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Does your dog know when it is time for walkies, even if you are in a different room when you decide to take it out?  Can you sometimes tell that you are being stared at, even when your kibitzer is some distance away and completely hidden?  If so, Rupert Sheldrake (www.sheldrake.org) would like to hear from you.  He has compiled a database of over 5,000 such cases, and would be glad to learn of any more.

Many of the stories from Sheldrake’s database are recounted in The Sense of Being Stared At.  In one case, a family’s cat woke up and started meowing pitifully just after their son had suffered serious injuries in a road accident.  In another example, a feeling of impending disaster persuaded a mother to move her baby’s cot just seconds before a heavy curtain rail would have collapsed on it.  A soldier’s powerful sense of being watched in the Malayan jungle made him turn just as a stalking terrorist was raising his rifle.  A horse prevented its owner from walking under a wattle tree that was about to fall down.  And so on.

Rupert Sheldrake has been in this line of business for some time.  Thirty years ago he was an orthodox scientist researching the biochemistry of plant development in Cambridge, England.  But he had doubts about the orthodox materialist theory of plant growth.  Then one of his professors introduced him to research on telepathy.  He has never looked back.  This is his fifth book since his original The Science of Life (1981), not to mention four other co-authored volumes.  Precognition, telepathy and clairvoyance provide the regular themes.  Sheldrake also has a theory about the genesis of these phenomena, hinging on the possibility of ‘morphic resonance’ in ‘morphogenetic fields’. 

While he does not spare the arresting anecdotes, Sheldrake is enough of a scientist to know that you can’t prove anything by stories alone.  After all, a few surprising coincidences will always happen by chance, and no doubt some of these will find their way to www.sheldrake.org.  So Sheldrake adds plenty of hard experimental data to back up his stories.  For example, he describes a series of experiments in which ‘lookers’ stare at subjects at randomly determined times, and the subjects have to judge when they are being stared at.  Sheldrake reports a consistent pattern of positive scores, even in trials where the subjects were blindfolded and separated from the lookers by closed windows.  The subjects achieved a proportion of correct answers that would have been overwhelmingly unlikely if they had merely been guessing at random.

This is typical of the many experiments on paranormal effects that Sheldrake recounts.  The experiments are carefully designed to rule out conventional influences, yet still deliver significant results.  Not that humans are by any means perfect at knowing when they are being stared at, or telling what some distant person is thinking, or anticipating which card is about to be turned over.  They get plenty of wrong answers along with the right ones.  But Sheldrake’s data still indicate that they are getting far too many right answers for this to be explained by chance alone.

There is a venerable Cambridge tradition of serious scientific research into the paranormal.  Over a century ago, Victorian academics like Freddie Myers and Henry Sedgwick reacted to the loss of Christian faith by seeking scientific evidence for some non-material realm.  It is a little-known quirk of intellectual history that many widely respected modern statistical techniques were first developed in the endeavour to show that apparently paranormal effects can’t be due to chance.  Sheldrake is happy to place himself squarely in this tradition.  His commitment to a ‘sixth sense’ isn’t grounded in hope and faith, but on hard experimental data. 

So why don’t I believe any of it?  Sheldrake poses a serious challenge to those of us who react to his views with scientific scepticism.  After all, there are no obvious grounds for distrusting what he says.  He seems completely sincere, and there is no doubt about his intellectual sophistication.  His experiments are well designed, and they are subject to serious statistical analysis.  Of course, there are plenty of professional debunkers who report that they aren’t able to reproduce his experimental results.  But this is par for the course in science.  It’s not always easy to repeat tricky experiments.  So occasional failures aren’t necessarily regarded as damning, as long as there are some successful repetitions too.  By this criterion Sheldrake does fine, for he can certainly cite plenty of friendly researchers who do report that they have reproduced his results.

If you ask me, the trouble with Sheldrake isn’t his experimental results, but his theories.  They don’t fit with the way we know the world works.  Ever since the Renaissance, science has been premised on the assumption that the basic furniture of nature consists of a few simple particles and forces.  This basic machinery doesn’t lend itself to the communication of meaningful messages, at least not without the help of sophisticated communications engineering.  Yet Sheldrake wants to posit basic ‘morphogenetic’ influences that can transmit complex thoughts across indefinite distances.  This is the real reason for doubting his arguments.  Some of his studies may indeed involve genuine effects unrecognised by current scientific wisdom.  But they can’t bear the weight of the theories he builds on them.  It would run counter to the whole of modern science for the basic machinery of the world to include a medium for transmitting meaningful messages.   

Of course, this is why the Victorians liked the paranormal so much.  Having lost God, they were desperate to locate some meaningful presence behind the materialist machine, some hope of life beyond death.  This hankering for immortality isn’t particularly Sheldrake’s cup of tea—there are no immortal spirits or spooks in this book.  But I suspect it is what makes his books so popular.  If you are unnerved by the brute materialism of the modern world, it can be reassuring to be told that there are meaningful thoughts floating among the machinery.  Unfortunately, it is just this bit that makes Sheldrake’s overall story so hard to believe.

