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ABSTRACT

In this paper we report on an analysis of mentation reports from a series of autoganzfeld experiments. The
data come from the sendet/no sender experiments conducted at the Koestler Parapsychology Unit in the 1990s
(Morris, Dalton, Delanoy & Watt, 1995). Previous research on mentation narratives has tended to focus,
firsly, on the degree to which participant’s descriptions of their imagery correspond to the characteristics of
the stimulus materials, secondly, on identifying psychological characteristics of the participant’s experience
during the ganzfeld procedure. The analysis presented here, however, takes different perspective. Drawing
from methods for the analysis of communication in social science and linguistics, we treat mentation reports
as socially organised and diseursive events. Instead of examining participants’ reports to identify indicators of
inner cognitive experience, then, we analyse them to identify communicative skills and practices through
which mentation narratives ate pragmatically constructed. We offer a review of tree findings. First, we make
some observations on the temporal organisation of imagery descriptions. Second, we examine a discourse
strategy by which participants may exhibit a stance or position on the status of the imagery they report,
Finally, we note some poetic features of imagery description in mentation reports. In the discussion we
explore the implications of these findings, and this kind of analysis, for parapsychological research on
mentation reports, ands for the use of introspective data in the study of consciousness more generally.

INTRODUCTION

In this paper we report on an analysis of mentation reports from a series of autoganzfeld experiments.

In the context of the ganzfeld experiment, the mentation narrative has particular significance. I is
assumed that the mentation imagery may provide clues as to how psi processes interact with more routine
psychological processes. The significance of the mentation imagery is demonstrated by the inclusion of a
mentation review in many ganzfeld procedures, in which the experimenter reads out his or her notes of the
mentation narrative to ensure that the record is correct, reminding participanis of the comments that they
made during a prolonged period (typically of half an hour). The review also allows the participant further
opportunity to expand upon aspects of their imagery which were recatied subsequently and therefore not
raised in the original mentation.

Previous rescarch on mentation narratives has tended to focus, firstly, on the degree to which
panticipants’ descriptions of their imagery correspond to the characteristics of the stimulus materials, For
example, Parker and his colleagues have identified what appear 0 be striking, real time cormrespondences
between participants’ reports and events depicied on video clips used as target materials (Parker, 2000,
Parker, Grams & Pettersson, 1998). In this, the verbal mentation reports have been taken as — at least
potentially — broadly accurate representations of the participant’s inner experiences.

Alternatively, mentation narratives have been examined to identify psychological characteristics of the
participant’s experience during the ganzfeld procedure. For example, Carpenter (2001) analysed a corpus
of 364 transcribed mentation narratives collected from a number of ganzfeld trials. The objective of his
analysis was to study the “explicit experiential approach of the percipient 1o the ganzfeld task” (Carpenter,
2005, p. 17). From this analysis, he devcloped a set of rating scales which captured psychological
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predictors of the experience. These scales addressed various aspects of the participant’s experience of the
ganzfeld procedure: idea units (which relate to broad overarching categories of mentation experience),
physical experience, cognitive aspects of imagery, the ways in which imagery may be entivened,
emotional arousal and perceptions of colour. In a subsequent study (Carpenter, 2004) these scales were
used o examine an additional corpus of 251 mentation narratives. Statistical analysis suggested that these
psychological characteristics of the experience may be predictive of successful or unsuccessful
performance in a genzfeld trial. So for example, failure to identify the target material was associated with
over intellectualization of the task, anxiety and excessive verbosity; successful trials were associated with
a particular type of imagery (that which indicated self transcendence), and broadly positive emotional and
physical experiences during the experiment.

The work by Parker and his colleagues and Carpenter exemplify what might be termed a traditional
experimental approach to the analysis of mentation narratives, and one that reflects methodological
procedures and assumptions that inform much psychological and social science research which uses verbal
reports as data. These are:

[a] It is assumed that the mentation narrative offers a more or less reliable and accurate representation
of the participant's experience of consciousness. In this, the perspective implicilly assumes a
comrespondence theory of language, in that descriptions are taken as broadly ‘standing in’ for the
states of affairs to which they refer.

[b] Analysis is directed towards the development of coding or rating scales which permit statistical
analysis, and which can be used as predictors of outcomes in subsequent experimental trials.

[c) The focus of analysis is on the psychological and experiential nature of the participant’s
participation in the experiment when the mentation narmative is being produced. As such,
participants’ reports are examined as a resource in the exploration of the psychological experiences
they are assumed to reveal. Mentation nareatives are not studied as topics in themselves. This is
reflected in the fact that data from mentation narratives rarely appear in research literature, even in
published accounts of research in which analysis of mentations have been undertaken (for example,
Stanford & Frank, 1991).

The analysis presented here, however, takes different perspective, Drawing from methods for the
analysis of communication in social science and linguistics, we treat mentation reposts as socially
organised and discursive events. Instead of examining participants’ reports to identify indicators of inner
cognitive experience, then, we analyse them to identify communicative skills and practices through which
mentation narratives are pragmatically constructed.

Our objectives are twofold, and interrelated throughout the analysis. First, we strike a cautionary note
about treating narratives as unproblematic reflections of inner experience by describe some structural
properties of mentation reports which suggest that they are socially organised practices. However, by
examining the discursive properties of mentation reports, we hope to be able to contribute to the broader
concerns that animate parapsychological research in this area. A second goal of this paper, then, is to
argue that communicative and descriptive practices through which mentation narratives are produced may
have a bearing on the content of the report.

DATA AND METHOD

The data for this study are transcripts and audio recordings of mentation narratives from ganzfeld ESP
experiments conducted during the mid 1990s at the Koestler Parapsychology Unit in the Department of
Psychology at the University of Edinburgh (Morris, Dalton, Delanoy & Watt, 1995). Using transcriptions
conventions from conversation analysis, 27 mentation narratives (approximately 13.5 hours of recorded
audio recordings) were transcribed, yielding a corpus of 100 pages.
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The analytic method adopted here draws from Conversation Analysis, or CA. CA is a formal,
qualitative method for the analysis of naturally-occurring interaction. It developed out of the studies of
Harvey Sacks and his colleagues Emanuel Schegloff and Gail Jefferson. The application of conversation
analytic methods to parapsychology and to the analysis of parapsychology experiments more specifically,
has been outlined in a number of publications (Allistone & Wooffitt, 2007; Wooffitt, 1994, 2003, 2006;
Wooffitt & Allistone, 2005, 2007). These papers detail the analytic perspective and assumptions adopted
in conversation analytic research, but it is useful to rehearse in outline the key methodological goals and
principles.

CA seeks to describe the tacit communicative skills and competences that underpin strongly patterned
or robust properties of naturally occurring language use. As such, it sits at the intersection of linguistics,
psychology and sociology. Despite its name, it may be applied to any form of naturally occurring verbal
communication, including data which may seem monologic, such as interview accounts (Wooffitt, 1992),
political speeches (Atkinson, 1984; Heritage & Greatbatch, 1986), market traders’ sales spiels (Pinch &
Clark, 1986) and the stage performances of management ‘gurus’ (Greatbatch and Clark 2003).

Conversation analysis offers a qualitative description of how people use language in real life settings.
1t is not, therefore, an experimental procedure. Nor does it rely on methodological procedures associated
with quantitative approaches, such as the development of coding schema. Empirical research, however, is
highly formal. Analytic claims are warranted through an unusually close description of audio recordings of
interaction facilitated by detailed transcriptions. Moreover, analytic claims are generated from the close
examination of collections of individual cases. In this, the approach is more like that of the scientific
naturalist than the laboratory scientist. (For introductory overviews of conversation analysis, see Heritage,
1984: Hutchby & Wooffitt, 2008; Sacks, 1992; Schegloff, 2007).

CA transcriptions try to capture characteristics of verbal interaction omitted from transcripts that
merely record the spoken word. This is because research has shown that even speech events that seem
trivial can have important consequences for the participants. This means that transcriptions capture aspects
of utterance delivery and periods in which there is absence of talk, as well as what was said. To capture
these often overlooked features of verbal interaction CA employs a transcription system which uses
symbols available on conventional typewriter and computer keyboards, a description of which is provided
in the Appendix.

ANALYSIS

In this paper we describe three sets of findings. First, we make some observations on the temporal
organisation of imagery descriptions. Second, we examine a discourse strategy by which participants may
exhibit a stance or position on the status of the imagery they report. Finally, we nofe some poetic features
of imagery description in mentation reports.

The temporal organisation of imagery descriptions

It is noticeable that in most mentation reports, participants do not provide continuous reports of their
imagery. Instead, reports of discrete images are temporally attenuated. In the following case, for example,
the participant provides minimal descriptions of imagery (sometimes only one or two word reports)
between which are lengthy periods of the absence of any talk (indicted in seconds and tenths of seconds in
the brackets)

(1) (01-05: ‘S’ is the subject/receiver)

S:  wm: (2.4) something: about (0.3) h butterflies (3.8) 'h and there’s somebody swimming
(27
uwm: (2.6) an: engine
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(25.5)

(hhywa:y:, in the horizon >far away< (1.3) %j’st a° dot
(19.4)

‘hh a:: doorwa:y h (0.7) "h made of stone,

(15.4)

hhh things seem 10 be- () um:, (0.9) pa:ssing (2.4) °(t)° going pa:st.
(28.0)

°hh "h tu-° a picture (0.4} in a frame

(1L.3)

294 yh-< (pt)°® (0.5) wm:

(8.0}

a shoe::

(10.1)

h >might’ ve been a< foofprint cos there's some: (0.6) sea:
(11.3)

something in the air as well

(12.4)

apple

(34.0)

°'n there's=a° tunnel, (2.2) going into a nnel,

6.2

>there’s a< present,

(4.6)

hh and a ¢able caxr; (1.2) going do:wn.

44.9)

"hhh >christmas< tree:: () well. a fir tree

(50.0)

wea (0.9) °(p)hhe a boat in the water:=leaving a wake
310

“n: a pi:le of something

(36.5)

°a(h)® f'rog, (5.5) big one

(18.3)

In this sequence, the subject reports a range of discrete imagery experiences. These are separated by

periods of silence ranging from 50 to 4.6 seconds. This kind of temporal distribution of imagery is very
common. It also occurs in the mentations of participants who provide more extended or elaborated reports
of their imagery. In extract 2, for example, many of the participanis’s reports are built from more extended
phrasal, clausal or sentential units.

2

(01-28)

now all 1 seem to think about is war-=water seems to be rush, "hhh
(11.2)

>feels like< I'm just constantly: flgating °from® place to pla-, °'hh®
(17.9)

°g’like 1"m getting further and further away from® e°Severythithh)ng®®
(23.2)

°°seems incredibly darker agai(h)n?°°

(5.0)

body’s feeling “heavier,”

(10.9)

Proceedings of Presented Papers



Wooffit & Holr

®94¢can't°° °see anythi=hh®

The following extract reveals that the mentation narratives of even highly verbal participants may
display similar temporal distribution. In extract 3, the subject produces extensive clusters of descriptions
relating to particular imagery, or descriptions of images that are related to and develop from a primary
image or experience. The periods of silence between these descriptive clusters (arrowed in this transcript)
last for 20.3, 70.2, 45.6 and 20,7 seconds respectively.

(3) (01-82)

S:  the first thing I notice is- (.3) um:: (.6) for a start that my body doesn () ‘t () feel (1.3) quite as
though I'm >sitting in=a< chai:r it- (1) it’s as though my ar:ms feel thi:s (.4) u*h::: they=were*:
(.7} >the other way up< (.2) than they we;re (4) >to start off wi:th< () >and bu- I'm 'm< not
>sort’ve< gitting in=the same positio:n (1.5) that () almost as though it e: (.5) the feeling >that you
might get if you're sort’ve< (.5) drifting in space

- (20.3)
>there seems to be some sort’ve::< () i:*mpression=of:: (.3) um:: (1.3) >I=mean maybe< it's the
>it’s the< noi;se >>that’s reminding me of the sea; but 5’rt’ve<< (.8) sitting=on a*:: a- a- a- ¢liff on
on on the top of a hizll an- (1.3) not so much (4) hearing the sea as >j’st s'rt've< (4) staring
out=at=a big expanse of of of sea

- (70.2)
>someho;w I get the idea=of a=lot’ve< (.5) uh: colours(.2) *onh® °I don’t know® (2.3) uwl
>l=don’t=know what colours or anything but s’rt've< u:: >>or whatever the other they’re
reasonably<< () brizght (3) >>they’re=not<< um:: (3) s-s- >s'r’ve< w*mn (1.5) “Cun®™ ()
psychedelic >they “re not< u*m::: (.5) >>°they re=not°<< natural (1.4) °**u:::%° () something like
on *ai ()°%a:® ()P*an® (4) °%ai® () >>s'1t’ ve<< (3) ®*a:® (.7) "hhh unyeal like=a gameshg:w or
something or:=or: *um:::® {2) o*:n the;se () these adverts (.3} oy

- (45.6)
>I;=also; get the impression=of< (.7} fegling (.6) *um:: (.3) quie- o:pposi:te >s’rt’ve< (2) ‘hhh
(feeluh) isolated az=as th*on:gh (.3) uim (2.7) >[=dunno<=u:.:: () >very differe:nt-< as as though
you:: you're in=a *a {.6) *yu:: u:: (:2) big long tunnel o;r:: (.2) "hhh (.2) in an jce cave or something
like that where where:: (4) n: n-n-not- that- (.4) you:'re the only one that- (.7) >just=that=there’s<
‘hithh (7)) °°°*u:®*® (2) *you’re surrounded by: (2) by: (1.6) ookym®® (7)) °°*un®® (2)
somethi;ng >>something<< very big () *urm (.5) **u:m® (8) >something tha-==you gan’t< tou:ch
(.)°maybe*::° () >°that sort’ve thing®<

- (207
>>]"m=also;<< >getti;ng< (:2) >the=idea=g:f< (.3) u:m (1.9) LOOking through two (.3) 909%y;:°%°
(.2) tunne;ls
({continues))

These periods of silence between discrete reports of descriptive clusters are interesting for this reason.
The participants have been asked 1o report on their experience of their own consciousness throughout the
sending period of the experiment. If we take the view that mentation reports are a literal representation of
the participant’s experience, we might assume that during these periods, there is nothing to report, and
from which we might conclude that for these (and other) participants, imagery/consciousness is
intermittent. However, this is unlikely, as it runs counter to our intuitive experience of the
phenomenological continuity or stream of consciousness (James, 1890). What these periods of silence
suggest is that there is a tacit ordering of reports. Moreover, it would suggest that this ordering is
independent of whatever phenomenological experiences the subject may be having. There is at least one
sense, then, in which we should be wary of treating mentation narratives as a more or less straightforward
reflection of the experience of phenomenal consciousness.
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Displays of epistemic stances lowards imagery

During the mentation, participants do not merely report; they perform other kinds of discursive acts as
well. In this section we look at instances in which participants appear to question their own imagery. We
argue that this feature of speech production may be a systematic device by which the nature of the imagery
may be established and via which the subject may display an epistemic stance or position towards the
status of their experience.

In extract 4, the subject describes imagery concerning a drill. During this (arrowed) report, the subject
produces an exclamation, “oh”, with a marked rising or ‘questioning’ intonation (indicated here by the use
of a question mark).

@ (01-18)

“u°=mickey mou:se,
(15.5)
—  hhit’s in slow motion like a:: (0.6) h oh? i’s: like a drill like a:, (1.4) 'h T see the threads of a drill
spinning roun:d.
3.0
<could be >there’s an< octopus spinning.
(10.8)
“hh I have the humming top that’s spinning now

There is a report of movement, “it’s in slow motion”; an attempt to convey what the imagery is like,
“like g drill”, which is prefaced by the question-marked “oh”™; and then there is a report of how this
imagery appeared in consciousness: “1 see the threads of a drill spinning roun:d”. This descriptive cluster,
then, is constructed from three components.

Three-partedness is 4 culturally available and normatively expected feature of listing and descriptive
practices in a range of discursive contexts: conversational interaction {Jefferson, 1990), political rhetoric
(Atkinson, 1984) and advertising materials (Drew, 2007). The construction of a three-part report of a
mentation item suggests that an orientation to socially organised communicative practices informs reports
of utterly private mental states.

There is another feature of three-parted organisation which is relevant here. Studies have shown that
three-part lists can be used to indicate a general quality common to the items in the list. It is a way of
marking some commonality between the objects or events so described, (Jefferson, 1990). With respect to
the section from extract 5, the three parted construction works to establish that the discrets items —
‘movement’, “drill’, and “a drill spinning” are references to the same event in cOnsciousness.

The question-marked ‘ch’ makes a particular contribution to the sense that there is a single
phenomenological entity occupying conscious awareness. Heritage (1984) has analysed the use of “oh’ in
conversational materials and found that it is a ‘change of state’ news receipt token on the part of the
speaker. However, this is not a claim that this particle is a public display of some real change at a
cognitive or mental level. As Heritage observes, there are occasions when news is reported, or informings
occur, but which are not marked with ‘oh’ receipts. For example, in medical consultations and news
interviews, one participant will inform another, but these kinds of interaciion are distinctive because of the
absence of ‘ol particles (Heritage, 1984, p. 336) This sirongly suggests that the use of ‘oh’ is informed by
interactional contingencies of relevance to particular social contexts.

In extract 4, the three part construction of the descriptive cluster incrementally establishes the sense
that there is one determinate image or sensation manifesting ir the participant’s consciousness, and in this
context, the question marked ‘oh’ change of state token does particular work, as it acts a public display of
‘coming to realize’: in this case, ‘coming to realize what something was all along’ (Wooffitt & Allistone,
2005).
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In the following extract, question marked intonation occurs with respect to a longer segment of talk.
Examination of this extract provides further evidence that participants may establish a stance toward their
imagery. It also altows us to point to some recurrent design properties of question marked components.

&) 01-18

S:  >feel like< I'm much bigger:, () feel like °I'm:° (0.3) "h >hundred foot<
tall >u- feel< %u:::® (0.2) "hh my hands feel SO LIGHT that they 're very
>heavy< (6.7) >>feel like there’s uh<< <like I'm inflated from::. ®eh® "hh I'm:: >>5’t"ve<< one big
balloo::n
(21.5)
"hhh feel a bit ®of a°° pain in my lower stoma:ch, () °like® >my lower
- gut< (5.6) *°>>u: yu-<<* feel like I'm::, "hhh e:r::: >could be something< like aeroplane:? **>>t-
uh, <<
(58.8)
now I manage to- (L.4) °I°=lgave my body a bit (2.3) °>>uh bu-<<°1feel
—  less:, () °u-° inside my head (5.3) °be°gin to feel s’r’ta higher?
(35.8)
I'm going upwards

There are two (arrowed) cases in these descriptive clusters: “>could be something< like aeroplane:?”
and “be°gin to feel s’r'ta higher?” These components of the imagery description share some common
properties, and perform similar tasks.

They are, first, in what may termed terminal position, in that they are the last component of the
descriptive cluster. There is no further talk on that imagery; there follows a lengthy period of silence, and
when the subject speaks again, they begin to report a different set of experiences. They are, then, devices
by which description of a discrete imagery may be concluded.

Second, both question-marked components seem to be touched off by some difficulty or dysfluency in
the prior stretch of talk. So, in the first case, the talk prior to the question marked component is abandoned
in mid production, and the utterance “>could be something< like acroplane:?” is introduced with a
speeded up delivery. In the second case, the report of the imagery is marked by perturbations and
dysfluency; there are words are cut off, attempts to describe the experience are launched but then
abandoned mid-production, and there is notable fluctuation in the tempo of the delivery. It is in the context
of this what may be termed a troubled report that the question-marked component is produced. In
conversation analytic terms, the question-marked components are self-repairs (Schegloff, Jefferson &
Sacks, 1977 on on-going utterances.

Finally, in both cases, self-referential pronouns (‘'I" and “me’} are absent. We may note that they may
be designedly absent, insofar as there are personal references in the immediately preceding stretches of
talk. So, for example, in the first case, the subject reports a pain in “my lower gut”; and in the second case,
there are several uses of the pronoun ‘I’. The talk prior to the question marked components then clearly
exhibits the participant’s perspective, or invokes his agency (for example, in trying to undersiand the
experience being described), Yet this personal perspective is deleted in the question marked components,
and there is no reference to ‘I” or ‘me’. This absence is conspicuous in the second case, in that the clause
“ohegin to feel s'r'ta higher?” strongly implies the subject normally identified by a pronoun. The absence
of a personal reference is in marked contrast to the last component of the prior cluster, in which the subject
states declaratively the nature of his experience, and in which there is an explicit first person reference.

We propose that, in conjunction with a questioning intonation, deleting reference to personal agency is
a discursive practice by which participants may establish a position of neuwrality with respect to the
content of a discrete report by which they attempt to clarify or convey the nature of their experience.

Why might a question marked intonation be used for these particular descriptions? We offer some
tentative observations. In the two cases from extract 5, the subject has been reporting on his experience of
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his own consciousness. In doing this, he is in a position of epistemic authority: we have rights to speak
authoritatively on inner experience is. The talk in the question-marked components, however, constitutes a
shift in focus. There is a move away from private experience {‘what it is like in my mind at this moment "),
and toward a characterisation of that imagery that draws from everyday or publicly avatlable experiences
(the bodily sensations encountered in acroplane travel, the sense of elevation). This may be one basis for
the subtle downgrading of epistemic certainty established by question-marked intonation.

Before we conclude this section, it is useful to demonstrate that these design features may be
recurrent. The following cases come from later in the same mentation.

) (01-18)

S:  Ic'n see: a <bal-=it"s like I'm flying over, (1.3) flying over a big canyon
no:w (0.6) "hh there:’s more like a valley=] ¢’n see::, "h it’s not >>a river-<< I can see §'rt've um::,
{0.3) towns ‘n () h houses and a lot ®of.° (1.1) by >flyin’< above
— the:: ur: >the level< of the: (0.3) ‘hh hhh >it< reminds me of >u:< miser verde?
(13.1)
mice:. >something< "hh () >>u=yes<<1 >>>5’rt’ve<<< can't've quite make it out
—» °y: u:® <maybe ‘s that’s why >it makes you< think of mice:?
(49.1)
a::nd >vicki< waiting ({continues})

Briefly: both (arrowed) question marked components are in terminal position; they both occur in turns
in which there is some expressed difficulty in describing the imagery, or a degree of dysfluency and
perturbation in the prior speech stweam; and in both, the agency of the subject is minimised, cither via
report of being (passively) reminded of something, or reporting that imagery makes ‘you' think of mice;
that is, it is a thought anyone may have had.

Poetic organisation and the description of imagery

In some of his lectures on interaction, Harvey Sacks discussed the poetics of mundane conversation:
instances in real life interaction when aspects of our talk constitute a poetic relationship to prior talk, or to
the content of on-going talk. This poetic relationship can be reelised acoustically, lexically or
semantically. In the mentation narratives, there is strong evidence that poetic relationships inform word
selection. For ¢xample, in the previous section we saw this sequence:

(0 (01-18)

I can see s’rt’ve um::, (0.3) towns ‘n () "h houses and a lot ®of.® (1.1) by >flyin’< above the:: w::i:
>the level< of the: (0.3) "hh hhh >it< reminds me of >w:< miser verde?

(13.1)

mice:. >something< "hh () >>u=yes<< [ >>>¢"rt" ve<<< can’t've quite make it out “w: u:® <maybe
*s that’s why >it makes you< think of mice:?

There is alliteration and assonance between the last utterance of one cluster, and the first word in the
report of the next set of imagery; “miser verde” and “mice” begin with the same letter, subsequently
contain the same next ‘i’ sound, and then contain similar scunds in the sibilant, almost soft “z’ sound of
‘miser’ and the soft ‘¢’ of ‘mice’. Sacks (tentatively) argued that these kind of related and proximally
produced sounds suggest the operation of a procedure for word selection which is ‘historically sensitive’,
in that it suggests that tacitly people “engage in employing recent words as a source for finding new
words” (Sacks, 1992,vol. II, p. 342).

Analysis has revealed a number of robust poetic relationships in the mentation narratives. Here, we
report briefly on two. The first might be described as the production of locally relevant sounds: stretches
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of talk in which discrete images or imagery chusters are produced, in which particular sounds seem to
occur with conspicuous frequency. Extract 8 comes from the mentation of a stbject who produces
minimal, one or two word teports of imagery. Note how frequently the sounds ‘" and ‘s’ occur in this
sequence of descriptions.

@) (01-46)

S:  foo:tprints
35.2)
((clicking sound)) (.8) ‘s=like a (.) a wrought ir:on ga:te
(13.1)
fer:ns:

“2.1)

fork:

(15.5)

sunse;t

(32.8)

sta:rs

(32}
%:nowflakes”
(9.6)

(fie:lds)

In this stretch of eight discrete reports, there are four words that begin with ‘f” and three with ‘s’. One
word, “snowflakes”, rather nicely captures both sounds.

Can we explain this clustered co ocowrrence of common sounds in terms of some overriding
categorical relationship which links these words, and provides a logic for their co-occurrence? It is
possible to conjure such categorical relationships, but at a stretch. So, the words “footprints”, “ferns” and
“fields” may be connected to “the outdoors’, or *farmland’ (for those readers not familiar with UK flora, a
fern is a rugged, non-flowering herb plant usually found on rocky ground, such as moorland); and perhaps
“fork” could refer to a split in a country road, as opposed to an eating utensil. And there may be a case for
arguing that there is a categorical relationship between the words “stars” and “sunsei”, although the case
for “snowflakes” would perhaps be harder to make.

But even if there were some overriding categorical relationship to which these words could be related,
such as ‘things seen in the sky’, this alone would not necessarily explain the predominance of these
sounds. This is because when we describe, or refer to an object or state of affairs — even mental imagery -
there is a (potentially inexhaustible) range of words and combinations of words that may legitimately be
used. For example, with regard to the description of location, or ‘place’ Schegloff has writien:

Were I now o formulate where my notes are, it would be correct to say that they are: right in front of me, next to
the telephone, on the desk, in my office, in Room 213, in Lewisohn Hall, on campus, at school, at Columbia, inn
Morningside Heights, on the Upper West Side, in Manhattan, in New York, in the Northeast, on the Eastern
Seaboard, in the United States, etc. Each of these terms could in some sense be correct ... were its relevance
provided for (Schegloff, 1972, p. 97).

There is, then, no one-to-one correspondence between a referent and a description of it. Just because
something may be described as (for example) a ‘fern’, this does not mean it is not also “a plant’, ‘creeping
root stock’, ‘Moonwort’ (or whatever species of fem it is), “undergrowth’, “brushwood’, ‘gorse’, ‘dingle’,
‘thicket’, and so on. In the light of the referential options available in producing any description, the
predominance of a particular initial letter sound swongly suggests a word selection procedure informed by
the operation of poetical considerations.
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Evidence of the operation of a historically sensitive, poetically-oriented word selection procedure can
also be found in the following extract. Note the preponderance of words beginning with or containing the
letter ‘p’ (here arrowed).

(9) 0146

S:— ‘hhj's keep on (.25) spinning (.25) round
( 16.9) ((breathing sounds contirnous))
- ‘sipeckle:d (figh-) (.7) so-=1t’ve (1) dalmation type (.) pattern
( 43 8) ((breathing sounds continuous))
—  “hh (1.3) dark: (.3) pipes: (2.2) wit wa:ter (1) >undergro;und pipes<
(12.3)
°(och=um)° (.4) corner of a (.2} a white room
(14)
cormgated () surface
(6.1)
—  "hh (.5) like the face of () pla;ying cards () like=th () ace of spa:des?
(10.6)
"hhh=(ts) (.2) ‘s=like a (1.1) a mohican hairstyle? (.4) ‘gainst a (1) °s’rt've® (1.6)
— (1) (4) pinkish () ba;ckground
(9.2) ((creaking noise)) (60)
{wheels)
(14.5)
—  hh {.5) ‘s=like an ear sha;pe
(32.5)
"hhh

(6)
- parot
4.7
—  "hh (4) ‘s=like a () a roborco:p (4) type (.2) fi;gure
(10.7)
—  'h(.4) pra:fi:le of=a fa.ce
(24
‘h (1.8) "hh (.3) got a (.2) image of like- (.3) the=insi:de of a roo:m
(16.2)
—  "h=s=like an ol:d {.2) bi plane

Numerous words start with the letter 'p’: ‘pipes’, *pattemn’, “playing’, ‘parrot’, ‘profile’, and ‘pinkish’.
The letter p’ also figures as dominant sound in a number of other words: ‘spade’, “speckled’, ‘Robocop’,
‘type’, ‘bi-plane’. Also, many of the words that begin with or contain the letter ‘p’ are components of
utterances that elaborate upon or extend an initial description. So for example, ‘patiern’ occurs when the
subject expands upon the imagery of a (what sounds like an attempt 1o say) ‘speckled fish’; *spades’ is
produced in an elaboration of a report of a playing card; and ‘pinkish’ is produced in a description which
further characterises the background against which a distinctive haircut is perceived. Although we may
treat these subsequent descriptive components simply as the participant’s attempts to provide as much
detail about that discrete imagery as possible, it seems perhaps conspicuous that these subsequent
descriptive components are built from words beginning with or containing a strong “p’ sound. It is as if
these additional reports are vehicles for Further production of the predominant locally relevant sound in
this stretch of the mentation.

It may be the case, then, that these aspects of conscious experience are reported not merely because
“that’s just what happens to be in the participant’s mind at the time’. Rather, they are jormulations of inner
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experience, the design of which is informed by the operation of a historically sensitive word selection
procedures otiented to poetic concerns that are primarily social and performative in character.

The poetic construction of mentation narratives is not only to be found in conspicuous recurrence of
particular sounds. It can also be found in the way that word selections are designed to produce (sometimes
delicate) puns. Extract | 1 comes from the start of the mentation, and is the participant’s report of their first
imagery.

(10) 01-05
S:  wm: (2.4) something: about (0.3) 'h butterflies (3.8) "h and there’s somebody swimming
27.0)

wm; (2.6) an: engine

The participant’s first words are “something: about (0.3) 'h butterflies (3.8) *h and there’s somebody
swimming”. There are, then, ostensibly two images repoited here, one about ‘butierflies’, the other
concerning ‘swimming’, However, these may be examined as one discrete cluster, as there is evidence that
that is how they were produced. The second component is prefaced by “and”, thereby establishing that
what follows is at least connected to, if not a continuation of, the prior report. Moreover, the silence
between the two components is noticeably shorter than that between subsequent descriptive clusters that
clearly do report entirely unconnected and new imagery. To illustrate, the extract has been extended to
show that the subsequent imagery report concerning an engine comes afier 27 seconds of silence following
the completion of the report about swimming. Therefore, we can treat the report “something: about (0.3)
*h butterflies (3.8) "h and there’s somebody swimming ‘as a cluster that describes one discrete experience
of imagery.

A first analytic point on this description is the poetic symmetry in its two components. Structurally,
they are of similar length and composition. This becomes clear if audible breathing and periods of silence
are removed:

wm: something: about butterflies
and there’s somebody swimming

There are common sounds: there is a recurrent ‘b’ and ‘s’ sounds, in addition to which there is the
repetition of ‘some’ in ‘something’ and ‘somebody’. In both components there is a matching vagueness or
imprecision: it is ‘something’ about butterflies, and it is an unspecified ‘someone’ doing the swimming.
But perhaps the most interesting poetic feature here is the rather subtle pun. The first part of the
description focuses on butterflies; the second on swimming. But the butterfly is a recognised swimming
stroke. In this sense, ‘someone swimming' stands in a pun-like relationship to the prior description.

There are a numerous instances in the mentation corpus of subsequent word selections that constitute a
pun on prior reports. In the following case, for example, two very different objects (confectionary and an
emotional response) are described using words which share a core acoustic root.

{11) (01-05)

S:  ‘hhh hh=a ca(h)ke (1.0) with lots of tiers

@7
tearful.

There is some delicate work being done here to ensure that it is clear that a pun-like relationship is
being established. If the subject had simply said ‘tiers’, and then ‘tears’, as both words are pronounced in
the same way, it would not be clear that they referred to very different states of affairs, or that the outcome
was a pun, rather than simple repetition. However, the use of the adjectival form ‘tearful” makes it clear
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that this is not repetition, and exposes and makes explicit the punning character of the subsequent
description on the prior.

Similar pun like qualities inform the next extract.

a1z (01-79

S:  >bird<
B4
blue:: gky??
.3)
1SEA
(14.8)
s:ma::il ship (1.1) sail
(13.3)
I "hhh (6) "hhhh
2.5}
naval ho::t

Here, the subject is reporting imagery which seems to display a topical coherence, in that discrete
imagery items relate to the category of ‘the sea’ or ‘seaside’: so “blue sky’, the ‘sea’ and *small ships’ are
all things which might be associated with a seafront vista. However, the subject then reports that a part of
his body is hot (that he is feeling warm is a continuing theme in this participant’s mentation). However, it
is noticeable that he uses the word “navel’ to report that part of his body in which he feels heat. This
lexical choice is conspicuously precise, referring as it does to a small and usually private part of the torso.
But it is particularly fitted to the prior theme of the sea, in that it is the same sound as the word ‘naval’,
which refers to the navy or maritime activities. (It is also notable in this respect that the transcriber wrote
*naval’, not ‘navel’, thus suggesting that she, too, heard the word as relating to its association with the sea,
and not the body.)

Extracts 10 to 12 are significant, in that they suggest an important implication for the way in which we
understand how mentation reports are produced, and for how they may be used subsequently in
parapsychological research. The words used by the subject to describe a current imagery may be selected
on poetic considerations: to retain an acoustic theme from earlier imagery; or to establish a pun like
relationship between two discrete reports. Thus the record of a participant’s imagery (and data which may
be used for subsequent parapsychological research) may be determined at least in part by poetic or
semantic considerations as much by the experiences and imagery in conscious being reported. We return
to this point in our discussion.

DISCUSSION

In this paper we have examined three properties of mentation reports: the temporal distribution of
descriptions; the use (and placement) of question-marked intonation (o establish neutrality with respect to
the description being offered; and the poetic organisation of word selection. These structural properties
suggest that descriptions produced in mentations are socially-organised, pragmatic activities through
which ‘what is being reported’ is constituted. There are three concluding points we wish to raise.

Methodologically, more analysis of the discourse of mentations is required. The analyses presented
here suggest that we should be wary of treating mentation narratives as mere reports that express an
independent phenromenological reality. This is not to say that parapsychological interest in what these
reports tell us about the nature of experience during the ganzfeld need be abandoned. Indeed, new lines of
research may be generated from recognition of the communicative and pragmatic skills that inform the
production of mentation reports. For example, the operation or influence of psi processes may be explored
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with respect to the poetical organisation underpinning word selection. Other word selection procedures,
yet to be identified and explicated, may also offer sites in which to investigate psi influences.

Moreover, investigation of the way descriptions are produced to display the subjective stance towards
the content of their reports may tell us a great deal about the interpersonal dynamics of pariicipation in
laboratory parapsychology experiments.

Finally, mentations are introspective reports on ongoing experience. In recent years there has been a
resurgence of intetest in the generation, limits and analysis of introspective data, both in parapsychology
(for example, Cardeia, 2004) and in the study of consciousness more generally (for example, Jack &
Roepstorff, 2003). Introspective data, thongh, are usually discursive data: spoken or written reports of
what consciousness is like. The argument that we should not treat mentation data as neutral reports of
inner experience applies to other kinds of introspective materials. ‘The analysis of mentation reports as
pragmatic activities may have a broader relevance, then, in that it may contribute to our understanding of
how the phenomena of subjective awareness ~ whether they have parapsy chological significance or not —
may be investigated as discursively managed objects.
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APPENDIX

Transcription symbols

The transcription symbols used here are common to conversation analytic research, and were
developed by Gail Jefferson. The following symbols are used in the data.

()
(guess)

Under
t

>

?
CAPITALS

e 9

08 00

Thaght
> <

o

—_——

The number in brackets indicates a time gap in tenths of a second,

A dot enclosed in a bracket indicates pause in the talk less then two tenths of a second.

A dot before an *h’ indicates speaker in-breath. The more h's, the longer the inbreath.

An ‘b’ indicates an out-breath, The more ‘h’s the longer the breath.

A description enclosed in a double bracket indicates a non-verbal activity. For example
((banging sound))

A dash indicates the sharp cut-off of the prior word or sound.

Colons indicate that the speaker has stretched the preceding sound or letter. The more
colons the greater the extent of the stretching.

Empty parentheses indicate the presence of an unclear fragment on the tape.

The words within a single bracket indicate the transcriber’s best guess at an unclear
fragment.

A full stop indicates a stopping fall in tone. It does not necessarily indicate the end of a
sentence.

Underlined fragments indicate speaker emphasis.

Pointed arrows indicate a marked falling or rising intonational shift. They are placed
immediately before the onset of the shift.

A comma indicates a continuing intonation,

A question mark indicates a rising inflection. It does not necessarily indicate a question.
With the exception of proper nouns, capital letters indicate a section of speech noticeably
louder than that surroanding it.

Degree signs are used to indicate that the talk they encompass is spoken noticeably quieter
than the surrounding talk.

Double degree signs have been used to indicate whispered or extremely quiet taik.

A ‘gh’ indicates that word in which it is placed had a guttural pronunciation.

‘More than’ and ‘less than’ signs indicate that the talk they encompass was produced
noticeably quicker than the surrounding talk.

Additional ‘more than’ and ‘less than’ symbols mean that the talk they encompass is
extremely quick relative to the surrounding talk.

The ‘equals’ sign indicates contiguous utterances. For example:

Seuare brackets between adjacent lines of concurrent speech

indicate the onset and end of a spate of overlapping talk.

A more defailed description of these transcription symbols can be found in Atkinson and Heritage
(1984, pp. ix-xvi).
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