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Abstract

This thesis 1s concerned with people’s accounts of their direct
encounters with paranormal phenomena. The discussion in the first
three chapters sets out the reasons for an examination of these
materials and the objectives of such an analysis, both in terms of
soclological interests, and also in relation to parapsychology.

In Chapters Four to Six I pursue specific analytic themes.

In Chapters One and Two I outline an ethnomethodological approach
to the study of accounts of anomalous experiences. Hitherto,
parapsychological studies have used accounts as investigative
resources to try to discover the ’facts’ of reported experiences.

On the other hand, sociologists have largely ignored personal
accounts, and have ’'explained’ claimed experiences in terms of
underlying social causes. Rejecting these two approaches, I examine
the ways that speakers tacitly use language to describe their
experiences, focusing in particular on the moral, inferential and
constructive features of language use.

In the empirical chapters I use a conversation analytic methodology
to explicate some of the interactional tasks that are mediated
through the design of specific utterances. In particular I examine
some ways that speakers attend to the possibility that their account
may recelve a skeptical or unsympathetic hearing, and design their
utterances to defuse arguments which could be adduced to undermine
the verisimilitude of their reports,

In Chapter Five I examine the ways that speakers address this broad
range of interactional tasks through the design of utterances in
which they recall their first impression of the onset of the

phenomenon. In this analysis I argue that these formulations, which
~ have traditionally been taken as indicating the operation of
cognitive processes, are socially-organised and culturallv-available
devices,
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis takes as 1its subject matter the way that people use
language to describe direct, personal encounters with a range of
anomalous or supernatural phenomena. It is therefore related to

Lthree areas of academic work:

[a] parapsychology, the scientific study of paranormal events;

[b] socliology, especlally sociological investigations of
involvement and belief in the.paranormal;

[c] contemporary approaches to the analysis of language use,
especially those which are 1informed by broadly ethnomethodological
arguments concerning the nature of the relationship between
descriptive utterances and their referents, and the role of language

1n social life.

As this thesis deals with such a range of issues, I have employed
a rather unconventional structure for the first two chapters. Instead
of devoting a chapter firstly to parapsychology, then to sociolgy, in
each of-the first two chapters 1 try to draw together related themes
and i1ssues from both disciplines.

In Chapter One, I trace a brief history of parapsychology. This
begins by discussing the concerns and events which motivated initial

efforts to establish the reality of psychical phenomena, and goes on



to sketch the development of parapsychology as a laboratory-based
scientific discipline. Although parapsychology has achieved some
recognition as a respectable scientific subject, 1its present status
is precarious, and some researchers are beginning to challenge its
fundamental assumptions. To illustrate this I introduce Blackmore’s

(1988a; 1988b) arguments that parapsychology should be concerned with

actual eXpefiences rather than conducting experimental studies to
find evidence of psychic phenomena. She emphasises that such a
research objective necessarily entails a greater emphasis upon the
use of people’s accounts as investigative resources.

The primary purpose of this chapter, however, is to review the
sociological research on belief in the existence of, and forms of
involvement 1in, occult or supernatural phenomena. This research
falls into two broad types, identified as the socio-correlative and
the socio-cultural. The objective of the former i1s to identify the
sociological and social-psychological correlates which are associated
with various types of 1involvement in the occult. The results from
these studies suggest that social ‘’marginality’ and psychological
vulnerability correlate strongly with claims to believe in or to have
experienced supernatural events. The second 1line of research
proposes that cultural changes have facilitated 1involvement in the
occult. For example, that increasing trends towards secularization
have released individuals from religious orthodoxies, thus liberating
them to engage in activities hitherto proscribed by the Church.

Both of these approaches, to varying degrees, are 1informed by the
common assumption that personal experience of and involvement in the
paranormal are mere epi-phenomena of underlying and determinant

social forces. I argue that this assumption is incorrect by drawing



on evidence from sociological and parapsychological studies which
show that paranormal experiences are not restricted to certain
'marginal’ sections of society. Also, I discuss contemporary
evidence that knowledge of and belief in supernatural events are

integral features of contemporary cultural life.

There 1s a further problem with this body of research. In their
commitment -to furnish the ’true’ - that 1is, sociological and
rational - explanations for the experiences which people claim,
researchers have exhibited a traditional sociological orientation to
the ‘'primacy’ or ’supefiority’ of the analysts’ accounts.
Ethnomethodological considerations on the relationship between
‘scientific’ - that is, sociological - reasoning and theorising, and

' forms of explanation, have shown this to be a highly dubious

’lay
methodological assumption. Furthermore, and more relevant to my

interests, it obscures an interest in the way that people themselves

describe and account for thelr experiences. Some advantages of an
ethnomethodological interest in people’s accounts of personal
experiences are illustrated through a brief discussion of Smith'’s
(1978) analysis of the way langauge 1s used 1in a description of a
young girl’s decline into mental illness.

The kipds of analytic 1issues which are generated from an
ethnomethodological perspective on language use are detailed in
section 2 of Chapter Two. In particular I look at the flexibility of
descriptive resources which are available to natural language users,
and consider some of the practical, pragmatic tasks which are

mediated through talk in social interaction. In short, I focus on

moral and 1inferential aspects of descriptive practices. Having

established some properties of the medium through which people



describe their paranormal experiences, 1 turn to look at the ways
that accounts have been used as investigative resources by
parapsychologists.

Parapsychology is primarily a scientific discipline with a heavy
bias towards experimental, laboratory-based research. Throughout its
hundred year history, however, there have been periods in which
researchers-necessarily turned to reports of spontaneous experiences.
The work of the early 1nvestigators was almost entirely directed
towards establishing the ’facts’ of reported cases. In order to
obtain these facts, and to overcome difficulties perceived to be
assoclated with human testimony, résearchers conducted in-depth
interviews with the experients and collected numerous corroborative
accounts. Their studies, then, were, to a significant extent,
dependent upon the various descriptions they solicited.

The establishment of parapsychology as a scientific study ensured
that, for many years, there was 1little active 1interest in personal
accounts. One of the major developments that promoted the
scientific status of parapsychology, however, was the development and
application of statistics to assess the significance of experimental
results. Statistical tests eventually came to be employed in the
analysis of accounts of experiences. Through the use of various
coding ﬁrocedures, the character and incidence of specific aspects of
experiences were obtasined from reports. These were then assessed
statistically to investigate patterns within and relationships
between discrete categories of the experiences.

Within parapsychology, Louisa Rhine holds a special plece by virtue
of her studies of a mass of wunsolicited reports deposited at the

Parapsychology Laboratory at Duke University, North Carolina. In a



review of her work I emphasise the procedures she devised to overcome
the ’'reporting difficulties’ traditionally associated with human
testimony. Her research is also useful in that it illustrates the
kind of assumptions about the relationship between language and the

world which inform much parapsychological research concerned with

accounts of personal experiences.

In recent yvears there has been an 1increasing interest in the
phenomenology of paranormal experiences. I discuss this trend and
show how it relates to contemporary developments within the
discipline; in particular, Blackmore’s recent arguments for a 'new’
parapsychology, which takes as its point of departure a keener
interest in accounts of spontaneous experiences.

In discusging these four areas of research my point 1is that
parapsychologists have worked with what is now considered to be an
unsatisfactory view of language. They have assumed either that
written or spoken reports are, potentially, so unreliable as to be
anglytically worthless; or that descriptions of events are
essentially ’transparent’, to the extent that the researcher mav take
descriptions at face value. In each of the four types of
parapsychological research these assumptions are explicated and
criticised. To do this I draw on two sources: points raised 1in the
earlier discussion of the moral and inferential character of
language use; and methodological issues exposed in discourse analytic
critiques of sociological studies of science and experimental social
psychology; This critical appreciation of parapsychological research
is useful insofar as it allows me to i1llustrate further the character

of an ethnomethodological 1nterest in accounts of paranormal

experiences.



In section 4 of this chapter 1 consider Westrum’s studies of
'social intelligence’ about anomalies. In these he emphasises the
sociological significance of the processes through which accounts of
phenomena are transmitted from the experients to various official
bodies. This allows me to indicate that the activity of producing an
account in face-to-face interaction also warrants analytic_
investigatioh.

There are two contemporary approaches to the analysis of language
use which, 1in part, owe their  origins to ethnomethodological
thinking on the nature of natural language and its significance in
social life: discourse analysis and conversation analysis. These are

discussed 1n Chapter Three.

The term ’discourse analysis’® 1is associated with a variety of
intellectual positions in sociology and linguistics. In thils thesis
I use it to refer only +to that form of analysis which emphasises .

that language is a variable, constructive and functional medium. 1

trace two stages of 1its recent development: 1ts emnergence as a
methodclogical alternative to traditional sociological procedures in
the study of scientists’ actions and beliefs, and its subsequent
application to issues within traditional social psycholiogy.

Drawing on research findings from conversation analytic studies, 1
sketch a critical appreciation of the claims and objectives of
discourse analysis. In particular, I focus on four aspects of
language use which I feel are not given sufficient attention within
discourse analysis. First, that even single word selection may be an
organised outcome of locally-occasioned reasoning practices, and thus
the processes by which such selections are achieved are analytically

interesting. Second, discourse analysts focus on the



'interpretative’ resources embedded in  accounts through which
participants furnish a specific character, or ’'sense’, for the events
they describe. 1 argue that the way these resources are treated
tends to gloss important issues, namely, the ways 1in which
participants may employ specific structural features which inhere in
the trajeétory of prior utterances as interpretative resources.
Third, and felated to this point, I am interested 1in the ways
speakers use occasioned ’social identities’ as interactional
resources. Such 1dentities are accomplished in the fine-grained
detail of talk. With 1ts objectives pitched at broader levels,
however, discourse analysis does not provide the most satisfactory
perspective for a systematic appreciation of the practices which
inform ’identity management’ in the details of members® talk.
Finally, I argue that problematic issues regarding the relationship
between sequences of wutterances and their 'context’ 1invites
resolutions primarily derived from conversation analytic studies and
copsiderations. A conversation analytic approach is, therefore, more
applicable to the objectives of the present research.

Hitherto, conversation analysts have, almost exclusivelyv, studied
materials generated 1in telephone conversations and face-to-face
interaction involving two or more parties. The accounts used as

data for this research, however, are multi-unit, one-speaker turns,

as opposed to stories developed in the course of interaction.
Therefore it 1is necessary to discuss the appropriateness of a

conversation analytic mentality for the examination of monologue

materials, and this is done in section 5 of Chapter Three. ere, 1
argue that, although the nature of monologue talk may present

analytic problems -~ for example, the analyst has no recourse to the



'proof procedure’ which results from the way that participants’
utterances are designed to exhibit analyses of prior turns - these
are not intractable problens.

Chapter Four is the first analytic chapter. In this I take a small
data extract in which a speaker describes the first occasions on
which she noticed the occurrence of a strange noise, which she later
discovered to be caused by a discarnate spirit. The utterances which
compose this extract are subject to a rigorous analysis. This
exercise 1is not only in keeping with the analytic tradition
established by Harvey Sacks in his early lectures, but also allows me
to accomplish two objectves. First, to reveal how analytic
considerations generated in the 1nvestigation of other forms of
conversational materials can illuminate the way that this sequence

has been methodically produced. This 1in turn confirms the

applicability of a conversation analytic ~approach to the study of
one~speaker materials. Second, - to identify the range of
in?eractional concerns to which the speaker 1is orienting 1n the
construction and composition of these utterances. This establishes
themes and issues to be investigated in subsequent analytic chapters.
Thus, I use a single case analysis, &albeit loosely, as a conversation
analytic equivalent of a 'pilot’ study.

To summ;rise briefly, the analysis in Chapter Four explicates somne
of the resources used by the speaker to accomplish two tasks: to
provide for, and warrant, inferences about her competence as an
’ordinary’, 'normal’ person: and to design utterances which
incrementally reveal the mysterious character of the phenomenon she
is reporting. The analysis also explicates a normatively-prescribed

convention regarding the design of descriptive utterances to which



the speaker orients throughout the course of these utterances.
One 1mportant point to emerge from the analysis is that this
account, and indeed all accounts, consist of speakers’ reports of

their memories of the phenomena they have encountered. One aspect of

this feature of accounts of paranormal experiences is discussed 1n
detail in Chapter Five.

This chapter begins with the observation that there 1is a format
which 1s recurrent, not only in reports of paranormal events, but in
descriptions of dramatic events generally. This is identified as 1
was just doing X....when Y’; the 'Y’ component is used to introduce
into the account the speaker’s first awareness of the phenomenon, and
in the X’ component a reference is made to the mundane and trivial
activities or circumstances at the time of this experience. The
apparent aBility to recall trivial events which were happening at the
time of dramatic experiences has been the focus of considerable
attention within cognitive psychology. Here, I review one
explanantion which claims that traumatic events trigger the operation
of neurophysiological mechanisms which record ali information being
processed by the brain at that time, thus storing, and making
available f;r subsequent recall, otherwise unmemorable states of
affairs, Taking an alternative approach, I argue that these menory

formulations are sociallv-organised devices through which speakers

engage 1n specifically interactional business. The analysis takes
two directions. First, I try to explicate the procedures which
inform the speakers’ selection of items to describe their
circumstances at the time of their experiences. This suggests that
'X' components are constructed so as to provide for the mundaneity of

these states of affairs. Second, the analysis shows that speakers



orient to the possibility that their accounts may receive an
unsympathetic hearing. 1 examine some of the ways that gpeakers use
this device to attend to specific interactional tasks which derive
from the 1inauspiciousness of claiming to have had paranormal
experiences. For example, to defuse the possibility of attempts to
undermine the veridicality of the claimed experience.

The import&nce of this analysis 1s that it points to socially-
organised practices which inform the composition of memory
formulations which are produced naturally in the course of these
accounts. In this it draws attention to, and tries to explore, the
relationship between this specific type of memory - which has

hitherto been taken to be essentially a cognitive phenomenon - and

the interactional and pragmatic character of the medium through which
instances of these memories are produced.

The final analysis, rreported in Chapter 8Six, deals with some
instances of the use of reported speech in accounts of paranormal
events. I 1dentify some of the tasks accomplished through the
incorporation of active voices 1nto reports. For example, by
reporting someone else’s comments on a phenomenon, speakers may
display that the event they <¢laim to have experienced was also
observable to independent witnesses, thereby demonstrating the
'objectivity' of the phenomenon. Also, speakeré use active voices to
exhibit the ’normal’ character of their assumptions about the events
they were experiencing: that is, what ‘’anybody®’ would have thought
and done in these circumstances. By doing this speakers furnish
information from which recipients can make inferences which are
favourable to their broad objectives - to construct believable

accounts of unbelievable events.
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In the final section of this chapter I 1look at 1instances of
reported dialogue and focus on the way these sequences are organised.
In particular, a three-stage sequence is analysed. In the first
stage the speaker reports another’s voice talking about some aspect
of the paranormal phenomenon in question. In the second stage the
speaker employs an active volice to report their reaction to this
information; In the final sequence the other voice goes on to confim
the 'paranormality’ or 'objectivity' of the experience. Some of the
interactional benefits which accrue from this organisation are
discussed, and I attempt to explicate the basis for its effectiveness
by drawing on Schutz’s remarks on intefsubjectivity.

In the Conclusion 1 draw out some of the implications of the
present research. First, some comments are made about the
socliological study of belief 1in and claimed experiences of the
paranormal. I argue that there should be more sociological effort
directed to 1ncreasing our understanding of what appear to be stable
and recurrent cultural events. In this respect, it is suggested that
ethnomethodologically-informed studies could he particularly
1l1luminating, and I illustrate the kind of empirical issues that may
be addressed in such projects.

Second, I make some remarks about the relationship between
conversation analysis and discourse analysis. 1 focus priﬁarily on
the similarities between these two approaches, both in terms of their
analytic goals and their common intellectual heritage. Furthermore,
I suggest that certain discourse analytic emphases can be useful as
resources in the pursuit of conversation analytic goals, especially
in the study of materials which do not afford the benefits of the

'proof procedure’ available as & consequence of a co-interactants’
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publically-displayed interpretations of prior turns.

Finally, I turn to parapsychology. I consider Pinch'’s (1987)
recommendation that parapsychology should attempt to secure its place
in the scientific community by developing essentially pragmatic links
with the orthodox sciences{ Taking a lead from this, I suggest that
a rapprochement with the social sciences is equally important, and go
on to sketch some of the implications of ethnomethodological
considerations on the constructive character of language use for some
areas of parapsychological research. In particular, I argue that

such an approach constitutes one step towards a ’'new’ psychical

research.
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CHAPTER ONE:

ON THE ANALYSIS OF ACCOUNTS OF ANOMALOUS PHENOMENA

1 Introduction

The following extracts come from accounts of personal encounters
with anomalous forces and entities, The first is taken from a taped
interview, the second is from a study-of '01d Hag’l experiences and

the third 3s taken from an article in a parapsychology journal.

'As 1 said, you know, 1 was playing 1in a darts match
over Leighton Buzzard: I Jleft there about twenty past
nine and I was driving through Stanbridge...and there’s
a road down there called Peddar’s Lane...about 100
vards past there the street lights finish. There was a
figure 1 [saw] on the left-hand side, thumbing a lift
down there. I pulled up °‘in front of hin, so I could
see him walking back in the headlights.

He had a dark-coloured jumper on, dark-coloured
trousers, with a white open-collared shirt. He came up
to the motor; he got in there and sat down - he even
opened the door himself, 1 had nothing to do with
opening the door. I asked him where he was going and he
Jjust pointed up the road - never sald a word. So 1
assumed he was either going to Dunstable or .Totternhoe.

So I was driving up the road, I suppose 1 was driving
for -~ what, four, five or si1xXx minutes, 1 suppose,
doing a speed of about 40 minimum.

I turned round to offer him a cigarette and the bloke
had disappeared.

I braked, had a quick look in the back to see if he
was there. He wasn’t and I just gripped the wheel and
drove like hell.’ (Goss 1984: 90) [original emphasis]

N— — W R Al — i — A e e S

1 For a further discussion of these experiences, see footnote
no. 1, Chapter Six: 'Voices’,
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’It happened 1last Thursday between 6.30 and 7, and it
happened on the second floor of the library, which is
unusual. And I’ve been studying. 1I’ve been preparing
for a microbiology exan. And I've been putting in a
lot of 1late hours, and I was tired and getting about
four hours of sleep a night. Three hours sometimes and
I was really very fatigued. And---—-1I’d been studying
in the library for about three hours, And then 1
decided, "Well, I think you should go and lay down
before you fall out. Because you’re really tired," you
know. I went to a sofa that’s on the floor and I
thought "Well, I’1]1 lie down on the sofa." And sofas
being sofas I could really only 1lie down on 1t on my
back, which was a bad choice. (Laughs.) So I was lying
on my back and had my hands across my chest, and I had
a series of about three or four very quick dreams which
to me made no sense, because they didn’t really pertain
to anvthing that-—---that was familiar to me. They were
very obscure episodes. [----1 can’t even describe
them. But I know each one of them shocked me into
waking suddenly. And I had the impression that they
only lasted for about fifteen seconds apiece. And I
know when I finally woke from the last one I said

"Well, come on. Stop," you know. You know, "Why are
vou----your mind 1s Jjust racing. Just relax and lie
down. You’ll be OK." So, I laid back down. And I

closed my eyes, and hands folded across my chest—----

And T had the impression that 1 could hear someone
coming behind me. But I said, "Well 1 don’t----" You
know, '"They’ll pass by." And I could hear the
footsteps, and 1 said, '"Well, they’re going to pass on
bv me, and I hope they don’t mess with me, whoever they
are. I hope it's not somebody who comes by and messes
with me." And the next thing I knew I heard a female
voice and----The voice wasn’t really familiar to me.
But the voice addressed me like she knew me. Or it
knew me. And it said, '"You knew that I would come."
Something like that. And----then there was a lot of
talk about her----her face. Or her appearance. And
she didn’t want me to look at her or something, because
of her face. And all this time I remember 1 had my
eyes closed, and I kept thinking, "Well, who is this?
Who’s playing this----Who'’s who's talking?" And the
next thing I knew, my-—---The pressure-—--on my arms.
And I couldn’t move. I couldn’t move anything. And it
was at this point I said, '"Hold it. Wait a minute.
Who’s messing around with me?" And I could still hear
her talking, but 1 couldn’t make out the words too
clearly. But I'’m saying, "Who'’s messing around. Let
me see who’s messing around. Let me see who’s messing
around with me."

And while I could still feel the pressure, I looked
up and there was nobody there. But the pressure was
still there. And that scared me!’ (Huf ford 1982: 81-
2) [original emphasis]
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'Two years ago my parents went away on a short
vacation. Shortly after they left on their trip my son
became very 1ill and had an extremely high temperature.
Early the next morning I was surprised to see my mother
and father driving in the driveway. Mother rushed in
and said, "I had a terrible dream. I dreamed 1 kissed
Bobby and he was burning with fever and when I turned
around Bud (my brother) was standing there with a big
hole in his head, pouring blood." I told her that
Bobby was terribly sick but that my brother Rud had
gone to work as usual that morning and was Just fine.
In less than an hour my brother, a lineman for Southern
Bell Telephone Company, had been brought home by his
foreman with a big hole cut above his left eye and
bleeding profusely.’ (Dale, White and Murphy 1962:
13)

‘The topic of this thesis are accounts of direct personal
experiences with anomalous forces and events of the kind illustrated
in these extracts. Other types of reported phenomena will include
contact with the dead, encounters with ghosts, mystical revelation,
apparitional manifestations, attacks by demonic forces, poltergeist
disturbances, clairvoyance, precognition, telepathic experiences, and
UFO sightings.

Events such as these may be far from uncommon: Blackmore'’s (1982a})
investigation of the out-of-body experience leads her to conclude
that as many as one person 1n every ten may have had an experience of
this kind. Thus, 1in the United Kingdom alone, there may be as many
as five million case histories of this experience. Given the wide
array of paranormal phenomena which are reported, we can only
speculate at the total number of individuals who have had a direct
encounter with some sort of anomaly.

Neither are these experiences peculiar to contemporary culture. A
recent study of the relationship between society and the paranormal
begins with well-documented, illustrative examples of the range of

phenomena 1in question: a manifestation of an apparition, a
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levitation, mediumistic powers, knowledge of the death of a distant
relative and a U.F.0 sighting. These events occurred in 1610, 1645,
1868, 1920 and 1967 respectively (Evans 1982). Cursory examination
of some of the more serious literature devoted to the paranormal
reveals that people have been making reports of 1incidents of this
kind throughout recorded history. (For example: Blackmore 1982a;
Evans 1982; 1984:; 1987; Gauld 1982: Levi 1982; McClure 1983; Vallee

1966; Zohar 1982.) As William James wrote:

’The phenomena are there, lying broadcast over the

surface of history. No matter where you open 1its
pages, you find things recorded under the name of
divinations, inspirations, demoniacal possessions,

apparlitions, ¢trances, ecstasies, miraculous healings
and productions of disease, and occult powers possessed
by peculiar 1individuals over persons and things in
their neighbourhood....Look behind the pages of
official history, in personal memoirs, legal documents,
and popular narratives and books of anecdotes, and you
will find that there never was a time when these things

were not reported as abundantly as now.’ (James 1979
(1897]: 223)

The primary objective of this  chapter 1s to consider previous
soéiological research which has, 1in broad terms, dealt with issues
concerning the paranormal. I want to show that throughout this
research there has been 1little attention given to accounts of
direct, personal contact with anomalous phenomena, and to sketch an
outline of the range and character of sociological questions which
may be explored through the analysis of accounts.

Hitherto, the study of reports of this kind has been the preserve
of parapsychology (the most sustained and organised study of

paranormal phenomena), psychic researchers, UFO research groups and

committed 1ndividuals. Thus, 1t 1s necessary, first, to look
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briefly at the history of parapsychology. This allows us to locate
the 1importance of accounts of paranormal events within the
development of this discipline, and also to outline some of the

attitudes to the use of accounts displayed by parapsychologists.

2 A brief history of parapsychology

The study of the paranormal was stimulated by two events: the
srowing popular interest in spiritualism and the possibility of some
form of continued existence after death; also, the 1increasing
awareness of the occurrence of a wide variety of anomalous mental
experiences, such as precognition and telepathy. (For a more
complete history of the study of psychical phenomena, see Gauld 1968;
Haynes 1982: Mauskopf and McVaugh 1980; Nicol 1982.)

Spiritualiém began 1in the '1840’5 in the United States when two
voung sisters in New York became the apparent focus for a series of
strange rappings and knockings. These sounds seemed to have no
phgsical cause {(Jung 1977: 92ff). Eventually, a method was devised
by which the noise could be asked questions; the answers to these
claimed that the source of the noises was the spirit of a man who had
been murdered in the house where the girls were living.

The girls quickly became celebrities. When they visited other
cities the nolses appeared to follow them,, and they were able to
engage in conversations with the dead through the knocks and raps
produced by their spirits. In the wake of their popularity and their
travels, many other individuals claimed to communicate with the

spirits of the dead, and this ability came to be known as mediumship.
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The popularity and fame of spiritualism grew, spreading across the
United States and eventually to Europe (McVaugh and Mauskopf 1976).
Although spiritualism developed into a religious movement which even
todéy still boasts a considerable number of churches, 1its primary
significance 1is that it popularised, and gave credence to, the
possibility that people could, in some form, survive death.?

At approximately the same time, within certain intellectual
circles, there was a growlng awareness of what came to be known as
spontaneous psychic experiences. It was felt that, given
sufficiently rigorous investigation, events of this kind could
furnish insights about the nature of the universe, and the human
beings who populated it. Many of the-founder members of the Society
for Psychical Research were motivated by such 'quasi-metaphysical’
interests (Blackmore 1988a; 1988b).

The first society specifically concerned with the study of psychic
events was the Cambridge University Society for Psvchical Research.
The Oxford equivalent, the O;ford Phantasmological Society, was
established in 1875 (Nicol 1972). Both organisations were eclipsed,
ho%ever, by the founding of the Society for Psychical Research 1in
1882. The Society was heavily influenced by Cambridge academics,
especially those of Trinity College. The first President, Henry
Sidgwick, was a Fellow of Trinity, as were other notable members,
such as Edmund Gurney and F. W. H. Myers. Despite the link with such
a prestigious university, however, 1initial research 1in Britain was

conducted largely by private individuals who possessed sufficient

personal resources to fund their activities.

2 For recent discussions of the survival issue, see Kastenbaum
(1984), and Thouless (1984).
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The early 1nvestigators tried to adopt the methodological protocol
of the physical sciences: collating evidence, testing hypotheses and
verifying first-hand reports of experiences. In their attempts to
infuse the study of psychic phenomena with scientific rigour, these
researchers charted the path for future studies, in particular, those
conducted within the auspices of universities. For example, much of
the early research in Britain established techniques and approaches
which were later to be refined by J. B. Rhine 1in the United Stateé.
Tyrrell (1938) pioneered a card-guessing methodology during the
1920°'s; Olliver (1932) experimentally distinguished between
telepathy and clairvoyance. These developments either pre-dated, or
were contemporary with, Rhine’s paradigmatic influence on psychical
research.

The initial stages of what later came to be known as
parapsychology thus reflected two concerns: to establish the
phenomena as a proper subject for academic 1nquiry; and the
development of the scientific study of these phenomena. Both these
are evident 1in the way that much of the early research was conducted
according to the procedures of other experimental sciences.

The American Society for Psychical Research (A. S. P. R.) was
founded in Boston in 1885. Like its British counterpart, the members
were originally interested in spiritualism, but soon came to direct
more of their energies towards establishing a scientific approach to
the phenomena (Palfreman 1979). Unlike their British colleagues,
however, the American researchers enjoyed the assistance, albeit
limited, of university departments. Furthermore, there was a greater.
interest in the wuse of statistics to assess the validity of

experimental studies. In 1912 at Stanford University, J. F. Coover
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tried to find out if human behaviour could be influenced through the
exercise of will-power, Although he produced no positive results,
his work was important 1in that it was conducted with strictly
controlled procedures. Some years later at Harvard, L. T. Troland
devised an experiment to test for the ability of subjects to
influence mentally the operation of an electrical circuit. This too
was a landmark, for it was the first research to employ a machine
specifically designed to test for psychic phenomena (McVaugh and
Mauskopf 1976).

In both the United States and Europe, then, there was a movement
towards adopting standard procedures and methodological techniques 1n
the study of psychical phenomena. Thus, in 1927, when J. B. Rhine
was appointed to the psychology department at Duke University, North
Carolina, there were sufficient preconditions for the establishment
of a thoroughly scientific approach tq the understanding of anomalous
mental events.

Rhine’s work 1s of central importance in the history of the study
of the paranormal insofar as it had a paradigmatic influence on
fu£ure research. He devised replicable experiments and produced a
standard terminology, employing for the first time the ¢title
'parapsychology’. The subjects for his experiments were ordinary
individuals, not self-confessed mediums or ’psychic stars’; and his
experimental results were analysed with sophisticated statistical
techniques, and furnished numerous significant results. He tested to
see if psychic abilites were effected by variables such as distance,
or drug-induced altered states of consciousness, thereby raising a
variety of 1ssues which 'subsequently became the focus for further

research. HHe supervised research students who later continued
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working in other university departments, and he founded the Journal

of Parapsyvchology, which quickly became the pre-eminent forum for the

publication of empirical and theoretical papers.

The consequence of Rhine’s efforts was that the investigation of
paranormal phenomena  became synonymous with laboratory-based
experimental studies. The spontaneous experiences which had prompted
the founding fathers of psychical research were considered to
provide, at best, only anecdotal evidence, and this was considered to
be insufficient for a scientific discipline.

Accounts of personal experiences were not 1ignored altogther.
Rhine’é wife, Louisa Rhine, spent many years studying reports of
experiences which occurred in everyday life, and we shall consider
her contribution 1in more detail later. For present purposes,
however, we may note that this area of research was thought to be
useful only because it offered the possibility of furnishing
information about the occurrence of psychic events 1n a natural
environment, which might then be utilised in the design of ever more
sophisticated laboratory studies.

ﬁuring the 1940’s and 1950’s parapsychology seemed to thrive. In
1957 the Parapsychological Association was formed, and in 1969 it was
allowed to affiliate with the American  Association for the
Advancement of Science.3

Despite a sudden renewal of interest in the paranormal during the
late 1960°’°s and early 1970’s (Truzzi 1971; 1974a; 1974hb),
professional parapsychology has had a difficult 1last twenty years.

Universities are now reluctant to have parapsychology laboratories

3  However, three previous applications had been rejected
(Collins and Pinch 1979: 254).
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officially affiliated to them. The laboratory established by Rhine,
for example, 1s now an independent research unit - the Foundation for
Research 1nto the Nature of Man - and has no formal links with the
university. (The exception to this trend is the recent appointment
of a Professor of Parapsychology at the University of Edinburgh.
This Chair, however, is funded by private money bequeathed in the
will of the writer, Arthur Koestler.) Despite the evidence accrued
from a massive number of experimental studies, orthodox scientists
are hesitant to accept the claim that psychic events exist, and that
parapsychology 1is a ’proper’ science. Indeed, its critics have
become particularly strident, vocal and well-organised in their
denuqciation of knowledge claims produced by parapsychologists

(Collins and Pinch 1979; Pinch and Collins 1984; see the journal The

Skeptical Inquirer, published by the Committee for the Scientific

Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal). Moreover, some of the
mosf impressive evidence for psychic abilities has been found to be
fraudulent (Markwick 1978; 1985; Nicol 1975; Rogo 1985; see also the
exchange between Blackmore 1987, and Sargent 1987).

in a recent historical study, Mauskopf and McVaugh (1980) conclude
that the prospect for parapsychology 1is bleak. Support for this
comes from a recent exchange  between two professional
parapsychologists and a committed skeptical psychologist, 1in the

journal Behavioral and Brain Sciences {(Alcock 1987; Rao and Palmer

1987). This exchange suggests that the critical debate between the
two camps has become stagnant: the parapsychologists make cautious
and measured claims for the existence of minute extra-sensory
influences -detected By increasingly sophisticated experimental

studies; the skeptic elevates parapsychology’s (implicit) claim to be
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a revolutionary science and finds no evidence to support 1it.
Sociologists of science who have analysed this debate have noted that
the terms in which it has been conducted rarely seem to develop
(Pinch 1987). It appears that science alone 1s 1incapable of
arbitrating upon the existence or non-existence of paranormal
phenomena.

It is not only sociologists and skeptics who have noted that
parapsycholOgy has“‘mqge little progress in its attempt to become an
accepted member of the scientific community. In a series of papers,
Blackmore argues that parapsychology has failed to establish its
subject, and has made no significant contribution towards an
understanding of human nature. To rectify this, she suggests that it

must discard many of its fundamental assumptions. In particular, she

3

focuses on the concept of ’psi’ - the mental ability which is claimed

to be present in all forms of psychic phenomena (Blackmore 198%a;
1988a; 1988b).

Blackmore argues that the search for evidence of psi has led the
discipline down a blind alley, especially as this has obscured
interest 1n those events which 1initially stimulated psychical
research: spontaneous experiences of anomalous phenomena. Blackmore
urges that these experilences are the proper subject for
parapsychological investigation, not the nebulous concept of psi.
She has no doubt that these experiences occur; the 1ssue 1s to
explain why they occur and take the form they do.

We will assess Blackmore’s appeal for a new psychical research in a

later chapter. For our purposes here, however, we need only make the
following observation: that the character of the study she

recommends in place of traditional parapsychology relies heavily on
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the use of people’s accounts of their experiences. For example, 1n
analysing the phenomenological features of the out-of-body
experience, in the study of precognitive dreams and 1n the
examination of spontaneous poltergeist activity, the parapsychologist
does not have direct access to the phenomenon under investigation.
Thus, as long as paranormal phenomena remain ’elusive'’, the

researcher must 1inevitably wuse first-hand reports as a primary

resource. As Blackmore herself has stated: “ﬂ\\

'The phenomena [of parapsychology] are essentially
accounts of people’s experiences.’ (Blackmore 1988b:

56 )

Insofar as the subject matter of this thesis are precisely such
accounts, there is a clear connection with the type of research
envisaged by Blackmore. Before further elaborating this connection,

howvever, it 1s necessary to outline previous sociological work on

aspects of the paranormal.

3 The sociological investigation of the paranormal

In the late 1960’s and early 1970's there occurred in Western
nations a massive resurgence of popular interest in those forms of
experiences and beliefs commonly referred to as occult. For example,
take the extent of popular interest 1in astrology: 1in the United
States during the mid-1970’s there were as many as 10,000 full-time
and 175,000 part-time astrologers, who, either through personal

contact or newspaper and magazine astrology columns, catered for an
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estimated 40,000,000 people. The popularity of astrological
forecasts was not limited only to the United States, but was common
also in France, West Germany and Japan (Truzzi 1975). Moreover, a

variety of people sought involvement in one form or another: research

showed that 21% of the books in the campus bookshop at the University
of Pittsburgh dealt with the subject of astrology (McConnell and
McConnell 1971); also, a study of the readership of one occult
magazine revealed that a high percentage of the subscribers had
professional occupations (Hartman 1976).

There were other factors which further stimulated popular interest
in aspects of the occult For example, the publications of J. B.
Rhine on parapsychology promoted belief in the existence of events
such as ESP and and precognition. Fastern religions and forms of
mysticism were popularised by rock music celebrities. The study of
magic became fashionable, and the number of covens grew throughout
the United States and Western Europe, culminating in establishment of
the Church of Satan 1in San Francisco. The writings of Erich von
Daniken (1971: 1974), which claimed that primitive civilisations had
been visited by extraterrestrials, enjoyed massive commercial
success, and the advent of Uri Geller in the early 1970’s led to a
dramatic public awareness of psychokinesis and other forms of
paranormal mental faculties.

Social scientific research which was prompted by these events
roughly followed two paths: an attempt to discover the social and
social-psychological characteristics of people who believed 1in the
existence of, or claimed to have experienced, anomalous events; and
the investigation of the cultural changés which had facilitated the

resurgence of popular interest in the occult. While neither approach
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looked directly at accounts of paranormal experiences, they are still
important for our purposes because they raise for discussion a

variety of issues relevant to the study of accounts.

[a] The social correlates of paranormal experiences

This approach attempted to locate the sociological characteristics
of individuals who claimed either to have experienced paranormal
phenomena, or who expressed the belief that such phenomena existed.
In much. of this research there was an overriding concern to provide
a sociological account for these experiences and beliefs. That is,
researchers worked, explicitly or implicitly, on the assumption that
there is a significant correlation -between a variety of social
characteristics and belief in or experience of the occult. Moreover,
that this supported the conclusion that these beliefs or experiences
were in some way a consequence of the individual'’s social position or
social-psychological traits.

Wuthnow’s (1976) paper on belief in the power of astrological
predictions provides a particularly striking example of this
assumption. He reports that the tendency to believe that planetary
forces influence human behaviour 1is strongest amongst groups which
are marginal in society. The greatest appeal 1is 1n the poorly-
educated, the wunemployed, ethnic minorities, females, the unmarried,
those over-weight, those under-weight, the 111, recently bereaved or
the lonely. From his research he concludes that, for these groups,
astrology may act as a substitute for more conventional religious
belief. Astrology, then, has a functional role for the deprived as
1t is, essentially, a coping mechanism.

A similar theme informs Moody’s (1974) participant observation
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study of a coven in San Francisco. Between 1965 and 1967 Moody
studied the dimensions and practices of the group. His analysis
claims to reveal the social and social-psychological character of the
members who participated in the coven’s activities. He argues that
'pathological’ traits were exhibited by many members of the coven.

The most common trait was:

a high level of general anxiety related to 1low self-

esteem and a feeling of inadequacy.’ (Moody 1974:
226)

Moody suggests this syndrome was related to interpersonal conflict
in the nuclear family of the members 6f the coven. For example, 85%
of the group claimed that their childhood was disrupted either by
divorce or alcoholism of the parents. Their adult lives were no more
successful or happy: many members of the coven had failed 1n their
social, business and sexual relationships. The implication is clear,
1f not articulated explicitly: that the resort to witchcraft was a
response by the members of the coven to the cumulative pressures
exerted by the miserable circumstances of their lives.

In both these studies the analysts provide a sociological account
for the behaviour and beliefs of the people they have studied. In
doing so they display a "commitment to what might be termed a
'sociology of error’ approach (Bloor 1976). That is, they are
furnishing accounts of events which are deemed to reveal the true
causes of the beliefs of the participants. These sociological
accounts are, therefore, superior to those which the participants
themselves may offer as accounts of their actions.

Social-psychological analyses of aspects of belief in or experience
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of anomalous phenomena provide explicit examples of the assumption
of the superiority of the analyst’s account. Warren (1970) examined
the various status positions held by people who had claimed to have
seen UFO’s. He looked at status inconsistents - people who hold
conflicting social positions. For example, a black, working class
doctor practising in a predominantly white middle class area may feel
tension arising from the conflict between his professional and ethnic
statuses. Warren found that status inconsistenté were more likely to
have reported UFO sightings than status consistents. From this he
concluded that the tendency to believe that one had witnessed an
anomaly of this kind was causally related to the problems resulting
from status 1nconsistency. Littig (1971) argued that belief in the
extraterrestrial origin of UFOs 1S significantly related to
affiliation motivation - a ’human disposition to be accepted and
loved by others’ (Littig 1971: 3@8). Both reseachers assume that the
real root 'of belief in or experience of UFOs 1s 1in underlying
social-psychological processes, and  that these are preponderant
amongst individuals who are, in some way, frustrated or deprived.

fhe work of Bourque (1968) and Bourque and Back (1969) examines the
phenomenon of religious or mnmystical anomalies in relation to the
social-structural position of the individuals claiming to have had
such experiences. They begin with the observation that the
experience of altered states of consciousness seems to have two
primary forms: the religious and the ‘aesthetic transcendental state.
They attempt to discover whether there are two distinct experiences,
or whether the same phenomenon is being comprehended and described in
two aifferent ways. They conclude that the character of the

underlying experiences is the same, but that the significance
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attributed to transcendental experiences depends upon class position,
religious affiliation and marginality. They regard the individual’s
social characteristics as having a crucial importance in determining
the phenomenological forms of the experience. For example, they
argue that the people who report religious transcendental experiences
share a number of common features (Bourque and Back 1968). These
individuals display a great deal of ’ego-anxiety’, and a degree of
'social anxiéty’; they are relatively disinterested in economic or
aesthetic concerns, but they are highly oriented to religious values.

They go on to conclude:

'In fact, in the 1light of their anxiety levels and
their concern with social values, it may be indicated
that Lhe experience 1itself 1is a structured group
attempt to overcome feelings of frustration and

alienation.’” (Bourque and Back 1968: 38) [emphasis
added]

In a later paper they take a more 1linguistic stance. Following
Bernstein (e.g., 1972), they argue thét certain strata in society
have access to specific 1linguistic resources, and it is the use of
these differentially available resources that deter<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>