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ABSTRACTS 



Cyberpsychics: The subjective experiences of psychic readings on the 

Internet 

Tamlyn Ryan, University of York 

 

In the 1970s, Jorgensen (1992) conducted participant observational research 

into esoteric culture, taking on the role of professional practitioner of the 

occult Tarot. Thirty years later, the Internet and World Wide Web cannot be 

ignored as an excellent medium through which a wide range of esoteric, or 

indeed occult, spiritual or ‗new-age‘, practices such as the Tarot, mediumship 

and psychic readings are offered. Further, psychic services are offered in 

different ways on the Internet. For instance, through commercial ventures 

such as those relating to premium-rate telephone, text and email readings, or 

through personal web pages and EBay. 

 

However, very little is known about readings that are offered for free through 

virtual communities based on psychic-spiritual interests. This research 

considers people‘s subjective experiences of psychic readings on the Internet; 

paying particular attention to those readings offered free of charge through 

virtual community message board forums. Psychic readings are offered in this 

way as integral to the reader‘s spiritual orientation. That is, the person 

offering readings without requesting payment is usually doing so because 

they want to help other people and because they believe it contributes to their 

own spiritual development. Virtual communities are thought to provide a 

supportive environment in which to practice such readings. 

 

This paper will explore the various applications that may be used for giving 

and receiving readings on the Internet and will discuss appropriate methods 

for research into the subjective experiences of using the Internet for psychic 

readings. In particular, this will include a consideration of the researcher 

emulating Jorgensen‘s participant observational study by becoming the 

‗Cyberpsychic‘, offering free readings in online social spaces. Data collected 



through participant observation and online interviews will be analysed using 

the ethnomethodological approach of phenomenology. 

 



 

Discarnate entities and dimethyltryptamine (DMT): Psychopharmacology, 

phenomenology and ontology 

Dr David Luke, University of Hertfordshire 

 

The highly psychoactive molecule N,N -dimethyltryptamine (or simply DMT), 

is found naturally occurring in the brains of humans, mammals, and some 

other animals, as well as in a broad range of species of the plant kingdom. 

Amazonian shamans have made use of this chemical for its visionary 

properties for thousands of years, most likely, and take it as part of a 

decoction frequently called ayahuasca, which translates from Quechua as ―vine 

of the spirits‖. The psychedelic brew is taken because it gives rise to 

extraordinary mental phenomena that have shamanic and supposed healing 

qualities, such as synesthesia, ostensible extra-dimensional percepts, out-of-

body experiences, psi experiences and perhaps most commonly, encounters 

with discarnate entities. When described by independent DMT participants 

the entities encountered tend to vary in detail but are often very similar in 

type, with similar behavioural characteristics, opening up a wealth of 

questions as to the reality (i.e., the ontology) of these entities. The discussion 

of the phenomenology and ontology of these entities will mix research from 

the fruits of science – parapsychology, ethnobotany and psychopharmacology 

– and the foamy custard of folklore, anthropology, mythology, cultural studies 

and related disciplines.  



Spirits and spirits: seeing ghosts while under the influence 

Paul Cowdell, University of Hertfordshire 

 

Stimulants recur as a theme throughout historical discussions of ghosts. In 

1804, a plot to lay the Hammersmith Ghost by force was hatched in the bar of 

the White Hart pub. This had tragic consequences, with a white-clad 

bricklayer being shot dead. 

 

Perhaps more typically, stimulants are often behind practical jokes. In 19th 

century Balsham (Cambridgeshire), a pub wager was laid that one man 

wouldn‘t bring back a skull from the graveyard. When he went down into the 

open grave his fellow-drinkers, hiding behind gravestones, pretended to be 

the voices of the dead – to absolutely no effect. Psychologists have also looked 

at the effects of stimulants on perception itself. Jung warned against 

underestimating the role of alcohol, saying that, like other narcotics, it 

‗increases suggestibility‘. My ongoing ethnographic fieldwork into 

contemporary belief in ghosts in England suggests that this may not be the 

whole story. Informants have willingly discussed their altered states of 

consciousness during ghost experiences, and have openly negotiated the 

implications of these. One informant met a deceased friend at a rave. A friend, 

who also saw the deceased, attributed the experience entirely to the influence 

of drugs. My informant sought to balance this influence with his wider beliefs, 

and to understand the ways of discussing the experience. Another informant, 

extremely sensitive to ghosts, had stopped drinking in certain places because 

the alcohol left her more open to apparitions. This paper will examine 

informants‘ own negotiations of the relationship between perception and 

altered states, and place these in the broader context of ghost narratives. 



 

Ambassadors of Spirit 

Tony Hegarty 

 

This paper briefly describes a study of human - dolphin encounters in 

the open sea by six co-researchers. It focuses on the nature of their 

Transpersonal/Anomalous therapeutic experiences and seeks to redefine 

these as examples of evolving human consciousness in the Cosmos. 

 

 



Science, Pseudoscience, and the Demarcation Problem 

Ian James Kidd, University of Durham 

 

The study of anomalous experiences often suffers from the allegation that 

such inquiries are 'pseudoscientific'. Critics often raise this criticism against 

disciplines such as parapsychology. However defining what constitutes 

'science' and pseudoscience' is far from apparent. During the early twentieth 

century, philosophers of science spent much time and energy attempting to 

provide a 'demarcation criteria' by which the scientific status of particular 

disciplines could be assessed. The most popular such attempt was Karl 

Popper's 'falsificationism' which held that a theory was 'pseudoscientific' if it 

could not be proved to be false. Subsequent investigation by later historians 

and philosophers of science made clear that Popper's demarcation criterion is 

untenable but unfortunately by this time the debate was abandoned without 

any clear resolution. However despite the persistent absence of any viable 

demarcation criterion, scientists and sceptics continue to invoke 

'pseudoscientific' as a rhetorical device for the dismissal and exclusion of 

'unorthodox' theories and disciplines. I argue that since no demarcation 

criterion is as yet forthcoming these constant appeals to 'pseudoscientific' 

status of parapsychology (and other anomalistic disciplines) should be 

suspended until such a criterion can be provided. I then develop this claim by 

drawing upon contemporary philosophical emphasis on 'scientific pluralism' 

to argue that not only did philosophy of science fail to provide any tenable 

demarcation criterion, subsequent developments in that discipline-

particularly contemporary emphasis on the 'pluralistic' and 'disunified' nature 

of science-make the very idea of a demarcation criterion increasingly 

implausible. I conclude by considering the implications of these two 

arguments for scientific attitudes towards those disciplines concerned with 

the study of anomalous experiences and suggest that 'demarcation' functions 

mainly as a sociological device to exclude certain areas of inquiry. 

 



Reproducing anomalous experiences in the laboratory: A review of some 

recent research developments in parapsychology 

Dr Chris Roe, University of Northampton 

 

Popular understandings of experimentation in parapsychology tend to 

concentrate on the card-guessing approach adopted by J.B. Rhine and 

colleagues 70 years ago. There have been many new developments and 

refinements since that time, although they still place an emphasis on 

imposing security measures to rule out normal communication, random 

selection of target material to rule out inference, and quantitative outcomes 

that are amenable to statistical analysis to control for subjective validation 

biases. Such lines of research have produced statistically significant outcomes 

suggestive of some anomaly, but have not produced efficiency gains in sizes 

of effects of levels of ‗classical‘ replication. This may reflect our limited 

understanding of the nature and mechanism(s) of such putative phenomena. 

For example, case collections of spontaneous paranormal experiences suggest 

that in many instances psi might be characterised as essentially an 

unconscious process (cf. Radin, 1997; Rhine, 1962), yet most traditional 

experimental designs expect participants to be able to ‗be psychic‘ to order. 

However, more recently a number of relatively successful experimental 

protocols in parapsychology have been designed to address the problem of 

how to detect psi if it is essentially unconscious, and these fall into two broad 

categories: monitoring physiological changes that don‘t reach conscious 

awareness; and looking for consequences for performance on a different 

explicit task. These studies will be briefly reviewed here to give a flavour of 

the methods adopted and the results they have achieved. Some of the latter 

work is designed to test Rex Stanford‘s (1990) influential Psi Mediated 

Instrumental Response (PMIR) model, which suggests that psi is essentially 

goal oriented, responding to basic needs and environment threats or 

opportunities, and operating below the level of conscious awareness, so the 

person needn‘t intend to use psi, nor be aware that they are — indeed this 



might even be counter-productive. Recent research at Northampton designed 

to test this model will be described. 


