
heir accomplishments surpassed those of

he founders of SPR? Have they proved, to c

pecial Commentary
he satisfaction of skeptical scientists, that
onsciousness is a separate and agentlike
eality—not just a by-product of matter—
nd that it has a direct effect on matter, or
f not, that these questions are worthy of
nvestigation?

According to several criteria of conven-
ional, mainstream science—the number
f parapsychology-related papers pub-

ished in top-tier journals, the number of
niversity departments that explore such
opics, and the number of scientists who
chieve a fruitful research career in these
reas—the answer is no. Mainstream sci-
nce simply ignores these issues and dis-
isses positive findings as artifacts and

nomalies. We (H.W., W.J.) have both at-
empted to publish positive findings from
olid experiments that argue simple points
nd have almost invariably encountered
ancor and rejection. In one instance,
hree years of battles with referees and ed-
tors finally culminated in a brave editorial
ecision in favor of a publication arguing
hat if science is to progress, the parapsy-
hology database must not be ignored.1

his position applies, if we are to build a
omprehensive worldview.

Why is the scientific community so re-
uctant to engage the findings of the
rinceton Engineering Anomalies Re-
earch (PEAR) lab? This information has
een painstakingly amassed over three de-
ades. It is accompanied by sound theoret-
cal analyses. The PEAR investigators have
nvented and pioneered novel methods
nd have established what is debatably the
ongest lasting, most consistent, produc-
ive research program that has ever existed
n parapsychology. Is the obstinate resis-
ance of conventional science due to sheer
ogmatism? Malevolence? Ignorance?
Or were the PEAR researchers less effec-

ive than they might have been in commu-
icating their results and countering criti-

ism? Were the PEAR researchers too c

EXPLO
nthusiastic about the validity of their
wn data? We suggest that all these factors
ay have played a role in the resistance

he PEAR project encountered.

HE PEAR LAB EXPERIENCE AS A
ODEL CASE

everal important questions arise from the
EAR work:
1. Is there a direct effect of mind or

ntention on matter in the first place?
oes consciousness influence matter “out

here,” as suggested in the experiments in
hich operators tried to influence a se-
uence of random numbers generated by
n electronic device?

The answer to this seemingly simple
uestion is both yes and no, depending on
ow effect is defined. In mainstream sci-
nce, an effect, to be real, must display
hree characteristics: (a) stability, (b) inde-
endent replicability, and (c) a sound and
ccepted theoretical framework. When
easured by these criteria, the PEAR find-

ngs do not qualify as a valid, genuine ef-
ect. Although the PEAR lab and also oth-
rs were able to replicate their effects
requently, it was not possible to replicate
he effect in the largest independent mul-
isite effort ever attempted.2 Ironically,
here was an effect, but not in the pre-
icted variable—mean shift—but in a shift
f the variance and other parameters.2-4

owever, given the rules of science, that is
rrelevant. Also, we do not have a viable

odel of how such effects might occur in
he first place. True, there are a few efforts
t understanding mind-matter interac-
ions,1,5 and they make one decisive
oint: these phenomena are likely not sig-
als in the standard sense. Their stability
nd replicability are elusive, as in the shift
f parameters in the biggest random event
enerator study from mean shift to a

hange in variance, as mentioned. It will

197RE May/June 2007, Vol. 3, No. 3



t
a

o
c
i
h
t
w
t
w

f
c
t
g
m
i
d

c
P

t
e
t
l
w
e
d
l
c

P
a
a
r
c
d
P
e
t
m
s
h
i
r
a

P
a
s
b
a
h
l
n
t

t
p
e
c
t
fi
t
m
h
i
s
a
l
e
r
i

c

c
a
t
t
n
t
d
d
a
s
r
w
i
w
t
t
g
w
t
H
c
f
c
m
a
j
v
d
w
a
v
i
c
a
e
d
f
s

w
c

T
C
A
a
i
a
n
b
e

i
b
w
i
r
n
m
a
h
i
s
s
b
a
h
h
p
c
d
i
t
t
w
c
p
s

P
f
m
P
r
t
w
t
s
e
a

R
1

1

ake some time to integrate these models
nd find ways of testing them.

The PEAR lab experience has been one
f the most valuable roads leading to our
urrent understanding, limited though it
s. It is unfortunate that these pioneers
ave not been accorded greater recogni-
ion. But often in science, it is not those
ho initially chart the territory and build

he roads that reap the treasures but those
ho come later, unfair as that may be.
Others interpret the PEAR findings dif-

erently. If one’s worldview already in-
ludes the likelihood of mind-matter in-
eraction, then the random event
enerator data may be considered an affir-
ation of that view. But one should bear

n mind why the rest of the scientific world
isagrees.
2. Is the scientific community capri-

ious and dogmatic in dealing with the
EAR findings?
Emphatically, yes. All direct mind-mat-

er interactions are a threat to current sci-
nce because no theory can accommodate
hem. As a consequence, scientists are re-
uctant to accept evidence that conflicts
ith accepted theory, even though that
vidence might be true. How might this
ilemma be resolved? A model along the
ines of quantum entanglement is the best
andidate theory at the moment.5

Many critics continue to claim that the
EAR findings are fiction or experimental
rtifacts. An example is the recent meta-
nalysis of attempts to mentally influence
andom number generators by Bösch and
olleagues.6 Much, though not all, of the
ata going into this analysis is from the
EAR lab. This critique concludes that the
vidence for direct mind-matter interac-
ion is equivocal, and that publication bias
ay have played a role—that is, smaller

tudies producing negative effects may not
ave been published, resulting in a false

mpression that mind-matter effects are
eal. The mainstream picture is salvaged, it
ppears.

Is publication bias a valid criticism?
robably not. Although it makes sense to
rgue that the positive results seen in the
mall studies were produced by a very few
ut highly gifted operators, it is unreason-
ble to assert that they would be offset by
ugely negative studies that went unpub-

ished.7 Why, then, did a respected jour-
al such as Psychological Bulletin not iden-

ify these potential flaws in reasoning in E

98 EXPLORE May/June 2007, Vol. 3, N
he random number generator analysis it
ublished? Probably because the journal
ditor did not know a competent parapsy-
hology researcher/reviewer familiar with
he data and research methods in this
eld. The resulting conclusion was that
here is no direct interaction between
ind and matter. This conclusion is per-
aps wrong, but it is the one that currently

s easiest to sell and communicate to the
cientific community, since it is accepted
lready. Once such a conclusion is pub-
ished in the peer-reviewed literature, it is
xceedingly difficult for dissenters to cor-
ect it, since no journal likes to admit that
t has made mistakes in the first place.

3. Did the PEAR researchers effectively
ommunicate their story?

A major aspect of science is communi-
ation, which involves repetition. Reiter-
te a fact long enough and it becomes a
ruth. An example is the widespread belief
hat germs are causes of illness. This ig-
ores the alternative view that a defect in
he immune system can be the cause of a
isease, and that germs simply make this
efect obvious. Similarly, the real cause of
car accident may have been the loose

teering wheel, but it was the bump in the
oad that unmasked the defect and is
rongly considered the cause. In our opin-

on, communication from the PEAR lab
as probably not the problem. The au-

hors were prolific writers, as the articles in
his issue attest, and they continually tar-
eted mainstream journals. One might have
ished them greater success in doing so, but

op-tier journals are demanding, even fickle.
igh quality is a necessary—but not a suffi-

ient—factor for the acceptance of a paper
or mainstream, high-profile journals. In any
ase, just as “one swallow does not a summer
ake,” it is doubtful whether acceptance of

ny of the PEAR publications by top-tier
ournals such as Nature, Science, or Physics Re-
iew Letters would have made a significant
ifference. An interlinked research program
ould have been necessary, in which groups
round the world investigated these contro-
ersial phenomena and published their find-
ngs independently, thus establishing a new
urrent in the scientific world. Beyond that,
viable theory was needed that not only

xplained the effects but which also pre-
icted them consistently. It is probably un-
air to demand that a single research group
hift an entire scientific paradigm. Princeton

ngineering Anomalies Research paved the

o. 3
ay for a future shift, and this is a magnifi-
ent contribution.

HE FUTURE: SPIRITUALITY,
ONSCIOUSNESS, AND HEALTH
pragmatic rule for authors and orators

like is that if the audience you are address-
ng is not interested in your message, find
nother group to talk to. Princeton Engi-
eering Anomalies Research addressed the
asic science community, such as physicists,
ngineers, and chemists.

Parapsychological research originally
nvolved the attempt to communicate to
oth the scientific community and the
orld at large the importance of spiritual-

ty and consciousness. We suggest that the
esumption of this mission is the logical
ext step for the parapsychological com-
unity. Within medicine, spirituality has

lready become a major issue. Centers
ave emerged that explore spirituality and

ts connection to health. The Samueli In-
titute, one of the larger foundations re-
earching the mechanisms of healing, has
egun a strategic initiative on spirituality
nd healing. Mindfulness-based methods
ave captured the imagination of even
ard-nosed, cognitive-behavioral thera-
ists and mechanistic-functionalist psy-
hologists. They are being used by hun-
reds of thousands of patients to alleviate
ntractable medical problems.8 So, here is
he metamorphosis of a scientific topic:
he issue of spirituality and the question
hether a materialist philosophy is suffi-
ient has reemerged within other more
ragmatically oriented compartments of
cience and society at large.

We therefore believe the legacy of
EAR is secure, albeit in a somewhat dif-
erent way than the original researchers
ay have imagined. This issue of EX-

LORE, a premier outlet for innovative
esearch in complementary and integra-
ive medicine, is an excellent venue for
hat is not really an end but a beginning—

he discovery of the importance of con-
ciousness and the various ways it influ-
nces our world—to which the PEAR lab is
vital witness.

Harald Walach, PhD
Wayne B. Jonas, MD
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