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White noise is the term commonly referring to the sound heard on a radio when no particular station comes in clear.  It is believed by some that voices can be heard within this white noise.  These voices are believed to come from beyond the grave, from loved ones who have passed on.  Researchers have made many hours of recordings of white noise hoping to hear answers to questions they asked of their dead loved ones.  Their answers are recorded as evidence in what they call Electronic Voice Phenomena (EVP).  EVP is the voice of the dead.

The father of EVP is Friedrich Jurgenson.  He was visiting the Swedish countryside in 1959 to record birds singing.  Jurgenson was a Renaissance man who loved art, music, nature, etc.  When listening to the playback of his recordings Jurgenson was mystified at what he heard.  He could clearly hear a man speaking at length about birds, the very birds that inhabited that Swedish countryside. (Konstantinos, 1989)


Jurgenson called every local radio station within miles of his location to inquire about programming about birds.  Not only was there no program about birds on the radio that day, but no radio station could reach his location. (Konstantinos, 1989)  Not knowing exactly what he had found, Jurgenson teamed up with Konstantin Raudive, an expert in recording devices.  

Jurgenson and Raudive began doing experiments with recordings.  They learned that the voices would only come through when there was white noise.  White noise is “noise having a frequency spectrum that is continuous and uniform over a specified frequency band.  White noise has equal power per hertz over the specified band.” (Institute for Telecommunication Sciences)  Recordings made during this white noise were the only recordings in which voices could be heard.  


Jurgenson and Raudive discovered that the voices were being specific in what they were saying.  They began asking the voices questions and were stunned when they were answered.  Raudive even heard his own loved ones referring to him with nicknames they called him when he was a child. (Konstantinos, 1989)  Jurgenson and Raudive recorded over 70,000 voices and printed and published the transcripts in their book, “Breakthrough: An Amazing Experiment in Electronic Communication with the Dead.”

Another pair claimed to have discovered EVP.  Raymond Bayless and Attila von Szalay published their findings in the Journal of the American Society for Psychical Research in 1956, three years before Jurgenson was listening for birds in Sweden. (Konstantinos, 1989)  Bayless and von Szalay captured white noise differently than their counterparts.  They set up a microphone in a soundproof wooden box and recorded silence.  Their study lasted three years and turned up similar results to Jurgenson and Raudive.


Now that word was out that people could communicate with the dead, many people began attempting such acts.  People began tuning their radios between stations and asking questions to those who had recently died.  Many people even believed that the true explanation for the invention of the radio was specifically for communication with the dead.  It became a common thought that Thomas Edison saw the new technology he invented, such as the radio, as “a means by which spirits might try to contact us.” (csicop.org)  


An experiment was conducted by Dr. Shawn Carlson of the University of California, San Diego.  Carlson recorded many hours of white noise and listened for voices to come through.  At first she heard nothing.  Then he learned she could hear something, but it was not clear.  There was a distinctive “blank, blank, blank.”  Carlson listened more and focused on the noises and heard “time, time, time.”  More listening turned “time” into “no time,” “long pine,” “any time.”  Because Carlson felt as if a voice was trying to communicate with her she listened even more.  Finally she heard a man with an Australian accent saying “take me, take me, take me.”  Shocked by this, Carlson recorded her findings and went home with the intent to tell her collogues the next morning.  When she arrived to tell them, she listened once more only to discover that she was creating the voices in her own mind.  She wanted to hear something so bad that her imagination created it for her. (Banks, 2001)


Another experiment was conducted by the University of Western Ontario.  Researchers recorded 81 sessions of 45 minute in length.  After reviewing 3,645 hours of recordings, only eleven minutes of EVP was recorded.  They reviewed the voices and determined them to be nothing more than noise.  They believed the voices were made up in their minds because they wanted to hear something.  Their detractors say the spirits stayed quiet because they did not want to be heard.  They only want to communicate with people who are true believers. (scientificexploration.org, 2001)


With these two experiments completed with similar results, it is easy to call EVP and white noise a pseudoscience.  EVP is made up in our minds because we wish to communicate with our lost loved ones.  “The desire to triumph over the tragedy of human morality and to retain contact with friends is the most romantic notion that humankind has ever conceived.” (Banks, 2001)  Also, the majority of people conducting these experiments who are finding voices are people who have recently lost loved ones and are seeking closure. (Butler, 2002)  It is clear that people are not ready to say good bye to loved ones and this is a way to feel better, that they are still out there perhaps watching over you.  Because emotions are getting in the way of valid experiments, the reason people are hearing a voice in white noise is a combination of things.  Summed up simply, there is a formula that creates a scary movie and the same can be applied to this.  Factor in the sense of aloneness when someone has died versus the number of people in the room when listening to the white noise.  Then weigh fantasy versus real life, the wanting to hear voices versus hearing nothing at all.  These factors create the atmosphere that will allow someone who is grieving to hear voices. (Engber, 2004)


Now that EVP and white noise is clearly identified as pseudoscience, there is one more thing to look into, the Catholic Church.  The Vatican has been privately funding experiments surrounding EVP for many years.  In 1952 Father Ernetti and Father Geelli were recording Gregorian chants.  When they listened to their recordings, Father Gemelli could clearly hear his father’s voice calling to him.  The voice called him by his nickname and said, “Zucchini, it is clear, don’t you know it is I.”  The fathers went to Pope Pius XII and were assured they were only hearing things.  Pope Pius XII and his successor Pope Paul VI however, ordered research into this phenomenon. (survivalafterdeath.org)  While the Catholic Church does not admit that there is merit in EVP, they do not deny that research and funding is taking place. 
The Catholic Church’s official position is:

"According to the modern catechism, God allows our dear departed persons who live in an ultra-terrestrial dimension, to send messages to guide us in certain difficult moments of our lives. The Church has decided not to forbid any more the dialogue with the deceased with the condition that these contacts are carried out with a serious religious and scientific purpose." (printed in the Vatican newspaper Osservatore Romano - cited in Sarah Estep's American Association Electronic Voice Phenomena, Inc Newsletter, Vol 16 No, 2 1997)
Even with the church involvement, EVP and white noise is a pseudoscience.  The process can be duplicated, but the results cannot be replicated.  The results are in the mind of the listener.  When we, as humans, are grieving over the loss of a loved one we believe love will triumph over anything, even death.  We will take anything, EVP and white noise, as evidence that we are not alone in this world.  In our moment of grief or hope, we will even take pseudoscience and try to turn it into science.
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The Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal is a non-profit scientific and educational group.  They have a network of scientists who respond to cases that qualify for paranormal research.  They do have an interest in proving the existence of paranormal activities and are therefore biased in their reportings.  They have an interest in proving such activities exist.  The article however looks at EVP from both sides and appears unbiased.  It tells the history of EVP and then discusses what could be causing it, both paranormal and psychological.  It even reports that most scientists do not believe EVP to be true and that it is not investigated often.

Banks, Joe. “Rorscach Audio: Ghost Voices and Perceptual Creativity.” Leonardo Music Journal. 11 (2001): 77-83.

Banks considers research into EVP in both reports and formal experimental studies of related auditory perception.  He offers the hypothesis that an understanding of “psychoacoustics” provides a complete explanation for most EVP recordings.  A secondary hypothesis is that, just as in visual illusions, there are auditory illusions causing people to hear what is not there.   The Leonardo Music Journal is published at MIT.  Its earnings are from subscriptions and donations.  Its purpose is to address the intersection of arts, sciences and technology.

Baruss, Imants. “Failure to Replicate Electronic Voice Phenomenan.” 20 January 2005. <http://www.scientificexploration.org/jse/articles/pdf/15.3​_baruss.pdf

This is the report of the failure of the University of Western Ontario to replicate EVP in a study of white noise.  It describes exactly what was done for the experiment, what they expected to find, what they found, etc.  It is scholarly and long, difficult to read.  It is unbiased as it was a scientific experiment that was seeking to answer the question of the existence of EVP.  The article was published in the Journal of Scientific Exploration.  This is part of the Society for Scientific Exploration.  This society examines things not in the mainstream of modern science in search of answers to the unknown.  They are non-profit and are funded both privately and publicly.
Butler, Tom. “Electric Voice Phenomena: A Tool for Validating Personal Survival.” Journal of Religion and Phychical Research. 25 (2002): 215-227.

This article focuses on the experimental practices involving EVP.  It is a biased paper written to discount the efforts of EVP pioneers and explain the phenomena as the need to communicate with the dead.  It was published in a religious journal that claims to be unbiased.  The journal is from an academy that encourages scientists and clergy to work together to explain different psychical phenomenon. 

Engber, Daniel. “Vodka + Movies = Pseudoscience.” Chronicle of Higher Education. 51 (2004): A6-7.

This article was about Engber’s algebraic formula for describing what makes a scary movie.  It was about how his formula made it across major news mediums and got much attention.  It was a short article that actually presented the formula as a hoax.  I included it because it offered support for my claim and because the formula does fit into some circumstances.  The Chronicle of Higher Education is a scholarly journal that discusses collegiate life.
Konstantinos. “Ghost Voices: Exploring the Mysteries of Electronic Voice Phenomena.” Popular Electronics. 12 (1989): 37-41.

Discusses in detail the founding of EVP, the history and initial experiments conducted.  This article offers some of the actual first transcripts from Jurgenson and Raudive’s book.  It discusses the experiments, in detail that were conducted early on concerning EVP.  This is an unbiased piece because it simple tells the history or EVP and allows the reader to make his or her own mind.  Popular Electronics is no longer in print, so far as I can tell.  It was popular in the 50’s – 80’s.  Now the only popular electronics I can find is an online electronics store and old issues of the magazine.

“white noise.” Institute for Telecommunication Sciences. 20 January 2005. <http://www.its.bldrdoc.gov/projects/devglossary/_white_noise.html

The Institute for Telecommunication Sciences (ITS) is a government organization out of Boulder, CO.  ITS conducts research on telecommunication technologies for the government.  It is funded with our tax dollars and its research is intended to aid our lives with telecommunication services.
Zammitt, Dr. Victor. “Electric Voice Phenomena.” 20 January 2005. <http://www.survivalafterdeath.org/experiments/other/evp.htm
This article tells of the history of EVP, but goes into the Catholic Church’s involvement with the phenomena.  It tells the story of the Priests who discovered it, and of the Popes who quietly ordered research on it.  It was published by the International Survivalist Society (ISS).  The ISS publishes materials to help the media objectively look into life after death.  It encourages objective research into the afterlife.  It encourages psychical research into life after death.  And, it is biased.  
