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Editor’s Note
A Philosophical Approach To The
Paranormal
Fernando Espi Forcen, M.D., Ph.D.
Department of Psychiatry, Rush University, Chicago
Email: fespiforcen@gmail.com

Among all animals, humans have enough executive function capacity to project themselves into
the future and understand their inevitable, eventual death. For human beings, the loss of a loved
one carries intense feelings of grief related to missing the person, a lack of knowledge about
what happens after death and uncertainty about an eventual reunion. During the grief process, a
person may often feel that they can still feel and communicate with the loved one. These feelings
are not considered psychotic and are generally thought to be normal during this healing stage.
When depressed, people often report suicidal thoughts which allow them to fantasize about a
reunion with their lost loved ones.
Throughout history, philosophy and religion have spent an extensive amount of time
thinking about the unperceivable world. For instance, Plato believed in the existence of a soul
beyond the body that would continue to exist in essence after disappearance from this world.
Plato’s ideas set the basis for Christian theology which persists to these days. In the Western
World and many other cultures, a significant percentage of human beings believe in the existence
of the soul. In general, there is a universal belief that people are unique and irreplaceable. When
a person is no longer with us, grief allows for a space in which the paranormal can have role. In
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the scientific community, the study of the paranormal has lacked prestige due to its unorthodox
methodology and lack of rigor. Research on the paranormal starts from the “a priori” conception
that a world beyond our senses exists. In this world, the souls of deceased persons can wander
and retain consciousness and memory of their past lives on earth. In the paranormal realm, there
is a belief that it is possible to communicate with deceased people. Though these theories have
been widely disregarded by a number of scientists, they might not be that incongruent with other
philosophical thoughts after all.

Metaphysics, is the philosophical field that attempts to

conceptualized this non-ontic existence.

For example, Plato believed in the existence of a

different world that contained the forms or essence of things. Kant used the word Noumena for
the world that exists but is not perceivable by the subject. Eschatology is the philosophical field
that deals with end of life and destiny of humanity. In this regard, from a philosophical point of
view, it is reasonable to conceptualize a metaphysical existence that would contain the souls of
deceased people.

3

Volume 5 Issue 4

Journal of Humanistic Psychiatry

Icons Of Psychiatry
A Séance In The Victorian Era
Fernando Espi Forcen, M.D., Ph.D.
Department of Psychiatry, Rush University Medical Center, Chicago
Email: fespiforcen@gmail.com

In 1857, Allan Kardec, the father of
Spiritism published his book Le Livre Des
Spirits (The Spirits’ Book). In this text,
Kardec argued that wandering souls
around the world could interact with
people in a positive or negative way.
During the Victorian era the popularity of
Spiritism grew in the United Kingdom and
the United States. Aristocrats and wealthy
members of the bourgeoisie enjoyed
organizing séances with mediums to
communicate with the dead. A medium
was a person who allegedly had special
talents that allowed them to communicate
with the dead. Some of these mediums

A Poltergeist during a Séance

became very famous. The Fox Sisters
claimed to have channeling abilities to communicate with deceased people who answered them
by knocking on the wood. They traveled all over New York State and once they arrived in the
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city they were received like celebrities. Another aspect of the Spiritism is a poltergeist, a word
used to describe a noisy spirit capable of moving objects in the house and even touching or
hitting the persons inhabiting a house. As depicted in the figure, a group of people surprisingly
observe how the communicating spirit elevates the table in order to communicate a message. The
success of séances during the Victorian era was probably related to society’s fantasies about
communicating with deceased loved ones and the possibility of an eventual reunion. These forms
of paranormal communication with the dead also provide support for the potential existence of
consciousness beyond death.
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Essays
The Genie And The Mind: Jinn,
Witchcraft And Psychiatry
Firas A. Nakshabandi, M.D.
CEO & Founder of Empathic Resonance, LLC
Email: firas@empathic-resonance.org
Most people are familiar with the story of the
Genie of the Lamp: a supernatural being that
when summoned will grant three wishes,
made famous by a tale not originally present
but later added by Antoine Galland to the
book One Thousand and One Nights, also
known as The Arabian Nights. The origin of
this particular story is from Arabian Folklore,
and is likely how the word “Genie” became
popularized in the West.
The word “Genie” is an anglicized form of the Arabic word “Jinni” ()ﺟــــﻨّـﻲ, which is the
ّ
singular form of the plural “Jinn” ()ﺟــــﻦ.
This word dates back to pre-Islamic times and in its
broadest sense refers to unseen spirits or demons. The root word ( )ﺟـــﻨﻦfrom which the word Jinn
derives means “that which is concealed”. Interestingly, a derivative of the same root is used to
form the word “Majnoon” ()ﻣـــﺠﻨﻮن, which is Arabic for “Insane” or, “he who’s mind is concealed
or enshrouded”. (Incidentally, the Arabic words for Heaven ( )ﺟــــﻨّﺔand Embryo ( )ﺟــــﻨﯿﻦalso share
the same root word, implying concealment).
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Since the publication of The Arabian Nights even the word Jinn (or Djinn) has made its
way into the English vocabulary, primarily in the realm of Fantasy, along with other Arabic
categories of Jinn including the Marid ( )ﻣـــﺎردand the Ifreet (( )ﻋـــﻔﺮﯾـــﺖor Ifrit). Even the popular
Japanese video game series Final Fantasy has a recurring summoned fire-spirit known as Ifrit.
The depiction of the Jinn in Western fantasy as fire spirits likely has its roots in the
Islamic tradition explaining the origin of Jinn as sentient beings created from fire, in contrast to
humans who were created from clay and angels who were created from light. According to
Islamic tradition, in contrast to angels, who do not possess free will, both humans and Jinn
possess free will and can be good or evil, and just like humans can belong to any religion.
As the origin of the word suggests, these beings are “concealed” and are often thought of
as existing in a parallel but unseen realm where they cannot typically be detected by humans,
however, they can interact with them and cause them harm.
Muslims are expected to believe in the existence of Jinn just as they are expected to
believe in the existence of God and angels, as they are mentioned frequently in the Quran. What
is not universally agreed upon, however, is where the lines between folklore and Islamic
teachings tend to blur, especially with regards to Jinn possession of humans, black magic and
psychiatric illnesses.
The linguistic relationship between the words “Jinn” and “Majnoon” (i.e. insane) are
particularly interesting because of the prevalence of the belief among Muslims that the origins of
some illnesses, particularly mental illnesses, can be attributed to Jinn in one way or another.
Jinn are viewed as agents of black magic (Sihir, )ﺳﺤــــﺮ, as they carry out maleficent deeds
either independently or on behalf of a witch or sorcerer (Sahir, )ﺳــــﺎﺣــــﺮ. They may also be
implicated in the Evil Eye (Hasad, )ﺣـﺴــــﺪ, which according to Islamic tradition is caused by envy
and “a malevolent wish for the evanescence of blessings from others” (original translation of ﺗـﻤﻨﻲ
)زوال اﻟﻨﻌﻤﺔ ﻣﻦ اﻵﺧﺮﯾﻦ.
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This understanding is particularly important for practicing psychiatrists seeing Muslim
patients, as in many Muslim majority countries, families are much more likely to seek treatment,
particularly for mental illnesses and epilepsy, from faith healers than they are from medical
professionals. Less informed or less experienced psychiatrists can easily find themselves in a
position at odds with a patient’s beliefs or treatments prescribed by a faith healer, even when the
treating psychiatrist is also Muslim. Much of the initial work will focus on psychoeducation,
collaboration with the family and alignment with existing healing practices that are not viewed as
harmful.
Specific problems can arise, however, when addressing certain practices such as
exorcisms involving beating and cutting patients, and even outright instructions by faith healers
not to take prescribed psychiatric medications so as not to “weaken the spirit” of the possessed
battling his literal demons. There is already a great deal of stigma associated with mental illness
within Muslim communities, where it may be viewed as a weakness or punishment for a lack of
faith. Psychiatrists are often mistrusted, as are their medications, which are commonly thought of
as being either harmful or addictive.
It is of course worth noting the cross-cultural and cross-religious similarities that arise
when comparing Jinn possession & witchcraft with their counterparts in Christianity and other
religions. And as one might expect, while psychiatric illnesses are prevalent worldwide, the
manifestation of specific illnesses will draw from the patient’s own cultural background. For a
Muslim, auditory hallucinations may be attributed to the voices of Jinn, and OCD commonly
manifests as an incapacitating repetition of ablutions or prayers.
It is also worth remarking that while it may seem intuitive to attribute a higher level of
“susceptibility” to paranormal and supernatural explanations of events to a higher degree of
religiousness, this relationship is far more complex and nuanced, and can be affected by multiple
factors including personality type, thinking style and type of education in addition to cultural
norms. In fact, at least one study from Rodeny Stark of Baylor found a negative correlation
between paranormal beliefs and religious beliefs.
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In summary, an empathic, culturally informed and non-judgmental approach rooted in a
desire to actively learn about a patient’s background is the key to effective psychiatric treatment
regardless of religion, and a more nuanced understanding of the perception of the role of Jinn in
psychiatric illnesses can be particularly helpful for the effective treatment of Muslim patients.

D
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Haunted Houses In The United States
Fernando Espi Forcen, M.D., Ph.D.
Department of Psychiatry, Rush University Medical Center, Chicago
Email: fespiforcen@gmail.com
Tatiana Falcone, M.D.
Department of Psychiatry, Cleveland Clinic Foundation
Email: falcont1@ccf.org

In the field of parapsychology, it is believed that a house can be inhabited by the souls or spirits
of deceased people that lived in the house. Hypothetically these spirits can communicate with the
new inhabitants of the house and manifest themselves in different ways. At times, especially
when some injustice happened to these spirits during their lives, these manifestations can be
hostile or scary. Parapsychological investigators often use tools to communicate with these
spirits. During the late 19th century, the Ouija board used to be the most recurrent tool for
communicating with the deceased, but nowadays, more sophisticated tools such as the
electromagnetic field (EMF) meters can help detect electromagnetic field frequency variations
resulting from gamma rays, X-rays, radio waves, ultraviolet rays and so on. Parapsychologists
argue that measurement of EMF frequencies in a site or house suggests the presence of a ghost or
spirit. Other recurrent tools are night vision glasses which allow people to see apparitions or
images that would not be detectable with the naked eye. Additionally, audio recorders can detect
psychophonies (spirits’ voices) and thermographic cameras can detect temperature variations at a
site suggesting the presence of a ghost.
Beyond more formal parapsychological research, a number of aficionados in the United
States enjoy visiting some of the most popular haunted houses in the country. Many of these
houses are now open to the public. This has allowed to

obtain further evidence of the

paranormal phenomena happening in these places as well as providing more data for
parapsychologists. For the purpose of this paper we will now discuss some of the remarkable
haunted places in the United States.
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1. The Hull House (Chicago, IL)
Considered the mother of social workers, Jane
Addams founded this settlement house for recently
arrived European immigrants in 1889. Adams
talked to some of her friends about one of the
rooms being haunted.At that time there was a man
who said he would rather had the Devil inside than
the Virgin Mary. Rumor has it that this man had a
child with pointed ears. The Devil child was
allegedly given away to the Hull House. Legend
says that Adams locked him up in the attic and
eventually buried him at the yard. A psychophony
of child recorded during Halloween night of this year can be heard in this youtube link.

2. Franklin Castle (Cleveland, OH)
In 1881, German immigrant Hannes Tiedeman
commissioned famous architectural firm Cudell
& Richardson for this Victorian House. Soon
after moving in, Tiedeman’s daughter and
mother passed away. The following years, three
more children died and by 1908 the entire
family was dead. Rumor of crimes, alcohol
contraband during the prohibition and sexual
indiscretions soon spread. In 1968, James Romano moved in with his family and reported several
encounters with ghosts in the house. They even contracted the Northeast Ohio Physical Research
Society to investigate the house. In 1990, a skeleton was found in one closet. After two fires, the
castle is today closed but neighbors often have reported seeing figures at the window by the roof.
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3. The Stanley Hotel (Estes Park, CO)

These hotel was build in 1909 by
Freelan Stanley and Stanley Steamer.
It served as inspiration for Stephen
King’s novel and film adaptation The
Shining. On October 30th, 1974,
King spent the night at this hotel
with his wife in room 217. After
checking in they found they were
closing for the season and were the
only guests for that night. That night, according to King, "I dreamed of my three-year-old son
running through the corridors, looking back over his shoulder, eyes wide, screaming. He was
being chased by a fire-hose. I woke up with a tremendous jerk, sweating all over, within an inch
of falling out of bed. I got up, lit a cigarette, sat in a chair looking out the window at the Rockies,
and by the time the cigarette was done, I had the bones of The Shining firmly set in my mind.”
Following the success of the film a number of people have claimed that the house is haunted by
ghosts.

4. Castillo de San Marcos (Saint Augustine, FL)

In 1565, the Spanish conquistador Pedro
Menéndez de Avilés founded St. Augustine.
To this date, the city is the oldest
continuously occupied settlement of
European origin in the contiguous United
States. The Castillo de San Marcos is a 17th
century fort stands as it has for many
centuries, guarding the coast against invasion and surviving more than 300 years of battles and
12
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storms. Within one of the watchtowers there have been reports of a light shining from a fixture
that has no electricity running to it. Other spooky occurrences include the sighting of a Spanish
Soldier standing at the edge of the fort, looking out to sea just when the sun is about to rise or
set. In the dungeon, many people say they felt as if someone with cold hands was touching them;
others felt queasy and cold while walking through. It’s also not uncommon for visitors that have
shot videos and taken pictures while taking a tour to report the appearance of misty shapes,
glowing orbs and even the sea-through shape of a person.

5. Whaley House (San Diego, CA)

This 1857 Greek Revival style
residence located in Old Town
San Diego has been claimed to
be the most haunted house in
the State. Soon after the
Whaleys moved in the reported
hearing heavy steps which they
believed were coming from the
g h o s t o f “ Ya n k e e J i m ”
Robinson, a man that had been
hanged in the property for stealing a boat. Visitors have reported seeing the spirit of Thomas and
Anna Whaley. San Diego ghost hunters have recorded several psychophonies of Whaley’s piano
music. The Haunting of Whaley House was an independent film released by the studio Asylum in
2012.

6. Eastern State Penitentiary (Philadelphia, PA)
This prison operated from 1829 to 1971. Notorious criminals such as Al Capone and bank
robber Willie Sutton were held inside its innovative wagon wheel design. James Bruno (Big Joe)
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and several male relatives were incarcerated here
between 1936 and 1948 for the alleged murders in
the Kelayres Massacre of 1934, before they were
pardoned. The neo-Gothic architectural style was
inspired by the constructions of the asylums. “Terror
Behind the Walls” is annual even run during
Halloween for tourists and ghosts hunters.

7. Trans-Allegheny Lunatic Asylum (Weston, WV)

Constructed between 1858 and 1881, the Trans-Allegheny Lunatic Asylum is up there with the
scariest asylums in the world. It’s also the second largest in the world, originally designed to
house up to 250 patients before it reached its peak in the 1950s when more than 2,400 people
were crammed into the facility. Two decades since the asylum closed, the staff who work there
claim that ghosts continue to roam the
halls. The manager states that she once
saw 40 doors suddenly slam shut
simultaneously, whilst other visitors
have witnessed a ghost boy stood in
the corner of a room. As well as
sightings, whispers of forgotten
patients have also been reported, on
top of unusual smells, the sound of
squeaking gurneys and screams
coming from the electroshock room.

Due to the limitations of space, in this paper we mentioned just some illustrative
examples of haunted places in the United States. Every year the number of allegedly haunted
locations continue to increase. An interest for paranormal phenomena and haunted sites have
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continued to grow in parallel with a decreased interest in orthodox religious rites. Humans seem
driven by the exploration of the unknown, what cannot be understood or uncovered by science.
Perhaps our mind is not set up to be solely rational. Beliefs often fill the gap and at times
alleviate our existential anxieties.
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Articles
Paranormal And The Absurd
Simon Wein, M.D.
Director, Pain and Palliative Care, Davidoff Cancer Center, Petach Tikvah, Israel
Email: simonwe@clalit.org.il
Karl Popper claimed that for a theory to be considered scientific it should be falsifiable. If a
theory is not falsifiable then it should not be considered science. (1)
Falsifiable means that a theory falls, if a single experiment proves the theory to be false –
even if numerous earlier experiments supported the theory.
What got Popper going was when he contrasted the theories of Freud and of Einstein.
Popper understood that psychoanalytic theories were constructed in a way they could not be
falsified and hence were not different from myths. Whereas Einstein is reported to have said
something akin to: No amount of experimentation can ever prove me right; a single experiment
however can prove me wrong. (1)
Subjects that are considered paranormal, such as telekinesis and ghosts, are remarkably
difficult to disprove. If someone claims to have spoken with a ghost – anecdotal evidence - how
can this be disproven? In fact if a paranormal claim can be falsified then it is no longer
paranormal – it is normal (but untrue).
So paranormal is not science – but neither are hatred or fear falsifiable. A number of
commentators have suggested that the belief in the paranormal is connected to our existential
dilemma –fear of death and our search for meaning.
16
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Becker contends that culture (including the paranormal) is created in all its glory by us to
protect us:
'The idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human animal like nothing else; it is a
mainspring of human activity – activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of
death....Culture changes all of this and makes man seem important, vital to the universe.
Immortal in some ways.' (2)
Michael Shermer (3) reviewed a research article on why and who believe in
extraterrestrial intelligence (ETI) (4). The article noted that those with a low religious belief,
such as atheists and agnostics, but a high desire for meaning in life, were more likely to believe
in ETI than those who were religious. (4)
Robson looks for rational explanations for paranormal beliefs and suggests mental
exhaustion or drugs. Or following sudden emotional trauma the mind struggles to make sense of
the world and 'we create beliefs in ghosts, because we do not like believing that the universe is
random'. (5)
In the USA, surveys suggest that 1/3 of people believe in ghosts and a half in
extrasensory perception. (6) Whilst readers of this journal might look askance and even down at
such beliefs, I note that many of us enjoy science fiction (Asimov and mental telepathy),
Shakespeare (Macbeth's witches) and IB Singer (The Magician of Lublin and his
transmogrification). We might say – well we do not really believe in witches or sci-fi, they are
merely metaphors or forms of art. Nevertheless these mainstream cultural ideas inspire us, are
meaningful and keep the demons at bay.
The urge that drives our search for meaning, our pleasure in non-literal art, and an
understanding of the absurd, is I think, the same urge that drives belief in the paranormal.
The paranormal is the bridge over the river absurd and ironically uses the absurd to build
the bridge.
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Loss And The Paranormal
Kimberly Morley, L.S.W.
Rush University Medical Center, Chicago
Email: kimberly_morley@rush.edu

The subject of the paranormal has mystified the world for centuries. It has produced an ever
expanding range of books, films, and more.

Whether in the context of ghost hauntings or

communicating with the deceased, paranormal activity has been a perplexing source of curiosity,
fear and even comfort. In addition to providing entertainment to society, it also provides an
interesting challenge to the mental health field.
One area where paranormal activity has been reported in the real world and, as such, may
need to be legitimately addressed is in the arena of grief and grief counseling. Grief is a common
but personal experience for an individual, meaning that people do not necessarily experience the
same feelings while grieving. In fact, there are a wide range of experiences a person may have
during bereavement whether one’s grief is caused by an unexpected event or loss, or an
anticipated death of a loved one. Among the responses, one can experience normal grief, delayed
grief, inhibited grief (1). Research has shown that significant grief typically spans the first year
following the loss of a loved one (1). During this period of bereavement, the literature indicates
that people often experience disruptions in “cognitive, emotional, physical or interpersonal
functioning” (1). Over time, the intensity of these symptoms normally subsides, and the
individual is able to return to a similar level of functioning that they had prior to the loss.
In addition to the common symptoms associated with grief, some people can also find
themselves feeling as though they are having a paranormal experience in which there is
communication with their deceased loved one or a sensation of feeling their presence. Based
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upon one’s culture or religious affiliation, a person can find this type of paranormal activity to be
either helpful or harmful. Within Catholicism the support for the veneration of the dead is
evidenced by the saints, where people believe in praying to the saints on behalf of their loved one
to receive God’s comfort during or after a tragedy or loss. Certain Native American tribes hold
the belief that the dead pass to a “spirit world” where they are still capable of communicating
with the living (2). Most other western and monotheistic religions view communicating or
worshipping the dead as a pagan ritual and discourage pursuit of them in their teachings to its
members. In these situations, believing that one has had a paranormal experience could perhaps
be more harmful than comforting.
The quality of relationships in a person’s life has also informed the incidence of
paranormal phenomena in bereavement. In a study by Grimby (3) of couples in the first year
following the death of their spouse, post-bereavement hallucinations or illusions were reported
frequently and deemed helpful. The study found that half of the subjects encountered illusions of
their spouse and roughly one third reported hallucinations (seeing, hearing, talking) of the
deceased (3). Former marital harmony was a factor found to contribute to the widow or widower
feeling more loneliness or having hallucinations or illusions (3). This study is only one among
many that capture reports of paranormal experiences during mourning and contribute to the
support for these occurrences as being a response to grief.
The neurologist, Dr. Oliver Sacks, also conducted research on patients with hallucinations
and wrote a book on the topic outlining the various phenomena. According to Sacks (4),
hallucinations, in general, have a negative connotation and are frequently associated with
schizophrenia and mental illness. He said, “In modern Western culture, hallucinations are more
often considered to portend madness or something dire happening to the brain – even though the
vast majority of hallucinations have no such dark implications” (4).

For many people, the

sensing of the presence of a loved one may be the outgrowth of their religious orientation,
cultural background, or nature of the relationship with their spouse but not indicative of a mental
health crisis.
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The dilemma that arises out of the beliefs about the paranormal from these different groups
is whether or not people are having real experiences, hallucinations and/or symptoms of a mental
health issue. This is an issue that has stirred discussion and consideration especially among
practitioners who provide grief treatment. From a psychological perspective, if a person claims
that they are experiencing hallucinations or illusions, it is necessary to clearly understand the
occurrence in light of their mourning. If they are experiencing one of these symptoms, a
practitioner should not readily psychopathologize these reports as this distinction is not
necessarily clearly defined. Bonanno and Kaltman (1) identified that the DSM and the
bereavement literature are in contradiction with each other regarding the types of symptoms that
are pathological in nature during the grieving process. In the current version of the DSM, the
DSM-V, the symptomatology of Persistent Complex Bereavement Disorder is outlined, and the
bereavement exclusion previously included in the DSM-IV has been removed (5). On the other
hand, Bonnano and Kaltman (1) argue that the bereavement literature has not clearly defined
grief nor has it identified its normal or abnormal process or symptoms. This contradiction poses a
challenge for mental health providers as they attempt to conceptualize the symptoms reported by
the person.
In summary, it appears that paranormal occurrences during the grief process, whether real
or imagined, may not actually be an indication of a mental health condition but part of the
journey to closure for a mentally healthy individual. Given the context and background of the
person, if hallucinations and illusions fulfill some type of psychological need, it is the
responsibility of the practitioners to provide support and comprehensively assess the source and
impact of these events.
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Mind At Large
George Zimmar, Ph.D.
Pace University, New York City
Email: george.zimmar@taylorandfrancis.com

Fascination with the paranormal is not limited to believers within the laity; it also exists within
the clergy of research scientists. Botanist J.B Rhine directed extra sensory perception (ESP)
laboratory studies at Duke University and gave definition to parapsychology as the psychology
of the paranormal, or Psi. Physicists Harold Puthoff and Russell Targ conducted remote viewing
(RV) studies at Stanford Research Institute (SRI) in the 1970s and 1980s, funded by the US
Military to spy on the armament facilities of the Soviet Union through mental imaging (1).
Government grants exceeding $25 million have supported SRI research for over two decades.
Duke’s Rhine Research Center continues to receive funding from several foundations.
Once such parapsychology lab methods were vetted under controlled conditions, the
Duke and SRI research was discredited and termed pseudoscience (2). It appears that in some
studies the paranormal subjects were inadvertently cued by the investigators.

Paradoxically,

both Rhine and Targ maintained their conviction of the existence of the paranormal in the face of
the negative evidence surrounding their research. To this day Russell Targ writes and gives talks
on the reality of the paranormal.
Perhaps clinging to a belief in the paranormal is not so absurd after all, whether by a
scientific expert or you and me.
individuals.

Premonitions are common happenings over a large sample of

Most of us, or someone we know, have had a premonition or a dream of an event

that happened later just as our mind experienced it.

Occasionally, some of us communicate

remotely with another person distantly in time or space―perhaps a dream conversation with the
departed or the awareness of an absent friend who relates through Psi an event soon to happen.
The religious may experience contact with the Madonna, Moses, or Mohammed. Such powerful
experiences are arresting and unforgettable. On the other hand, the many, many failed intuitions
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are forgotten. Are these psychic experiences, a matter of chance, or can the mind diverge from
the body?
Let’s look at some of the qualities of consciousness and whether it can travel. Not that a
catalogue of these features is by any means complete; consciousness has a complexity that defies
analysis (3).

Consciousness is private; it integrates the senses as a unified experience. Our

awareness is not only of the world around us but also of the world within us (4). We experience
the products of consciousness—our thoughts, emotions, desires―rather than the process of
consciousness. How we come to an idea, a feeling, or a wish is unavailable to us. William James
(5) described consciousness as functioning like a river—always moving, ever changing,
sometimes cascading, sometimes still. In the same fashion, our conscious awareness fluctuates
moment to moment. Does consciousness stay within us, as a strictly a local presence, personal
and whole?

Or can it separate from the body and experience events that are normally

constrained by protoplasmic bounds?
Reports of near-death experiences (NDE) suggest out-of-body experiences (OBE) in that
twilight zone, between life and death.

OBE descriptions contain similar elements: falling or

rising through a tunnel to a lighted being, hearing noises, sensing the presence of non-physical
beings. Not all near-death experiences involve OBE. Psychiatrists Glenn Gabbard and Stuart
Twemlow (6) studied several hundred reports of NDEs and found OBE—a separation of mind
and body awareness―in many cases.

These authors differentiated OBEs from other altered

states of consciousness such as psychiatric disorders, meditation, and drug effects and consider
OBE to be unique. Respondents describe the OBE experience as purposeful, beneficial, spiritual,
and transformative. Gabbard and Twemlow claim that a paranormal explanation for OBE is the
only one that agrees with the interpretation of the NDEs themselves― namely, that the soul
separates from the body. Gabbard and Twemlow surveyed individuals with NDE outside of a
laboratory setting. But what happens when the paranormal is brought into the laboratory and
studied under controlled conditions?
My thrilling experience in the late 1970s as a participant in a remote viewing experiment
at SRI was the culmination of a year-long fascination with Puthoff and Targ’s paranormal
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correspondence with the authors (1). I was invited to the laboratory as a

subject in a remote viewing study. Like other subjects I had occasional dreams and premonitions
but no RV training.
On arrival at the SRI lab, I was ushered into a sound-attenuated chamber roughly 6ft by
6ft by 8ft, and given a simple RV lab task to test my paranormal abilities.

I was instructed to

relax, allow my mind to clear of distractions and concerns, breathe deeply, and sit quietly in the
chamber for about 15 minuses. A calm mind was required. My RV task was to locate a number
on a clock-shaped screen of ten numbers that was outside the chamber. For instance, when the
number 5 was called in through the intercom, I was to imagine its location on the clock screen
among the other numbers. Once a response was given―let’s say I formed a mental image that
the 5 was at the 6 o’clock position on the screen―the numbers were scrambled, and I was asked
to remotely locate another number. This protocol involved some 20 trials, after which the testing
ended and I was released from the chamber.
“Well, how did I do?
My hosts smiled. “You missed every location”
“Oh , so I am not a remote viewer.”
“True. But there was a curious result. When the number to be viewed was at 3 o’clock, you said
9 o’clock; when it was at 2 o’clock, you reported 8 o’clock. You had a run of such responses that
were statistically significant beyond chance.”
“You mean a kind of obverse remote viewing?”
“Indeed, it appears that’s the case.”
“Looks like my mind did travel but lost its way.”
In the years since J.B. Rhine undertook the scientific study of ESP, considerable strides
have been made in cataloguing paranormal phenomena and even validating OBEs under neardeath conditions. At the heart of the paranormal, the conscious mind extends itself beyond the
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individual, beyond space, and even beyond time. Consciousness itself is that profound noetic
mystery that resists our understanding: It is with us, of us, yet apart from us.
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Joe Dante’s Gremlins is a Christmas icon and one of
the most memorable films of the eighties. It tells the
story of Billy, a good hearted, responsible youngster
who has to work hard to support his parents. Billy’s
dad, Rand, is an unsuccessful inventor causing the
family to struggle financially. Soon before
Christmas, Rand brings Billy a mogwai he buys in
Chinatown. He names him Gizmo. Rand is advised
that there are three rules he must always respect with
a mogwai: Avoid bright and natural light, keep him
away from water and do not feed him after midnight.
The family is soon mesmerized by Gizmo’s charm.
One day, Billy’s friend, Pete, accidentally drops
some water on Gizmo and five new mogwais pop up
from his back. These mogwais seem different
though. They lack Gizmo’s charisma and seem irresponsible. They trick Billy so that he feeds
them after midnight and the following day make cocoons that soon hatch emerging five reptilian
monsters, called gremlins, that taunt Gizmo and Billy’s mom, Lynn. Stripe, the leader of the
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gremlins gang, goes to the local pool spawning hundreds of gremlins who wreak chaos on the
once peaceful town.
Among all the characters in the movie, Kate, Billy’s girlfriend is an interesting person for
psychiatric discussion. She seems distressed about the whole Christmas paraphernalia and even
mentioned to Billy one night that suicide tends to increase in Christmas time. Later, she reveals
her trauma. When she was nine years old, her father went missing for several days on Christmas
Eve. In the end, the police found he had broken his neck while trying to enter the house through
the chimney in a Santa Claus outfit. That is how she found out Santa Claus did not exist. For
Kate, Christmas time is a reminder every year of her father’s death. She seems to struggle. Her
mom does not appear in the film, and Kate has to work in the local bank and at night as a
bartender. One can hypothesize that her mother became depressed or dysfunctional and now she
has to support herself. Kate probably wonders how her life would have been if her father had not
died.

The mogwai-gremlin creature is also remarkable for psychiatric discussion as it can be
interpreted as depicting the duality between the superego and the id. Gizmo is highly responsible
and the rest of the mogwais appear inoffensive, but once they turn into gremlins their personality
change drastically driven by id related instincts. They taunt others, they kill, and they break rules.
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, The Wolfman and many other monster films redound on a similar idea.

28

Journal of Humanistic Psychiatry

Volume 5 Issue 4

From a Lacanian psychoanalytic perspective, once Billy alters the symbolic order, dropping
water and breaking one of the three rules, chaos erupts in the scene.
Perhaps the most important message of the film is the critique to the Western
technological approach. Gizmo’s owner, Mr. Wing reprimands Rand and his family stating that
Western World tends to misinterpret and misuse nature’s gifts. Therefore he believes they are not
prepared for Gizmo, who “comes with big responsibility.” Nonetheless, he is hopeful that one
day Western society may be ready, but “until then Gizmo will wait.” In contrast to Asian culture,
Western cultures have approached nature technologically. This has probably allowed for the
development of science. However this technology may also turn against us one day. Gremlins
invites us to think about this dilemma.
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This year’s Disney film is set on the Mexican
holiday El Dia de los Muertos (The Day of the
Dead). On November 1st, Catholics celebrate all of
the martyrs executed in the Roman Empire. Pope
Gregory III (731-741) officially declared this day to
commemorate all martyrs and named it Dia de
Todos los Santos (All Saints’ Day). During this
holiday, Spaniards and people with Hispanic
heritage are accustomed to visit and put flowers at
the tombs of their deceased loved ones. In Mexico,
the aesthetic of this festivity has a strong influence
from Pre-Columbian culture, and families enjoy
building shrines using Catholic symbols with
ofrendas (goods) and pictures of the deceased.
Mexican artist Jose Guadalupe Posada (1852-1913)
created a skull named Catrina which soon gained popularity across the country. As a result, the
calavera (skull) is now a symbol of this festivity in Mexico.
Coco is the name of Miguel’s great-grandmother but the story is centered around 12 year
old Miguel. Despite his family's generation-old ban on music, Miguel dreams of becoming an
accomplished musician like his idol Ernesto de la Cruz. Due to fear of retaliation, Miguel has to
hide to play the guitar. On El Dia de los Muertos, he sees the guitar of Coco’s father in an old
picture at his family shrine. Inspired by de la Cruz’s statements, he disobeys his family and
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borrows de la Cruz’s guitar from the tomb to participate in a local music competition. After that
he magically finds himself in colorful journey at the Land of the Dead.

In this film, the dead can visit the land of the living during El Dia de Los Muertos as soon
someone puts a picture of them at a shrine. The dead continue to exist and enjoy a similar life in
their own land as soon as they are remembered by someone in the land of the living. However, if
they are forgotten by all who are living, they vanish. No one knows where they go after that. The
land of the dead appears to be a transition land between earthly life and the unknown. As soon as
we are remembered we continue to exist but the existential anxiety is still present. In the movie,
no one knows what happens when they are forgotten. The film invites to think about what is
important in life. Miguel struggles as he has to decide between following his true passion and
disappoint his family or abandon his dreams. The film concludes that family is most important.
Coco emerges at the most opportune moment in our culture where the importance of family ties
is being neglected. It is important to follow your heart but also to not forget your family. The
film also addresses the importance of legacy. What we do in our lives will be remembered when
we die, especially by our family and close friends. In this sense, we will continue to exist in the
memories of the people who loved us.
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Future Issues
Winter 2018: Architecture
Spring 2018: Envy
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