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Psi phenomena refer to anomalous processes of information retrieval or energy transfer.
They include telepathy, the transfer of information from one person to another without the
mediation of any known channel of sensory communication; clairvoyance, the perception of
objects or events that do not provide a stimulus to the known senses; precognition, the
anticipation of a future event that could not otherwise be anticipated through any known
inferential process; and psychokinesis, the influence of thoughts or intentions on external
physical or biological systems. The first three of these are often called extrasensory
perception (ESP) or, more colloquially, “second sight.”

The existence of psi phenomena is controversial, and most academic psychologists do
not believe that they are likely to exist (Bem, 2011). Although the arguments by James
Carpenter in First Sight: ESP and Parapsychology in Everyday Life are strongly rooted in
experimental findings, it is not Carpenter’s purpose to engage the controversy itself or to
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provide a comprehensive overview of all the experimental evidence for psi. Those functions
are well served by several other recent books (e.g., Broderick, 2007; Radin, 2006).

Carpenter’s basic premise is that even if psi is currently anomalous in terms of known
physical and neurobiological mechanisms, it is not psychologically anomalous. Like
memories of past experiences, subliminal stimuli, and unconscious motives, psi is a
nonconscious, continuously present resource in the development of all conscious experience.
In arriving at a conscious thought, perception, or intended action, we nonconsciously
combine pertinent information from all these resources. He uses the example of a visual
perception, beginning at the end of the sequence:

D. I see X (an attributed understanding of an experience), and I think about it.

C. Just prior to that, I experience a collection of sensations that I attempt to construe.

B. Just prior to that, sensations register subliminally.

A. Just prior to that, an extrasensory anticipation of the event . . . initiates the

perceptual process. (p. 48)

Experimental psychologists have traditionally focused on processes at Step C, how
perceptions occur and how they come to be understood. Psychologists studying subliminal
perception or perception without awareness add Step B. Psi researchers add the very first
step in this sequence. Carpenter summarizes his theory as follows:

Organisms are psychologically unbounded. They transact with reality in an unconscious

way beyond their physical boundaries. They are unconsciously engaged psychologically

with an extended universe of meaning of indefinite extent in space and time. This

engagement is continuously ongoing and is referred to as psi. The efferent (active) aspect

of these engagements is referred to as psychokinesis (PK). The afferent (receptive) aspect

of the engagements is referred to as extrasensory perception (ESP). These two aspects of

psi are always intimately conjoined in their unconscious functioning.

If the afferent engagement refers to some event in the future, it is called

precognition, and if it refers to another person’s experience, it is called telepathy. Direct

access to the meanings of future events is necessarily prior to our potential access to those

events in the present, and direct engagement with extrasomatic information necessarily

precedes that information being able to reach the senses. For these reasons, psi may be

referred to as First Sight—hence the name given to the model and theory.

All experience and all behavior are constituted out of unconscious psychological

processes carried out purposefully on multiple sources of information, including psi

information, as mediated by unconscious intention and contextual appraisal. . . .

Consideration of the various sources of information occurs rapidly, holistically, and

efficiently toward the end of bringing to consciousness the most useful thing for



consciousness to consider at each moment. Unconscious intention is the primary guide that

is used by unconscious thought in constructing experience and action.

While unconscious psychological processes, including psi, are not directly available

to awareness, their activity is often expressed implicitly and inadvertently by various

physiological, behavioral, and experiential responses. . . . These activities also facilitate

adaptive behavior through physiological, emotional, and cognitive kinds of arousal that

implicitly prepare the organism for an effective response to its situation. For example,

subliminal information about something prior to awareness acts to prepare a person for a

correct recognition of that thing a split second later as a conscious perception has time to

form and the perception can be construed as the thing that it is. Similarly, an extrasensory

evocation of a certain mood state or state of physical arousal helps to prepare a person for a

quickly effective response to a danger as soon as that can be accurately perceived. (pp.

17–18)

Carpenter begins the empirical argument for his model by citing experiments
demonstrating that psi contributes to the development of conscious thought and perception in
ways similar to the contributions of memories, subliminal stimuli, and unconscious motives.
For example, several studies show that performance on psi tasks is significantly correlated
with performance on subliminal perception tasks. Other studies reveal that experimental and
personality variables correlate with psi and these other processes in similar ways.

But the most persuasive case for the First Sight model emerges from experiments that
demonstrate how psi helps or hinders the performance of everyday tasks unrelated to what
we normally think of as psi phenomena. In such experiments researchers depart from the
tradition of testing for psi by presenting participants with an explicit psi challenge, a
guessing game in which they must identify a stimulus “target” that is hidden from view, is
being thought of by another individual, or that will be chosen at random at a future time.

For example, Johnson (1973) administered regular subject-matter examinations to his
psychology class, but he attached sealed envelopes to the tests. The envelopes contained
information that was correct or incorrect for random subsets of the test questions. Relative to
questions for which no hidden priming information was available, students performed better
on questions that were primed by correct information and more poorly on questions primed
by incorrect information.

More recently, Radin (1997) pioneered a series of presentiment experiments in which
participants simply viewed a series of pictures on a computer screen while physiological
indices of their emotional arousal were monitored. Most of the pictures were emotionally
neutral, but a highly arousing negative or erotic image was displayed on randomly selected
trials. As expected, strong emotional arousal occurred when these images appeared on the
screen, but the relevant psi finding is that the increased arousal was observed to occur a few
seconds before the picture actually appeared, before the computer had even selected the
picture to be displayed.



The presentiment effect has now been demonstrated in more than 26 experiments
using a variety of physiological measures, including electrodermal activity, pupillary
dilation, and functional magnetic resonance imaging recordings. It is notable that the
participants in these experiments were not challenged to display psi, but only to passively
watch the pictures as they appeared on the computer screen.

Bem (2011) reported several precognition (or retroactive influence) experiments in
which the measured dependent variables were performances in everyday tasks. In these,
Bem modified well-established phenomena in social psychology by “time-reversing” the
standard experimental protocols so that participants’ responses were recorded before the
putatively causal stimulus events occurred. For example, in two experiments, participants
were shown a list of everyday words and were then given a free-recall test of those words.
After completing the recall test, participants engaged in a set of practice exercises on a
randomly selected subset of those words. The results showed that participants recalled more
words on the recall test that they later practiced than words that they had not practiced.

Bem also demonstrated precognition in a time-reversed version of an affective
priming experiment and in a time-reversed version of a “mere exposure” habituation
experiment. Even stronger support for Carpenter’s model emerged in a replication of the
habituation experiment by Parker and Sjödén (2010), who also ran their participants through
a standard non-psi habituation experiment. Only participants who showed standard
habituation showed significant psi-mediated habituation. The correlation between the two
was highly significant (r = .34, p = .008).

Carpenter himself is an active research scientist, and several of the supporting
experiments reported in First Sight were conducted by him and his colleagues. But
Carpenter is also a practicing psychotherapist, and he includes a fascinating chapter (“First
Sight in the Consulting Room”) in which he traces the historical connection between psi and
the study of unconscious processes in psychotherapy and provides several examples of psi
that appear to occur between therapists and clients.

Carpenter’s First Sight theory integrates many previously scattered and little-
understood findings in psi research and is richly generative in suggesting new lines of
research. Overall, the theory constitutes a transformational contribution to both psi research
and the psychology of consciousness.
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