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I am a near- death experiencer, a mystical near- death- like experiencer, 
and a former cytology cancer researcher at ohio State University hav-
ing been trained in the scientific method. I also had many paranormal 
occurrences my entire life and have also researched cases of individu-
als who had very similar experiences to near- death experiences with 
the exception that they were not close to death from suffering serious 
illness or physical trauma at the time. I published this work in my 
book Divine Moments: Ordinary People Having Spiritually Trans-
formative Experiences (Clark, 2012). For this reason, I was very in-
terested to learn what author Robert Mcluhan had to say about the 
paranormal events that have shaped my entire life and the lives of so 
many individuals like me. So when the invitation was extended to me 
to read his book and review it, I immediately accepted.

Robert McLuhan gained a First in English Literature at Oxford, 
then worked as a foreign correspondent for The Guardian in Spain 
and Portugal. He now works as a freelance journalist. He has been 
a member of the Society for Psychical Research since 1993, blogging 
and lecturing on paranormal events.

From the standpoint of content, Randi’s Prize is a substantial and 
immensely impressive book that presents a comprehensive overview of 
the field of parapsychology or psi. The book consists of an Introduction 
written by the author and seven chapters including 76 pages of Notes, 
References, and a Bibliography that I believe will be of great interest 
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to those seeking more information on Mcluhan’s book topics. In the 
Introduction, Mcluhan introduced one of the most renowned skep-
tics, James Randi, also known as “The Amazing” Randi, a Canadian 
stage magician. Since the 1960s, Randi has offered a cash prize of 
$1,000,000 to anyone who can prove to him that they possess psychic 
powers. To date, no one has collected the prize. Randi has claimed 
there is no such thing as “the paranormal,” but McLuhan questioned 
whether Randi and other debunkers are correct. 

Mcluhan wasn’t satisfied with the notion that pure scientific 
knowledge rules out the existence of non- material reality, because he 
was aware of many instances in which people seemed to be having 
experiences that couldn’t be explained in a logical, scientific manner. 
He wasn’t satisfied either with the skeptics’ explanation that these su-
pernatural experiences were simply the result of individuals who were 
delusional or fraudulent. Thus began his interest in researching this 
controversy by studying everything he could find, from the leading psi 
researchers to the professional skeptics. In this book, McLuhan of-
fered that information as well as his reactions and his opinion that it 
is best to try to understand psi rather than to ignore or to ridicule it.

Within the framework of Mcluhan’s admirable work, the reader 
is introduced to, or reacquainted with, psychical occurrences such 
as psychokinesis, mediums, telepathy, out- of- body experiences, near- 
death experiences, and more. Throughout the book, I found the author 
to have been fair in his approach by pointing out both strengths and 
weaknesses of the evidence for psi, and to his credit, Mcluhan also 
discussed the skeptics’ perspectives in a respectful manner. And with 
this respectful tone, he shone a light on skeptics who are determined 
to undermine psi’s credibility. These skeptics attempt to explain psi 
away by faulting the investigators’ methods and biases, by labeling 
the psi subjects as frauds, or by nullifying claims they assert to be ex-
aggerated. McLuhan argued that humanity has much to learn about 
consciousness and what it may reveal about the human condition. But 
he was also clear that his main objective was to share information 
that he has learned and that he was not trying to get people to believe 
what they would rather not. Beautifully stated, he poses his idea:

And really, what is there to fear in acknowledging our psychic nature? 
It’s the basis of an optimistic philosophy, one that offers hope and 
guidance, provides meaningful alternatives to the pursuit of wealth 
and status, urges social co- operation, exposes the futility of religiously 
motivated violence, and encourages the breaking down of ethnic, re-
ligious and nationalist barriers. These are all things that our world 
surely needs more of. ( p. 328)
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The book contains seven chapters. Each chapter includes 8–15 sec-
tions: discussions pertinent to the content.

In Chapter 1, Naughty Adolescent Syndrome, McLuhan covered sev-
eral cases of poltergeist activity of historical note. He described cases 
that are not easily refuted as well as those that have been exposed 
as fraudulent. He included the investigative work of some well- known 
psi researchers as well as well- known skeptics. He reminded readers 
that better judges of psi phenomena are those with open- minds who 
consider what might or might not be true rather than staunch skeptics 
who, from the very start, consider potential psi events to be bogus.

In Chapter 2, Eusapia Palladino & The Phantom Narrative, Mc-
luhan focused on the subject of mediums and the séances reported 
primarily in the literature of 19th century spiritualism. He made brief 
reference to Uri Geller, the controversial Israeli- Hungarian performer 
famous for his metal- bending feats, and also to one of the best known 
professional mediums of the 19th century, Daniel Dunglas Home.

I found it interesting to read how some distinguished scientists 
were very convinced of Home’s abilities after subjecting him to their 
close- up examinations. They included William Crookes, a scientist; 
Robert Hare, the American inventor of the oxy- hydrogen blow- torch; 
and Alfred Russel Wallace, the co- discoverer with Charles Darwin 
of evolution by natural selection. Mcluhan wondered how it could be 
that some investigators would believe Home’s abilities whereas others 
like Charles Richet, who later won a Nobel Prize for his work on al-
lergic reactions, were non- committal or rejecting of Home’s legitimacy. 
Similarly, Uri Geller was also subjected to controlled experiments and 
was likewise viewed with controversy.

McLuhan decided to immerse himself in the vast literature of 19th 
century spiritualism to see what conclusions he could reach. The enor-
mity of this work and his ability to summarize it in this book left me 
in awe of his intellect and his dedication to his purpose. An expression 
of that work in this chapter is Mcluhan’s very detailed report of spiri-
tualism and séances conducted by early mediums under the watchful 
eye of investigators. one of the well- known mediums was an Italian 
woman, Eusapia Palladino, who sometimes was considered a conjurer 
and other times, by investigators who conducted her séances under 
controlled conditions, was considered authentic.

Mcluhan was troubled by the confusion and controversy surround-
ing all of what he found in the literature. The more he read, the clearer 
he became on this point: The debunking skeptics haven’t provided a 
coherent alternative. He was not satisfied with their methods of try-
ing to find the truth in these matters. For the most part, the skeptics 
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chipped away at witnesses’ credibility by questioning their personal 
motives, claiming that they were stupid for being duped, and blatantly 
calling psi claimants charlatans. For example, McLuhan ( p. 104) 
quoted from James Randi’s book, Flim- Flam, that parapsychologists 
are “psi nuts,” “wide- eyed nincom poops,” and “not rowing with both 
oars in the water,” even though they may have university positions, 
scientific reputations, and scholarly work.

In Chapter 3, McLuhan presented the pros and cons of claims of 
telepathy and clairvoyance. He discussed mediums such as John Ed-
ward, lenora Piper, and Gladys leonard, which, for me, was very 
interesting reading. However, of greater interest to me were chapter 
sections 12, Schwartz tests star mediums; 13, Randi vs. Schwartz; 14, 
Wiseman and Hyman vs. Schwartz; and 15, My view of Schwartz’s 
experiments. 

Section 12 in chapter 3 introduced Gary Schwartz, a professor of 
psychology at the University of Arizona who performed experiments 
on John Edward and four other well- known mediums under strict con-
trolled testing conditions. The issue at stake was whether the medi-
ums could give accurate information about people they had not met 
and had no knowledge of. The results were amazingly accurate.

In section 13, Mcluhan reviewed de- bunker Randi’s claims that 
Schwartz’s experiments were merely “a series of games and ama-
teur probes” ( p. 148) that lacked any scientific value. Randi said for 
Schwartz to apply statistics to his data was like “measuring chimneys 
with a laser beam to determine whether a fat man in a red suit can get 
down them, and to thereby explore the reality of Santa Claus” ( p. 148).

In section 14, Mcluhan reviewed criticisms of Schwartz’s work by 
Richard Wiseman and his University of Hertfordshire colleague Ci-
aran o’Keeffe and also by Ray Hyman, a professor of psychology at the 
University of oregon. Their criticisms focused primarily on Schwartz’s 
experimental conditions. Also of note is Schwartz’s denial to the skep-
tics’ and the scholarly critics’ claims that the experiments were flawed. 

In Section 15, Mcluhan offered his point of view. Here I found him 
to be quite fair, acknowledging valid aspects of both sides of the ar-
gument. Nevertheless, he concluded that these experiments offer a 
strong suggestion that some people have abilities that are “important 
for the understanding of the true nature of consciousness” ( p. 156).

In Chapter 4, Uncertain Science, Mcluhan set the stage for the 
question of whether parapsychologists are justified in claiming to have 
demonstrated a reliable effect in laboratory conditions or skeptics are 
correct in their argument that parapsychology is not true science at 
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all because of the absence of replicability. McLuhan mentioned the 
work of some well- known investigators, including J. B. Rhine who es-
tablished the first experimental parapsychology department at Duke 
University, Charles Tart, Stanley Krippner, Dean Radin, Russell 
Targ, Hal Puthoff, Edwin May, Helmut Schmidt, and Rupert Shel-
drake. McLuhan once again cited many examples of experiments that 
researchers had conducted. He noted some of the flaws that skeptics 
had reported as well as instances in which the experiments seemed to 
reveal surprising accuracy. Mcluhan’s response to those who consider 
reality to consist of only what can be reliably demonstrated and who 
consider parapsychology to be a “pseudo- science” is that the evidence 
so far indicates that reality “is more complex than they recognize” 
( p. 206).

By Chapter 5, Experience and Imagination (I), I began to see 
Mcluhan’s view that even though skeptics have a variety of argu-
ments against the validity of the paranormal, their arguments are 
unfounded. He realized the skeptics weren’t poring over the parapsy-
chological research material at all; they were just talking about their 
idea of it. In the various sections of this insightful chapter, McLuhan 
dealt with the psychology of the believers and of the skeptics, point-
ing out how vulnerable humans naturally are to faulty reasoning. 
once again, he presented more case histories, this time dealing with 
ghosts, or “crisis apparitions,” as they have become known. literally 
thousands of cases have been documented and published, including in 
Phantasms of the Living, published in 1894, and in periodicals. 

In Chapter 6, Experience and Imagination (II), Mcluhan ad-
dressed the popular notion that a soul leaves the body at death— and 
its relationship to near- death experiences. McLuhan has clearly done 
his homework in presenting both the skeptics’ opinions and the fine 
work of researchers involved for many years in the study of these ex-
periences. He began with a synopsis of the reasons why skeptics claim 
that near- death experiences can be explained away by using logic and 
reasoning. He discussed the work of skeptics Susan Blackmore, a psy-
chologist; Chris French, editor of the British Skeptic magazine; Glen 
Gabbard; and Stuart Twemlow. Also quoted are the founding pub-
lisher of the American Skeptic magazine, Michael Shermer, as well 
as Carol Zaleski, a Harvard religious historian. Some of the conclu-
sions these skeptics reached to explain (away) near- death experiences 
include: cerebral anoxia, in which the supply of oxygen to the brain is 
diminished, and hypercarbia, the build- up of carbon dioxide. Both con-
ditions, as well as some medications and endorphins, can produce hal-
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lucinations. The most likely cause for these near- death experiences, 
say the skeptics, is nothing more than brain function in some capacity 
or, as Susan Blackmore believes, that people purporting to have these 
experiences might be exaggerating in order to attract attention. 

Anecdotal accounts of near- death experiences were first compiled 
by physician and philosopher Raymond Moody and published in his 
best- selling book, Life After Life (1975). After that, researchers under-
took more systematic studies. Mcluhan reviewed the research work 
of Kenneth Ring, a University of Connecticut social psychologist, who 
confirmed that “these experiences were not determined by any recog-
nizable feature, such as the subjects’ religious beliefs, cultural back-
ground or physiognomy, or the manner of their nearly dying” (p .247). 
Mcluhan also summarized Dutch cardiologist Pim Van lommel’s 
2001 study of 344 survivors of cardiac arrest whereby 62 reported 
near- death experiences. McLuhan described the massive research 
study that physician Sam Parnia is conducting at the University of 
Southhampton, the results of which are expected in 2013. He also 
mentioned the work of pediatrician Melvin Morse, who studied the 
near- death experiences of children, and cardiologist Michael Sabom, 
who reported on some of his hospital patients.

McLuhan laid out for readers the arguments and counter- arguments 
on both sides of the controversy surrounding near- death experiences, 
so anyone unfamiliar with the subject can quickly become informed. 
He also discussed mystical experiences, religious- type experiences, 
channeling and automatic writing, and reincarnation. Mcluhan sug-
gested that, in a process of seriously considering these topics, the sheer 
quantity of documented cases is too significant to be shrugged off.

The last chapter, Psi in the World, is best explained by commenting 
on the individual sections the author wrote about. In the first sec-
tion, Mcluhan seemed to be frustrated with why the general public 
has very little knowledge of the responsible psychic research that has 
taken place, however inconclusive, for over a century and a half of 
investigation. He suggested paranormal claims pose a challenge to 
humanity. “What is possible? What can we accept? What does it say 
about our belief in an ordered, lawful universe?” ( p. 290). In addition, 
Mcluhan seemed frustrated to see reputable scientists so influenced 
by Randi’s Million Dollar Challenge that they accept his skepticism 
over the findings of researchers who are doing the real work.

In Section 2, Psi and science, McLuhan proposed that parapsychol-
ogy will become more accepted when a new paradigm emerges as a 
new generation takes more readily to new ideas. He cited examples in 
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history when anomalies were accepted when an underlying case was 
demonstrated. He also argued that acceptance can also come with bet-
ter knowledge of the existing psi research.

In Section 3, Doubts about survival of consciousness, McLuhan 
countered the various attempts to explain away the survival issue. 
His conclusion was that readers should keep an open mind about the 
subject.

In Section 4, Arguments in favour of survival, McLuhan summa-
rized material on mediums who bring detailed messages from de-
ceased loved ones and apparitions of a dead person witnessed by two 
or more people at the time of death or witnessed by someone at a dis-
tant location. I found this information to be remarkably persuasive.

In Section 5, But is it conceivable?, McLuhan presented the opinion 
of philosopher Julian Baggini that survival of death is largely an is-
sue of faith and conventional religious ideas and is not based on ac-
tual proof. McLuhan asserted that if Baggini read the investigative 
literature of psi, he would change his opinion. However, Mcluhan did 
wonder what it would be like to be dead and how the dead spend their 
time. He discussed communications from mediums and from ordinary 
people who do automatic writing that offer detailed information about 
the afterlife state. He suggested that if minds do survive with their 
memories intact, this phenomenon may explain why near- death expe-
riences differ between ages and cultures.

In Section 6, Psi and superstition, McLuhan touched on the pos-
sible repercussions of how society might react if humanity reconciled 
itself to the implications of psi. He wondered how moral social issues 
would be affected and suggested that humanity has some awesome 
challenges to face and a responsibility to adapt to these challenges if 
the conditions become ripe for psi to become more readily understood.

In Section 7, Psi and religion, Mcluhan began with the statement, 
“In practical terms, psi is not merely a facet of human experience; it 
is a potential gateway to religious belief” ( p. 316). He then developed 
the point that science and religion are opposing with each other, each 
trying to hold steadfast to their own beliefs. He responded by assert-
ing a commonality that overrides their opposition: that “they share the 
same essential basis: their humanism” ( p. 319). 

In Section 8, My views on survival, McLuhan departed from his 
predominant stance throughout the book— an open- minded, fair- 
minded, exhaustive search through the psi literature— to reflect on 
the question of the survival of consciousness after death. I observed 
that he had consistently considered “obvious explanations” first before 
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becoming convinced of paranormal claims. Regarding the survival is-
sue, he said, 

The highly persuasive nature of the best survival evidence also re-
quires explanation. It’s easy to brush it away as wishful thinking if 
you don’t know much about it, but if you see it close up, its sheer 
realism can be spine- chilling. I allow  myself to doubt that the hu-
man mind, for all its astonishingly creative and histrionic powers, ex-
tends to that level of crafty collective labour. ( p. 323)

He did agree, however, that the evidence, though strong, does not prove 
survival. He revealed his philosophy by stating that he “respects hu-
manists who devoutly believe existence to be a meaningful accident. 
A considered and ethical position is better than indifference” ( p. 326).

In Section 9, Last thoughts, Mcluhan completed his book with a re-
minder that the paranormal could impact people’s lives and the health 
of society in meaningful ways. He encouraged open- mindedness, will-
ingness to debate, and dedication to finding the truth. It seems fitting 
that I end this chapter review with Mcluhan’s final words: 

If empirical observation confirms what many people intuitively be-
lieve to be true, that within us lies a common source of wisdom that 
can help guide us through the adventures of life, that is something we 
surely need to accept and understand. ( p. 330)

In conclusion, I found Randi’s Prize to be a masterful journey into 
the world of psi, its supporters, and its de- bunkers. Throughout the 
book I was extremely impressed with the manner in which Mcluhan 
presented the arguments for and against the evidence for psi. The 
reader is presented, in a clear and concise format, a wealth of contem-
porary issues in parapsychology to process. My take- away message 
from the book is the challenge to keep an open mind when consider-
ing paranormal claims and to acknowledge that it cannot be claimed 
either that scientists have unequivocally demonstrated psi phenomena 
to exist or that the skeptics have proven they do not exist. What is im-
portant is not that inquirers into psi phenomena make exclusive use of 
the trappings of scientific methodology and its criteria of repeatability 
to determine whether or not paranormal phenomena are authentic. 
The nature of these phenomena requires expansion beyond the trap 
of those trappings. Investigators need to continue to record anecdotal 
accounts from individuals who purport to have had spontaneous para-
normal experiences, and paranormal researchers need to be encour-
aged to continue their studies using controlled conditions. The results 
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will provide humanity with further insights into and a deeper under-
standing of manifestations of anomalous mental phenomena.

I am grateful to Robert McLuhan for the enormous time and effort 
it must have taken him to peruse the vast literature and make this 
wonderful book available. I would recommend it to both psi critics and 
supporters. It would be of considerable value to students, researchers, 
journalists, and other interested individuals. I wholeheartedly give it 
a 5- star rating! 


