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American Association for the Advancement of Science 
1776 Massachusetts Ave., NW 
Washington, D. C. 20036 

Dear Bill: 

Quite innocently I found myself drawn into a contro­
versy at the session on Sci ence and Consciousness at the 
meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science in Houston Monday morning, January 8. I had been 
asked to talk on the relation between quantum mechanics and 
consciousness. I discovered to my dismay after the program 
had been cast in concrete that Eugene Wigner and I, two 
people from the world of physics, were being put together on 
a panel with several parapsychologists. What is more, one 
of them and many of the audience were ready to call on the 
most extreme ideas out of physics. I am writing as a 
concerned member of the AAAS and as a former member of the 
board of directors and as a form e r president of the American 
Physical Society to ask that a five man committee of review 
be appointed by the board of directors and the council 
jointly to review the work of the section of parapsychology 
of the AAAS to determine: 

(A) Whether this field of investigation by now 
has produced ~"battle tested result," 

~ . 

(B) To report on the advantage gained in fund raising 
by workers in the field of parapsychology by 
their association with the AAAS, 

(C) To r eport on the effect of this ci.s~ociation 
on the public image of the AAAS, 

(D) To advise whether this section should be left 
"as is," suspended until the field has pro­
duced some "battle tested" results or deleted 

? outright from the AAAS. 
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I know that the views of our late and beloved Margaret 
Mead were strong in getting parapsychology admitted to the 
AAAS. I was present at the meeting where it happened. The 
opinion t-hat I had and many others had was overridden by the 
permissiveness of the time. The words might not have been 
used, but the idea was there of that old phrase, "Marry him 
to reform him." Now the decade of permissiveness has past . 

. • 
Moreover, in the quantum theory of observation, my own 

present field of endeavor, I find honest work almost overwhelmed 
by the buzz of absolutely crazy ideas put forth with the aim 
of establishing a link between quantum mechanics and parapsychology-­
as if there were any such thing as "parapsychology." A 
young person who wants to work in this field does so at his 
~isk. He runs the danger of earning, not reputation, but 
snickers. In this sense the association of "parapsychology" 
with the AAAS puts a strain on the progress of an important 
field of investigation. That is the origin of my concern 
and the reason I appeal to you for your good of fices in 
setting up the "Committee for the Review of Parapsychology 
in the AAAS." 

More background for this letter will be found in 
Appendices A & B of the attached paper, "N ot consciousness, 
but the distinction between the probe and the probed, as 
central to the elemental quantum act of observatiOn." 

We have enough charlatanism in this country toe.lay 
without needing a scientific organizatio11 to prostitute 
itself to it . . The AAAS has to make up its mind whether it 
is seeking popularity or whether it is strictly a scientific 
organization. Admiral Hyman G. Rickover has just this 
minute telephoned to back my position on making a clean 
break between the AAAS and parapsychology an<l authorizes me 
to quote him so. 

Many thanks for your consideration. 

JAWjtw Enc.: 
AAAS meeting 

Sincerely, 

J 1n Archibald Wheeler 
irector, Center for Theoretical 

Physics, Professor of Physics 
The University of Texas at 
Austin 

Manuscript presented at the Houston 
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Zetetit ~cholar 
An · Independent Scientific Review of Claims of Anomalies and the Paranormal 

Marcello Truzzi, Editor 

Prof. John A. Wheeler 
Center for Theoret.ical Physics 

University of Texas at Austin 
Austin, TX 78712 

Dear Prof, Wheeler: 

JFeb. 2, 1979 

Thank you for sending me a copy of your AAA S paper and the other 
materials. I am afraid that we may have some disagreement on 
what constitutes pathology in science. I very much share your skeptic­
ism t0wards claims of psi, but I truly think your labelling serious 
(even if misguided) study of such possibilities "pathological" or 
"pseudoscience" is certainly frequently true but may also be quite 
incorrect when applied to some of the parapsychological research. 
In my view, pseudoscience must be demonstrated to be false science. 
It can be false science in many different ways (incompetence, nonfalsi-
fiability, fraud, etc.), but 1.t seems to me that an honest and responsible 
approach to the empirical' world to test implausible possibilities does n.ot 
in itself constitute a pathology o~ a false approach, Science consists of its 
method and perspe_ctive towards the world (seeking to let the facts determine_. ·. · 
the c0rrectness· of our theories); science qoes not consist of the particular 
body of substantive knowledge at any one time in history. I have called 
those who seek to ·gain .sci-entific legitimacy for their views, by following 
the canons of scientific method and justification, protosciences. The history 
of science has shown many instances where personal co.nviction without . 
adequate scientific evi deD.Ge has led to someone ultimately producing 
intersubjective evidence that convince<;l other scientists . and justified the 
claims intially branded preposterous (a good example is to be found in the 
history of meteorites). 

The world of parapsychology is full of charla,tans and fools, but it seems 
to me that in a democratic society science must tolerate those seeking to 
prove the outrageous so long as they agree as to the ground rules of what 
·constitutes scienti :fic pr0of, It is for this reason that I feel that the AAAS 
should accomodate protosciences as well as those fully accepted. As far 

f 
;s. I

1
can see, much of sociology and psychology is at least equally pseudo­

Department o socio ogy 
Eastern Michigan University 
Ypsilanti, Michigan 48197 (313) 487-Q.184 

.. 
I 



..... 

-:~ 

. . .·' 
"-, .. 

', .. 
. ' , ., 

.. ; .-·.. : ., ·~--' ~,, : .. , 
' ·:'. :r. ~· ,: ...... _.' •. \·· J~:.;.:··.-· :, ~ ·, ' .. ~~ .•' :.. ' ·• 

s dentific when C<i>tnpar~·d !t@ -: .pa·rapsyC:h@lb·gy. I:t1£act, much 0£ the: work 
o;n· p.si 'is-_ far m0re:·.metlj~'!i~~qgica.lly 'sophi.fi!tic~ted than .work fo~nd in 

. j>~Y .. chology and s<;>ci.olOg_y •. - The. _sociar sctences in gener,al are not .. 
· ~·sfabHshed Sciences in· the same. sense as physics. I~uld ar·gue thC!-t 
much of s@oiology is protoscie.P.tific, and many would agree with me (es­
pecially outside my discipline), Following the logic in your argument 

-· against pa.ra.psychology: 'why not eject the social sciences from the AAAS? 
The ~ase would be even stronger :.to eject psychiatry since there is much 
empirical evidence that psychiatry does damage rather than help much of 
anyone. 

From what I' have seen of parapsychology, a minority of its practitioners 
_{ma.inly ,those .i~ the Parapsychofogy .Ass.G>ciaHon) are serious · protosci~ntists ·. ·.-·~·I 
They seek legitimacy from fellow sctenhsts not merely for the status 1t · · :. 1 

gives them (most of the . PA members are Ph.D. s in psychology or other · ~ -~ 
fields who may actually be hurting themselves professionally by even doing ' 
psi research at all) but in part to seek refuge· from the sea of frauds and · 
nonsense in the popular literature dealing with psi. The respensible pr0-
psi people I know are anxious to dissociate themselves fr0m most of the 
n'onsense that truly is pseudoscience in their area. I would argue that ejecting . 
lhen:, from the AAAS would drive them into the areas where they could get . · 
'support but from wl:iich many of them would like refuge. Let me give you 
a _ parallel example: Michel Gauq.uelin is a psychologist interested in possible · 
cosmic correlations whit'h are implausible but which seem to exist if one 
can believe the replicate.cl studJes thus far. Gauquelin is very much anti­
astrology but the astrologers · often cite him. as ''evidence" for their side. 
·since many s cienti!;1ts cc;ms id er. his :findings implausible and likely due to 
error (if -not fraud), they have frequently called what Gauquelin is daing 
pseudoscientific. This for.ces him into the Grnly friendly arena he can find. 
He is doing legitimate sci'entific work but:his results are ··· extraordinary 
and give · 11ai~ a~d comfort ·t0 the ehetll.Y·" ' inuch as parapsychological claims 
have be,en used' by those · who hold _antisdentific views. I would propose 
that we._ seek.'f~ win over those like Gauquel~n who accept the scientific 

. ground -rules and insist that th_~y 'put up 6r'·shut up. II You seem in part . 
to agree w.ith 'ui"is but may .feel that the parapsychologists have had enough 

. tlme to ••put up 11 and have failed so should shut up. But I think the evidence 
favors th'e parapsychologists en this score since there does seem to have 
-lieen some reai progress towards a replicable experime,nt in the last 10 
years. I remain a doubter, but some psi claims (e.g., telepathy) are less 
extraordinary than others ( e~ g., pre.cognition), and my scientific concern 
~ith n0t ma.king a Type II error (as in sta.tistic;s.) and thinking nothing special 

·is happening when it rarely may be happening, forces me to avoid final 
judgements. 

·1 enclose a c0py of a. paper which will be appear"ing shortly in an: AAAS 
volume on uncenventional science. I think it makes my positien a bit 
clearer, and I hope yoU; might find it of interest. 

! also enclose ·a copy of ZETETIC ~CHOLAR for your amusement if net 
enjoyment. I hope you might want to enter the dialogues I am starting. 

. ~~~· 
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This is to acknowledge with t • n s the recd~~ 
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~~-~!:~~~:;:~:~~-
---~--M2f_ Director, Center for Theoretical Physics 
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