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Abstract: YouTube as a social media platform plays an important role
in sharing public views about a range of scientific topics such as
parapsychology: an area of science committed to exploring the
workings behind anomalous experiences or abilities. This qualitative
study analyses how conver sations about public per spectives of research
into parapsychology, take place on YouTube. Reflective Thematic
Analysis (RTA) is used to examine comments on the threads for two
comparative films posted by two leading academics with opposing
views. Three central themes have emerged: (i) Confirmation Bias; (ii)
Laws of Nature, and (iii) Trashing the Holy Altars. Following on from
this study, it would be beneficial to carry out a larger study with an
additional social media platform for further in-depth analysis of public
per ceptions of parapsychology and how they are presented online.

Keywords: cyberpsychology, Dawkins, Internet, parapsychology
telepathy, Sheldrake, YouTube.

INTRODUCTION

Considering how information about science is shamdthe Internet,
research can be well-served by examining the impadhe free video-
sharing website YouTube (Soukup, 2014; WelbourneG&ant, 2016).
YouTube is the second most popular website in tloeldy and a study
carried out by YouTube revealed it to be the mastiched channel in adults
aged 18 or over across the globe (Landrum et 8R1P YouTube also
plays an important role in how parapsychology arebearch into
anomalous, or what is often popularly termed asaparmal’ phenomena,
is presented and discussed publicly. There are distinct strands of
science which deal with investigating human expers and abilities
which, if they are what they seem to be, do nolofelknown scientific
paradigmsor currently accepted models about how the univexats. For
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example,anomalistic psychologyFrench & Stone, 2014) explores how
human beliefs, human cognition, and indeed humaor esr fraud, can

produce perceptions or illusions of anomalous phera (i.e., telepathic
phenomena, visions of the future, witnessing ghests), as one strand.

The other more dominant strand in history and raitmm is
parapsychologywhich is interested in testing such claims for ptité psi
processes at work through established social $itentethods, while also
having interest and awareness for how beliefs,dislnt behaviour and
other factors impact on our perceptions of seergingbmalous phenomena
(Irwin & Watt, 2007; Vernon, 2020). Although formedsearch in this area
has existed for just over a century and a half,dbiéective human effort
(i.e., employed lecturers/researchers, voluntaryl amorking beyond
retirement) and funding for this field of sciencashbeen limited, making
for an unbalanced comparison to the other sciencesven mainstream
psychology in the USA alone (Roe, 2017a; Scholite3).

Even so, much has been achieved within this tingarding the
development of research methods now used widelyngmthe social
sciences (Watt, 2005), exploration of altered stateconsciousness (e.g.,
Roe, 2009; Stanford, 2020; Williams, 2015), andeagsh findings in
support of anomalous cognition (extra-sensory geige, or ‘psi’) through
replicating or duplicating similar studies andeta-analysess a statistical
means of combining the results of multiple studiesa specific area of
research (cf. Cardefia, 2018; Rhine, 1934). Thatespite dated criticisms
of such research continuing from outside of thddfiavhile skepticism
within the field has evolved with the times (Ro812b). Even so, some of
the assumptions of science exploring telepathyamsdciated phenomena—
which are often unjust, uninformed, or irrelevantif-exist due to social
stigmas around data and inappropriate terms suctpaanormal’ and
‘supernatural’, and misleading media portrayalb@fv science approaches
these exceptional human experiences (e.g. Jon&g; Zbomas & Cooper;
2016; Sheldrake, 2012/2020).

Outside of authoritative websites (i.e., Australiémstitute for
Parapsychological Research, Parapsychological Aetgmt, the Society for
Psychical Research and Psi Encyclopedia, etc.)ornmdtion about
parapsychology on the Internet is arguably splitwken websites
presenting parapsychological research as ‘ententziti (Winsper, Parsons,
& O’'Keeffe, 2008) and parapsychology represented as a ‘pseadost
not worthy of serious investigatiodPlfillips, 1996;Weiler, 2020; Storm,
2022). Online platforms that allow for commentarg ao exception to this,
including social media. There is, however, a grgvbody of literature
regarding the polarisation between opponents andpgments of
parapsychology. For example, observations of theath of social
networking platforms, and indeed Wikipedia, on hparapsychology is
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viewed by society, weighs heavily on the lay pulaitd pseudo-skeptical
movements (McLuhan, 2010; Weiler, 2020). Added tos,t beliefs
regarding anomalous phenomena, and indeed the ieat@vidence, have
been extensively researched and continues (evgn,2009; Simmonds-
Moore, Rice, & O'Gwin, 2019; Wright & Cooper, 2013 owever, aside
from observations, practically no research existealysing how
parapsychology or research into anomalous phenoisediacussed on the
internet. This includes formal assessment of thiowua online outlets for
such discussions of parapsychological researchpaagle’s reactions to
them. Therefore, there is much scope for gatheaimjassessing the masses
of pre-existing data already publicly availableioel

This study aims to explore public feedback to fithiectures posted
on YouTube given by established and respected t&tignwho have
delivered talks on research into anomalous phenanfrevious literature
exploring YouTube as a research tool emphasisespatsularity and
flexibility as a platform for broadcasting, viewinggommentary and
networking (Burgess & Green, 2013; Konijn et alQ13). With the
opportunity to hide a commenter’s identity throubh option of aliases and
pseudonyms, the platform has become an online dpaa&ten frank and
sometimes brutally honest exchanges, which mayalto the sharing of
accurate personal views albeit in ways that cartritiute to a toxic online
environment (Alsaad et al., 2018; Ernst et 2017; Munger & Phillips,
2020; Murthy & Sharma, 2018; Watts et al., 2017).

The role of algorithms should also be considerecmwhxploring
what information YouTube users have access to,havd algorithms can
essentially ‘curate’ content that users are exposmdand therefore
potentially curate the decisions they make aboutaiage of subjects
including scientific researciR(eder, Matamoros-Fernandez, & Coromina
2018). YouTube arguably has the potential to najrasvwell as extend,
information individuals gather about a subject (YW2016).

Examining the affordances of YouTube as a sociaiaplatform is
important within the wider context of how the pubtionsiders and shares
information and beliefs associated with parapsyaiml Despite focusing
on eventsand experiences that can have a profound effect orithe of
individuals (Drinkwater et al., 2013), parapsychylas a branch of science
that is arguably often misrepresented, and seldowhenstood (Philips,
1996; Roe, 2017b). The debate about parapsychaogye internet may
act as amicrocosmfor how the public discuss beliefs, experiences and,
interestingly, how they define what is, and whatas, ‘real science’.

Additionally, assessing how parapsychology is dised online
arguably has consequences for how the public engetfe scientific
discourse in broader terms. Social media is kethibassessment in that it
affords members of the public the opportunity tdivaty engagein
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scientific discourse in terms of ‘consuming, papéting in and generating
content’ (Taddicken & Krémer, 2021). This engageirigas implications
both for the accuracy of information and naturedigcussion. Further
assessment of online content and commentary magt assidentifying
potential influences on conversations from a rangfe theoretical
perspectives, and therefore the potential to allaw the informed
consideration of potential solutions. This may umd, as examples,
facilitating online conversations for accuracy, i@amce of polarization in
discussion or identifying and signposting membéithe public to accurate,
up-to-date, and peer-reviewed sources of informatio

There are several arguments between skeptics aneskaptics
surrounding the difficult-to-explain nature of tleoswho experience
parapsychological events and those who do not. example, mediums
(people who can communicate with non-living and -ngmible entities
through extrasensory perception) can be deemed thérlatans, and those
who believe in mediumship can be portrayed as soffefrom mental
health difficulties (Roxburgh & Evenden, 2016).

The largely negative discussions about fraudulesmog ‘madness’
are often used to ridicule those who believe inapaychological or
‘paranormal’ phenomena by separating rationalitynfrirrationality, and
truth from fantasy (Wooffitt, 1992). In additior, is important to explore
the representative language being used in our sisadg research indicates
that using pseudonyms and a lack of physical prityxiand a lack of non-
verbal cues can also add to hostile interactiokdaplace within online
spaces (Watts et al., 2017).

Foucault (1964) argues that discussions are use@ agay of
representing knowledge; this knowledge then becamssurce of power;
the combination of knowledge and power can themiges to apply social
control (see also Burr & Dick, 2015). This is arpwontant position to think
about when considering how language is used in sipgoways to either
support a viewpoint or oppose viewpoints that ath@ay hold. This, we
suggest, is evidence of the dominance of rationdlie idea that a sane and
therefore, reliable, and normal person is one vghgoiverned by reason and
logic, not fantasy and emotion.

METHOD

Rationale

This study aims to examine underlying views and abahur
evidenced in postings in the comments thread gesteray viewers in
response tdParanormal or Peri-normaland The Science Delusicatwo
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films focused on scientific research into anomalpbenomena. Although
as mentioned, observation of such online behavias been noted in
popular works, there are few if any formal studigsiressing this matter in
relation to parapsychology. Therefore, in this ipnélary assessment,
YouTube was used as a research tool to explorérexisublic data (Koniju
et al., 2013).

Participants (Data)

No face-to-face real-time participation occurredtlirs study. Data
was already published material on YouTube by variowembers of the
public, many of whom act under pseudonyms. Fromrthmes that are
provided, they are unidentifiable. Many such usefso had already
published comments on the thread, had used an afigsseudonym or
otherwise remained anonymous. Samples of the BiBstomments were
taken from two groups of commenters on two vid€disen that these are
general comments submitted to the videos uploatiedmean figures for
age and sex cannot be provided in this instanceud=és on those who
engage in these comment options hod/they engage.

All comments in both threads had already been phbd online and
were therefore already in the public domain. Datélection presented
minimal levels of risk to individual’s confidentity in accordance with the
British Psychological Society’s ethics guidelines finternet Mediated
Research (British Psychological Society, 2017).

Procedure

YouTubé is an American video-sharing platform based in
California, USA. It provides a free platform forrmapanies and individuals
to host videos that are either made or sourced. plaorm also allows
viewers to leave a ‘thumbs up’ (i.e., approval) ‘bumbs down’ (i.e.,
disapproval) message to content, and to leaveenrtbmments in a thread
below any videos posted. Comments can sometimes foe basis for a
discussion with post and reply to options.

For the purposes of the present study, two YouTudeos were
chosen which presented two very different perspestion anomalous
phenomena. Each featured a presentation by onsoofelading biologists

1 www.YouTube.com
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and academics: a video presentation by Richard Degkand another
video presentation by Rupert Sheldrdkehey were as follows:

Richard Dawkins: Paranormal or Peri-norm@uon Ray, 2012): Richard
Dawkins is a biologist and is described as “... onéhef most respected
scientists in the world and the biggest draw irulesm” (Dawkins, 2022).
An evolutionary biologist, from 1995-2008 he wa® t@harles Simonyi
Professor of the Public Understanding of ScienceOsford University
(UK). He is known as a figurehead for atheism amdvidely published,
which includes his best-selling bodke God DelusiofiDawkins, 2006). It
could be suggested that Dawkins presents a masengw of the universe
based on secularism and materialism and is therdfaghly skeptical of
what are popularly referred to as ‘paranormal’ erplions for anomalous
experiences. In this video, Dawkins examines diffiees between
paranormal (i.e., what is ‘beyond normal’) as opposed ‘peri-normal’
(i.e., what may be ‘normal’ in the future, but @nt scientific knowledge
cannot yet explain). Dawkins argues that much ofapsychological
research (e.g., telepathy) lacks methodologicatotighness or statistical
evidence and therefore does not currently deseirtleelr investigation.

Rupert Sheldrake: The Science Delusi@artington TV, 2013): Rupert
Sheldrake is a biologist and author best known Hgx hypothesis of
morphic resonance. He studied natural sciences lare CCollege,
Cambridge University (UK) where he was a fellow amds Director of
Studies in biochemistry and cell biology. He is reatly Fellow of
Schumacher College. His critically acclaimed bddie Science Delusion
(Sheldrake, 2012/202@ygues that scientific knowledge has been restricte
for years by assumptions about how the universe&ksyavhich over time,
he believes, have becordegmas.n this video, he sets out the case for a
post-materialistview of how the universe works, which can potdhtia
include the existence of what is currently viewed aranormal’
phenomena (e.g., psi, and more specifically, tétgpa

Both Videos in Context

Both videos were chosen because they are of sirglagth and
posted within the period of late 2012 to early 20ABhough both films are
nearly ten years old (at the time of writing), theye still a fair
representation of the positions of both scientigie remain leading authors

2
3

www.richarddawkins.net
www.sheldrake.org/

158



Australian Journal of Parapsychology

and researchers in their respective fields. Bdihsfialso continue to reflect
the prevailing materialist and post-materialist wp@ints still often
consistent with online commentary about parapsyaol(Weiler, 2020).
Both cover similar concerns regarding discussioglated to telepathy,
‘paranormal’ phenomena and ‘materialist’ and ‘postterialist’ science.
The videos were chosen to maximise consistencyonfent and subject
matter of what constitutes ‘paranormal’ or anomalg@henomena, as the
basis for both presentations.

These two videos were also chosen because DawkihSheldrake
are both biologists and leaders in the field froppasing perspectives:
Dawkins as materialist and skeptic, Sheldrake as advocate pofst-
materialistscience. They are both high profile in relatiorthieir positions,
so it was felt that they were the most suitableicd® as authors and
speakers in representing the current argumentsgaitace online.

Reflective Thematic Analysis

Reflective Thematic Analysis (RTA) provides an oppbpity to
examine underlying influences in online conversatioand this
methodology has the flexibility to do this from ange of theoretical
perspectives. Recent developments within the fidltraditional Thematic
Analysis (TA) have called for TA researchers tolgsm data in a variety of
ways. This could be, as examples, from the pointviefv of ‘critical
realism’ which is a philosophical position that reakthe distinction
between the ‘real’ world and the ‘observable’ wo(rcher, 1998),or
social constructionism, which is a sociological dhethat explores how
individuals develop knowledge of the world in aisbcontext, including
exploring, for example, shared beliefs and assuwmptiabout ‘how the
world works’ (Burr, 2003), with the emerging anasybeing dependent on
the theoretical framework being used by the researo inform their work
(Braun & Clarke, 2020; Terry, 2021). The increaskxkibility of data
analysis has now been reframed as RTA (Braun &k€|a2020).

Data Collection and Analysis

The first 50 comments on each of the two YouTula fomment
threads were collected and analysed in the ordsrttiey appeared on the
screen on June 3, 2020. A reflectthematic analysis (RTA) approach was
used to code the data, with resulting themes emgrgom both data sub-
sets (Braun & Clarke, 2020). Both data sub-setsuca@ both the viewers
responses to the videos directipd any interaction the commenters had
between themselves (e.g., online discussions bettfeecommenters). As
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the study wished to capture a wide range of comsniana way that did not
place types of commentary in order of importanceais felt that RTA gave
the flexibility required as a qualitative methodgjofor key themes to
emerge from the data.

RTA for this study was carried out by taking a sabci
constructionist/discursive approach, which offerad greater level of
analytical flexibility focusing particularly on thenportance of language in
how subjects are socially constructed. Previouskt, has normally been
associated with analysing subjective accounts ftben point of view of
individuals own feelings, thoughts, or experien(@saun & Clarke, 2006,
2021; Flick, 2014).

The data was analysed in two stages. Firstly, a#tading and re-
reading both data sub-sets, structured transonipte created by one of the
researchers (C.M.M.) for analysis and further ictpa by all three
authors. The RTA approach generated meaningfulsuoit text and
preliminary codes leading to key themes emergiogfeach data sub-set
(Frith & Gleeson, 2004). The same comment couldricbuded in more
than one code. Data was analysed to saturationt pdiereby further
observation did not generate any additional codéstlaemes. On reviewing
and coding both data sub-sets, we felt that a oactgbnist/discursive
approach was best suited to capture the specificudsion points being
used within these online interactions and how dismn points created
certain social positions within online social coageand particularly when
viewpoints clashed (Braun & Clarke, 2020; Park€02). The second stage
focused on a further inspection of the data set a$ole which generated
the final superordinate themes.

RESULTS

Manual coding and analysis of the Dawkins film geated 13 codes
and 3 sub-themes: (i) ‘Confirmation Bias’; (ii) ‘Ome Interaction Style’;
and (iii) ‘The Topic of Conversation’. Analysis dhe Sheldrake film
generated 13 codes and four sub-themes. The firsé tsub-themes were
consistent with the Dawkins film, with an additibnsub-theme, (iv)
‘Upsetting the (Scientific) Status Quo’, which waenerated from the
Sheldrake film data.

The second stage of data analysis focused onngfthie analysis of
the full data set to get an overview of key supdir@ate themes generated
from the data. The two films and resulting discossigave some clues as to
how parapsychology and research into anomalousgohena are currently
being discussed in cyberspace. Further inspectidirefinement of themes
across the full data set produced three final sarperate themes: (i)
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‘Confirmation Bias’; (ii) ‘Laws of Nature’; (iii) Trashing the Holy Altars.’
Each final theme is now discussed in turn.

Confirmation Bias

Confirmation Bias the tendency for individuals to favour
information that confirms their existing beliefs values (Wason, 1960),
was generated from the data in that there was ee@do suggest that
individuals reinforced their rigidly held beliefsitv little interest in
considering alternative viewpoints beyond rhetdriqaestioning. With
regard to the Dawkin’s flmgcommenters appeared to assume that they were
posting to others with similar viewpoints:

Suzie Q: Finally(of Dawkins'’s presentatiorjomeone said what we were
all thinking.

Additional commenters assumed that individuals imgjepposing views to
their own were flawed in their thinking:

Mr. Creosote | have experienced many things, and have changed my
mind, all based around evidence. You say you haideece for the
supernatural but chose not to share that with sthi®o | can only
conclude that 1) You do not have any evidence drHalt evidence is not
evidence at all. So show us the evidence, if ydiewe anything without
evidence you are deluded. So why accuse Dawkibgiofy close minded
when he asks for evidence that you refuse to sttdaryou who is closed
minded.

Here, ‘Mr. Creosote’ focuses on highlighting potahtfailings when
different views to his own are held. The most intaot point of this
exchange is based on being open-mindedclosed-minded, and ‘Mr.
Creosote’ sets the scene at the beginning of lsigorese by highlighting
that his viewpoints can be changed due to expeziemat the main feature
is that his changes of mind have all been infludnbg evidence-based
arguments. He then draws this argument around esédeéy further
claiming that those who do not share his perspediv not have evidence
of their perceptions around the existence of ttigematural which he then
implies renders those who believe in the superahtas being deluded
(Roxburgh & Evenden, 2016). There is a fine lineehbetween being
deluded (to be tricked or deceived) and being dahas (which is a serious
psychiatric disorder whereby people are unable eib the difference
between reality and what is imagined), but in terofiseveryday non-
psychiatric discussion, the two adjectives can nthansame and are often
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used to present an opposing belief as being ridiculvith an implication of
being weak-minded.

In the context ofConfirmation Bias from the perspective of
viewpoints regarding parapsychology, there was alédence that some
commenters held preconceived ideas that parapsygical research
necessarily includes poor methodologies and eamdfr

Muon Ray (host): But, to answer the question | wathink that the most
likely explanation is that most (if not all) of tighostly green glows were
probably concealed lights picked up from the vernmijtive infrared
cameras they used (under medium to long exposu@ker effects of
“ghostliness” could even be done by taking pictuhgeugh smoked glass
concealing the camera frame. | would even say theyld cheat if they
had to create the effects, using fluorescent smekg, flmed in a dark
room.

In this extract, ‘Muon Ray’ suggests that the resleaunder discussion
lacked validity and that the researchers in quaestiad manipulated the
experimental equipment to present visuals gfidstliness This extract
provides a variety of ways in which the “ghostlygn glows” were visible
to the viewer by offering various means that theeenomena could be
achieved without any supernatural activity preserg—Muon Ray’ states
“they would cheat” to gain the effects necessary siaggest that
‘paranormal’ activity had taken place. This is sotprising as the public
have access to media focusing on ghost-huntingaauanalous activity.
The difference here is that the available media fare‘entertainment’
purposes where limited methodological controls areplace (if at all),
whereas in the professional field of parapsycholexperiments are largely
controlled for outside variables and parapsychaksgilook to provide
alternative conclusions as to why some phenomewna taken place. The
lines around experimental research and entertainmithin the realms of
parapsychology are blurred and this in turn, ca l® polarised positions
within online forums.

In response to Sheldrake’s film, commenters shagrtienched
beliefs or assumptions and, with relevance to p@mwlogy, belief in a
lack of empirical research in the field of paragsylogy to investigate the
lines of enquiry presented by Sheldrake:

R.P.: Does this obviously intelligent perg@heldrakehave huge logical
gaps in his thinking or is he deliberately tryimgdon people? | have to
think the latter, due to his selective filteringfatts, distortion of history,
straw man arguments, use of hyperbole, and just pi&representation. |
couldn’t even get through his mangling of the cowagon laws. | can't
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believe he actually lies to the extent that he $hgtno experiments have
ever been done to prove them. | guess it sellssook

In this excerpt, ‘R.P.” shows two contrasting piosis on Sheldrake’'s
theoretical ideas—on the one hand describing SHeddas an “obviously
intelligent person”, and on the other hand, desugitsheldrake as lacking
in logical thinking and the possibility of Sheldeakven being fraudulent.
The language used in this extract seems to have diemsen selectively to
discredit Sheldrake with comments such as: “selecfiltering of facts”,
“distortion of history” and “mangling of conservati laws”.What ‘R.P." is
doing here is using specific language as a way thamisses both
Sheldrake’saand his followers’ perspectives as unscientific arldda

The rhetorical use of language used such as “sedéctdistortion”,
and “mangling”, suggests that Sheldrake’s worksharth self-centred and
contorted. The idea of Sheldrake’s self-gain isfieced by ‘R.P." by their
suggestion that these theories are only a markefaioduct suggesting “I
guess it sells bookstvhich can further cement ‘R.P.’s’ perspectives that
Sheldrake’s theoretical idea is a commodity and axdbgical process of
thought.

Confirmation Biaswas present in most of the comments and
conversations for both films: commenters eitherffimaed their own
strongly held beliefs about science, parapsychglogy anomalous
phenomena, to the rejection of other viewpoints.niMaommenters also
criticised what they saw as the confirmation bias the scientific
establishment.

With regard to Sheldrake’s film, the style of irgetion between
commenters with differing views was at times confational with
commenters becoming quickly defensive or offendgdniberactions with
others leading to polarised discussion:

GeoCoppins: @ Josh Sardine It's utterly moronicay that science is
someone’s religion! Science has results; religi@RD! You have your
head up your ass!

Conferencereport: I'm very familiar with Sheldrageivork and have
followed it closely for many years, so | don't takiedly to being told to
‘listen again’ thank you. Since you think it accge to offer advice, I'd
suggest you follow it yourself and apply a mordicai ear.

Laws of Nature

‘Laws of Naturefocused on widely held beliefs about how the \dorl
works, as evidenced in the data for both films,,andthe words of one
commenter: “...the laws of nature are uniform and atgide.” The
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implication of this comment being that ‘paranormalr anomalous
phenomena do not exist, and that reports of anamaaperiences can, on
further investigation, be explained away within atemialist paradigm.
Many commenters agree with this worldview, but saeenot, and both
viewpoints result in a polarised discussion. Matési worldviews are
evidenced in the data, and opposition or challengehkis view are played
out in the discussions. The data includes discossibout thermodynamics
and perpetual motion machines, and there was ampttat a discussion
about this being avorldview rather than constant laws, but this line of
discussion was not followed by other commenters.

The discussion included demands of empirical ewderirom
parapsychological studies, with comments that destnated assumptions
about how studies conducted (in one example inkglvimediums as
participants) were necessarily ‘flawed’ or evendbe’. Data provided some
evidence that assumptions were made about scemifestigations outside
of the ‘scientific status quo’ with assumptions abmecessarily poorly
conducted experiments with no proper controls sessments of results or
data. There were comments on both threads whiatguld be suggested,
demonstrated attempts to ‘show off an understapdifi good practice
research as a way of reinforcing viewpoints andlehging others.

The online interaction style represented in much tioé data
generated examples of rhetorical questioning amchoents:

Mr. Creosote: | am still waiting for evidence, wleashame you refuse to
give it. | may have been able to learn something.

In this extract, ‘Mr. Creosote’s’ response indibgcsuggests the factual
evidence he is requiring has still not been madalaMe and he even
suggests that there is a reluctance from the qblaety to provide this
information. This position gives the impression MEreosote’ believes
there is no valid response to be made to his cortan@&y drawing on
discussion points rooted in rationality and scietide interaction suggests
that, from ‘Mr. Creosote’s’ point of view, there i® reliable evidence
available (Wooffitt, 1992). ‘Mr. Creosote’'s’ positi also possibly
suggested that he is discounting the original attéon as meaningless, and
he is staking his own viewpoint as being the maagonal and valid
explanation around this online conversation.

Some commenters had low expectations of the irtierathey were
expecting whilst talking with others online:

G.A.: I'll stay open minded. I've seen one Law vitdd already — we've
managed to have a discussion over the Internetowitmsulting each
other once.
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There was some evidence of attempting to genuirgggn out the
discussion. However, given how YouTube is struatas a platform, it was
difficult to see if questions were answered or geghawith further on, the
thread beyond the data sample collected:

Taltos66: Question out of curiosity: How would yoentrol for the
placebo effect in Dawkins hypothetic double-blindnfeopathy
experiment?

However, what is interesting here is to focus om linguage being
used by ‘Téltos66’ when considering the discussiamsut evidence-based
science. First, ‘Taltos66’ does not seem to appeavant to encourage
provocative comments from others as ‘Taltos66’ hasyet confirmed a
position on the argument and this potentially aso@hy direct hostility
from others. However, ‘Taltos66’ does draw from tbenversations of
science and rationality by asking the question gidamguage often used
within evidence-based scientific research meth&dsr(& Dick, 2015). For
‘Taltos66’, this approach can suggest to those interact that, whilst there
is some curiosity, ‘Taltos66’ comes from a positarscientific knowledge
and some level of expertise in the area.

A large body of data referred to topics discussedthe film,
including thermodynamics and the concept of pemdetoiotion machine.
The data demonstrated examples of commonly helériatist perceptions
of science:

G.A: Science:... is a systematic enterprise thatdbuand organizes
knowledge in the form of testable explanations pratlictions about the
universe.[...] In an older and closely related meaning, “sci&nalso
refers to a body of knowledge itself, of the typattcan be rationally
explained and reliably applied” Predictability réms that the Laws of
Nature are uniform and repeatable.

Muon Ray(host): He (Dawkins)is saying the 2nd law of thermodynamics
can never be brokeR.eople who claim perpetual motion machines can be
created are effectively saying they are breaking ®nd law of
thermodynamics, which is impossible, by conservatid energy. The
reason for this of course is to do with entropyaiy closed system, such
as an engine or power cell, entropy always incsgase the system
producing an output of energy will also create wastergy (heat) that
will degrade the system.

Again, the above excerpts demonstrate the usengubge coming from

within scientific research; important issues supipgr a deductive or
‘reasoned’ approach to research by G.A.’s emphasithe importance of

165



Australian Journal of Parapsychology

replication and prediction regarding scientific gach methods. This
materialist position is reinforced by ‘Muon Ray’ Hyawing attention to the
theoretical concepts of physics such as entropy nwiikscussing
thermodynamics and therefore denying the counteraegt put forward by
critics of Dawkins of perpetual motion machinesrigeable to break the
proposed second law of thermodynamics. Both acsoappear to be
written by those with ‘expert’ knowledge by drawirfgpom scientific
language and concepts rather than using non-digenti‘lay’ terms to put
forward their viewpoints. This approach is an afiero emphasise their
intellectually ‘superior’ positions of arguing farmaterialistic approach in a
professional manner rather than resorting to usogscientific language to
put their points across.

However, there were also questions that challerigedmainstream
scientific view that a scientific ‘law’ is the sarireeveryinstance:

guyboy625: Well, what | mean is thermodynamicseigainly true enough
for me and everyday science. The only thing I'mpsical about is it it's
universally true. Maybe it needs to be generalidddybe it doesn’t need
to be generalized but will still be, only to be gleneralized later.

The discussion included demands of empirical ewderirom
parapsychological studies, with comments that destnated assumptions
about how studies are conducted (in one examplehimg mediums as
participants) were necessarily ‘flawed’ or evendbe’. Data provided some
evidence that assumptions were made about scemifestigations outside
of the ‘scientific status quo’ with assumptions abmecessarily poorly
conducted experiments with no proper controls sessments of results or
data. There were comments on both threads whiatguld be suggested,
demonstrated attempts to ‘show off an understapdifi good practice
research as a way of reinforcing viewpoints andlehging others.

Trashing the Holy Altars

The theme of Trashing the Holy Altarswas generated from a
substantial number of comments that demonstratedramters’ views that
Sheldrake’s talk was outside of the widely heldwseof materialist science,
and widely accepted scientific theory, regardingvhtbe universe works.
These views included accusations of pseudosciende eaen scientific
heresy:

GeoCoppins! The Science Delusion” is the Sheldrake Delusiorup&t
Sheldrake is a pseudoscientist!
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Osprey Flyer: Everyone return to the box and stayde! Sheldrake is a
heretic and a blasphemer.

Conferencereport:.Critical thinking also means developing informed
judgement based on clear procedures for the evatualf evidence.
Conversation is great, and | would applaud She&isakbility to think
creatively, but he’'s not at his strongest when besdthe anti-science
contrarian thing.

Here we have three separate threads of discussiog lised to discredit
Sheldrake. ‘GeoCoppins’ alludes to Sheldrake bedejuded and a
pseudoscientist (it is worth noting that the womrlude/delusion is used
again in interactions on this forum). ‘GeoCoppingbsition clearly
suggests that they believe Sheldrake’s work “Thiertee Delusion” was
written by somebody who is deluded (Sheldrake) awkn though
Sheldrakehas a history of scientific endeavour and acadesmicess, he is
nothing more than a ‘fake’ scientist and therefisenot to be taken
seriously. This position therefore argues that &tadde is a charlatan rather
than a scientist to be taken seriously.

The potential irony of materialist commentary refey to Sheldrake
as a ‘heretic’ and ‘blasphemer’ was not lost on ohlne commenters:

Wtnomad: @ GeoCoppins science buffs can behavetlikests when
scientific claims are questioned, when claims gfegiences or theories
not proved by science, are put forth. they carhgstile, abusive, anything
they've not experienced is “woo-woo” and other sdigmissals.

There was a similar number of comments in suppo&heldrake, which in
themselves question the more widely accepted naistriworldview and
how parapsychology continues to be viewed as bé&wdside’ of the
currently accepted realms of science:

S.H.: Rupert does not at any point abandon thensfite method — he
applies to explore questions shunned by mainstisaemce. If anything,
it is mainstream science that refuses to thinkicaliy about areas that
might undermine mechanistic thinking. Please ligtgain [with] a careful
ear and an open mind and you might be intriguethbypossibilities that
Rupert points to.

HereticNews: Excellent talk by Rupert Sheldrakeerhis a double
standard in the scientific community right now.ilggrtheory, dark matter,
dark energy and multiple universe theory all hattelor no observable
evidence to support them. They are by definitioaug®science but they
get a free pass because they do not contradict rialate dogma.
Meanwhile alternative theories are labelled psecidase before they are
even tested simply because they contradict therticonsensus.
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Data in support of Sheldrake’s arguments challenigkely held scientific
views, which also present a challenge to whatasight of as the scientific
status quo.

There were some interesting exchanges from what doe argued
were presented as evidence of ‘science as religideta examples refer to
Sheldrake as a ‘heretic’ and a ‘blasphemer’ and&grelftommenters put it to
other commenters with a more materialist worldvidwey were said to hold
their scientific beliefs as strongly as many religi people held theirs.
Commenters on the Sheldrake thread expressed stistfu ‘so-called
experts’ and conversely there were complaints tBggrSheldrake being
given the opportunity to platform his work and thatwas ‘just doing it for
the money’.

There was a discussion on both threads that cauasmguably a
New Age vs Old Order focus. For example, some conteme challenged
the idea that the laws of thermodynamics werersstane, or that the law
of constants necessarily applied universally. Gsdther hand, Sheldrake
was accused by some commenters of being a purvef/dnew age
nonsense’.

DiscussioN

The purpose of this study was to assess publiciapiregarding
research into anomalous or ‘paranormal’ phenomand, to explore how
YouTube as an online platform enables the sharifigviews and
engagement in conversation. YouTube was selectedtslwbiquitous role
in the dissemination of films focused on scientificscourse, the free
availability of such films to the public, and th@nsments feature that
allows members of the public to share their viegplying RTA across
two films generated three final themes: (i) Confitian Bias; (ii) Laws of
Nature, and (iii) Trashing the Holy Altars.

Confirmation bias generated as a theme within theeat study
agrees with previous literature exploring how bfeemes conversations
between persons of opposing viewpoints, with irdligils tending to cling
to their own belief system and to either ignoredimmiss information that
fails to reflect their existing worldview (Del Vida et al., 2017; Klayman,
1995). This bias appears to be reflected in interactionsne, whereby
individuals will seek out information that confirnteeir current beliefs,
resulting in often polarised and hostile debatehwithers (Murthy &
Sharma, 2018). The data gave no evidence that carensehad watched
bothfilms, as no pseudonym or commenters appearedeotihtbad for both
films in the selected data. There is scope theeeforexamine in further
detail the role that algorithms have played in t®mh presenting both or
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either film on commenters’ YouTube channels, owtat extent algorithms
have filtered choices for an individual's viewirigiéder, et al.2018).

Although interactions were less offensive or abeidivan on many
other YouTube threads, there was much hostilitthim discussions, and a
tendency for individuals to believe in their owrnvdared hypothesis and
preservation of beliefs already held. Discussiopeajped to increase group
polarisation in this case between commenters wmithtérialist’ worldviews
largely dismissive of ‘paranormal’ or anomalous mdmena, and
commenters, who expressed views that suggestegahnabhormal or post-
materialist views should be questioned and exploqashing current
scientific paradigms.

Confirmation bias appeared to play a significantt pa forming
assumptions about parapsychology and how reseaashabtually been
carried out (e.g., poor research designs, accusat fraud, etc.). These
assumptions are consistent with the way in whictapsychology is often
presented online, as is evident in the entry foardpsychology’ on
Wikipediawhere it claimed many scientists view it as a ‘mkEmcience’
(Murphy-Morgan, McLuhan & CoopeR021; Weiler, 2020), which in fact
contradicts parapsychology’s legitimate place ia seiences and surveyed
views (e.g., McClenon, 1982; Padgett, Benassi, &g&i, 1980). The
Wikipedia entry doubts or ignores parapsychologstect approach to
methodology and data analysis, yet these have beperally adopted by
the social sciences today (Neppe, 2005; Watt, 2005)

The emergence of two additional themes (‘Laws otukg and
‘Trashing the Holy Altars’), may reflect dirst impression’ case for two
opposing camps within the public debate about py&mwlogy and
research into anomalous phenomena: those who bediedt those who do
not. It could be suggested that much of the comamgrfor both films also
illustrates the ongoing sociological struggle betwearapsychology and
scientific ‘decision making elites’ (McClenon, 1984owever, it is worth
noting that there were genuinely open and enquigogstions on both
threads which, although they appeared to go unameshvelid suggest a
desire for free and open discussion on the paatrofnority of commenters.
Many comments also illustrated a contrast betweept&ism as a form of
fair and objective enquiry, and ‘pseudo-scepticighdt merely expresses
deeply entrenched beliefs and ridicule of opposiivpoints that only
serve to shut down discussion (Gebelein, 20RBilips, 1996;Weiler,
2020).

There was much discussion of ‘Laws of Nature’ asaanepted
paradigm for how the universe works (McClenon, 19&heldrake,
2012/2020). In this instance, there was evidenci@fsharing of opinions
that both shared and challenged the widely accapsgdrialistic paradigm.
YouTube and social media provide some limited opputies for new
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opinions to emerge in relation to science and wimatstitutes scientific
investigation, but to what extent this can takecelavithout censorship of
material on YouTube is debatable. YouTube is aipnoéking entity that

will not allow all users to do and say what theyl (BBC News, 2020;

Kopf, 2022).

The current study appears to provide some evidehae public
opinion on the accepted ‘scientific culture’ ina@bn to parapsychology
and research into anomalous phenomena may benghiftwards an
appetite for considering post-materialist perspesti(Taylor, 2018), but
further inspection with a larger data set is regglito consider if this is truly
representative of a newly emerging trend. The tkiveine, ‘Trashing the
Holy Altars’, may reflect these changes, with ‘mathst dogma’ coming
under increasing scrutiny (Laszlo & Laszlo, 202brimer, 2019; Taylor,
2018). Again, it is important to assess whethes thia widely held public
opinion, as it would arguably continue to contradice widely upheld
materialist view in scientific discourse.

The comments related to the Sheldrake film criéidiSheldrake as a
‘heretic’ and a ‘blasphemer’. This is possibly iionn terms of the
commentary coming from commenters who, on the sarfavould be
expected to hold a ‘purely scientific’ and atheistiew of the world
(Dawkins, 2006). This name-calling is potentially raminder of the
‘culture’ of scientific enquiry dominant in the Wtesn world,with positive
correlations between Puritanism and a belief inrtatiral world as being
‘mechanistic’ and absolute (McClenon, 1984). Theralso a question as to
whether this criticism is potential evidence ofiesce as religion’, with
dogma or beliefs that cannot be challenged (Shedqr2012/2020; Taylor,
2018). Sharing of information and opinion on payapslogy and research
into anomalous phenomena does not exist in a Viviaguum apart form a
wide range of other material online, and in a ‘fal@vs’ era the risk of
sharing of inaccurate information continues (Laeéral., 2018; Weiler,
2020).

The current study was not able to account for e such as sex,
gender identity, age, nationality, or ethnicity, igth may have provided
further influencing factors on how individuals folmliefs about anomalous
phenomena, attitudes to parapsychology, or use afT¥be as a social
media platform. The current study was also not afoleaccount for
commenters’ scientific credentials, education, aiorp knowledge of
parapsychology. In some instances, it was diffioulierms of data analysis
to untangle comments as many could be coded in nime one way
(Braun & Clarke, 2006), and the tone of commentsquoestions were
essentially undecipherabl&uture studies would potentially benefit from
grading or classifying commernypes Further classification ofypes of
comments (e.g., a simple like or dislike includittmumbs up or down;
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rhetorical question; insult) would provide a mucbren systematic picture
of how the conversation is constructed on YouTdrel arguably a more
complete picture of how the affordances of YouTubay structure the
nature of interaction (Kopf, 2022). This initialsearch phase assessed two
small and focused data sets, whereas analysis esfsvion anomalous
phenomena, and parapsychology generally, usinggarl& ouTube dataset,
would broaden our understanding of patterns of nenlcomments and
conversations.

YouTube is one of the most widely used social mexdgdforms for
the dissemination of scientific information, yetiere likely to be used for
posting material, and less used for conversatiomamparison to other
social media platforms, such as Facebook or Twittemments are often
weaker in comparison to other social media platforand limited in
interactive dialogue (Murthy & Sharma, 2018hwever, it could be argued
that YouTube is consistent with other social meadéforms when it comes
to the dissemination of misinformation, and commenbften claiming to
know more than they do about a subject in quegt&iarm, 2022; Weiler,
2020;West & Bergstrom, 2021 herefore, a comparative analysis with an
alternative social media platform (e.g., Facebodkwyitter) would
potentially give a more in-depth understanding ablf perceptions.
Classification and statistical analysis of the §/p& comments posted (e.g.,
statement, question, conversation, insult) cowe @i greater understanding
of the nature of the conversation, and how YouTabea social media
platform contributes to the shaping of user opinigariables such as age,
sex, and gender identity, nationality, and ethpicitvould require
participants’ consent potentially allows for a mamentrolled study with
more in-depth information. Singling out commentfnsin-depth interview
may also lead to understandings of how such viesid are developed in
the first place and shaped or held throughout difminst their various
experiences, education, peer groups and profession.

Conclusion

In conclusion, YouTube commentaries appear to ptepelarised
points of view of parapsychology, anomalous phem@ameand post-
materialist science. Confirmation bias still infhees much of the
conversation about research into anomalous phersmien online
discussion, as does the perception that, with cdafrheresy and violation
of ‘natural laws’, parapsychology is still vieweg bome members of the
public as existing outside the scientific estalstisit.

Analysis of a larger YouTube data set, togethehwiémographic
information about participants, would provide futhdetails and may
confirm the evidence, accuracy and prevalence efttlemes generated
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within this current study. In addition, comparisasfsYouTube data with
data gathered from alternative social media platforwould potentially
allow for more in-depth conversation and debate uabanomalous
phenomena and might even indicate widespread aadgaig attitudes
towards parapsychology and materialist science.
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