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ABSTRACT: Bnan Millar fails in his attempt to defend the observational theories (OTs)
against my charge of a vicious causal loop. He claims that the OTs demand only the exis-
tence of a feedback channel, rather than feedback itself. But that gambit violates the original
spirit of the OTs, undermines its (merely) apparent utility, and suffers from concepiual
problems as severe as those it was intended to avoid.

I was very pleased to read Brian Millar’s (1988) spirited and interesting
defense of the observational theories (OTs). Most critics of my objections
to the OTs have engaged in little more than dialectical flailings about.
Millar, on the other hand, has displayed both the willingness and ability to
examine my arguments. (All along, I have provided observational
theorists with a much clearer target than they have provided me.) I am
grateful, then, for the opportunity (finally) to engage in a relatively
straightforward and systematic debate, and thereby deepen our under-
standing of the issues surrounding the OTs. Millar recognizes the need for
clarifying the conceptual underpinnings of the OTs, and he (apparently) is
one of the few who actually grasps what the relevant issues are.

As it happens, I think Millar has also helped to ensure the demise of the
OTs, by demonstrating their inability to avoid the problems I originally
noted. Naturally, that is not what he hoped to achieve; but it is a step
forward nevertheless. And although I admire Millar’s attempt to rebut my
argument systematically, | confess 1 found parts of his critique rather dif-
ficult to understand (especially the sections on varieties of retrocausation
and the analysis of ESP). But rather than try to deal with all the respects in
which I find myself puzzled or in disagreement over Millar’s paper, I will
confine my remarks to what seem to be the matters of greatest importance.
For simplicity, 1 will also focus on the OTs’ explanation of PK. If (as it
appears) that can’t be saved, there is no need to worry further about their
derivative account of ESP.

To begin with, Millar claims that my original criticism of the OTs
suffers from two related *“‘infelicities’” (p. 264). The first is that I imply
that **something different occurs within the psi source if the feedback on
some trial is a hit as compared to when it is a miss’” (p. 264). The second
is my repeated reference to hit “*events.”” Millar counters that the OTs are
concerned, instead, with ensembles of trials and the changing probabilities
of hits, not with individual hits and misses (and corresponding variations
in the subject’s response). He seems to suggest (though it is by no means
clear) that these infelicities weaken my argument that the OTs contain a
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logically incoherent causal loop. So, just in case Millar did want to make
that claim, let me set the record straight.

First, it is obvious that trial-by-trial observation of hits and misses will
produce different internal perceptual states in the subject, and it is prob-
able that those differences would result in further differences in the sub-
ject’s attitude or manner of attempting to influence the random event gen-
erator. But those differences play no crucial role in my argument. Nor is it
essential that my use of the term *‘event’” apply to discrete hits and misses
(or observations thereof). I had thought this was clear enough in my orig-
inal criticism. But, to make it perfectly clear now, “‘event’’ can also apply
to the subject’s total PK effort over a series of trials, as well as to the
presentation of feedback for the whole series. My central proof for the
logical absurdity underlying the OTs still works.

But Millar’s principal response to that proof rests ultimately on a more
sweeping and daring strategy. He tries to formulate the OTs so that they
avoid even the appearance of positing a vicious causal loop. Millar argues
that the OTs can analyze psi functioning by demanding nothing more than
the existence of a feedback channel, rather than feedback itself. He writes,
““The important thing is not that § sees a hit or a miss event, but that § is
in the position of seeing either, according to the outcome™ (p. 258). But I
fail to see how this gambit could work. To see why, we must first notice
the ambiguity in saying that S must only be in the position of seeing a hit
or miss. Millar could mean either (a) that § is so situated relative to the
feedback display that he will or does observe a hit or miss (e.g., that § 1s
in front of a visual feedback display with open eyes and an attentive
mind), or (b) that it is merely possible that S observes feedback (whether
or not he in fact does).

Millar’s problem, then, may be illustrated by the following situation.
Suppose that § is facing a visual feedback display, but that he is blind-
folded prior to the presentation of feedback, so that he will not and does
not observe the results of his trial. Notice, however, that although a blind-
folded S will not observe feedback, it is still possible that he does so (e.g.,
by removing the blindfold). But what happens, under these conditions, to
the “‘psi circuit’’? Clearly, there are two principal options: Either the cir-
cuit is broken (and hence the blindfolding will prevent PK), or else it is
not broken (and blindfolding is no obstacle to whether PK occurs). But it
appears that Millar’s version of the OTs can tolerate neither option; it is
impaled on the horns of a dilemma.

Suppose, first, that the circuit is broken—that is, that by blindfolding §
we would be unable to satisfy a necessary causal condition for PK. In that
case. the OTs must demand more than the mere possiblity of §°s observing
feedback. An unbroken circuit requires S actually to observe feedback.
But requiring the observation of feedback would force Millar to reintro-
duce the fatal causal loop. Hence, on the first option, Millar’s attempt to
deflect my original criticism fails; both presentation of feedback and the
resulting causal loop turn out to be essential to the OTs. Millar’s second
option, however, fares no better. If the circuit remains unbroken even






