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Chapter 5: Explanation     
 

It is better to be attacked than it is to be ignored. 

J .B.  Rhine 

In Chapter 4 the theoretical and explanatory issues of the psi debate were teased out 

and it was concluded that a re-evaluation of the hypotheses in terms of explanation 

theory is warranted. In this chapter I continue to explore the discussion of the psi 

hypotheses with particular focus on the Skeptic hypothesis and explanation theory in 

science.  I think it is pertinent to understand what has informed the dominant 

hypothesis in order to gain perspective on explanatory issues involved when 

comparing the competing hypotheses.  

To commence, I tie together points made earlier in the thesis regarding the 

currently dominant mainstream assessment of psi, and re-iterate the importance of 

explanatory considerations to understanding the background issues that inform the 

Skeptic hypothesis. I then outline the main tenets of the covering law explanation 

model before explaining why the covering law theory is problematic for psi. I go on 

to show that the covering law model of explanation was dominant shortly after the 

experimental data from the early laboratory-based psi research was first brought to 

wider mainstream public and academic attention. It is suggested that the Skeptic 

hypothesis assessment of psi was influenced by the covering law theory, which was 

the ‘received view’ in the philosophy of science until the early 1970s. I show that 

despite a brief flurry of renewed interest in psi after this time, the assessment made 

when the covering law theory was the dominant model still prevails today. Finally, it 

is concluded that because the covering law theory is no longer dominant, but appears 

to have influenced assessment of psi, it is pertinent to review psi in the context of 

contemporary explanation theory. I use the work of C.D. Broad on mind theory and 

causation as a philosophical precedent to support the case for reassessment.  

A re-analysis of psi and explanation theory is then undertaken in the next chapter. 
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5.1 The Skeptic hypothesis  
 

As I have shown in discussions during the course of the thesis, the Skeptic hypothesis 

maintains that psi phenomena are most reasonably explained by normal means.  

Fraud, self-delusion, coincidence or flaky experimental methodology are thought 

sufficient to account for psi phenomena. I have already indicated that the Skeptic 

hypothesis is informed by certain explanatory assumptions. If the hypothesis is to be a 

genuine attempt to explain psi then the assumptions should be made explicit. In this 

section I briefly summarise these points in order to tie together previous points that 

are pertinent to furthering the discussion.  

In Chapter 1 I flagged that conservative explanatory considerations were 

responsible for the assessment that fraud was the most rational explanation for the 

body of evidence for psi. I also showed that some proponents make a case that as the 

phenomena exhibited are so counter to what is expected according to current science, 

they are most reasonably accounted for by fraud or self-delusion, despite apparent 

evidence for psi effects. The intricacies of the relationship between anomalous 

phenomena and explanation will become more prominent in this chapter and the next.  

In Chapter 3 I presented the historic account which showed that psi’s 

problematic position as paranormal had roots in the way the supernatural/natural 

divide developed at the time the modern world view was formed.  The historic 

explanatory situation has impacted on the current assessment of psi because the 

theories that were developed to explain psi under the supernatural scheme had 

become defunct and unable to cross over into current mainstream theory 

development. I flagged that the psi hypotheses discussion should be understood with 

the history of pertinent issues of explanation in mind.  

Finally, in the last chapter I concluded that explanatory issues inform different 

research traditions. Such competing approaches to psi produce conflicting 

assessments of the data and take different strategies regarding the potential to use psi 

in developing scientific theory. In particular, I showed that proponents against the use 

of psi in new theories made their case on the basis that it was unnecessary to 

introduce such ‘wildly speculative’ theories, even if those theories appear to have 

more coverage. In essence, the discussion highlighted the fact that different values 

were placed on explanatory considerations. More explicitly, the status quo that 
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maintains the Skeptic hypothesis was shown to be driven by conservative explanatory 

considerations and the proponents for the use of psi in current theories were driven by 

the apparent data for psi, which they claim requires scientific explanation. The 

scientists who do undertake psi theory development, who are in a minority, also 

usually claim that psi cannot be explained successfully unless new theory is 

developed.  

Two main themes have become clear during the analysis of the dominant 

Skeptic hypothesis over the course of this thesis. I have argued that there are two 

main concerns that inform the assessment of the body of evidence for psi in 

mainstream philosophy, namely they are: 

1) Conservative explanatory considerations 

2) Assumptions about the anomalous and unlawful nature of psi phenomena. 

In contrast proponents of the Small and Big Change Natural hypotheses are informed 

by the need to explain apparent evidence for psi regardless of the consequences, even 

if new theory is required.  

In this chapter I am concerned with making a case that the explanatory issues 

that I have shown inform the current discussion require reassessment. I commence by 

showing that the Skeptic hypothesis was formed at a time when the covering law 

explanation model was dominant. Furthermore I maintain that the rejection of psi 

theories, on the basis that they cannot be explained adequately, was informed by the 

strictures of the covering law theory, which required a general law as part of the 

scientific explanatory scheme. The covering law theory is no longer the received view 

in contemporary scientific explanation theory, which provides a case to make a re-

evaluation of the body of evidence for psi. The ensuing discussion will substantiate 

this claim by first outlining the main tenets of the covering law theory and then 

analysing the mainstream assessment of psi prior to and shortly after the point in time 

when the covering law theory emerged as the received view of scientific explanation.  
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5.2 The covering law model  
 
This section lays the foundations for the subsequent discussion of psi in relation to 

contemporary explanation theory. I focus here on the covering law model of 

explanation and discuss it in relation to anomalous phenomena. The covering law 

model of explanation was developed in philosophy of science in the middle of the last 

century and was dominant, even if still debated, for three decades afterwards (Salmon 

1990, pp8-10). ‘Studies in the logic of explanation’ written jointly by Carl Hempel 

and Paul Oppenheim in 1948 is most often referenced as the article which first 

brought the covering law theory to wide attention.27 

I chose to focus on the deductive nomological (DN) explanation model 

because the publication of Hempel and Oppenheim’s 1948 version of the theory is 

considered an ‘epoch-making’ moment in explanation theory in the sciences (Salmon 

1990, p3) and therefore contains the sort of import that I require when I go on to use 

the analysis of psi and covering law explanation theory to suggest that the model has 

informed the currently dominant Skeptic hypothesis.28  

The section starts with an outline of the main tenets of the covering law model 

as expounded in Hempel and Oppenheim’s seminal paper. I draw on both the 1948 

article and 1965 book Aspects of Scientific Explanation by Hempel to outline the main 

tenets of the covering law model when earlier points made in the 1948 are presented 

in a clearer fashion.  

The 1948 paper contains a discussion of vitalism and how the covering law 

model deals with explanations which contain no general law such as those postulated 

to explain vitalism. I show that the situation is similar for psi as there are no known 

laws that can be appealed to that explain the phenomena exhibited as psi effects. I use 

the comparison to show how such problems are dealt with under the covering law 

model. I conclude that under the covering law model such lawless explanations are 
                                                
27 The publication of Hempel and Oppenheim’s paper in 1948 is considered the seminal presentation of 

the covering law theory, however, prior to this publication Hempel had published versions of the 
theory which are drawn on in the 1948 paper. So, there were intimations of the theory prior to 1948. 
In the reference list for the 1948 paper Hempel refers to ‘The function of general laws in history’ 
which was published in The Journal of Philosophy in 1942 (Hempel & Oppenheim 1965, p289). 

28 Some evidence for psi is statistical in nature and would equally warrant discussion using the theories 
of statistical explanation that Hempel later developed (Hempel 1965). However, I exclude  
discussion of other aspects of the Hempel’s explanation theories in this thesis because  
of the timing of the publications the effects of the deductive nomological model were already 
impacting on the mainstream assessment of psi, thus making assessment of the later theories 
redundant in my argument.  
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considered lacking in empirical meaning because they cannot provide theoretical 

understanding.  

 

5.2.1 Outline of the deductive nomological (DN) argument structure 
 

The DN model of covering law explanation theory was developed by Hempel and 

Oppenheim as part of a broader assessment of explanation in the sciences. According 

to Hempel and Oppenheim ‘to explain the phenomena in the world of our experience, 

to answer the “why?” rather than only the question “what?”, is one of the foremost 

objectives of all rational inquiry’ (Hempel & Oppenheim 1948, p 135). Answers to 

why questions ‘may be regarded as an argument to the effect that the phenomenon to 

be explained, the explanandum phenomenon, was to be expected in virtue of certain 

explanatory facts’ (Hempel 1965, p336) Under the DN model the fact in question is 

explained by an argument in the following form:  

 
 
 C1, C2,…Ck statement of antecedent conditions 
 
 L1, L2,…Lr general law 

  
 E description of the empirical phenomenon  
  to be explained 
 

 

 

(Hempel & Oppenheim 1948, p138) 

 

Lines one and two are the premises and the third line is the logically deduced 

conclusion. The argument is the explanation and must be both valid and sound. So, 

for an event E to be explained there must be a statement of antecedent conditions and 

at least one general law (the explanans) which are used as premises in order to 

conclude E (the explanandum). Because of its structure and reliance on a general law 

,this form of scientific explanation has become known as deductive nomological  

(DN) model of explanation. 

  

 

Explanandum 

Explanans 
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There are certain conditions that must be met for an argument of the DN type 

to be considered an explanation. Hempel further explains that: 

a DN explanation answers the question ‘Why did the explanandum-phenomenon occur?’ 
By showing that the phenomena resulted from certain particular circumstances, specified  
in C1, C2,…Ck, in accordance with the laws L1, L2,…Lr. By pointing this out, the argument 
shows that, given the particular circumstances and the laws in question, the occurrence of 
the phenomenon was to be expected; and it is this sense that the explanation enables us to 
understand why the phenomenon occurred. (Hempel 1965, p337)  

Hempel and Oppenheim divide them into two categories: the logical conditions of 

adequacy and the empirical condition of adequacy (Hempel & Oppenheim 1948, 

p137). The logical conditions of adequacy that must obtain if the argument is to 

provide a valid explanation are threefold:  
 (derivability) the explanandum must be logically derived from the 

explanans 
 

 (lawlikeness) at least one of the explanans must be a general law  
  
 (empirical content) the explanans must be empirically testable 
 
  

And the empirical condition makes a fourth criterion that must hold if the 

argument is to serve as an explanation for the event in question: 
 
 (truth) the sentences of the explanans must be true.  
 

Only if all of these criteria are fulfilled can the argument be considered a legitimate 

explanation for the why question originally proposed (Hempel & Oppenheim 1948, 

pp137-138). Further to this, Hempel and Oppenheim explain that the model they have 

developed is also intended to predict what will happen if the same initial conditions 

are encountered. The predictive aspect is important to science and to their theory of 

scientific explanation. They state that:  

it is this potential predictive force which gives scientific explanation its importance: only to 
the extent that we are able to explain empirical facts can we attain the major objective of 
scientific research, namely not merely to record the phenomena of our experience, but to 
learn from them, by basing upon them theoretical generalizations which enable us to 
anticipate new occurrences and to control, at least to some extent, the changes in our 
environment. (Hempel & Oppenheim 1948, p138).  

So if the deductive argument is both valid and sound, contains at least one general law 

and is empirically testable, then one should be able to use it as both an explanation 

and a means to predict the outcome of a similar situation.  
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As an illustrative example, take a question: 

Why was there water all over the floor of my apartment this morning? 

Then put it into the DN format of explanation: 

 
 The metal pipes in the block of apartments were full of water 
 The temperature was below zero  
 (statement of antecedent conditions) 
 
 All water expands in volume if its temperature  
 drops below freezing point at normal pressure 
 (general law) 

  
 Therefore, last night the water pipe ruptured  
 because the pipe was too small to contain  
 the water when it froze and expanded.  
 
 

I have then an explanation for the flood in my apartment in the form of a deductive 

argument. It looks like I should call a plumber, but if I really want to make sure that 

my explanation is a reasonable assessment of the situation I double check to see if this 

argument fulfils Hempel and Oppenheim’s requirements for an explanation.  

 
(derivability) the explanandum must be logically derived from the explanans 
   
Yes, the explanandum is logically derivable from the explanans. You can see that if 
the metal pipes are filled with water and the water freezes then the water will expand 
and consequently the pipes will burst.  
 
(lawlikeness) at least one of the explanans must be a general law  
 
Yes, the second premise is derived from a general law (ΔV = βVoΔT) 
Where ΔT = temperature change and ΔV= volume change and ‘the constant β, which characterizes the 
volume expansion properties of a particular material, is called the temperature coefficient of volume 
expansion, or the coefficient of volume expansion.’ (Sears et al 1987, p349) 
  
 
(empirical content) the explanans must be empirically testable 
 
Yes, I can freeze some water and measure its expansion rate. 
 
(truth) the sentences of the explanans must be true.  
 

Yes, the sentences are true: the pipes were full or water and the temperature did drop 
below zero. I can also verify the law regarding the expansion of water when frozen 
through empirical means.  
 

 
Explanandum 

Explanans 
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The covering law model can be used to provide an answer to a why question in the 

form of a deductive argument and has practical application as the example above 

exemplifies, it was subsequently to become the dominant conception of explanation  

in the sciences.  

 

5.2.2 The ‘received view’ 
 

Notwithstanding criticism (Angel 1967, Scriven 1962) the DN explanation model 

described in the subsection above is acknowledged as the dominant model for some 

decades. Its dominance was such that in an essay on ‘Scientific explanation: How we 

got from there to here’ Wesley Salmon called the model ‘the cornerstone of the old 

consensus’ (Salmon 1998, p302). And it is widely acknowledged as the ‘received 

view’ of explanation until the early 1970s, after which the explanatory territory in 

philosophy of science became much more complex. 

I suggest that the dominance of the covering law explanation theory at a time 

when psi research became more prominent in the mainstream press resulted in an 

assessment of psi phenomena which is the undercurrent to the Skeptic hypothesis and 

the dominant mainstream view of the phenomena today. I do not claim that this is the 

only influence, but I think that the connection made is significant. I make a case for 

this in section 5.4. But first I show why the covering law model is problematic for psi 

theory and why it has such an impact on the assessment of psi. 

 

5.3 Lawless psi and the covering law model 
 

It is not hard to see how the covering law model of explanation is going to pose 

problems for anomalous phenomena such as apparent psi effects. If the covering law 

theory is correct, then a law of nature is required for any acceptable scientific 

explanation. However, putative psi phenomena are anomalous; outside accepted 

scientific law by their very definition. Moreover, psi theorists themselves 

acknowledge that they are in no position to state generally accepted universal or 

statistical laws to cover ESP or PK. It follows that if the covering law model is 

correct, no scientific explanation can be given for psi phenomena. It is a point which 



_______________________________________________________________________________ 
Chapter 5: Explanation  142 
 
 

gives the Skeptic hypothesis strength, for no matter what evidence there appears to be 

for the phenomena, another, more prosaic law-based explanation must be used to 

account for the apparent effects. The situation is not revisable unless either the 

covering law model is shown to be problematic or subsequent laws are discovered 

that explain psi. Put in terms of an outline of an argument, the situation for psi under 

covering law theory is as follows: 

 

PREMISE 1 Acceptable scientific explanations require that the explanandum 
is derived from a covering law and other conditions. 

 
PREMISE 2 Psi is not covered by any known law, nor have any psi-specific 

covering laws been found (or are likely to be found)  
 
CONCLUSION Therefore, we have (and are likely to have) no scientific 

explanations that are inconsistent with the Skeptic hypothesis 
(namely that fraud, flawed methodology, flukes or self delusion 
explain psi effects).  

 

If either the covering law model does not hold or if psi can be explained in terms of 

natural laws, this argument is unsound and I will discuss the issue further on in the 

thesis when I address the more general problems that the covering law model 

eventually encountered in the next chapter in section 6.1  For the time being, 

however, I am concerned with the ramifications for psi theory under the covering  

law model. 

The result of the analysis is important because, as I show in the next section, 

the covering law theory was dominant at just that time when the experimental data for 

psi was published prolifically. I suggest that the dominance of the covering law model 

most likely influenced the mainstream assessment of psi and gave rise to the notion 

that psi cannot be accounted for by contemporary science.  

 

5.3.1 Psi and vitalism 
 

In their seminal 1948 paper, Hempel and Oppenheim discuss a similar scenario to the 

problematic position psi is currently in. They anticipate the problem of there being 

apparent evidence and theory to support a hypothesis, but for which there are no 

covering laws to appeal to. To explicate, they outline their response to a phenomenon 
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which, like the position psi is in at the moment, cannot be explained by appeal to a 

general law. Because of this similarity the case provides a test case for the assessment 

of psi under the DN model of scientific explanation. The case they discuss is vitalism 

and they contrast it to that of gravitational fields: 

A case in point is the neovitalistic attempt to explain biological phenomena by reference to 
an entelechy or vital force. The crucial point here is not–as it is sometimes made out to be–
that entelechies cannot be seen or otherwise directly observed; for that is true also of 
gravitational fields, and yet, reference to such fields is essential in the explanation of 
various physical phenomena. (Hempel & Oppenheim 1948, p145) 

Then they make the point that is so vital to understanding the predicament that psi 

faces when attempts to explain it are made using the covering law model: 

The decisive difference between the two cases is that the physical explanation provides (1) 
methods of testing, albeit indirectly, assertions about gravitational fields, and (2) general 
laws concerning the strength of gravitational fields, and the behavior of objects moving in 
them. Explanations by entelechies satisfy the analogue of neither of these two conditions. 
Failure to satisfy the first condition represents a violation of (R3)*; it renders all statements 
about entelechies inaccessible to empirical test and thus devoid of empirical meaning. 
Failure to comply with the second condition involves a violation of (R2)**. It deprives the 
concept of entelechy of all explanatory import; for explanatory power never resides in a 
concept, but always in the general laws in which it functions. (Hempel & Oppenheim 1948, 
p145-146) 

*R3 is the requirement that the explanans are empirically testable 

**R2 is the requirement that at least one of the premises contains a general law. 

 
So the lack of a general law deprives a theory of explanatory power under the DN 

model. This is obviously problematic for psi. Even more poignantly the conclusion to 

this analysis is that:  

Therefore, notwithstanding the flavor of familiarity of the metaphor it invokes, the 
neovitalistic approach cannot provide theoretical understanding.  
(Hempel & Oppenheim 1948, p146) 

Psi does not fall to the same empirical problem as vitalism. There appears to be 

evidence for psi events, even if it is debated as to what this entails, whereas vitalism is 

a theory about natural phenomena. However, if one considers that workable theories 

are still vying for consideration to explain the anomalous phenomena associated with 

psi the situation is similar. Therefore under a covering law model efforts to explain 

psi will be discounted for the same reason: lack of theoretical understanding due to 

lack of a general law to appeal to when constructing an explanation that is acceptable 

to the tenets of covering law explanation.  
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5.3.2 A note on psi and laws 
 

For this section of the thesis when I refer to general law I intend the traditional 

notion of ‘general law’ that prevailed during the time the covering law was dominant. 

(I reserve discussion regarding the now widely acknowledged problematic notion of 

‘law’ in science for the next chapter.) Hempel and Oppenheim realised that the notion 

of ‘law’ was critical to their explanation model and defined a general law as ‘a 

statement of universal conditional form which is capable of being confirmed or 

disconfirmed by suitable empirical findings’ (Hempel 1965, p 231). Contemporary 

developments in philosophy of science aside, using the covering law era definition of 

a general law it is apparent that the theory spells doom for phenomena like psi.  

Psi, as we have seen previously, is currently anomalous to science. Despite the 

best efforts of the Big and Small Change Natural hypotheses, there is no claim that, as 

yet, psi phenomena have been dealt with sufficiently by reference to a general law. 

The phenomena exhibited in both spontaneous cases and laboratory-based 

experiments continue to remain problematic to science because there is no dominant 

theory that has been proposed that accounts for the phenomena. As a consequence, psi 

remains anomalous. In the section below I show that the perceived unlawful 

assessment, combined with the covering law model, could be the foundation for the 

current dominance of the Skeptic hypothesis in mainstream philosophy and science 

today.  

 

5.4 Psi publications and the ‘received view’ 
 
In this section I make a case that the Skeptic hypothesis is currently dominant in 

philosophy is at least partially informed by the chance congruence of two events. 

Firstly, the developments in psi research started to reach a mainstream academic 

audience, and secondly the rise of the covering law explanation model as the received 

view of scientific explanation.29 

                                                
29 The analysis is of the mainstream assessment of psi and is not intended to include discussion of the 

evidence that has been undertaken within the discipline of parapsychology itself. (e.g. the 
discussions of the meta-analyses between Richard Wiseman, Julie Milton and other members of the 
parapsychology community (Milton & Wiseman 1999, Storm & Ertel 2001). Neither am I 
concerned here with the often discussed debate about the status of the evidence for psi that has been 
undertaken between parapsychologists and prominent skeptical psychologists. The discussions 



_______________________________________________________________________________ 
Chapter 5: Explanation  145 
 
 

I also made a case that it is detrimental to both parties to leave the debate in 

this state and this thesis is an attempt to unravel some of the background issues that 

inform the debate and to recouch the issues as a discussion between competing 

hypotheses. The aim is to produce a more constructive dialogue between the different 

approaches to explanation of the anomalous phenomena.  

I am concerned in this part of the thesis with the mainstream assessment of psi 

and to reassess psi theories in the light of changes in the philosophy of science over 

the post-positivist period. I will focus on this as I proceed to discuss the dominant 

mainstream hypothesis (the Skeptic hypothesis) in relation to explanation theory in 

philosophy of science. Accordingly, in this section I look at the literature that shows 

how the mainstream reacted to the new developments in psi research. And draw on 

works published prior to, during and shortly after the covering law theory was 

considered the received view of explanation.  

 

5.4.1 Psi publications 
 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, research into parapsychology in the 40s, 50s and 60s was 

dominated by the laboratory experiments first conducted by J.B. Rhine at Duke 

University in the 1920s and shortly thereafter replicated in other laboratories. 

Publication of the results of the new approach to psi research renewed mainstream 

interest in the phenomena. Between the late 1930s and the 1960s Rhine published five 

books, including Extrasensory Perception and New Frontiers of the Mind, which were 

both published in the 1930s. By 1977 he had enough laboratory experiments to draw 

on to publish History of Experimental Studies. Louisa Rhine’s catalogues of 

spontaneous psi events were also published during this time – Hidden Channels of the 

Mind was first published in 1965, followed by ESP in Life and Lab in 1967. Also 

notable as part of this research was the publication of Modern Experiments in 

                                                                                                                                      
between the views are well documented in the psi literature and, as I showed in the introduction to 
the thesis, the pro-psi and anti-psi theorists have, in the main, just ‘agreed to disagree’ and have each 
continued their respective research programs accordingly. The focus is on the mainstream academic 
assessment of psi and I therefore look at mainstream journals for the assessment.  
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Telepathy in 1954 by S.G. Soal and Frederick Bateman30. The effect of the 

publications was tangibly apparent when the American Parapsychology Association 

was founded in 1957. The organization became an affiliate of the American 

Association for the Advancement of Science in 1969 and this elicited much 

discussion in mainstream science regarding the evidential status of psi phenomena.  

 

5.4.2 Mainstream discussion of psi 
 
During the same period, and perhaps because of the novel nature of the 

parapsychological publications, the work of the parapsychologists was also being 

discussed in mainstream journals in disciplines outside of parapsychology and more 

generally in the popular press. Testament to this is provided in a 1938 article from 

The American Journal of Sociology, in which Harold O. Gulliksen writes: 

The immediate practical result of Rhine’s experiments has been a wave of popular interest 
in the Duke University work. New Frontiers of the Mind has sold 110,000 copies. Rhine is 
also issuing special sets of ESP cards and score pads… The Zenith Foundation, established 
by the Zenith Radio Corporation, broadcasts each week startling instances of ESP and 
conducts “scientific tests” to answer their frequent question “WHAT-is it?” The Journal of 
Parapsychology, edited by William McDougall and J.B. Rhine, has been recently 
established to take care of experimental studies in ESP. (Gulliksen 1938, p624) 

 So it appears that the work of Rhine and other early parapsychologists was being 

examined and explored by interested parties in both the academic and lay areas. More 

specifically the ESP experiments were being evaluated by academic disciplines for 

their scientific rigour and as a social phenomenon and, as the mention of the Zenith 

Radio program above indicates, there was enough popular interest to sustain a reality 

radio program on the topic. 

In philosophy too, the work of the parapsychologists did not go unnoticed. In 

1938 the journal Philosophy of Science published a lengthy article by H. Rogosin 

entitled ‘Telepathy, psychical research and modern psychology’ in which the author 

notes that psychical research ‘…has been frowned upon for many years; the very 

thought of it, in fact, has been anathema to a great number of scientists. But the 

attitude of both laboratory workers and laymen toward this field has been changing in 

                                                
30 Soal was accused of fraudulently producing experimental data in the experiments he carried out 

during WWII with Shackleton and spent much of his career defending himself against allegations of 
fraud. See Haynes 1982 for details of this incident. 
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the last few years’ (Rogosin 1938, p472). The Rhines and fellow psi researchers were 

certainly being recognised and their research discussed and debated.  

Other notable philosophical publications were the collection of essays by the 

prominent philosopher C.D. Broad, collated into the book Religion, Philosophy and 

Psychical Research in 1953. The collection includes essays based on papers given to 

the Society of Psychical Research between 1935 and 1938 (Broad 1953, p1). Broad, 

who, as I mentioned earlier, held the presidency of the Society for Psychical Research 

from 1935-6 and 1958-60, was among a small group of mainstream philosophers who 

wrote in support of the evidence for psi and used it in the development of their 

philosophical theories.  

It is interesting to note that Broad’s analysis of psi as seriously contravening, 

what he defined as, basic limiting principles (Broad 1949) was used in turn by George 

Price (1955) to support his version of the Modern Miracle Argument. The irony did 

not escape another philosopher, Michael Scriven, who, in an extensive review of the 

experiments cited in Soal and Bateman’s Modern Experiments in Telepathy, noted 

that the notion that psi does not fit with the mechanistic world view ‘is clearly a two-

edged weapon, and the opponents of ESP, such as Dr George Price, employ it to cast 

doubt on ESP research’ (Scriven 1956, p248). The review was published in a 

mainstream philosophical journal (The Philosophical Review) and is evidence that 

research into psi was considered a topic worthy of discussions in mainstream 

philosophy at this time. Comments like this also indicate that the status of the 

evidence and its consequences for science and philosophy were debated.  

At this time some academics thought that the evidence for psi was substantial 

enough to warrant theoretical consideration. For instance, consider Alan Turing’s 

comments on telepathy in his ‘Computing machinery and intelligence’ (Turing 1950). 
This is the well-known article in which Turing addresses the question ‘Can machines 
think?’ He reworks the question and proposes a test for machine intelligence based on a 
game in which a machine and a person are shielded from a third player, the interrogator, 
who can ask questions and receive answers from both the machine and the person and 
whose task is to guess correctly which is which. Turing's proposal was that we have 

                                                
32 In this section I have focussed on the literature regarding ESP as it was the most prominent aspect of 

psi that was discussed during this era. This is most likely because of Rhine’s focus on his work on 
telepathy experiments in his early publications. Although he and others did publish results of PK 
experiments they were not as great in volume or appeared to elicit such interest as the ESP 
experiments.  
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sufficient evidence that machines can think when the interrogator correctly sorts the pair 
at no better than chance rate. The set up came to be known as the Turing Test, and is 
prominent in the literature in the history of discussion of artificial intelligence (Turing 
1950, pp433-434). For the purposes of this thesis I am interested in the section in which 
Turing makes a specific reference to ESP. In objection (9) The Argument from Extra-
Sensory Perception he states that: 

I assume that the reader is familiar with the idea of extra-sensory perception, and the 
meaning of the four items of it, viz. telepathy, clairvoyance, precognition and psycho-
kinesis. These disturbing phenomena seem to deny all our usual scientific ideas. How we 
should like to discredit them? Unfortunately the statistical evidence at least for telepathy, is 
overwhelming…if telepathy is admitted it will be necessary to tighten our test up. The 
situation could be regarded as analogous to that which would occur if the interrogator were 
talking to himself and one of the competitors was listening with his ear to the wall. To put 
the competitors into a ‘telepathy-proof room’ would satisfy all requirements.  
(Turing 1950, pp453-454) 

It is evident that Alan Turing, who was primarily known as a mathematical logician, 

believed that there was enough evidence for telepathy to warrant discussion of its 

confounding possibilities in this landmark paper. It seems to indicate that the work of 

parapsychology was being taken seriously and beyond the small community of psi 

researchers.  

Another commentator on psi was the engineer-come-controversial logician 

George Spencer Brown,  who also entered into discussion about psi phenomena in the 

mainstream academic arena. In 1952 he published an article in Nature which, among 

other issues critiqued the use of statistics in long-run psi experiments. It is a short 

article that had a large impact because of its wider implications on the use of random 

numbers in statistical theory. Brown wrote that: 

Since it is clearly meaningless to speak of ‘influencing’ random-producing agents on 
evidence which is nothing more than statistically significant, and since there nevertheless 
exist a number of highly ‘significant’ results in the best designed and most rigorously 
observed experiments, the simplest explanation left open to us is that the calculus which 
leads us to interpret these results as significant is itself misleading. (Brown 1952, p155) 

His comments elicited some debate from those interested in the use of statistics in 

science in general. There were some concerns that if his criticisms were valid then not 

only would the situation be problematic for confirming the validity of the evidence for 

psi, but that ‘Brown’s arguments could in principle raise serious doubts against the 

use of statistics in the interpretation of facts in any field of research (including 

psychology) which employs empirical means of randomization.’ (Wasserman 1955, 

p135). History shows that this did not eventuate; ordinary statistical methods are still 
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widely used in the sciences, and Brown’s other criticisms have also been shown to be 

problematic (Wasserman 1955). However, these articles do indicate that the evidence 

for psi was at least thought to be sufficiently strong to warrant exploration of the 

implications for other fields of inquiry of psi phenomena.  

The salient point that I hope I have shown is that there was a considerable 

amount of mainstream discussion and publication regarding the results from the early 

experimental literature about psi (especially ESP32).  

In the next section I make a case that after the covering law model became the 

‘received view’ regarding scientific explanation, the tone of criticisms against the 

possible use of psi changed and this eventually leads to the situation that we 

encounter today, namely that discussion about psi registers little in mainstream 

scientific or philosophical literature. I suggest that interest in psi dwindled most likely 

in part as a result of the difficulty involved in explaining anomalous phenomena under 

the covering law model which, as I showed in the previous section, is problematic for 

realist psi theorists. To help put the above discussion into perspective, here is a chart 

that indicates the timing of the major publications mentioned in the chapter in relation 

to the time the covering law theory was dominant: 

 
 

I further discuss the consequences for psi in the section below.  
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5.5 Consequences for psi theory 
 

I have already shown that the Skeptic hypothesis is the currently dominant 

philosophical stance in mainstream discussion regarding psi in both the sciences and 

philosophy. The question I entertain now is: what continues to inform the assessment? 

I suggest that concerns as to the explanatory worth of theories that have been 

proposed to explain psi inform the current mainstream assessment of psi. And that 

this assessment continues to dominate in philosophy today. I have shown previously 

that the explanatory concerns are an important component of the Skeptic hypothesis 

and when the arguments are presented they are rarely made explicit.   

To back up my suggestion I will provide illustrative examples in three steps: 

firstly, the change in tone of the discussion regarding psi prior to the publication of 

the initial outline of the covering law theory is examined; then secondly, it is shown 

that after the problems of the covering law theory became more widely acknowledged 

in the 1970s there was a brief flurry of new mainstream philosophical discussion of 

the anomalous phenomena. Finally, I show that this interest quickly subsided.  

In the previous section I presented the bare bones of the major publications of 

psi research, and showed that prior to and shortly after the 1948 publication of 

Hempel and Oppenheim’s covering law theory, there was some level of mainstream 

interest, from philosophy as well as other disciplines, regarding the evidence for psi 

and its implications. The Skeptic hypothesis maintains that the evidence for psi can be 

best explained by appeal to fraud, fluke, flaky methodology or self-delusion, however, 

I have also shown that this assessment is not made in relation to an evaluation of the 

body of evidence for psi as such. It is in fact informed by a variety of influences: 

conservative explanatory considerations; the history of psi as a once supernatural 

phenomena; assessment of the phenomena as counter to basic certainties in science. 

The Skeptic hypothesis is the dominant stance in mainstream science and philosophy 

today. In this section I make a case that the congruence of interest in laboratory-based 

psi research quickly followed by the rise of the covering law theory as the dominant 

explanatory model that was the ‘received view’ for the subsequent two decades 

influenced further assessment of psi as unexplainable. Hence the dominance of the 

Skeptic hypothesis continues.  
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Once again I note that I am focussing on mainstream assessment and 

discussion of psi, not the psi-specific literature. I have therefore used the ‘jstor’ 

database of journal articles as my source for an assessment of mainstream 

publications with reference to psi. It includes archives of relevant publications such as 

Mind, The Journal of Philosophy, Nous, Philosophical Review, Philosophical 

Quarterly, The American Journal of Sociology among many others. I list the entire 

selection and the database details in Appendix I. 

 

5.5.1 The Skeptic hypothesis prior to 1948 
 

Prior to 1948, the year that Hempel and Oppenheim’s covering law explanation model 

first gained considerable attention, there was a flurry of interest in psi phenomena due 

to the success of J.B. Rhine’s book Extra-sensory Perception amongst other 

publications that detailed the results from psi experiments and which were considered 

novel at the time. The mainstream academic discussion regarding the phenomena was 

varied. Some, like Turing (mentioned above) thought that the evidence for 

phenomena such as telepathy was ‘overwhelming’ (Turing 1950), however, others 

were more guarded. Representative of the latter point of view is H. Rogosin who 

criticised reports of evidence for psi, amongst more mundane and widely debated 

analysis of statistics and procedure, on the basis of the anti-materialist conclusions 

Rhine advocated if his experiments were to be accepted. (Rhine was indeed an 

avowed dualist (Rhine 1954).) Rogosin summarises as follows: 

Scientific progress in the physical sciences does not support the argument for a fundamental 
change of direction. The experiments at Duke University and elsewhere, upon “extra-
sensory perception” and “supernormal cognition” are based upon faulty assumptions 
regarding probability theory, the nature of proof, the place of mathematics in the 
development of Science; in short, faulty assumptions regarding philosophy of science. 
(Rogosin 1938, p 48) 

Rogosin is concerned throughout the article with the use of psi to support an anti-

materialist account of nature as well as with experimental procedure and use of 

statistics (something which, if a valid criticism, would have to apply more broadly). 

In the literature critical of Rhine’s work were similar discussions regarding 

methodology and use of statistics as well as analyses of the possibility of sensory 

leakage. The kind of searches I undertook were for any articles that discussed or 

mentioned psi data, but as far as I can glean from the articles that I found,  during the 
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pre-1948 era, fraud was usually suggested as one of other possible explanations for 

the psi phenomena reported in the experimental psi literature. However, the main 

focus was on experimental methodology and the use of statistics, a fledgling part of 

science itself.  

 
5.5.2 Skeptic hypothesis post 1948 
 

The mainstream assessment of psi does not change immediately after the publication 

of the covering law theory by Hempel and Oppenheim in 1948. However, once the 

covering law theory gains ground and becomes the received view it is interesting that 

a different assessment of psi is presented in mainstream philosophical assessments of 

the anomalous phenomena.  

I mentioned earlier that George Spencer Brown published a paper in Nature in 

1953. The paper provided a controversial assessment of psi that was widely critiqued 

at the time. It is a good example because it was published in such a high-profile 

mainstream scientific journal and created much interest. Brown’s assessment of psi 

was as follows: 

The recent aim of research workers setting out to demonstrate the occurrence of telepathy, 
etc., has been to devise experiments to give statistically significant results which might 
reasonably be interpreted as evidence for the phenomena claimed. They have succeeded in 
doing this, but with important limitations. In the first place, although some of the 
experimental results appear by statistical reasoning ‘highly significant’, identical 
experimental conditions do not as a rule bring about their repetition. Thus, in an important 
sense, the phenomena remain undemonstrated. 

The other serious limitation in the so-called demonstrations of telepathy, etc., is the lack of 
satisfactory control series. (Brown 1953, p154) 

Like the pre-48 discussion, Brown’s assessment examines the methodology of the 

experiments and involves analysis of wider implications for science. However, the 

discussion of psi markedly changes not long after in the mid-1950s when George 

Price published his influential paper in Science. Price’s Science article provided the 

first airing of the Modern Miracle Argument which I detailed in Chapter 1. The 

argument was structured along the lines of Hume’s ‘ever-lasting check’ for the status 

of miracles and was presented as a definitive statement on psi. The argument 

concludes in favour of the fraud hypothesis.   

The timing of the new approach to psi coincides with the years that the 

explanation theorist Wesley Salmon maintains the covering law theory became the 
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‘received view’ of scientific explanation.  In Four Decades of Scientific Explanation 

Salmon states that Hempel and Oppenheim’s covering law paper in 1948 ‘was more 

of a harbinger of the second decade than a representative of the first. (Salmon 1999, 

p11).  So, although the covering law theory was first proposed in the late 1930s it 

wasn’t until the mid-late 1950s that the influence of the theory gained wider ground. 

I have shown earlier in the thesis that this is the main philosophical argument 

regarding psi phenomena and it has been re-iterated in mainstream philosophy 

subsequent to this first representation of the argument in 1955. The argument is in 

striking contrast to previous critiques of the newly emerging psi data, such as those of 

Rogosin who was quoted above. George Price, for instance, mentions the problem of 

laws for psi specifically (Price 1955, p361) and, as we have seen, introduces Broad’s 

analysis of Basic Limiting Principles into a modern interpretation of Hume’s Miracle 

Argument.  

 It is interesting to note also that broader changes in concepts of scientific 

explanation also occurred at this time. During the 1930s and 40s the era of logical 

positivism was at its height. Under this school of thought explanation was not a goal 

of science. For the logical positivists, science developed theories and built on truths 

which were cumulative; knowledge grew as science progressed (Pitt 1988, p5). 

However, post World War II the logical positivists lost the dominant ground and 

logical empiricists such as Hempel dominated the mid-latter half of the century.  

They were instrumental in changing the assessment of explanation as an important 

goal of science (Salmon 1999, pp338-339).  

The change of focus is tangible in the discussion of psi in general 

philosophical literature. The earlier assessments do not use the notion of a law of 

nature (or BLP) or psi’s apparent contravention of such to argue against the 

plausibility of psi phenomena. Instead they focus on more pragmatic issues of 

experimental methodology and use of statistics, as well as on investigation of the 

implications for mainstream philosophical thought if the evidence for psi is 

considered valid. The mention of psi by Turing and the investigation of implications 

for materialism by Broad (mentioned in the section above) also indicate that, 

speculation regarding the implications of psi effects were appropriate discussion 

topics in mainstream philosophy. The speculation that the evidence was produced by 

fraudulent means was but one of many varied interpretations of the evidence.  
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It is also pertinent that Scriven, a critic of the covering law model of 

explanation during the time it was the received view, is also a philosopher who 

subsequently went on to contribute to the psi-specific philosophical literature (for 

instance, his discussion on supernatural explanation and psi which was drawn on 

earlier in the thesis).  

Of course the psi debate (evidenced through the history of its study as a 

putative natural phenomena) continues and there has never been any one single 

consensus as to the best approach to exploring the phenomena further. But it can be 

seen that the nature of the arguments against the acceptance of psi phenomena that 

was presented in the work of the early laboratory-based experimenters changed in the 

mid 1950s, as evidenced by Price’s influential paper in Science in 1955, and which 

continues to be re-iterated in more recent assessments of psi.  

Price’s article on psi advocating an everlasting check, mirrors the concerns 

that the change in focus in philosophy of science exhibited at the same time. For 

instance Price acknowledges that there is evidence for psi effects, however, he argues 

for a modern form of the Humean miracle argument rather than accept the plausibility 

of the data. He rests his case on the anomalous nature of psi (for more details see the 

presentation of his theory in detail in Chapter 1).  

Price himself does not mention the covering law theory in his paper, so I am 

not suggesting that such an obvious connection can be made, but rather that even if it 

is not explicit in Price’s paper, the content of the argument regarding psi is such that 

when combined with a covering law explanation theory it provides support for the 

lack of explanation for the phenomena, which I have shown discounts it under the 

covering law model. 

It would be imprudent to claim that the only factor that was relevant to this 

change was the burgeoning dominance of the covering law explanation theory, but it 

would seem reasonable to suppose that it was a significant contributor, especially 

given the problems that I have shown are encountered by psi under the covering law 

model of explanation. It is an important consideration especially when it is shown that 

the tone of the arguments (Price’s was intended as an ‘everlasting check’) have indeed 

been carried through to this day, as the dominance of the Skeptic hypothesis attests. I 

will discuss this point in more detail in the next section.  
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5.4.3 Psi research in the 1970s, 80s and onwards 
 
If the covering law model was influential on the mainstream assessment of psi then 

one would expect that when it became clear that there were serious problems with the 

model then there would be renewed interest in psi phenomena33. And to a certain 

extent this is borne out by the flurry of publications that covered the philosophical 

aspects of psi in the 1970s. Significantly, three philosophical compilations that deal 

specifically with psi and philosophical issues were published in the mid 1970s. These 

are Philosophy and Psychical Research (1976) edited by Shivesh Thakur, Philosophy 

and Parapsychology (1978) edited by Jan Ludwig and Philosophical Dimensions of 

Parapsychology (1976) edited by James M.O. Wheatley and Hoyt L. Edge. These 

compilations concentrate on issues of theory development and explanation and the 

relation of anomalous phenomena to science, amongst other topics. Price’s Modern 

Miracle Argument is represented in one of the books (Philosophy and 

Parapsychology) along with subsequent discussions by Meehl and Scriven  

and J.B. Rhine.  

The publications of these compilations is also an indication that psi was 

gaining wider mainstream attention. There was even a positive review regarding the 

potential to use similar approaches in marketing as are used to research psi (in ‘Non-

science is not non-sense’ published in the Journal of Marketing Research in 1970). 

Along with the Skeptic hypothesis, the other realist hypotheses appeared to be the 

topic of discussion and interest for those outside the parapsychology community.  

In psi literature the renewed mainstream interest in psi is attributed to the 

effects of the publication of Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolution in 

1962. Psi, as anomalous, can be viewed as the potential instigator for the crisis stage 

of a Kuhnian-style scientific revolution. And by the 1980s it was noted that ‘today the 

vast majority of parapsychologists still highly esteem or more or less explicitly 

subscribe to Kuhnian opinions’ (Hövelmann 1984, p105). Whether this is so outside 

of the parapsychology community is more difficult to gauge. What is clear is that 

                                                
33 There were also more general changes in philosophy at the end of the 1960s. There was a greater 

metaphysical tolerance as a result of challenges to the logical empiricists account of linguistics in 
which philosophy consisted of an analysis of language in, for instance, Kripke (1980).  



_______________________________________________________________________________ 
Chapter 5: Explanation  156 
 
 

despite this initial renewed interest by the mainstream in psi, by the 1980s psi was 

assessed in a similar fashion to earlier assessments, like Price’s, made during the time 

the covering law theory was dominant.  

The change in focus and tone is evidenced by the publication of another 

anthology of philosophical research into psi (Readings in the Philosophical Problems 

of Parapsychology (1987) edited by Anthony Flew. This is a comprehensive 

collection of many different views and issues that the evidence for psi gives rise to, 

but most notably for my current concerns, it featured a section which reprinted the 

1955 Price article along with a snippet from Hume’s original miracle argument and 

Flew’s own argument based on a similar formula. The modern form of the miracle 

argument presented earlier by the philosophers Keith Campbell and Anthony Flew 

remained present even when changes in philosophy of science made some of the work 

on psi more appealing. However, even after the demise of the dominance of covering 

law theory the Skeptic hypothesis continued to provide a counterpoint (or perhaps a 

response) to the renewed interest in psi post 1970. The situation indicates to me that 

the ‘fraud hypothesis’ assessment of psi (notably absent from two of the three 1970 

compilations) assumes a certain understanding of psi in relation to science that is 

crucial to understanding the foundations of the Skeptic hypothesis.  

It would seem then that the assessment of psi as most rationally attributed to 

fraud or self-delusion on the part of parapsychologists is informed by an assessment 

of the phenomena that was at least partially influenced by the covering law model  

of explanation. More specifically my contention is that prior to the dominance of the 

covering law theory, commentators assessed the experimental merits of the psi 

experiments. Post the mid-1950s the scenario changed dramatically and blanket 

arguments using psi's anomalous nature dominated the literature. I believe that the 

covering law theory played a role in the change of emphasis and still influences the 

dominance of the Skeptic hypothesis today. Of course there has been discussion all 

along the way and the dominant view has not been the only one to be presented in 

mainstream forums. However, if this analysis is reasonable then a case can be made 

that a re-evaluation of psi in relation to explanation theory in philosophy of science is 

warranted. I make this case in the last section of this chapter, but first I shall take a 

quick look at the representation of psi in mainstream contemporary philosophy.  
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Contemporary mainstream philosophy and psi 

 
As I noted earlier, psi is almost invisible in mainstream psychology and philosophy 

textbooks and my own experience continues to be that when I mention psi to 

scientific professionals or other philosophers, it is often assumed that the Skeptic 

hypothesis is the only valid hypothesis, that the experimental evidence for psi was 

some aberration of the free-wheeling 70s. I cannot claim too much from this kind of 

personal assessment of the situation. What I can claim is that there is a small group of 

researchers who have continued to study psi (In Chapter 2 there is a summary of 

current activities and publications). There is also no doubt that the Skeptic hypothesis 

is the currently dominant assessment of psi. There has also been a marked change in 

tone by philosophers regarding the use of psi in theoretical explanation. For instance, 

contemporary philosophers consider Alan Turing’s discussion of telepathy in his 

work on artificial intelligence as an odd, perhaps eccentric aberration. Some even 

speculate that he was joking. For instance in the entry on Turing in the online 

Stanford Encyclopedia the philosophers Graham Oppy and David Dowe mention that: 

The strangest part of Turing's paper is the few paragraphs on ESP. Perhaps it is intended to 
be tongue-in-cheek, though, if it is, this fact is poorly signposted by Turing. Perhaps, 
instead, Turing was influenced by the apparently scientifically respectable results of J. B. 
Rhine. (Oppy & Dowe 2005, online)  

Then they provide their assessment of psi: 
Leaving aside the point that, as a matter of fact, there is no current statistical support for 
telepathy—or clairvoyance, or precognition, or telekinesis—it is worth asking what kind of 
theory of the nature of telepathy would have appealed to Turing.  
(Oppy & Dowe 2005, online)  

These philosophers assume that there is no evidence for psi and that Turing was most 
likely mistaken in his assessment. Daniel Dennett and Douglas R. Hofstadter also 

thought Turing might have been joking; they remark with surprise in their collection 

The Mind’s I that: 

Apparently Turing was convinced that the evidence for telepathy was quite strong. 
However, if it was strong in 1950, it is no stronger now, thirty years later-in fact, it is 
probably weaker. 

They go on to say: 
But it is safe to say that the majority of physicists-and certainly the majority of 
psychologists, who specialize in understanding the mind-doubt the existence of 
extrasensory perception in any form. 
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They do not give a reason why they doubt the existence of ESP, so it is hard to gauge 

on what basis they make this claim. It could be that they do not think the evidence 

stands up to scientific scrutiny or that they found their assessment in a similar fashion 

to that of  Price and Campbell. Either way it is an indication that the Skeptic 

hypothesis remains dominant in contemporary philosophy. Hofstadter and Dennett 

finally conclude that: 

Turing took “cold comfort” in the idea that paranormal phenomena might be reconcilable in 
some way with well-established scientific theories. We differ with him. We suspect that if 
such phenomena as telepathy, precognition, and telekinesis turned out to exist (and turned 
out to have the remarkable properties typically claimed for them), the laws of physics 
would not be simply amendable to accommodate them; only a major revolution in our 
scientific world view could do them justice. One might look forward to such a revolution 
with eager excitement—but it should be tinged with sadness and perplexity. How could the 
science that had worked so well for so many things turn out to be so wrong? The challenge 
of rethinking all of science from its most basic assumptions on up would be a great 
intellectual adventure, but the evidence that we will need to do this has simply failed to 
accumulate over the years. (Hofstadter and Dennett 1988, p67-68)  

Once again there is little justification regarding an assessment of the actual evidence 

and statements regarding psi’s contravention of known science along with a statement 

regarding the problems this would likely cause current science. Their words suggest 

they are unconvinced that the inductive or statistical evidence has been obtained. The 

final paragraph of this example indicates that they are concerned that current day 

readers will be swayed by Turing’s authority in other matters to rethink the 

mainstream assessment of psi. If the assessment is, as I tentatively suggest, based on 

conservative explanatory considerations, it is pertinent to remark that, as noted earlier 

in the thesis, appeals to epistemic conservatism can easily pre-empt an inference to 

the best explanation by illicitly ruling a theory out of consideration altogether. There 

has to be further justification for taking this step, especially as the evidence for 

apparent psi effects is generally considered to be convincing.34  

 I hope I have shown that the assessment of psi is much more complex than 

the short dismissive statements in contemporary philosophy indicate. And that the 

                                                
34 Daniel Dennett, in fact, has a very personal reason for dismissing the evidence for psi as valid. The 

parapsychologist Dick Bierman has published that in personal correspondence Dennett has promised 
that he would ‘commit suicide if paranormal phenomena turned out to be real’ ( Bierman 2001, 
online). This surely is not meant to be a serious threat to take his own life, but rather a joke or 
perhaps a statement that shows how strongly Dennett feels about the possibility that psi could be real. 
Dennett is infamous for some of his over-the-top rhetoric and controversial views so perhaps it is 
wrong to read too much into this kind of statement. However, I think that the comment at least 
highlights the type of intense response that psi elicits in some contemporary prominent philosophers 
and perhaps, even if a joke, indicative of the kind of intense emotion-driven response that psi seems 
to elicit from some mainstream philosophers. 
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mainstream understanding of psi, as presented by thinkers such as Dennett and 

Hofstadter and, as was mentioned in the last chapter, by Paul Churchland who 

dismissed psi because of lack of a dominant working theory (Churchland 1998, p319), 

has been at least partially influenced by a now outdated covering law model of 

explanation.  

This is good news for the realist psi theorists, because it means that the 

situation should be reassessed taking into consideration current developments in 

explanation theory. I make a case for this below based on a similar philosophical 

problem addressed by C.D. Broad in the philosophy of mind.  

 

5.6 A case for reassessment 
 

Like many philosophical theories, the covering law model has had its critics 

since the first major publication outlining the main tenets in 1948. However, since the 

1970s the model has been challenged and has generally been considered significantly 

flawed from this time onwards. The DN model was criticised on three main counts: 

the problem of irrelevance; the problem of symmetry and, most pertinent to psi, on 

account of the problematic use of laws. These criticisms and their relevance to the psi 

hypotheses will be detailed in full in the next chapter. Explanation theories that have 

attempted to address these problems and which are currently vying for dominance 

will also be discussed in the next chapter in relation to psi explananda. The salient 

point for this part of the thesis is that the covering law theory is no longer considered 

a valid means to assess the legitimacy of explanation of phenomena.  

In section 5.3 I noted that although the covering law theory posed difficulties 

for any non-normal explanation of psi given the apparent lack of a law that covers the 

anomalous phenomena. If the covering law theory does not obtain, then the criticism 

that psi is unlawful cannot be used to dismiss the evidence. In this section I make a 

case that as the mainstream assessment of psi in terms of explanation is outdated, the 

explanatory considerations that inform the discussion of competing psi hypotheses 

require reassessment. 

There is precedent for such re-analysis in philosophical literature. For instance 

C.D. Broad made a similar case in his discussion of mind theory in his book Mind and 

Its Place in Nature. In a discussion about the theory of mental interaction, Broad 
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points out that ‘the problem of Interaction is generally discussed at the level of 

enlightened common-sense; where it is assumed that we know pretty well what we 

mean by ‘mind’, by “matter” and by “causation”’ (Broad 1968, p96). Under this view 

it is assumed that the mental interaction required by a dualist conception of mind is 

problematic because there is no known mechanism by which the interaction of mind 

and matter can be explained. More explicitly there is no known causal chain between 

a mental event and a brain event which created a problem for interactionist dualism 

for many years. Broad points out, the commonsense notion of causation is outdated, 

given Hume’s critique in Treatise on Human Nature. Therefore the causal objection 

to dualism is reasonable only if ordinary assumptions about causation are retained. 

However, if the Humean causation accounts holds and causation is thought to be no 

more than constant conjunction then there is no reason why such conjunction could 

not obtain between mental and physical events as well as between two physical 

events. Changes in the empiricist epistemology can be used to unravel earlier 

empiricist rejection regarding metaphysical theorising regarding mind theory (Broad 

1968, p96-98).  

In other words, Broad argues that there is good reason to reassess the 

philosophical assessment of the plausibility of the mind/matter interaction problem. 

His case is made on the basis that the assessment of mental interaction continued to be 

influenced by an outdated notion of causation. 

In exactly the same fashion, I argue that there is good reason to reassess 

explanatory issues that inform that assessment of psi. I made the case on a similar 

basis which understands that the covering law objection to psi theorising is 

reasonable, however, it is only good if Hempel and Oppenheim’s assumptions about 

the nature of explanation are retained. If an empiricist rejects these, the objection falls 

away. Again, the change in empiricist philosophy of science can be used to unravel 

earlier empiricist rejections of psi theorising. I therefore undertake a re-evaluation of 

psi in the context of contemporary explanation theory in the next chapter.  

 


