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magine a vast, windswept ocean with scores of buoys dancing
in the waves. Each buoy has a bell attached to it to alert passing ships about hidden reefs and shallows. The sounds of each
buoy’s bell are also broadcast by radio to a land-based central
receiving station. This station receives the transmissions and

consolidates them to form a single collective sound reflecting the ocean’s
grand dance.
Most of the time this sound is unpatterned, similar to the random tinklings one might hear from a set of wind chimes dangling in a breeze. But
every so often these bells, isolated from one another by thousands of miles,
mysteriously synchronize and produce a great harmonic chord. When this
occurs, we know that something big has affected the entire ocean.
Because buoys reflect only wave surfaces, and the ocean is complex and
deep, we can only guess what caused the big event. One possible expla-

P a r a p s y c h o l o g y

nation is a hurricane, another is that the ocean was hit by a meteorite. A
third explanation, one closer to the present topic, is that something
stirred in the ocean’s depths, possibly something quite small and subtle at
its origin, but encompassing the entire ocean upon rising from the deep.
Whatever the ultimate cause, we are interested in two basic analyses
when random bell tones cohere into a grand chord. The first is the
amplitude of the tone (how loud it is), the second is the purity or degree
of harmony of the tone (how coherent it is).
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of exploring the ocean-environment relationship, it

The Experiment

explores the mind-matter relationship.
The Global Consciousness Project (GCP), an Internet-

A

research project analogous

based experiment led by Princeton University’s Dr Roger

the

Nelson and cosponsored by the Institute of Noetic Sciences,

ocean’s surface is qui-

has grown from a handful of interested colleagues and a few

etly underway, but

RNGs in 1998 to more than 70 participants and 50 RNGs

instead of moni-

worldwide by early 2003. The project studies possible inter-

to

monitoring

toring movements of global water, it monitors “move-

connections between mind and matter on a grand scale.

ments” of global mind. Just as an ocean may be thought

RNGs are electronic circuits that simulate random coin-

of as a collection of billions of drops of water, global

flips; the randomness is based on electronic noise. The

mind is conceived of as an ocean of individual minds.

GCP uses these circuits to detect mind-matter interactions

Instead of buoys, the project uses a special type of elec-

because periods of order can be easily detected in RNG out-

tronic circuit called a random number gener-

puts using standard statistical methods, and if such

ator (RNG). Instead

periods of physical order repeatedly coincide with
episodes of mental order, then we can infer the
presence of a mind-matter relationship.

Project Origins

I

n the 1930s, Profes-

sor J. B. Rhine and
his colleagues at
Duke

University

began to systemati-

cally study mind-matter interactions by
examining whether mind could influence
tossed dice. In a simple dice experiment,
a participant might be asked to repeatedly
roll a die and wish each time for say, the
4 face to land up. The observed number
of 4’s would then be compared to
chance expectation. In 1991, Diane
Ferrari and I reviewed all known dicetossing experiments. We found 148,
increasingly sophisticated, conducted
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by researchers around the world. The combined results

broadcasts of the Academy Awards, the O. J. Simpson ver-

indicated that under controlled conditions, people could

dict, intense psychotherapy sessions, brainstorming meet-

influence the roll of dice to a small extent.

ings, and New Year’s celebrations.

In the 1960s, Dr Helmut Schmidt at Boeing Laborato-

Today, after more than 200 such tests by a half-dozen

ries refined the dice tests by developing a quantum-based

researchers worldwide, it seems increasingly likely that

RNG. By the end of the twentieth century, dozens of

ordered mind is somehow reflected in the physical world.

experimenters worldwide had conducted hundreds of

Under certain conditions, especially sustained periods of

experiments using RNGs. In 2001, Roger Nelson and I sys-

coherent group attention, random sequences generated by

tematically reviewed all published RNG studies; we again

RNGs appear to become less random than expected by

found strong evidence for minute but repeatable mind-mat-

chance.

ter interactions. These effects do not seem to occur because

A key concept emerging from these studies is the role

the mind directs energy towards the RNG, forcing it to bend

of coherence. In some mass sports events such as World

to the mind’s will, but through more subtle means. One pos-

Cup soccer, enormous amounts of group attention are

sibility is that the act of observation induces biases in the

focused on the game, but that focus is split between two

underlying probabilities of random events. The data also indi-

teams, diffusing potential coherence. This is in contrast

cate that mind-matter interaction effects do not appear to

to, say, a celebration like New Year’s, which tends not to

be bound by the ordinary constraints of space or time.

split people’s loyalties, attentions, or intentions.

Starting in the 1970s, researchers began to focus on
process-oriented research to try to better understand this
complex mind-matter relationship. Most of those studies investigated the conditions under which one person’s
stated or inferred intention affected one RNG in the lab-

Random Number
Generators

oratory. Then, in 1995, Dr Nelson pioneered a new line

I

n late 1997, while dis-

of RNG experiments. He wondered whether the act of

cussing these field-

coherent attention, as opposed to focused intention,

consciousness experi-

might be an important component in producing mind-

ments with Nelson and

matter interaction effects. Could the ordered minds of

a few other colleagues, I

groups of people generate something like a field effect that
directly influenced physical reality? And could such a

mentioned that what we needed was a worldwide network

mental ordering principle be detected in a physical device

of continuously running RNGs, with the data accessible

designed to generate random events?

over the Internet. With such a system in place, we could

To explore such questions, Nelson examined the out-

easily compare newsworthy world events — including

puts of RNGs before, during, and after coherent group

unexpected events — against the RNG outputs. Nelson

events. These included captivating theater shows, religious

immediately agreed, and with heroic design and pro-

rituals, and group meditations. Nelson’s results in these

gramming assistance from Greg Nelson and John Walker,

“field-consciousness” studies stimulated other researchers

the GCP was soon born.

to explore possible field effects in other contexts. Soon,

The technical underpinnings of the GCP can be daunt-

positive results were reported for events such as television

ing for those not agile with statistics, electronics, and the
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Internet, so I will refer readers interested
in such details to the references at the
end of this article. Briefly, the RNGs are
hardware circuits that rely on a type of
electronic noise (traceable to quantum
tunneling) for the source of randomness.
Each RNG provides sequences of truly
random bits (0s and 1s) at the rate of
about a thousand per second, and these
outputs are monitored by a personal
computer (PC). The PC collects 200
random bits into one “trial” per second

F I G. 1

and records these trials in time-stamped
files. All of the PC clocks are synchronized to standard Internet time. Packets of random data from each PC are
periodically transmitted over the Internet to a computer in Princeton, New
Jersey, for archiving. As of Winter 2003,
the network had 50 RNGs located
mostly in Europe and North America,
with RNGs also located in Brazil, South
Africa, Russia, Japan, China, Thailand,
India, Fiji, New Zealand, and Australia.
Each RNG generates numbers that,
F I G. 2

when collected into a histogram, forms
a classic bell-shaped curve. The basic
GCP analysis examines how the shape of
this bell curve changes over time. In
effect, these analyses examine the “ring-

FIG. 1: Histogram for all daily RNG intercorrelations from December 2000 through December
2001 (the smooth, bell-shaped curve), and the daily intercorrelations observed on September 11,
2001 (the jagged curve). FIG. 2: One-tailed odds against chance for daily RNG intercorrelation
values. The peak value is September 11, 2001.

ing” of the bell curve over the course of
human events, and in this sense, the GCP wants to know,

that the data examined fully cover the event of interest).

as John Donne poetically put it in the seventeenth century,

As of January 2003, some 126 selected events have been

“for whom the bell tolls.” [See Fig. 1.]

formally tested, with results significant at odds against

The mind-matter interaction hypothesis is formally

chance of about 300,000 to 1. Overall, the GCP is pro-

tested by examining whether RNG outputs deviate from

viding increasingly persuasive evidence for mind-matter

chance expectation from just before an event of wide-

connections associated with world events. What is hap-

spread interest to a few hours afterwards (which ensures

pening in the RNGs during these events?
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A Te s t C a s e

lation value for 9-11 was the 15th largest (out of nearly
1,400 days), which is associated with odds against chance
of 90 to 1. This means that on that fateful day, the GCP’s

T

he terrorist attacks

“bells” collectively rang around the world with an unusu-

on September 11,

ally pure tone. [See Fig. 2.]

2001, in New York

We also considered whether the 9-11 results may have

City and Washing-

been due to statistical flukes or analytical mistakes, and

ton, DC, provide

whether the observed deviations could be explained by more

an unfortunate but informative test case for the GCP, as

mundane effects like increased cell-phone usage (and there-

these events generated a sustained period of very high,

fore electromagnetic interference) on days with major news

worldwide, coherent attention.

events. After carefully rechecking our analyses, we concluded

Analysis of the GCP data on that day revealed a num-

that the results were valid. Ultimately, we published our find-

ber of statistical anomalies. First, the formal analysis that

ings in the physics journal Foundations of Physics Letters. Of

is applied uniformly to all events tested by the GCP was

course, as is always the case with controversial topics, a few

applied to data from all RNGs running during the ter-

scientists who examined the same data were quite skepti-

rorist events (37 RNGs were active that day). The results

cal about our conclusions, so we looked for ways to gen-

showed a deviation from chance expectation with odds

eralize beyond the 9-11 result.

of 20 to 1. This modest but statistically interesting finding stimulated a series of exploratory analyses. My colleagues and I found that on 9-11 the composite RNG bell

News Analysis

curve deviated wildly from chance in both the positive
(too much order) and negative (too much disorder) direc-

E

vidence for a truly

tions. Over a period of eight hours, starting about two

global consciousness

hours before the first jet hit the World Trade Center tower,

effect would be more

the bell curve became too “flat” (hinting at the possibil-

persuasive if it could

ity of a grand premonition), and then it rebounded to

be shown that the

become too “thin,” somewhat analogous to how a physical bell acts when hit hard by a mallet. The magnitude

GCP bell “rang” in proportion to the amount of inferred

of the bell curve’s “ring” on this day was larger than that

global coherence. To explore this question as objectively

observed any other day in the four-year GCP database,

as possible, I used a list of daily, worldwide news events from

so far.

the “Year in Review” feature on an Internet news website,

Another measure explored was the degree to which the

www.infoplease.com, for all days logged in the GCP database,

RNGs showed the same type of deviation in their indi-

concentrating on three full years of data: 1999, 2000, and

vidual bell curves. A high intercorrelation among the

2001.

RNGs would indicate that the observed effect was “felt”

For this three-year test period, infoplease.com listed a total

around the world at the same time; this would be a truly

of 1,282 news events, which took place on 771 days

nonlocal, holistic phenomenon. Results showed that over
the four-year GCP database, the daily RNG intercorre-
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For Whom the Bell Tolls, continued from page 13

example, consider these two cases associated with the 2002
memorial anniversary of 9-11.

(some days had more than one event listed). The GCP

On the evening of September 11, 2002, the New York

hypothesis predicts that these 771 days should have a larger

Lottery drew the sequence 9-1-1. The chance probabil-

average RNG intercorrelation value than the remaining

ity of any given three-number sequence is 1 in 1,000. And

325 days. The prediction was confirmed with odds

indeed, in the previous 5,000 drawings of this lottery the

against chance of 50 to 1. In other words, RNGs oper-

sequence 9-1-1 had come up exactly five times. This con-

ating independently and isolated from one another by up

firms that the New York Lottery’s method of selecting

to thousands of miles collectively behaved more har-

numbers is not biased. However, is it a coincidence that

moniously on days with newsworthy events than on

this number appeared on this date, in this city, and not in

days with no events of widespread interest.

any of the other state lotteries? Given that this lottery event

This result was encouraging, but to generalize it even

was not predicted, there is no definitive answer to this

further, the “amount” of daily news was calculated. The

question. But given the massive attention placed on the

infoplease.com list of news events shows that over the three-

sequence 9-1-1 on that day, and in that city, it does

year test period, the minimum number of news events

makes one wonder.

occurring on a single day was zero, and the maximum was

The second coincidence was reported on September

six. Each of those events was accompanied by a text

12, 2002 by the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel with the head-

description where the number of letters used ranged from

line, “A Sudden Breeze and Loved Ones Seemed Near.”

72 to 1,193. We used these daily text counts as indirect

Minutes before a commemoration service was about to

indicators of the amount of news per day. If the grand GCP

take place near “ground zero” in New York City, a strong

bell was indeed more harmonious on days with more

wind suddenly picked up and filled the air with dust, caus-

news, then we’d expect to see a positive correlation

ing many to recall the chaotic skies over Manhattan of

between the RNG outputs and the news. As predicted,

exactly one year before. What makes this event unusual

the result was significantly positive with odds against

is that the skies that day were clear and blue, the weather

chance of 70 to 1. The same analysis applied to all GCP

was calm, and no storms were predicted. The following

data (four years of daily data) resulted in even greater sig-

month, Windsurfer magazine published an article written

nificance, with odds against chance of 600 to 1.

by a windsurfer who attended the ceremony. After witnessing the strong wind that came “out of nowhere,” the
windsurfer checked the wind records for September 11
and for the previous few days. The results were striking:

Coincidences

For a week before September 11, 2002, the winds near
New York City were calm, averaging about five miles per

I

f the GCP is detecting

hour. On September 11 around 9

genuine,

bay near Long Island suddenly shot up to over 45 miles

large-scale

mind-matter interac-

AM,

the winds in the

per hour.

tions, then it raises the

To examine this report in more detail, I obtained

possibility that some

weather data from the National Weather Service’s station

coincidences may be more than just dumb luck. For

in Central Park in New York City and also from Dulles
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Airport near Washington, DC. Sure enough, both
locations experienced a sharp change in both barometric pressure and wind speed, starting around 9
AM

on September 11, 2002. Then I obtained

weather data for each day in September 2002 at
these two locations for comparison with similar
data from the same locations and same month
over the previous five years. This comparison
sharply highlighted the extraordinary nature of
the “out of nowhere” coincidence. Storm
fronts are typically characterized by a drop in
barometric pressure, a rise in wind speed, and
a rise in precipitation. But this didn’t happen on September 11, 2002. There was no
rain that day: just a clear blue sky and a
wind that came out of nowhere.
explicitly testing mindmatter interactions. As the twenty-first century

Te n t a t i v e C o n c l u s i o n s

T

dawns, when we ask, “For whom does the bell toll?,” the
response appears to resonate with John Donne’s poetic
reply in the seventeenth century: “No man is an island.

his ongoing exper-

The bell tolls for thee.”

iment suggests that
as

mass

moves, so does
matter. The effect

is modest in terms of its absolute magnitude, but it
appears to be a real, persistent effect. The arrow of causation seems to go from mind to matter, but at this early
stage we need to remain open to other possible explanations. Perhaps there is a third, as yet unidentified common cause, or even no cause at all, as in acausal
synchronicities.
For most of the twentieth century, physicists were
reluctantly forced to seriously reconsider common sense
assumptions about the apparent gulf between observer and
observed. In the latter half of the twentieth century,
investigators developed increasingly rigorous methods for

I O N S

N O E T I C

S C I E N C E S

R E V I E W

FURTHER READING

mind

GCP website: http://noosphere.princeton.edu.
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