




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































5.5 Analysis

The repertoire of Divine Services will feature a variety of mediums (though each
individual service will usually involve only one medium). This means that it is
difficult to analyse the identity of mediums in Divine Services in comparison with
public demonstrations. For the purpose of this chapter, I will draw on two of the
mediums I have observed during this study with notes as to how their identity is
constructed during their demonstration. I will call these mediums, pseudonymously,

Glenda and Toby.

3.5.1 The identity of the mediums

5.5.1.1 Glenda

Glenda is a middle aged woman who is associated with one of two Spiritualist
churches in Derby. Her preceding lecture emphasised the importance of Spiritualist
philosophy and encouraged individuals to re-examine their lives in the light of its
principals. Her gentle critique of modern social attitudes is directed at the audience,
but she illustrates her points with personal anecdotes that seem to serve both to
align herself with the audience in regards to fallibility, but also to act as a positive
example. For example, she talked about unwanted presents she had received for
Christmas that she will give to a charity shop. There are two messages here that

Glenda is trying to express: lack of gratitude and recycling. Firstly, by talking about
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her dislike for certain presents, she is presenting herself as someone who is
ungrateful for what she has received. However, the scenario she presents — that she
had received things she knows she will never use/wear — seems to be intended as an
example others could relate to, and works a means to establish rapport with her
audience over a recognisable example. Indeed, she seems to be trying to show that
she has experiences in common with her audience by using questions in her lecture,
such as “and you know it’s not the right size...” This scenario has been selected as
a shared example, by which she can recount an anecdote to accompany a message
to which members of the congregation can relate. The message she is trying to
deliver concerns unintentional ingratitude. This is, however, something we should

critique. This sides her with, but also work to instruct, the audience.

Glenda’s anecdote about taking unwanted clothes to charity shops is to emphasise
the important of recycling. By stating this example, which she does so in an implicit
way (i.e. “the charity shop are going to do well by me” rather than “I am going to
take these things to a charity shop”), she is setting herself up as an example of
someone who is both aware of charitable behaviour and behaves in a charitable
way. This presents her as someone engaging in behaviour that is in accordance with

Spiritualist philosophy, but does so as if such behaviour is standard for her.
Glenda seems to establish an interesting layer of authority to her identity, while

simultaneously presenting herself as someone clearly not dissimilar from her

audience. The purpose of her lecture is instructive in regards to Spiritualist
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philosophy; she wants her audience to reflect upon the content of her lecture and act
accordingly in order to maintain these philosophical principles. However, she
makes several references to “Father God” in a manner that is submissive: she leads
the audience in prayers to “Father God”, asking, on behalf of herself and of her
audience, for his guidance and aid in their lives, and “Father God” is presented as a
figure that all are submissive too, in a manner that is similar to other examples of

Christian worship.

As a medium, Glenda establishes herself as uncompromising in regard to the
information she presents. At times of trouble, she reinforces her information until it

is accepted.

5.5.12 Toby

Toby is a young medium who is associated with a small Spiritualist church in a
Manchester suburb. This particular Spiritualist church is housed in a renovated hall,
which is located a couple of metres away from the main road that leads from the
train station through the suburb. The congregation of this church are mainly middle
aged women, who attend in small groups. There are several young males associated

with the church committee however, one of which is Toby.

On the night observed, Toby gave a demonstration in place of another medium, who

had been unable to attend on that particular evening. It is apparent that Toby is well
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known to the congregation. He makes a joke about how they will have to settle for

him, and this was met with affectionate laughter from the audience.

Toby’s behaviour during message sequences established him with a low level of
authority; he seems to present himself modestly and with humorous comment about
how he experiences the spirit world. He does not reveal much personal information
about himself during the demonstration, but rather his time is focused on message

sequences. This will be discussed in more detail below.

552 The medium’s interaction with the audience

Glenda and Toby’s relationship with their audience is very similar in that their
audiences were accommodating and favourable. Toby’s reception seemed
affectionate: recipients would interact with him by making jokes in times of trouble,
such as when a message was not confirmed, and by seeming eager to fit the
information to relevant individuals connected to them who had passed over. In both
cases, recipients seem keen to maintain a connection with the medium, and so with
the spirits they are in contact with. Even when information is tenuous, they are
more likely to accept it, or at least try and place it within a reasonable reference that
they can accept. Trouble during interaction is usually remedied by eventual
recipient acceptance, and recipients often seem keen to give positive feedback:
messages will be negotiated between medium and recipient until confirmation and

corroboration is achieved.
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While both mediums state prior to message sequences that they want only ‘yes’ or
‘no’ answers, this is rarely enforced. Messages that were not met with confirmation
from the selected recipient are usually pacified with humour, with
misunderstandings joked about. These jokes usually receive laughter from other
audience members. This was more common with Toby’s demonstration, and may
reflect the characteristics of his particular audience and their relationship to him.
Indeed, there were more audience members at Toby’s demonstration, and more talk

beforehand amongst themselves.

It is suggested during the demonstrations that mediums receive only partial amounts
of information from spirit contacts, such as names, dates or unusual words, and that
it is not always apparent to them how this information is intended as evidence for
their recipients. There is an affectionate regard for spirits, and humour seems
directed at confusion on behalf of the medium as a result of how they experience
spirit, rather than as evidence of the medium’s fallibility. The mediums are regarded

with appreciative cooperation, and audience members interact with them positively.

As has been noted, it is apparent that Toby is well known to the congregation. This
is similar for Glenda, who addresses certain members of her audience by their first
name when they are selected. Due to the small number of congregational members,
and the regularity with which mediums will demonstrate at the churches with which

they are affiliated, such a degree of familiarity is inevitable. Unfortunately, there is
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little research that explores the relationship between mediums and audiences in
specific churches. However, from this observational study, it seems worth
suggesting that it seems as though both mediums and their audiences are actively
working together to achieve successful message sequences, and audience members
appear particularly keen to receive a meaningful message. This impression is
furthered by the lack of hostility and the eagerness of audience members to react
positively in times of trouble during their interaction. Mediums seem to be
respected by their audience members, both by the ways in which they are
introduced by a member of the church committee, but also by the ways recipients

interact with them during message sequences.

5.5.3  The spirits and the spirit world in the demonstration

Both Glenda and Toby reveal the presence of the spirit world via information. They
do not do so explicitly, and do not explain prior to their demonstrations how it is

that they experience their connection with spirit, or what the spirit world is like.

Neither Glenda nor Toby seem to engage in any particular pre sequence behaviour
that would suggest they are making contact or preparing themselves for their
demonstration. During their demonstration, their own individual agency does not
seem to be compromised by their connection with spirit contacts, although it
appears that information from spirit is experienced sensuously, such as an

awareness of the sensuousness of illness experienced by the spirit at their time of

229



passing. In other words, spirits impress upon mediums in a sensuous manner. For
example, during one message sequence, Glenda leant forward, posing with an
imaginary cigarette. She states that the spirit she is in contact with was a smoker,
and that he would stand in such a way. This information is given to her as an
impression: she explains that the spirit is ‘making her feel like he would stand like
this’. This gives the audience a visual suggestion as to the characteristics of the
spirit, as well as its use of extra information to convince the recipient of the identity

of the spirit.

The spirits — as individual agents — are established via a series of traits that are
communicated to mediums along with the messages intended for their recipients.
These traits are used to build an impression of what the spirit was like as an active,
living agent. These traits work not only to build upon this impression, but also to
convince selected recipients that the medium is in touch with a spirit of someone

who is known to them.

5.6 Religious and Secular Spaces: Comparative Analysis between Public

Demonstrations and Divine Services

One of the main differences between mediumship demonstrations in religious and
secular spaces is the influence and importance of Spiritualist philosophy. This
relates also to why it is that individuals attend different settings of demonstrations

of mediumship, and why they are be more likely to attend public demonstrations
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over church services. Public demonstrations, such as those performed by Stephen
Holbrook and Simon Peters, do not seem overly concerned with promoting
Spiritualism. This is not to say that Spiritualism is absent from these
demonstrations; Holbrook in particular talks about Spiritualism, describes himself
as a Spiritualist, and encourages his audience to attend Spiritualist churches.
However, Spiritualist philosophy does not seem to underpin the evening: it is does
not hold such a central presence when compared to mediums demonstrating in
Divine Services that speak much more explicitly about it. Walliss (2001) has
suggested that many individuals who attend Spiritualist churches on a regular basis
do so not for the therapeutic benefits of proving life after death, but because they
are interested in Spiritualist philosophy, and enjoy the social relationships formed
with other members of the congregation. It is, of course, impossible to understand
individual motivations for attending demonstrations of mediumship based on an
observational study. However, we can perhaps hypothesise certain points based on

the content of such demonstrations.

Firstly, it seems, perhaps, rather strange that a significantly highér number of
individuals attend public demonstrations, which cost, on average £10, when it is
likely that there will be a Spiritualist church near to where they live, where they
could attend a demonstration of mediumship free of charge. Stage demonstrations
are also more infrequent, coming around, on average, twice a year to the same
venue. An obvious explanation for this seems to be that individuals who attend

public demonstrations of mediumship are not looking to become Spiritualists.
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Attending public demonstrations of mediumship is not, for the audience member,
likely to be an act of worship or stage in their spiritual development, but rather, it is
a chance for reconnection with deceased loved ones. It also likely that, simply,
public demonstrations are better advertised than Spiritualist churches, and
individuals would have to know where a Spiritualist church was, information of

which is not necessarily readily available.

Obviously, where money is involved in mediumship demonstrations, the
demonstration itself becomes an apparent commodity. The issue of charging is
controversial among Spiritualists and mediums, where a sentiment exists that
mediumship is regarded as a gift, and should not be used for financial gain.
However, there is also the view that individuals need to make money, and more
mundane forms of employment may lessen the amount of time that mediums can
use to serve the spirit world. This will be discussed in more detail in the next
chapter. It needs mentioning here, however, for the inclusion of money — i.e., the
buying tickets before the event (usually on the night) — is a significant part of public
demonstrations, but is largely absent from Divine Services. Mediumship is
simultaneously a role of spiritual significance, but also a form of employment. The
medium is both a paid spiritual specialist and bereavement counsellor. These two
terms are not necessarily mutually exclusive, but may be considered as a dualistic

part of the medium’s role and purpose.
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The use of humour during demonstrations of mediumship has been observed in both
religious and secular contexts. In both cases, humour seems to occur when selected
recipients are unable to accept information given to them by the medium. Humour
is used to buffer difficulties (Jefferson, 1984), and audience laughter is encouraged
by the mediums’ reaction. The use of humour here also undermines the significance
of the difficulty in that it can made light of or laughed off. Difficulties are also often
associated with confusion on behalf of how the medium is able to portray or convey
information in an intelligible and understandable way for their selected recipient.
Humour is also used by different mediums through the use of jokes or humorous
comments in their introductory remarks. It could be argued that humour may act as
a way of lightening or buffering the atmosphere in which bereavement is
acknowledged and dealt with; perhaps not just for the recipient concerned, but also
for other audience members. This is, obviously, difficult terrain, and there may be
circumstances in which the use of humour might be considered inappropriate, such
as when someone is crying. However, humour tends to be restricted to certain
points during the interaction, and occurs usually at times of trouble or toward the
end of a message sequence. The use of humour suggests that demonstrations of
mediumship are intended as forms of entertainment, or as a means to lighten the
intensity of an event that deals with grief. This seems appropriate for both public

demonstrations and Divine Services.

There are many similarities between all of the mediums observed in regards to how

they set themselves up as authentic mediums, and how they create impressions of
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what the spirits are like. Their spirit contacts retain impressions of characteristics
that they had when they were living. Drawing on these characteristics not only
works to establish an image of the spirit the medium is in contact with, but it also
acts as a means of proving that the spirit is who the medium is seeking to claim that
they are. Mediums are also likely to suggest that recipients are aware of physical
sensations which are attributed to a spirit source. Throughout demonstrations,
mediums are engaged in creating an impression of spirit presence that shares the
space of the living. By making reference to physical sensations they suggest a
fluidity by which spirits are able to actually touch recipients and further prove their
existence in that space. Further references attributing spirit causes to unusual
occurrences the recipient has recently experienced reinforce that the relationship
between the living and the dead is coﬁsistent and can be experienced in a variety of
settings, regardless of whether a medium is present or not. This is also true of
occasions when mediums refer to activities that their recipients have recently
engaged with, claiming that they received this information from spirit sources who
are able to continually observe their living kith and kin. This is one of
Spiritualism’s key concepts: that the dead return to observe the lives of the living.
The importance is in the continuation of these relationships, and this is perhaps
most obviously manifest by the continuing love and affection that the spirits show
for their living kith and kin. Messages of love occur at the end of message
sequences, and could be seen as what all messages during such demonstrations are
trying to emphasise, with evidence used to secure that this message is meaningful.

However, there is little to no research in the ways in which mediums encourage this
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belief in the return of the dead as spirits as an actual reality, but reference to
physical sensation is an important method by which to achieve this, and has been
observed in several of these observational studies. This suggests that mediums are
seeking to reconnect the living with their deceased kith and kin not only in the
context of their demonstration, but more generally, and in a way that means that,
outside of the demonstrative context, individuals have situations in which they can

revisit and find further evidence for claims of post mortem survival.

Is there a difference between individual motivation when we compare secular and
religious settings of spirit communication? I would argue that the importance of
proving the medium’s authenticity is not as primary in Divine Services as it is in the
public demonstrations of Stephen Holbrook and Simon Peters. If we consider
instances during message sequences when confirmation is not given by a recipient,
there is a significant difference between the reactions of recipients in public
demonstrations and Divine Services. For example, if we look at trouble during
Simon Peters’ demonstration, we find that selected recipients will, generally, not try
to assist Peters in the ways the congregational members in Divine Services will do.
This is apparent in the silence that Peters receives when information is unaccepted,
compared with the negotiation that occurs in Divine Services. This could be
explained by the relationship that is built between mediums and Spiritualists who
are part of the same church: they know each other. It could also corroborate
Walliss’ (2001) argument that individuals who repeatedly visit Spiritualist churches

are doing so out of interest in Spiritualist philosophy and maintaining social
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networks with other Spiritualists, rather than principally seeking proof of life after

death.

5.7 Conclusion

Obviously, demonstrations of mediumship reflect the individual characteristic of
the medium performing. What is interesting to note, however, are the generic ways
in which mediums seek to present themselves as legitimate practitioners in contact
with an authentic spirit world, and how they orientate towards the presence of

interactive and socially aware independent agents.

These last two chapters have explored the features of demonstrations of
mediumship observed for this research project. They have identified key themes
from both the content and structure of these demonstrations, and analysed how
mediums construct their identity, how mediums interact with their audiences, and
how information about the spirit world is communicated. Demonstrations of
mediumship were selected from both religious and secular contexts, and
subsequently analysed by paying attention to themes relevant to specific settings

and also relevant in comparison.
This study has so far found that mediums have specific ways in establishing both

their own identities, and those of the spirits in which they are in contact with.

Identity work seems crucial in these demonstrations, with mediums seeking to
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achieve an identity that constructs them as honest, compassionate and sympathetic.
It is also crucial in regards to how they create a sense of spirit presence, how they
animate their spirit contacts, and how they attempt to convince audience members
of the authenticity of these spirit contacts, as well as of themselves as genuine

mediums.

Interaction with audience members seems far less problematic in religious contexts,
although there is evidence to suggest that particular mediums may be less likely to
receive positive negotiation. There is often trouble in interactions, but differences in
the way that trouble is responded to by recipients and dealt with by the medium.

The use of humour seems, mainly, to occur during these times.

Information about the spirit world is often introduced implicitly, although in secular
demonstrations of mediumship certain insights are provided in introductory
speeches. However, while this information is implicit, mediums work to present
evidence that they are genuinely in contact with the spirit world, and a significant

amount of implicit information is revealed through this work.

It is important to note that the ways in which mediums are seen to negotiate,
represent and interact with spirit others has an ostensible experiential basis.
However, due to the nature of these observational studies, information about this
contact, and how mediums themselves conceive of the spirit world, is unavailable.

Issues regarding identity, interaction and the negotiation of spirit presences are
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interlinked, and the private aspects of mediumistic experiences play a significant
role in how these activities come to be managed in public spaces. It seems
necessary to therefore consider how mediums account for these private experiences
that are situated as the driving forces behind these public demonstrations. In the
next chapter, I will examine these experiences more closely, by drawing on

interviews with mediums and their accounts of these experiences and their lives.
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Chapter Six

Mediums’ accounts of identity and experiences

6.1 Introduction

In the previous two chapters it has been argued that a significant part of
mediumship demonstrations are influenced by particular aspects of the mediums’
own identity. Demonstrations are guided by the individual medium, and while they
may follow a basic framework, the actual medium demonstrating spirit
communication at a given time is responsible for the content and experiential
quality of the event. Formulating and managing specific identities is done
throughout the demonstration, and alongside this, mediums must also construct and

manage the specific identifies of their spirit contacts.

Generally, researchers have not entered into dialogue with mediums, which has left
a considerable void in the literature on personal experience. They have often been
viewed with suspicion or ignored by parapsychologists, but even in the existing
sociological literatures, researcher attention has generally been more interested in
those who seek to consume mediumship demonstrations (Haywood, 1985; Skultans,
1974; Walliss, 2001) or via the use of questionnaires or literature analysis’ to
establish similarities between certain biographical factors, such as religion and
occupation (Emmons & Emmons, 2003; Richard & Adato, 1982). Subsequently,

there is little detailed research into mediumship biography, or their experiences of
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spirit on a day to day basis. This is, nevertheless, an important topic to study, as it is
precisely these themes which underpin mediumship demonstrations, and are
therefore worthy of further investigation. If we look at the research gathered by
Emmons & Emmons (2003) we can find an awareness that mediums talk about their
early lives, how they became a medium, and what it is like to be in contact with
spirit. While this study contains a wealth of summarised information on various
aspects of mediumship, there is often a shortage of intensive analysis, and extracts
from accounts, be they textual or conversational, are absent. The information about
mediumship is treated to a thematic analysis which, while presenting a good
summary of their findings, does not give us access into how mediums’ structure

their accounts.

This chapter will examine the biographical and experiential information gathered
from seventeen semi-structured interviews conducted with practising mediums
living in England. It will look at how identifies are formulated within the interview
context, and will focus on how mediums account for the role of experience in their
early life history, how they become mediums, how they view their contemporary

roles, and how they describe being in contact with spirits
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62  Identity

Identities are constructed and managed in the moment: they occur within the actual
exchange of talk, and are not static or fixed concrete aspects of being (Antaki &
Widdicombe, 1998, eds). As Holstein & Gubrium (1992) have argued, meaning is
actively and socially created, and will be managed in the context of the interview.
What it means to be an interview participant changes during its course. This is

relevant also for the interviewer, as discussed in chapter three.

This section will analyse the ways in which mediums position their identity in
relation to the interview questions and situation, and will explore what kinds of
identities they seek to establish, and how this may be achieved. There are two key
areas that I wish to discuss: the role of early childhood experiences, and how
individuals come to realise that they have mediumistic abilities and so go on to

develop and later practise mediumship.
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6.2.1  Early experiences

Firstly, here is an extract recalling a childhood apparitional experience:

6.1.1 [Andrew, male]

1 I: when did you have your first experience of spirit?
2 M: I always remember lying in bed one night and being
3 woken up and seeing a figure come through my bedroom

4 to the bedroom window and then just walk back again.

5 It felt very very peaceful, but I thought, uh, that’s

6 strange though, and distanced it.

Firstly, use of the term ‘always’ is significant, and seems to emphasise both the
significance and lucidity of this experience. ‘I can always remember’ suggests that
the experience is significant to Andrew: his use of ‘always’ as a prefixing term
stresses its consistency as something he can remember. It suggests that this memory
has remained embedded in his life history, and can be easily recalled in the current
day: it is an experience that has retained its significance. Also, ‘I always remember’
suggests that the experience may have been recalled previously. Had the individual
stated ‘I remember lying in bed one night’, it may be that this memory was being
invoked for the purpose of the interview. However, the use of the term ‘always’
suggests that it has been recalled previously, he can always remember it, which
signals it as an experience that has left a lasting impression. This, again, emphasises

its importance.
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The use of the term ‘always’ is also significant in establishing a consistency to
Andrew’s identity. He has always been aware of something else, and his early
memories of such are something that he can always remember. The emphasis that
the use of ‘always’ provides here is that his awareness and experiences are
important. In this sense, the use of ‘always’ is an example of an extreme case
formulation (Pomerantz, 1986). Extreme case formulations are often employed to
influence anticipated judgements. To claim that one is able to communicate with
spirits is often considered controversial or foolish, so it is likely that individuals will
anticipate a sceptical response. The use of an extreme case formulation is employed
to emphasise the point being made. Here, ‘always’ is used to suggest that these
memories and feelings are significant. Andrew’s use of the term ‘always’ in these
extracts is similar to the use of always in extracts from young people affiliated with
specific subcultures (in this cases, subcultures associated with rock music) recorded
by Widdicombe & Wooffitt (1995). In these extracts, the use of always precedes as
descriptiori of a particular affiliation or interest (the examples given as feeling
comfortable in jeans, and liking horror stories) that link them to a particular
subculture. They argue that “...by characterising their preferences and so on as
‘always’ existing, they suggest that these preceded sub cultural affiliation.”
(Widdicombe & Wooffitt, 1995: 144). What Andrew seems to be doing here is
demonstrating that these experiences, and his awareness, preceded his affiliation
with mediumship (indeed, he did not come to consider himself as a medium until in

his forties). The vagueness with which he recalls his awareness is interesting
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because it seems to resist conformity to spiritual philosophies typically associated
with the practise of mediumship, whereby such experiences would be attributed to

spirits and the spirit world. This will be discussed in more detail shortly.

The use of ‘I remember lying in bed one night’ followed by an account of an
apparitional experience is an example a what Wooffitt (1992) describes as an ‘x and
then y’ moment. Wooffitt (1992) found that individuals recounting paranormal
experiences were likely to position the revealed presence of the paranormal as
something that has interrupted an otherwise normal event. So, in Andrew’s
example, ‘I remember lying bed one night’ (x) is an ordinary activity into which a
paranormal apparition appeared (y). The significance of using an ordinary event (x)
as the situation of the paranormal experience situates that an experience of the
paranormal was not expected: it was an otherwise ordinary event. This preserves its
authenticity as a paranormal experience, as it was something unexpected and
therefore the individual was not predisposed to experiencing it. Also, the
significance of its interruption of the ordinary suggests that Andrew was surprised
by it: this is reinforced by his recollection that he thought it was ‘strange’. The use
of this memory, as constructed in Andrew’s account, is not merely the provision of
an account of seeing a figure in a bedroom, but is also structured amid his thoughts
and feelings of that time. Andrew recounts that it felt ‘very very peaceful’: the use
of ‘very very’ stresses the emotional benevolence of the experience. Experiences of
ghosts have often been expressed within a discourse of fear: ghosts are frightening

because they are unexpected (or, to use Evans’ (1982) metaphor, ‘uninvited
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guests’), or because they should not (according to scientific models) appear. Also, a

wide range of fictionalised (and in many cases ostensibly non-fictionalised)

depictions of ghosts with malevolent desires and characteristics can be found in

" numerous facets of popular culture. However, Andrew’s description of the

experience as being peaceful presents a state opposite to that of threat or fear,

thereby distinguishing the experience as benevolent. Also, the significance of

remembering the experience as peaceful is connected to his everyday understanding

of its past significance, and demonstrates a benevolent understanding of the spirit

world and their interaction with the world of the living. This is observable in other

areas of Andrew’s interview, for example:

6.1.2 [Andrew, male]

1

2

I think I’'ve always felt that there’s been something
there which I’ve never really been able to describe..
I've never really been into describing a character or
but its been a something, um, and its been something
friendly, so its been something else, maybe

otherworldly, but at the same time in the world, but
its been very very friendly, so it has been, in that

sense, a spirit force or presence.

In this extract we can again find use of the term ‘always’, but also ‘very very’. If we

look at the latter part of this extract firstly, we see that ‘very very’ is used to prefix

his description of ‘friendly’ in a similar manner as ‘peaceful’ was prefixed by ‘very
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very’ in the previous extract. The use of the term ‘friendly’ occurs twice, again
emphasising the benevolent sensuous quality of his experiences. Andrew is
constructing his experiences as positive, and the use of the term ‘friendly’ suggests
that what he is experiencing is interpreted by him as having a ‘friendly’ intention.
To describe something as ‘friendly’ is interesting, because it invokes a sense of
relating. Interestingly, it is shortly after his use of friendly that Andrew does in fact
use the explanation of ‘spirit force or presence’, so his construction of this
experience orientates to a definite something that he has described as friendly. This
suggests an interpretation of implied intention, i.e. he interprets the spirit force or

presence’s reaction to him as being positive.

While he orientates toward a definite spirit presence, Andrew’s depiction of such a
presence is vague. In this extract, the use of such vagueness is useful as it
undermines a predisposition or knowledge about the experience he had as a child,
and preserves the significance of it as an ‘x...and then y’ moment (Wooffitt, 1992).
Andrew’s vagueness, and the fact that he does not discuss the spirit world
explicitly, is further implicitly justified by claiming that he has “never really been
into describing a character’. Again, this establishes a consistency for his identity as
someone whose vague descriptions are typical of his ongoing character. It gives the
impression of individuality, but also positions these experiences as unexpected: he
did not, at the time, really know what they were, so this suggests that he is
accounting for them as he experienced them, i.e. as something out of the ordinary

that he did not really understand. This is a particular feature of the self he is
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recollecting in this account: he did not, initially, attribute his experiences and

feelings as evidence that he was a medium.

Avoiding direct knowledge of phenomena is commonly found in accounts of

paranormal events. Wooffitt (1992) found that:

“...speakers claiming to have had an anomalous experience cannot be seen too
readily to accept the existence of the phenomenon they believe they have
encountered. Naming the phenomenon at the start of the account could be taken as a
sign of a speaker’s knowledge of and interest in the phenomenon. This in turn could
support the inference that the experience was a product of the perceptual set
resulting from accumulated knowledge, or simply a manifestation of a wish-
fulfilment to have a direct contact with the phenomena... Evidence of such personal
commitment can invite sceptical responses about the personal credibility of a

speakers and the experience they claim to have had.” (Wooffitt, 1992:)

Andrew constructs his identity, in these early extracts, as someone who had a vague
awareness of ‘something’, but did not have any firm beliefs or understandings at the
time. His orientation to a vague awareness situates his identity as someone without
prior assumptions or expectations, going against a sceptical assumption of
accumulated knowledge or wish fulfilment. There is another way that he does this.

Let’s go back to the first extract taken from Andrew’s interview, and focus on the

last two lines:
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6.1.1 [Andrew, male]

5 It felt very very peaceful, but I thought, uh, that’s

6 strange though, and distanced it.

While Andrew has established the benevolent quality of this early experience, his
account also includes a recollection of how this early experience was interpreted,
and what reaction it met from Andrew. It could be anticipated that someone
claiming to be a medium would recognise such an experience as evidence of the
spirit world, and furthermore use such to corroborate their position. It may also
imply that they had a predisposition for paranormal experiences. However,
Andrew’s initial response was that what he had experienced was ‘strange’, and the
use of ‘strange’ here works to affirm that it was something he recognised was out of
the ordinary. Furthermore, he ‘distanced’ this experience. This is interesting,
because although Andrew has constructed an awareness of spiritual forces and
presences as a consistent part of his identity, he is nevertheless here displaying
having had an estrangement from these experiences. Rather than integrate this
experience into his childhood identity, he chose to ‘distance’ it. This is particularly
important in understanding both his early relationship with such an experience and
his eventual development as a medium (which will be discussed in more detail
shortly): he did not initially interpret these experiences as evidence of his ability to
communicate with spirits. In fact, he ignored their relevance (he ‘distanced it’),
considering them as ‘strange’. This is also an example of doing ‘being ordinary’

(Sacks, 1984) in that Andrew is showing that he responded to an unusual

248



experience in an ordinary way, i.e. he recognised it was strange and resisted it.

Andrew’s explanation of ‘distancing’ his early experience suggests that he did not
share it with others. Experiencing and/or believing in such phenomena can be met
with a mixture of responses from family and peers. For example, if we look at he
following extract, we can see how the term ‘always’ is used to emphasise the
importance of a consistent belief in life after death, but also reveals how other

peoples reactions to such beliefs were interpreted:

6.2.1 [Rachel, female]

1 I can always remember knowing that there was life

2 after death because people used to say that think,
3 being a small child, people used to think that that

4 was very quaint..

The use of ‘always’ is lvinked both to a consistency of belief, but also to an
awareness of other’s interpretations of personal beliefs. The memory recalled here
is positioned amid a recollection of how her experiences were dismissed by others
because of her childhood. The use of because situates her ‘always remembering’ as
connected to reactions from others that labelled such beliefs as ‘quaint’ and due to
her being a ‘small child’. She can always remember this belief in life after death
because of the reaction from other people. However, her repair of say to think on
line two is interesting, as it situates the reaction from saying to thinking (and

therefore, from one specific action to inferred thought which could manifest itself in
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other actions) suggesting that Rachel interpreted such an opinion as a consistent
feature of what other people thought. It is also possible that her recollection of
people thinking that her belief in life after death was quaint because she was a small
child orientates to an awareness that her beliefs were patronised and not taken
seriously because of her immaturity. But also, it seems that she associates belief in
life after death as something that others thought small children believed in.
However, she revokes an affiliation of belief in life after death with immaturity by
maintaining that these beliefs are part of her contemporary identity. This
demonstrates that even though Rachel has experienced critique from others, she has
remained convinced of life after death, thus prioritising her own experiences.
Furthermore, this presents her as someone who is not swayed by the opinions of
others, and that these beliefs have been strengthened in the presence of others’
critique. So, in this extract Rachel is demonstrating an awareness of how other
people considered her beliefs, but subsequently her use of this recollection in
conjunction with her contemporary identity reveals that the consistency of her belief
has remained. Her use of ‘used to think’ emphasises this, by suggesting that they
may now think differently (indeed, Rachel reported that her mother has since
accepted her daughter’s mediumistic ability), and that she was right, even as a small

child.
This extract can also be seen as an indicator of how individuals have interpreted

their identity in connection with others. Rachel identifies that her belief in life after

death was not taken seriously, and that this signalled a difference between her and
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others. The recollection that people thought such beliefs were quaint, and associated

with her immaturity, situates Rachel as someone who felt patronised and not taken

seriously. However, these beliefs have proved a consistent part of identity which —

considering that she is now a practising medium — has since found legitimation.

A feeling of being different from others because of their experiences and beliefs

was often recalled by other mediums. However, feelings of being different were

also located as having more mundane explanations, an example of which can be

found in the following extract:

6.3.1 [Simon, male]

1

10

11

12

13

I was always different as a child, I suppose, because
I was brought up in a very in a farming community so
it was all very much village-fied, and so I was
always a bit older than all the rest of the kids,
and my attitude, I got on well with older people not
younger people and you know I’'d like, I used to go
into the woods, I loved my own space and I was quite
happy with nature and things like that so I never
really was fitted in, lets put it that way, and I
suppose its hard to say that but you know I didn’t
have a lot of friends like I say wi-with friends, and

I wasn’t into sport and you know the usual things I

was very sensitive..
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The medium quoted in the above extract, a male in his late forties, makes reference
to having grown up in a small, agricultural community, which restricted his access
to others of his own age during his childhood. This is reinforced by recollecting a
disinterest in typical childhood interests and pursuits, such as sport. The use of
‘always’ situates his awareness of being different as consistent: his feelings of being
different were ongoing concerns. The medium seems also to suggest that — by using
an example of ‘sport’ and describing himself as ‘sensitive’ — he situates his
difference in regards to male peers in particular. Masculinity is conventionally
associated with displays of hardness, strength and emotional control (Gilmore,
1983; Whitehead, 2003). However, sensitivity seems an important quality for
mediums to claim. As discussed in chapter four, the male mediums Stephen
Holbrook and Simon Peters often present themselves as being ‘sensitive’ during
their opening speeches. It is interesting that, in this extract, the medium’s self
descriptive use of being sensitive seems to be used not simply as a personal
disposition, but also forms part of explaining his difference to others. Simon does
not simply claim that he felt different, but grounds these feelings in anecdotal

details and dispositions.

Most mediums in this study came from backgrounds where their families had no
prior knowledge or interest in mediumship. Some mentioned having had mothers
who they recalled as having had spiritual experiences, but these individuals did not

seem to play a significant role in regards to their own development as mediums.
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Feelings of being different were mentioned by many mediums, and their early

experiences were usually kept private, sometimes at the insistence of a family

member whom they had decided to confide in, but often because of their

anticipation of scepticism and ridicule.

These early experiences would almost always occur when the medium was alone.

We find an example of this in the following extract. This extract is from a unique

interview because this particular medium, Janet, comes from a lineage of mediums

(only two mediums claimed they were part of a lineage of maternal mediumship).

6.4.1 [Janet, female]

1

2

10

11

12

13

All our family, all the females.. down the female line

[were mediums]. So its, its nice when, when you're

nurtured, as well with that. Its been a bonus.. I
suppose right from being really tiny, its something
that, people have always talked to me, and looked
after me as well bizarrely enough, you know like, if
my mum went out, I mean, from being really tiny.. as
soon as she closed the door, and the house would fill
up, so I'd be supposedly on my own, but the room was
full of people that would be there and just look
after me while she came back, and as soon as the door

was closed behind her, they appeared, so I had loads

of friends'!
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Again, we can find the use of the term ‘always’, this time referring to the
consistency of her propensity for spirit communication. Experiencing others talking
to her is a consistent feature of Janet’s biography, and is an ongoing and repetitive
personal experience. What is interesting about this particular extract, however, is
that the medium describes not only a benevolent relationship with spirits, but that
they became visible when her mother had left and she was alone. Even though her
family had a nurturing affect in regard to her experiences, she did not experience

contact with spirit beings while they were present.

While her female family members are described as having ‘nurtured’ her abilities,
the spirits who became visible to her were also nurturing in their approach: they
spoke to her, and cared for her; they were her friends. These descriptive terms
construct her experiences as powerfully positive, as well as situating her
relationship with spirits as kind and friendly: she describes the spirits as friends, and

they seem part of a privately experienced kith and kin network.

These early experiences of spirits are obviously, in Janet’s case, an ongoing part of
her history. However, Janet did not actively begin to practise mediumship until
much later. She recounted that it took her a while to develop a strong connection
with spirit whereby she was able to actively communicate with and understand

them. While she had such experiences since early childhood, her mediumship

needed to be developed.
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Mediums did not identify themselves as mediums based on these early experiences.
Often these experiences were a source of bewilderment, or something from which
the medium estranged themselves. Their importance seems to have become more
paramount in light of later events, and it is only after a transformative period that

individuals began to identify themselves as medium

According to McClenon (1994), there seems a tendency for psychic practitioners
(such as mediums) to have had a history of spiritual experiences stemming back to
early childhood. These early experiences “...stimulate a belief in spirits, souls, life
after death, and anomalous capacities” (McClenon, 1994: 93), and can be
considered the starting points for eventual careers involved with the practice and
demonstration of spiritual (or, as McClenon puts, it ‘wondrous’) phenomena. This
seemed typical of contemporary British mediums also; thirteen of the seventeen
mediums interviewed reported the onset of spirit experience as rooted in early
childhood. However, while these experiences are undoubtedly connected to the
eventual development of their mediumship, they do not serve as a straightforward
precursor: often these early experiences are doubted or dismissed until later in life.
Also, early experiences do not explain spontaneous cases where individuals found
that they were able to (or had the ability to) communicate with spirits later in life
and seemingly out of nowhere. The sample of this study was not large enough to
explore this in depth, although it is interesting to note that Erlendur Haraldsson

(2004) found that 40% of the mediums he interviewed in Iceland claimed their
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discovery of mediumistic abilities to have been spontaneous. This is obviously an
area that requires further research. What is important, however, is that the accounts

suggest that early experiences did not automatically lead individuals into the

practise of mediumship.

6.2.2  Transformation

In this section I am going to look at three extracts that show how three individuals,
who are now practising mediums, began to accept that they had mediumistic

abilities.

In this first extract, Eleanor uses certain forms of stake inoculation (Potter, 1996) to
emphasise that ‘being psychic’ (another extrasensory facet she has along with her
mediumship) is something that she realised after finding that she can do various
things associated with tarot. It was not something she had initially assumed, despite
having had similar experiences in the past. This can be seen in the way that she
orientates to certain experiences as transformative in their own right, and not simply
as linked to a series of similar events that eventually led her to make such a

conclusion.
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6.5.1 [Eleanor, female]

1

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

because I went to evening classes at Milton Keynes
college, moved around every such a lot about every
two years we moved house and then we moved back to
Luton and there were evening classes for tarot. I
went to those and he said right this week we’ll do
blah blah blah, and I thought I can do that, and then
he said we’ll do so and do, and I thought, I can do
that as well, so having said that I didn’t realise I
was psychic if you see what I mean, I’'d always
thought I was different, put it that way, and what
happened I could always smell this perfume, no matter
where I was it would suddenly it would be the same
perfume or it could be freesias I don’t really know
what it was but it was a perfume, a ladies perfumey
smell and I could always smell that from a very young
age, and I used to walk my dogs a lot out in the
fields so whether it cornfields I got that smell,
whether it’s a green field I got the smell, I'd look
over fences to see if there was a bunch of flowers or

a tree or something on the other side, so I got that..

Eleanor’s use of stake inoculation here can be seen when she claims ‘I didn’t realise

I was psychic’. The claim that she did not realise she was psychic follows her
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account of a visit to a tarot class in Milton Keynes. This use of stake inoculation
may work against an assumption that, if she visited a class that was based on the
study of an esoteric subject, then it may be that she had some prior interest or
investment (stake), and therefore prior belief. Due to a class being associated with
learning, it may also be likely that she anticipates the assumption that she was
looking to develop her abilities. However, by stating that she did not know she was
psychic works to undermine such anticipated assumptions, thereby prioritising that
this was something that she discovered as a result of her experiences in the class. It
constructs the class as something she had attended simply out of interest, not

because she believed she was psychic.

Similarly, she employs stake inoculation when recounting her experiences of a
particular ‘perfumey smell’. It is likely that, by describing it as ‘perfumey’, which is
linked to a mundane origin, the assumption would be that someone’s actual perfume
was the cause of the smell. However, by describing the smell as ‘perfumey’ rather
than as perfume, she orientates to the use of ‘perfume’ as a similarity, although does
not attribute this as the cause of the smell. Her vagueness has a specific function
here, as it orientates toward something distinct and recognisable, but does not
actively affiliated with a set description that would imply understanding. Similarly,
this is elaborated by the consistency of her experiencing this scent: she could smell
it in a variety of settings, even when there were other powerful smells around (the
example she uses are cornfields and green fields). Finally, she recounts that she

tried to look for a rational source to account for the smell. Wooffitt (1992) finds a
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similar use of seeking a rational source for unusual experiences when he analysed
the account of a medium who recalled being able to hear a particular tune. Rather
than attribute the source of this to a paranormal source in the first instance, she
details a number of rational searches for a mundane source before claiming
paranormal causation. Eleanor seems to do this also, and it is also interesting that
this smell seems to have been a part of otherwise mundane activities, such as
walking her dogs out in fields, thus working as an example of ‘x... and then y’
(Wooffitt, 1992) in that she is reporting that she was engaging in ordinary activities

into which something extraordinary occurred.

Eleanor’s extract demonstrates a typical means of how mediums account for
unusual experiences, and parallels also with Wooffitt’s (1992) analysis of lay
people’s paranormal experiences. A rational explanation is generally sought in the
first instance, but the consistency and on going nature of the experience eventually
leads the individual to accept that it may have a spiritual explanation. Also, again,
we see that Eleanor is constructing herself as someone who had no prior belief that

she had psychic abilities.

What Eleanor is doing here is to demonstrate that she had no prior belief in having
psychic abilities, which emphasises that it was series of experiences that led her to
believe that she had psychic abilities. In the following extract, we can see another

example of a medium who believes in mediumship because of experiences at a

specific event:
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6.6.1 [Paul, male]

1

10
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I: When did you have your first experience of spirit?
M: I got into mediumship through my mother always
claimed to see things and hear things. And, I, I
really didn’t pay that much attention to it, always
thought that everybody’s parents were a bit cranky,
and that happened to be hers, you know. Um, and it
was not until um my father in law died, and he was my
drinking partner and we were just mates, you know,
um, and I really wanted to get a message for my wife
because she was absolutely devastated, and my mother
persuaded me to go the spiritualist church and uh I
just happened to be lucky and very fortunate to see a
man called Gordon Higginson.. and he was an amazing
medium, and I walked into his demonstration an open
mined observer, no more than that, but walked out a
spiritualist, and it had a-an amazing effect on me,
um, and so I started to go to the local spiritualist
church and on a number of occasions I was told by a
medium that I would do the work myself, but I had no
idea how or what or whatever, so I actually made a

decision to go to awareness classes at the church and

things started to happen straight away
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There are two key points in this extract that are important for understanding how
Paul became a medium; firstly, he uses stake inoculation by orientating to an initial
critical stance regarding mediumship (despite his background as someone who is
familiar with the phenomena), and secondly, the explanation he provides regarding
his conversion and acceptance of the reality of the spirit world, which in turn leads

to his development as a medium.

As stated previously, Paul seems to present his first experience with mediumship as
the result of having a mother who can ‘see and hear things’. However, he does not
report that his mother was a medium, rather, simply that she could ‘see and hear
things’. It is interesting that he firstly seems to estrange himself from his mother’s
claims, reporting that he initially thought she was ‘a bit cranky’. However, he does
not construct his mother as being particularly unusual, because he orientates her
‘crankiness’ to a general assumption that everybody’s parents had something ‘a bit
cranky’ about them. It is suggested that his mother’s experiences seem to have
gained significance following his conversion, as he uses this information early in
his account, and if we look at. To state that he believed that ‘everyone’s parents
were a bit cranky, and that just happened to be hers’ while not distinguishing her as
being particularly unusual, nevertheless orientates him as someone who did not
endorse the claim at the time. It is interesting that he introduces information about
his mother ‘always claiming to see and hear things’ at the beginning of the

interview, which he states this is how he got into mediumship. However, this might
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suggest that he has a vested interest and potentially prior disposition toward an
acceptance of mediumship. His description of thinking his mother was a ‘bit
cranky’ is an instance of stake inoculation, as he is dismissing the significance of
having a mother who ‘saw and heard things’: at the time, he thought she was “a bit
cranky’, and so he had no vested interested in mediumship based on these
experience during his early life. Also, describing his mother as someone who’ saw
and heard things’ is usefully vague: he does not cite her as a medium, but as
someone who had vague experiences of seeing and hearing unusual things. Again,
this could be seen as an example of stake inoculation, but it also suggests that his
mother may have had mediumistic experiences, but was not a practising medium.
This distances him from an affiliation with a community connected to mediumship,
and therefore a previously informed position regarding mediumship. This is

particularly important when considering how he came to practise mediumship.

The key catalyst that leads to his eventual acceptance of mediumship comes after
the death of his father in law, who he further illustrates as a ‘mate’. This reveals an
attachment that is significant in that it establishes that the death of this individual
was meaningful to him. The relationship between someone and their father-in-law
is potentially ambiguous: such an attachment does not necessarily infer an obvious
relationship. By describing his late father in law as a mate, Paul is demonstrating

that this relationship was friendly.

His motivation concerning a mediumship demonstration is initially critical. He
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situates himself as someone without a prior investment by stating that his mother
persuaded him to go, and that his main motivation concerned getting a message for
his wife. This orientation implies critique because it denies a personal investment,
but it does not express extreme scepticism, as it would be unlikely that, if he was
adamantly sceptical, he would seek spirit messages for his distraught wife.
However, it is important in that it signifies that he was not an active believer, and
that his subsequent conversion was a response to witnessing a demonstration he
found convincing. Paul is presenting himself as someone whose conversion to
Spiritualism came about because he experienced evidence of the existence of the
spirit world, and his orientation to an initial critical stance emphasises the
importance and legitimacy of the actual event that prompted his conversion. This is
reiterated when he provides the following summary: ‘I walked into his
demonstration an open minded observer, no more than that, but walked out a
spiritualist’. Again, this constructs that he places great importance on this
demonstration, and that its experience has a powerful affect on him. It also
prompted him to become involved with a Spiritualist church, and it was there that
he was told by a medium that he also had mediumistic abilities. This is an
interesting means by which Paul is both resisting and affiliating to a particular
membership categorisation: being a Spiritualist. His initial resistance strengthens
his contemporary affiliation because of the assumptions associated with having
prior interest to such communities. As Widdicombe (1998) has argued, membership
affiliation can imply conformity, and therefore loss of individuality. In Paul’s

account, establishing himself as a rational individual who is convinced on the
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weight of his own experiences is crucial to his account, so initial resistance works to
present him as being without prior attachment to Spiritualist at the time of these
events. His stake was not with the Spiritualist community, but this is group he
decided to join after a specific experience. His later affiliation also strengthens his

experience by suggesting that it was powerful enough to change his mind and lead

him to self identify as a Spiritualist.

All of the mediums interviewed for this study claim that it was another medium
who was the first to suggest that they had mediumistic abilities, and that this was
important. Even in Janet’s case, who had grown up as part of a lineage of mediums,
it was other who initially characterised her as having mediumistic abilities.
Typically, mediums recounted that an already established medium would approach
them, usually in a Spiritualist church or group, and tell them that they had such
abilities and that they needed to develop them. In the following extract, taken from

Simon’s interview, we can see an example of this:

6.3.2 [Simon, male]

1 I didn’t come into it until I was in my forties so
2 I'm not really come from any spiritual um family or
3 anything like that. I was going through a very

4 difficult patch in my life because I'd moved from

5 London back to Lincolnshire where I come from.I'd

6 left all my friends behind, so someone suggested

7 going to the spiritualist church. And, um I though

264



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

277

28

29

30

31

well yes, but no one would go with me because I
wouldn’t go on my own because it was something that
was new to me. I'd experienced a couple of things in
London, but nothing that really sparked me off, I
thought, well that’s interesting, it was just a laff
at that time. And I eventually did go to our local
spiritualist church which is [inLincolnshire] and um, I
used to sit there and I used to think they’d throw me
out because I used to laff, I used to giggle at
everything that went wrong because I didn’t
understand it you know you used to get speakers there
and you used to you know I used to think well that’s
a load of rubbish because I really didn’t understand
it but it was just a night to go out and a meeting
people and then I went um I met I linked up with two
friends there and they said well come to another
church with us and I went to that church and the
medium there she gave me a message which I didn’t
understand, I’11 be honest with you, and then she
said went away she said I’ve got to come back to you
because you’re very spiritually aware you should
develop. Of course that was I thought well no that'’s
not going to happen, and afterwards I found out that

she came from the um town that I’d just moved into

265



32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

well I've just out the village, just outside and um
she said come and see me and um I said yes ok and I
thought well I’'ve got away with that. She gave me her
telephone number, and then I was in the market one
day and because I was unemployed at this time because
I'd changed over and I wasn’t working and she said
are you going to come and see me, and she made a date
for me and she lived near um in a mobile home in a
caravan park and I went to see her and that’s how it
started, she just explained a bit about the guides
and how its d-uhm went on and she said go and sit
home and meditate, which I did, because I live in an
old farm house which has got a lot of character to
it, I was on my own and um there was one bedroom that
I could never sleep in, it was a weird bedroom, I sat
there and meditated and it all just happened from day
one. Within a week I was doing what I'm doing now
which she found a bit unbelievable because she
wouldn’t accept it at first so I had to go and see

her she asked me she did a test on me and she said

yes you can do 1it.

There is obviously a lot going on in this extract: I will focus on the demonstrative

use of stake inoculation to justify Simon’s current position as a medium. Simon 1s
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rather unusual in regards to typical reports of mediumship development periods,
because, once he had accepted himself as a medium and made a recognised contact
with the spirit world, he was ‘within a week... doing what [he is]. .. doing now [i.e.,
practising mediumship]’. We can see this also in his recollection of the other
medium’s initial scepticism regarding how quick he had mastered his mediumship:

the development of mediumship is not usually a rapid process.

The key catalyst to Simon’s becoming a medium was the recognition of this already
established medium regarding his as yet unrealised abilities. Previously, Simon has
orientated himself with a prior stake in mediumship: he is someone not overly
interested in mediumship; he had started going to Spiritualist churches for social
reasons, and initially, despite having had a few experiences earlier in his life, found
it amusing. These characterisations all work to establish his then identity as playful
and without prior investment. Early spiritual experiences are not given any overt
significance; it is impossible to ascertain whether or not this is an accurate
interpretation, but what can be understood from this extract is that Simon himself
does not seem to prioritise them, dismissing them as ‘nothing that sparked [him]...
off’. While he is familiar with extraordinary experiences, he does not claim to have
a prior stake or investment in them. The use of their ‘not sparking him of is
significant because it suggests that they did not have active influence in his
everyday life: he was not changed by them. This again, prioritises the significance
of the events that led to his eventual development as a medium. It is interesting to

note that his recollection of finding these preliminary experiences of Spiritualism as
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amusing are quickly coupled with current day beliefs: ‘I used to giggle at
everything that went wrong because I didn’t understand it [i.e., at the time]> (own
emphasis added). This emphasises his initial critique, but draws also on his current
state, so he does not intentionally undermine his current Spiritualist beliefs, but
rather locates his lack of understanding as the reason he did not identify these early
experiences as significant. It also shows how the historical self can be drafted
alongside the contemporary self in accounts that ask the individual to recall their

past, particularly when discussing individual change and transformation.

His orientation as someone who was critical of mediumship emphasises further the
importance of the already established medium’s insistence on his own abilities that
lead to his eventual acceptance and transformation. Because he ‘didn’t understand
it” at the time, meant that a transformative episode was important in establishing
mediumship in his active world view: the event of being recognised by and
eventually accepted the recognition of an already experienced medium, and his
decision to pay attention to the possibility of spirit interaction is what changed him.
However, this acceptance of having mediumistic abilities was not something that
followed smoothly: Simon recalls that throughout this process he was sceptical; he
did not follow her up straight away, but it was after a coincidence that he eventually
accepted her invitation. Throughout this extract Simon is employing stake
inoculation to present himself as someone who was genuinely converted because of
his experiences. He was ordinary, displayed sceptical (i.e. ordinary) reactions

throughout the process until he discovered their meaning and significance for
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himself.

The influence of another medium is significant. Why would mediums mention
another individual as a catalyst for the eventual development of their own
mediumship? It seems that there are two main obvious advantages for this
inclusion: firstly, it situates a conclusion of mediumship as externally placed, i.e. it
was not the individual who decided that they were a medium, but other people. This
works against being seen to have a predisposition or stake. They are not solely
relying on their own pérsonal experiences or attributing social significance to them,
rather, this is done externally by a figure of knowledgeable authority. Secondly, it
legitimates their mediumship by noting that it was another medium — and therefore
an already legitimatised figure — who recognised and corroborated them: they were
actively accepted by the Spiritualist community. This latter point may be
particularly important for understanding how mediums come to be accepted, and
how they themselves feel valid as legitimate mediums in existing groups where

mediumship has already found safe ground and supportive practise.

Many mediums have had experiences of spirit since their early years, but generally
do not come to regards themselves as mediums until much later in life. These early
experiences are generally unexpected and feature as part of the medium’s private
world. Spirits appear when the individual is alone, and mediums seem sensitive to
anticipated scepticism during these times resulting in a reluctance to share their

experiences, and a sceptical reaction to the meaning of their experiences also.
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There are a number of reasons why individuals find themselves in settings where
mediumship is practised, though they construct their initial stance as critical or
sceptical. This emphasises the importance of particular events as convincing and
genuine. Mediums claim to be ordinary people to whom something genuinely
extraordinary has occurred, and it is through experience and the acknowledge of
legitimate authorities that they come to actively believe in the spirit world.
Individuals generally start to ‘become’ mediums because their as yet unrealised
mediumistic abilities are recognised by an already established medium. This
recognition legitimates these past experiences, and is generally the catalyst for their
eventual development, at the end of which they emerge as someone who both

accepts that they are a medium, and so go on to practise it publicly.

6.3 Experience

There are a variety of ways by which mediums can experience spirit. These
different ways are related to the five physical senses, such as visual or auditory
capacities. In many cases mediums are able to experience spirit in a variety of ways,
although it is not uncommon for mediums to be able to experience spirit through
only one capacity. I will examine three extracts from mediums to illustrate how
ways of experiencing contact with spirit beings have been explained, drawing on

two mediums who are able to experience spirit in a variety of ways. Firstly, Janet

states that:
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6.4.2 [Janet, female]

1

Its as though the right hand side of me head works,
the left hand side doesn’t. So, if I'm having
conversation, its as though that side of me face has
been taken away, me brain, and if its to do with
channelling, I can even point to areas of me brain
that actually I can feel working at that time.. so its
more to do with, like if I'm talking to spirit its

more like somewhere in this angle [points to top right hand side

9 of her skull] but further down, about an inch, an inch and a

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

half into it, and its as though I can feel a light
going on, and its like a really faint like buzzing,
vibrating in certain parts that I can feel, um, if
its something to do with like a channelling of energy
then it seems to be that they’re outside me, I'm like
within their body but its more like I've got a helmet
on.. so there’s different areas that I can feel
working, I don’t feel as though I'm drifting away or
I'’m not here anymore.. I'm always conscious I'm part
of it.. I'm guite incidental to it, people can see me
but in actual fact they’re aware of this other
presence as opposed to being me, I’'m quite ordinary

and blended into the background.. its just I can feel
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23 a different part of me brain that’s kicking in with

24 it.

Janet’s description of what it is like to be in contact with spirits is located not just as
something sensuous, but as embedded within the body. Mentioning changes in areas
such as the brain situates spirit communication with a technical and/or medical
basis: it is something that actually manipulates, and, perhaps more importantly, can
be experienced via bodily processes. This may work to ward off claims of mere
misperception or self delusion by locating the experience as something physical.
The emphasis on the body may also work to construct the experience as something
internal: she does not experience visions of external beings, but rather feels that
different parts of her body are working, and that her connectedness with spirit is

based upon this.

A common feature of Janet’s account is her use of simile, for example: ‘its like a
really faint like buzzing vibrating...’; ‘like a channelling of energy...’; ‘like 've
got a helmet on...”. Using similes in this way positions the experience in
metaphorical or comparative terms: these descriptions do not capture the experience
itself, but position it as similar to something of which she can explain. It also
positions the experience within a particular relationship between the interview and

the interviewee: Janet’s use of similies constructs her experiences using language

that I would understand.
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Capturing sensuousness is very difficult, and yet the sensuous quality of being in
communication with spirits seems an important facet of mediumistic experience.
Unfortunately, it has generally been over looked by many researchers. Another
example of how spirit communication can be experienced sensuously can be seen in
this following extract. Although Nicholas often practises trance mediumship, he is

also able to practise mental mediumship, and is explaining what such a form of

contact is like here:

6.7.1 [Nicholas, male]

1 when you get certain people link with you, they very
2 often bring with them the feelings that they had when
3 they were on the earth, for example, you know, um,

4 they might have had a particular complaint, you know,
5 they might have had cancer or heart trouble, and they
6 can give you um, you know, they can express how they
7 felt, you can pick up those feelings, you know, which
8 1is a good way of, it’s a good way of giving evidence
9 to somebody because if you can say you look I've got
10 such and such a person, I’'m getting this pain, did

11 they pass with heart trouble, they usually say vyes,
12 you know, so it confirms that, so they very often, if
13 you work clairsentiently, which I do a great deal,

14 you sense everything about the person and that can

15 the way=their mannerisms, they might=they might have
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16 a particular way of talking, even swearing for

17 example, they might have uh, they might like to

18 drink, they might have been alcoholics, they might

19 have been anything, and you can= and you, you, they
20 convey that to you, you pick up that, you take on

21 those feelings very often, um, for a short time while

22 you’'re linking with them.

The sensuousness recorded in Nicholas’ extract is based upon physical sensations:
Nicholas’ experiences are based upon physical sensations that the spirit had before
passing over. Again, these depictions locate his experiences in a language that both
the interviewer and interviewee can relate to. However, it also positions his
experiences in regards to the agency of the spirits he is in connection with. This is
an important feature of spirit communication: spirits demonstrate their lived
individuality when communicating with mediums in order to become recognisable
for the intended living recipients of their message. This extract is instructive:
Nicholas is linking his experience with his demonstrations. By describing how he
feels when in contact with spirit, he is positioning these experiences within a
description of his demonstrations, whereby his experiences become justification for

what he says during a demonstration.

Nicholas presents spirit agents as able to physically impress upon mediums during
these demonstrations: ‘you take on those feelings very often, um, for a short time

while you’re linking with them’. Nicholas is sensuously joined with his spirit
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contacts during his demonstrations, but, when he claims that this is only for ‘a short

time’, and only ‘while you’re linking with them’ he is further demonstrating the

longevity of these experiences, and limiting them to the demonstrative context. The

physical sensations he experiences from his spirit contacts have a purpose: they act

as information that he can use to identify who they were to the right recipient.

In this next extract, taken from Simon’s interview, we can see how Simon’s agency

is positioned in relation to both his spirit contacts and his clientele:

6.3.3 [Simon, male]

1

10

11

12

13

14

Um, when I uh, I do a sitting I means its before I
start a sitting I get nothing, I'm not, I’'m my normal
self I'm just Simon, I just get on with the normal
things, but as soon as someone comes into the room
its like having an energy force. Its like being
charged up, its not, you don’t um you just kind of,
you’re not (1.3) sorry its someone’s just=someone’s
trying to help me up there, just trying to say
explain it properly because I do rabbit on, um, how
it works is you’re kind of cut off from the world,
present day things and so your time is devoted to the
person you’re with, you’re in their world from that
on, SO you know, you=your=you become part of their

family become part of their lives because that’s what
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15 you’re there for, so what goes on around you you’ re
16 not aware I mean, so you could have all sort of

17 things going on and not aware of anything once that
18 once you’re in that frame of mind and its like a

19 surge of energy, I don’t get flashes like you know

20 some people say well how do you know, especially when
21 you’re doing a demonstration how=when you got two or
22 three hundred people how’d you, you don’t, some

23 people say, well I see a light bulb, I don’t, I just
24 get told what to say and I just go, usually they say
25 talk to that lady in the green there and then you’ll
26 open with something that they can associate like a

27 family birthday or an anniversary or a connection

28 with someone in spirit, and then once you’ve got your
29 link then they start, they just seem to kind of take
30 over, its like it’s a lovely feeling because you=you
31 know its you know it you’re not being you, and then
32 as soon as they’ve gone out the room then you’re back

33 to your old self again.

By stating that, before he does a sitting, he is his normal self, suggests that contact
with spirits is not Simon in a normal state. Indeed, he states that after the sitting is

finished he is back to his old self again, which again orientates his contact with

spirits as a change to his normal state.
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Simon distances himself from other mediums, by mentioning actions that some do
that he doesn’t. This is interesting, because it may be that this reinforces his
dedication to the spirits, and his obedience: i.e., ‘I just get told what to say’. This
obedience is also apparent earlier in the extract, when he alludes to the presence of

spirit during the interview:

sorry its someone’s just=someone’s trying to help me up
there, just trying to say explain it properly because I
do rabbit on, um, how it works is you’re kind of cut off

from

This is interesting because, even though he claims he is ‘back to his old self> when a
sitting is over, and the interview is not a sitting, nevertheless he orientates to the
presence of spirit who are able to influence his speech. Furthermore, their role is

constructed as benevolent: they are trying to help him out.

Sittings are located as benevolent: Simon characterises his experiences as ‘lovely’,
and stresses his connection with his clientele, and that they are the sole focus of his

attention. This alignment and consideration for his clientele find further mention in

this next extract from his interview:
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6.3.4 [Simon, male]

1 how it works is you’re kind of cut off from the

2 world, present day things and so your time is devoted
3 to the person you’re with, you’re in their world from
4 that on, so you know, you=your=you become part of

5 their family become part of their lives because

6 that’s what you’re there for, so what goes on around

7 you you’re not aware I mean, so you could have all

8 sort of things going on and not aware of anything

9 once that once you’re in that frame of mind and its

10 like a surge of energy

Connectedness with spirit can create a certain level of connectedness with
recipients. The use of ‘you’re kind of cut off from the world’ prioritises the role of
the recipient to Simon. By describing that ‘you become part of their family’
suggests quite an intense level of connectedness, and constructs the experience as
emotional. These descriptions also orientate Simon as someone who is
compassionate: he is focused in sittings, and has an intimate connection because
that is what the situation requires. It could be that these descriptions work against
anticipated scepticism about the ways in which mediums manipulate the bereaved,
so by constructing himself as ‘devoted to the person’ situates his role as someone

who is compassionate.

If we consider connectedness with spirit contact, it is important to mention that the
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most intensive form of this involves the medium going into a trance like state.
During this time the spirit being directly entwines their agency with the medium,
and the medium acts as a temporary host through the spirit can directly

communicate to others. Nicholas explains this experience as:

6.7.2 [Nicholas, male]

1 When I'm working with trance, I have one guide that

2 works through me, uh, whose name is Grey Cloud, and

3 I, when when he links with me I go very deep. Where I
4 go to, I don’t know, where my consciousness goes to I
S5 don’t know, I'm not aware of anything about me at

6 all, I'm just him, and the feelings I get with that

7 1is uh one of great love for everyone, wanting to

8 communicate with them and truth to people, and

9 wanting to embrace everyone as a new audience with

10 that feeling of love and there’s absolutely nothing
11 to worry about, and I feel in total command of the

12 audience, total command of the situation.

Trance mediums, generally, are unable to recall what their bodies have said during
trance sessions. During trance mediumship, individuals are temporarily consciously
displaced, and unable to remember what they have said or done during these
demonstrations. There is a separation of consciousness, by which the agency of the

medium is temporarily replaced by the agency of the spirit being. The medium’s
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physical presence is simply to act as a conduit for a spiritual entity. However,
Nicholas is, as we have seen in other extracts, orientating to the benevolence of this
kind of experience. The construction of this experience situates such forms of
connectedness as very positive, and that the feelings associated with it are of ‘love’,
and that Nicholas is able to experience this in connection with his audience also by
proxy of Grey Cloud. Nicholas’ agency is overshadowed by that of Grey Cloud’s
during these trance episodes: ‘I’m not aware of anything about me at all, I’m just
him...” The estrangement of the medium’s own agency as replaced by that of the
spirit, as depicted here by Nicholas, emphasises the authenticity and responsibility
of the spirit. Grey Cloud is responsible for what Nicholas says and does during
these episodes, and the way he recalls this reinforces this by stating his conscious
absence and yet he is still able to gain access to sensuous experiences via a

connectivity to Grey Cloud’s agency.

The relationship between a medium and their spirit contact when in trance seems
complex, and the following occurrence of repair seems to illustrate this. If we look
at the next extract, also from Nicholas, we can observe that the medium is quick to
repair the use of the word ‘we’ to ‘he’, thereby, omitting their own presence from

the situation they were describing:
6.7.3 [Nicholas, male]

1 We were as=he was asked in fact, Grey Cloud was asked

2 a question once.
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While the question was directed to the physical body of the medium, the medium’s
own individual agency was not meant to be involved in the dialogue. By repairing
the use of the word ‘we’ to ‘he’, the medium removes himself from the significance
of the interaction: Grey Cloud was asked a question, not Nicholas. It is Grey
Cloud’s presence that is important, and his spiritual agency as the author of the
messages gives the messages themselves spiritual significance. This repair
reinforces Grey Cloud’s agency by quickly removing the implied agency of the

medium in ‘we’.

Generally, mediumistic experiences are regarded as positive; they are constructed as
‘experiences of love’ or simply ‘lovely feelings’. While pain can also be involved in
these connections with spirit, particularly pain in regards to physical sensations that
the spirit experienced prior to their ‘passing over’ to the spirit world, these
sensations are seen as additional to the translation process rather than as painful
experiences in themselves, and mediums do not seem resentful of this: they serve as
another mode of information that will convince the recipient of the spirit’s identity.
Pain is used in these contexts simply as information, for the spirit world is typically
characterised as having an absence of pain. These explanations can ease recipients;
particularly if they have witnessed a loved one endure a considerable amount of
suffering prior to their death. Mediums do not seem to dwell on or give overt
significance to experiences of pain, other than as a means of providing information
for a sitter. They did not express any particular discomfort or upset as a result in the

interviews. Many mediums explain that they are able to control such experiences by
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asking the spirit to lessen such physical sensations, and these physical sensations

are also terminated when spirit contact is.

Being in contact with spirits is not something this is easy for mediums to explain.

Nicolas states that:

6.7.4 [Nicholas, male]

1 it’s a totally different feeling, when you try to

2 describe to somebody what its like to be attuned to
3 another mind or another group of minds, its very

4 difficult to put into words, but it is, it is an

5 enjoyable experiences overall

Being in contact with spirit beings is‘ a unique form of connectedness that does not
parallel with other everyday relationships. Due to the non corporeal nature of spirit
beings, their fluidity allows for a particular kind of active, felt connectedness with
the living medium. In trance mediumship, the spirit being becomes a part of the
medium. In mental mediumship this is less intensive, however, connectedness is
still active and felt, as the spirit impresses upon the medium, both physically and
psychologically. Spirits are sensuous presences, and it is this sensuousness that

particularly characterises how mediums experience contact with them.

Mediumistic experiences are reported as being difficult to conceptualise. Many

mediums found it difficult to put into words what it is like to be in contact with
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spirits. However, the following extracts show that spirits impress upon the body,
and communicate with as much sensuous as factual information. The role of the
medium, in the public sphere, is to be able to interpret what they are experiencing
into meaningful discourse, so that a recipient to whom the spirit in question is
connected can recognise and accept the authenticity of their contact. However, the
way in which the medium experiences the spirit is underlying private, and it is only
through language that outsiders have any insight into what is actually being

experienced.

Contact with spirit raises interesting questions about both how mediums
conceptualise sensuous experience, but also how they regard their identity in
relation to that of the spirits with which they communicate. There are varying
degrees of how closely connected mediums feel with the spirits they communicate
with. In trance mediumship, this connectedness is at its most intense, but even in
some forms of mental mediumship the closeness of the presence of a spirit, and its
ability to impress upon the body, suggests a unique sense of being in relation to
others. As Simon states, when his session is finished and the contact with spirit

diminishes, he feels back to his old self again.
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6.4 Conclusion

The use of interviews allows for the personal to be given consideration, and using
mediums as the main data source gives access into these otherwise private worlds.
This study has found that, although mediums were usually already experiencing
evidence of spirit as children, these experiences were usually unpredictable,
uncontrollable and left the individual often unsure about what they meant. Without
the experience, it is very unlikely that mediums would believe in the spirit world
with such conviction. This study’s findings support Hufford’s (1982) experiential
source hypothesis, which argued against a traditional cultural source hypothesis
which would dictate cultural expectations as responsible for spiritual experience.
Mediums work to rationalise how they came to spiritual conclusions by essentially
arguing that, due to the nature of their experiences, it is impossible to explain them
as anything other than evidence of the spirit world. This process is not just key to
how mediums presented themselves as mediums, but also played a crucial role in
their development as mediums, and how their mediumship was incorporated into
their personal identity. The relevance of others as a means of recontextualising their
experiences, and gaining entry into mediumship practising communities, was also

highly significant.

An often over looked dimension to understanding mediumistic experience is its
underlying sensuousness. It is difficult for mediums to explain what it is like to be

in contact with spirit, and they often employ comparative techniques, such as
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similes. During contact with spirit beings, mediums can experience a unique
connectedness with a spirit being whereby their own agency is actively aware of the
presence of others, and part of that connection involves sensuous impressions that

influence the otherwise mundane physical capacities of the medium.

Obviously, this study’s analysis is based on the interview of seventeen mediums in
England alone. This is a tiny percentage of (what I would anticipate to be) the
actual number of people who claim to be mediums living in this country, as well as
in other parts of Great Britain. There are also a significant number of mediums in
other westernised areas, such as the USA, Canada and Iceland, and, of course, there
are mediums established in a vast number of non-western societies. Due to the lack
of other studies that have explored the livedness of mediumship by exploring
individual accounts and biographies, it is impossible to assess how common or
relevant some of the themes noted in this analysis might be when considering

mediums more cross-culturally.

In the next chapter, I will examine some of these issues in the context of medium
autobiographies. Considering the artificiality of the interview context, it seems
necessary to look at products containing information about mediumship that are
produced by the mediums themselves, and orientated to telling their story, and

instructing others as the reality of the spirit world.
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Chapter Seven

Identity, development and spirit experience in mediums’ autobiographies

7.1 Introduction

In the last three chapters, I have examined some of the ways in which mediums
represent and construct their own identity, interact with audience members,
orientate toward an interactive presence of agents from the spirit world, and in
interview reflect upon and account for their mediumistic experiences. These
chapters have identified and explored a number of discursive features concerned
with constructing and negotiating an interactive, non-corporeal spirit world, and
their own identities as experients and practitioners of spirit communication. Both of
these explorations have focused upon speech, and how mediums actively construct
ostensible spirit entities and their own identities in the moment of demonstration
and interview. But what about more reflective expressions of these experiences that
may be edited and tailored over time? How might these experiences be recounted in
textual sources? Autobiographies of spiritual experiences are not uncommon, and
this method of self expression seems particular to Western culture, making it
relevant to an understanding of how Western individuals make sense of and explore
their spirituality. For example, Kliever’s (1986) examination of accounts of
individual spiritual pilgrimages has noted that in non-Western cultures such stories
were “...enshrined within mythic tales...” rather than existing (as they do in

Western culture) as “...self-consciously autobiographical [in] form and content.”
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(Kliever, 1986: 104). He further explains that in many societies, personal
experience was often eclipsed by these mythic, traditional (and therefore previously
established) tales, and so the individual’s own spiritual pilgrimage experience
became etched into traditions which had dominance over how pilgrimage was
expressed. The significance of the West in regards to how accounts of spiritual
pilgrimage are detached from a wider social context and placed into individual
autobiography concerns the personalisation and privatisation of religion. He argues
that “... the great over-arching systems of religious belief and practice of the past
have lost their monopoly on reality definition and personality formation.” (Kliever,
1986: 104). Individuals are now able to craft their own stories and “...assemble
their own personal systems of ultimate significance.” (Kliever, 1986: 104). This is
relevant to Western spirit mediumship as it developed following the ebb of religious
authority, when individual spirituality and meaning making were prioritised over
strict religious dogma, and provides a plethora of platforms for the discussion and
encouragement of individual spiritual progress and the power of personal
experience. Individuals’ own experiences lay at the heart of understanding, and the
community perpetuates itself through demonstrations of individually orientated
proof and verification. It is in autobiography that we have access to how these
understandings are formulated and how a career in mediumship, for example, can

be explained and justified.

Autobiographies by mediums, particularly well known mediums, are prominent

features of the growing Mind, Body, Spirit sections in a number of bookstores.
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Over the last decade there has been a significant increase in the number and
availability of such books (Wooffitt, 2006), which is likely to be related to the rise
in popularity and increasing number of television programmes connected with
mediumship demonstrations. Medium autobiographies provide a unique source of
data for the study of mediumship, particularly in regards to how mediums
communicate information about their experiences of the spirit world, but also their
other life experiences and opinions. Medium autobiographies are popular
commodities for individuals interested in mediumship, providing mediums with a
personalised arena for scripted self presentations. The information that is included
in such textual sources is important, because it is information that the medium has
specifically selected to share. Due to their growing prominence within mainstream
book stores, and the fact that so many mediums have published their own
autobiographies, this data source is not only relevant to the subject of this doctoral
project, but representative of a significant feature of contemporary mediumship
expression and consumption. It is perhaps hardly surprising that medium
autobiographies should be so popular: mediumship remains, regardless of how
controversial, a fascinating and dramatic subject area, and the life of a medium is
sufficiently exotic to differ from that of the average person. The ongoing

controversy of mediumship perhaps even strengthens their appeal.
Drawing from five medium autobiographies, this chapter will examine how medium

identities are formulated and negotiated within autobiographies. It will examine

how mediums account for their experiences as legitimate, meaningful encounters
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and how they attempt to make such unique experiences understandable for their
audiences. It will also examine the kinds of information about the spirit world that
are revealed in these texts, and consider how past encountered spirit entities are
characterised in line with the medium’s own experience. Relevant similarities with
the kinds of biographical details discussed in the previous chapter will be

mentioned where relevant.

Five autobiographies were selected as key examples of a wider range of literature,
as the themes and topics identified were found to be similar in other sources. It was
decided to focus on five to enable a more thorough analysis. It should be noted that
medium biographies have not been analysed here. These are often authored by
associates of the medium, and so are subject to a range of different textual
techniques. While these sources undoubtedly contain a wealth of information that
would be relevant to this subject area, it was decided to omit these others kinds of
sources as the focus of this project has looked at mediums’ own representations, and
it §vas felt that to explore sources authored by associates would be beyond the scope

of this chapter.
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7.2 Medium autobiography

While subjects being likely to arrange their autobiography in a “conscious and
usually highly selective fashion” (Angrosino, 1976: 134) will herald certain
disadvantages when considering autobiography as a source of data, this intentional
style of scripting of one’s history can also offer significant advantages. For
mediums, an often marginalised collective of individuals united by their unique
ability to interact with spirit entities, the autobiography gives rare access to textual
power through which they can tell their side of the story. For the purpose of this
study, the publication of such books gives the researcher an opportunity to see how
such individuals seek to make sense of and present these unusual experiences for
those who are unlikely to have had similar, but may share an interest in the
phenomena reported. Indeed, the phenomena reported are considered relevant for

non-mediums. As Angrosino (1976) has stated:

“Despite the self conscious uses to which a writer may put his or her own
autobiography, he or she will be aiming the storm at members of his or her own
group primarily, and hence will play upon common themes that unite the

“extraordinary” figure with his or her audience.” (Angrosino, 1976: 135)
Mediums must negotiate this gap between their experiences and their audience in

order to make interaction between these two parties — the medium and their

audience — meaningful. It is essential that spirit entities are made believable for an
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audience in order for spirit communication to be successful. This is relevant for
autobiographies also: mediums must make their story convincing so as to establish
a favourable rapport with their readership. The autobiographies studied, as well as
including information about the mediums’ own individual lives, are also interested
in establishing the spirit world as something real and influential.

Medium autobiographies differ slightly in regards to how prominent this
educational incentive features: some are more centred on an individual medium’s
life, while others are more centred on promoting a particular spiritual philosophy.
The latter may contain transcripts of past demonstrations or sessions, or sections
that explain how certain aspects of mediumship works. The former are my primary
concern, due to the relevance of how mediums make sense of and account for their
experiences. The latter, however, have been included because they offer a
significant source of data regarding how the spirit world is explained and made

meaningful for an audience.

The following analysis will focus upon the following key topics to show how
autobiographies construct information on medium identity, experience and
constructions of the spirit world: childhood and early spirit experiences; their
mediumistic development; explanations and reflections on mediumistic experience;
and how spirits may be recorded with reference to their own words. This chapter
will further show how anecdotes are used in line with these aims, and will analyse a

typical anecdote and show how it may accomplish such tasks.
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7.3 Identity

Interviews with mediums have suggested that the negotiation of spirit presences in
both public and private spheres is interlinked: it is in public, external verifications
of private (and often disorganised) experiences as genuine instances of contact with
spirits that provides the catalyst for a career in mediumship. Similarly, once the
medium has accepted their experiences are genuine and that these abilities have a
place in specific social arenas, they must take on the role of making spirit presences
intelligibly present for a lay public. Mediums often reflect upon these experiences
with a degree of self critique', but without undermining the validity of a real and
interactive spirit world. They stress their own ordinariness and potential for mistake

despite accepting that they have extraordinary abilities.

A number of narrative scholars have identified a structure or coding scheme in
regard to how narratives are organised. Bruner (1990), Labov (1972), Labov &
Waletsky (1967), and Ochs & Capps (2001) all identify the influence of meaningful
circumstances in their theories of narrative structure. Ochs & Capps (2001), for
example, have stressed the role of an unexpected event, and subsequent responses
and actions as being crucial to the components of a narrative. This is obviously
relevant to medium narrative, as mediums seem to identify their initial spirit
experiences as being unexpected, and it is their subsequent responses and actions to

this (.i.e. becoming a medium) that are crucial to their biography. However, this

!'In that, they do not simply take their mediumistic abilities for granted, but orientate toward a period
of time whereby their experiences are legitimated by others and developed before accepted as

genuine mediumistic experience.
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application of components to narrative structure may overlook the way in which
earlier experiences are subsequently interwoven into a contemporary position. In
the case of mediums, while these early spirit experiences are often unexpected, it is
important to consider that being a medium will re-categorise their meaning. This
does not mean that their accounts will not reflect upon these past experiences with
reference to their responses of that time, but that an understanding of the structure
of such narratives requires the researchers to take in to account that their
contemporary position prescribes these experiences new meanings, and that the use
of reflecting on these past experiences has a purpose in their narratives. As Benwell
& Stokoe (2006) point out, problems inherent with trying to establish a structure or
pattern for narrative structure can actually result in many narratives simply fitting
the idealised criteria such scholars have established. They stress the importance in
considering how narratives are established and managed as key to understanding the
complexity and interactive-ness of not just the narrative as a final source of data,

but how it comes into being.

In the following analysis, I will examine how mediums orientate toward early
experiences of spirit and how a meaningful sense of what they are, and what they
mean, comes to be established. The main focus of such work concerns reflection on
the presence and negotiation of such experiences in childhood, and how the medium

comes to believe in and act upon their mediumistic abilities.
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7.3.1 Childhood

All of the autobiographies studied contained a significant section on mediums’ early
lives, which is typical of many other autobiographies. However, recollections of
childhood in medium autobiographies can be useful or necessary for a number of
reasons other than a simple retelling of a mediums’ history. The first extract I will
look at comes from one of the autobiographies by the medium Derek Acorah, in
which he details his first encounter with spirit. This extract features at the beginning

of this autobiography:

“As a small child I lived with my mother and my elder brother and sister at the
home of my grandmother in Bootle, Liverpool... My first experience of spirit
occurred one day just after Gran had called Colin, Barbara and me down for our tea.
Being the youngest of the three, and with much shorter legs, I was always the last to
arrive downstairs. On this particular day, as I reached the first landing of the
staircase, I saw a man I didn’t recognize. ‘Hello, young tyke’, he said as he reached
out toward me. It felt as though he had ruffled my hair. I was afraid because I
thought that there was a stranger in Gran’s house. Never had I reached the bottom
of the stairs more quickly. I ran panting into the kitchen, shouting to Gran and my

mother that there was a strange man in the house.” (Acorah, 2004: xi)

While Acorah does not mention his specific age, he describes himself as having

been a ‘small child’ at the time of this event. The experience itself is embedded
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within more mundane detail: i.e. aspects of his family life as a small child. If we
were to look at this extract alone, it would not be obvious that this is a report of a
spirit encounter: rather, Acorah seems simply to be describing something out of the
ordinary amid his ordinary world. The event is located as an early memory,
although one that is represented with clarity: he is able to recall particular details
and even reported speech from this event. It is impossible to ascertain to what
extent Acorah is actually able to remember these events in the way reported, but
judging the ostensible accuracy of such a recollection is not necessary for this
analysis. What is interesting is that, by recording this memory with such detail

suggests that it is meaningful to him, and can be vividly recollected.

If we take the extract in context, it shows, firstly, that he has had experiences of
spirit since early childhood, something (as has been discussed earlier) that seems
typical of medium biography (see also Emmons, 1999; Emmons & Emmons, 2003;
McClenon, 1994). Secondly, by recalling that he was a small child orientates him
toward an (ideally) innocent predisposition: indeed, he has further positioned
himself as the youngest child in the household, and emphasises his smallness with
reference to having ‘shorter legs’ and always being ‘the last to arrive downstairs’.
Being a small child infers a degree of naivety and lack of knowledge, which
provides Acorah with a useful resource in establishing the experience’s
authenticity: as a small child, he has no prior presumptions or expectations because
he has a limited amount of experiences. However, it is also possible that being a

small child may infer being more likely to have an overactive imagination. It is



possible that had Acorah reported this experience as being a spirit encounter
because, as a small child that was what he took his experience to be, then the
authenticity of this experience as a genuine spirit encounter may appear more
questionable. Not only because of the association of childhood with imagination?,
but child naivety itself may infer that what he took for a spirit encounter actually
has a more mundane explanation. If we look at the way in which he describes what
happened, we can see that his account is structured on factual observations, but
there are two subtle signposts that signal his contemporary position: he states that
he ‘thought’ there was a stranger in the house, and that it ‘felt’ as though this

individual had ‘ruffled’ his hair. We will return to these points later.

While he has provided an account of this incidence as being his first experience of
spirit, it is clear from the construction of this extract that this was not his
understanding of the event at the time. Acorah recalls that his first conclusion is
mundane, and focused on an assumption that there is something wrong with an
otherwise routine activity: there is someone he does not recognise in the house. This
assumption seems applicable to Evans’ (1984) description of the paranormal as
being similar to the presence of an ‘uninvited guest’: in this instance, it is a stranger
in the familial home. This early experience, therefore, is reported as a noticeable

disruption of the normal.

? There is considerable amount of literature that has identified growil}g up with a loss of spirituality,
and asserts childhood as more favourable receptive to spiritual experience (see Hay, 2004).
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Acorah’s quickness to report his experience again emphasises his youth and
innocence: he reports what he has seen straight away to his mother and
grandmother, who are obviously the figures of authority in his household®. His
assumptions are mundane: he reports that there is a stranger in the house, not that he
has experienced something paranormal. The response from his grandmother is

interesting, and undoubtedly crucial to Acorah’s later medium development:

“On hearing my description, she [his grandmother] reached for a tin in which old
family photographs were kept. She took out a photograph and showed it to me.
‘That’s him!’ I shouted. ‘That’s the man on the stairs!” Gran looked at my mother
and said, ‘He’s next! Derek will be the next person in the family to work for
spirit’... Gran gently explained to me that the man I had seen on the stairs was not
infact a stranger but my grandfather, who had passed to the world of spirit as the

result of an accident three years before I was born.” (Acorah, 2004: xii)

The explanation provided for this experience is done so by an authority figure —
Acorah’s grandmother — and is provided with little hesitation. She authenticates his
experience, which also undermines assumptions that his immaturity may have led to
him to imagine a strange presence. The identification of the stranger is significant,
for not only does it categorise and giving meaning to Acorah’s experience as being
a genuine spirit encounter, but it personalises it by invoking kin relations. Rather
than being an uninvited guest, the stranger is in fact revealed as a deceased member

of the family. Citing deceased family members in this way does not seem to be

? He has already asserted that he lived with his mother and siblings in his grandmother’s house.
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unusual: mediums reporting that their early spirit encounters were with deceased
family members can be found in several other medium autobiographies (e.g.
Holbrook cited in Christie, 2000; Osborne-Thomason, 2002; Stokes, 1998). Family
members are interesting as early figures of spirit encounters in that they can be
verified either by the experient, or potentially by the kin of the experient.
Furthermore, the encounter could be perceived to have a motivation that parallels
with reasons for spirit communication provided at mediumship demonstrations: that
spirits return to visit their living kith and kin, to show affection and pass on
messages of enduring love. The purpose of the encounter, then, is that the spirit has
made contact because they know the recipient, which could encourage a belief that
spirits are interactive, conscious agents with recognisable desires and motivations
(i.e. that they want to visit their loved ones). If we look at what Acorah actually
reports of his encounter, his description also tells us a little about the ways in which
spirits can interact: Acorah recalls that the spirit spoke and ostensibly touched him.
This demonstrates the sensuous and interactive nature of spirits, and while his
description of this early encounter is relevant to his biography ad hoc, it is also
explanatory in revealing information about the nature of spirit contact. For example,
by addressing Acorah as a ‘young tyke’ suggests that the spirit is acknowledging
him in a familiar and playfully affectionate manner. The later verification that the
spirit is Acorah’s grandfather gives enough reason as to why the spirit may wish to
regard Acorah in this manner, but it also demonstrates not only that spirits
recognise their living kith and kin, but that they can interact with them in a

humorous or personable way: Acorah’s late grandfather is demonstrating
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familiarity. In these extracts Acorah is implicitly revealing information about the

spirit world, but he does so in the form of reporting the facts of his experience.

Not all mediums, however, reveal that their early experiences of spirits were of
deceased family members. Indeed, there are certain problems with the citing of
family members in that, while they are identifiable to the experient at the time, they
may appear questionable in regards to their authenticity when reported to others.
However, in Acorah’s case, he is able to avoid such inferences: the spirit he
encountered had died three years before he was born, so it would not have been
possible that he would have recognised the figure as his grandfather. We know he
didn’t recognise him because he initially refers to him as a stranger. Also, that he
mentions his grandmother retrieving a tin of family photos, inside of which was one
of his grandfather, suggests that these images were hidden, so it would be unlikely
that Acorah could have seen an image of his late grandfather on display in the
house. This emphasises the importance of the grandmother’s validation. She not
only validates his experience, but uses it to infer that this is evidence that he will

‘work for spirit’. I will return to this point shortly.

Doris Stokes experienéed a similar kind of legitimacy from her father upon
reporting an early apparitional experience. In this experience, she saw the spirit of a
boy who had just been killed, walking beside his own corpse (which had been badly

burned following a fire), that was being carried off on a stretcher:
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“But father, I gasped, he isn’t dead’. My father looked impatient. ‘Don’t be
ridiculous. He was burnt to death.’ I shook my head, ‘No daddy he wasn’t. I saw
him.” And my father paused and stared at me, a strange expression on his face. His
eyes didn’t leave mine. Then he said softly ‘Did you Doll? Did you really see him?’
“Yes I did Dad,’ I insisted, ‘he was walking right beside them.’ ” (Stokes, 1998: 6-

7)

In this extract, her father’s first response is to rebuke her claim, which he cites as
‘ridiculous’. Her father’s response seems to have interpreted Stokes’ initial
statement as being one of disbelief or a reluctance to accept that the boy had
actually died. His reported speech, therefore, articulates what had happened to the
boy: he was ‘burnt to death’. The emphasis on the boy having been burnt to death is
interesting, as the corpse would have been disfigured and probably unrecognisable.
That he was recognisable to her, and that he was viewable along with his corpse,
tells her audience something about the spirit world: that his spirit would not appear
burnt and is distinctive from his physical body. Her father’s initial disbelief softens
upon Stokes’ insistence that she saw the spirit of the dead boy which she marks as
‘walking beside them’ thereby distinguishing his spirit from his corpse. Her father’s
response is constructed as having taken her seriously: though initially sceptical,
Stokes’ insistence and distinction of what she actually saw gains her a more
accepting response. Her description of how he paused and stared at her intently
emphasises this serious regard. The use of the affectionate term ‘Doll’ is interesting:

again, it emphases his acceptance. That she reports him as saying this softly, and
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that she replies to him using the term ‘Dad’ rather the more formal ‘father’ as she

had previously, presents the dialogue as likely to be gentler in tone. This is

contrasted with her mother’s opposite response:

“It was all too much for mum. ‘That girl will be in a mental home before she’s

finished,” she snapped, ‘and you encourage her in these silly notions Sam’. (Stokes,

1998: 7)

It is interesting that Stokes refers to her mother’s description of her as ‘that girl’,
especially when contrasted with her father’s more personalised and affectionate
‘Doll’. Her mother’s use of ‘that girl’ undermines their familial relationship by
appearing nondescript and hostile, particularly as Stokes’ recalls her mother as
having ‘snapped’ the words. To describe her daughter as ‘that girl’ creates a
distance between her identity as a daughter, and her identity as ‘that girl’. The
accusation that she will be in a ‘mental home’ firmly establishes that she regards
her daughter’s experience as delusional, but also as threatening, and with the
potential for unpleasant consequences. Stokes’ inclusion of this dialogue, aside
from reporting a past event that reflects her relationship with her parents,

demonstrates that she is aware, and has had experience, of different reactions to

reports of spirit experience.

These recollections of early experiences do not mention the individual’s

mediumistic identity. The term ‘medium’ is not used, and the experiences do not
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reflect the nature of spirit communication that these individuals would come to
practice. As has been discussed in the previous chapters, there are distinctive events

that lead an individual to accept that they have mediumistic abilities, and decide to

practice spirit communication.

7.3.2 Becoming a medium

As was typical with data collected from the interviews, the autobiographies studied
revealed that mediums expressed an initial lack of interest or were uncertain about
their early spirit encounters. The catalyst that inevitably leads them toward
becoming a medium refers to a distinctive transitional period, which is usually
facilitated by another individual who recognises their as yet untapped potential.
Other people’s provision of validity to experiences is hugely significant. As has
been discussed earlier, mediums construct their experiences as being consistently
socially validated, and they represent their own conclusions as — initially —
secondary to others. Acorah’s example is interesting, as his experiences are
legitimated at the time of his first encounter, and by close family members. Many
mediums have expressed that they received (or anticipated receiving) hostile or
dismissive reactions from close family members and friends, typical of Stokes’
mother’s remarks. This may seem a likely explanation as to why early experiences
may be troublesome for the experient. However, even in cases such as Acorah’s
where family members are supportive, the medium is not necessarily convinced of

their own abilities at the time. In Acorah’s case however, it is unclear as to whether
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or not he accepted, at that time, that he had had a genuine spirit encounter or

whether he was simply not interested in having mediumistic abilities, as this extract

demonstrates:

“I'looked from my grandmother to my mother, not understanding what they were
talking about... ‘In time, when you are older, Derek,” she said ‘you will see many
people who have passed on to the next life. You will work with the people in the
spirit world and will help many people on your life’s pathway’. [ soon put all this to
the back of my mind, but occasionally over the next few years [ would recall the
incident and question my grandmother about this ‘world of spirit’... ‘But I want to
be a footballer,” I would tell her. ‘I don’t want to be a “gook”!” Gran would smile

knowingly. All she would say was ‘We ‘Il see’.” (Acorah, 2004: Xii)

Firstly, we can see that he identifies a lack of understanding even after his
grandmother’s explanation, which corroborates his childish naivety and reinforces
that he was not knowledgeable about spirit communication prior to this first
encounter. By reporting his grandmother’s speech, Acorah uses her voice to suggest
that his contemporary abilities were present from an early age, but that he would not
come to realise and release their potential until later in life. This is made explicit, in
that he reports his grandmother as having said that he would see and work for spirit
‘in time’, and when he is older. Because this is a medium autobiography, and
because we know he is now well established as a medium, his grandmother’s past

prediction is proven in the present: she was right, because he does now work for
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spirit. Acorah uses her words to identify that his abilities were predestined, but

without orientating toward his own presumptions.

It is also noticeable that his grandmother’s explanation is focused on how Acorah
will help people through the use of his contact with the spirit world. This aspect of
his mediumistic destiny socialises Acorah’s experiences into a future social role,
and provides an expectation that he will fulfil. The influence of helping people has
gravitas when associated with destiny in this way: it gives his abilities a social
purpose, and it is unlikely that he would report that it was predicted that he would

have such abilities, be able to help others, but didn’t.

Acorah states he ‘soon put all this to the back of [his] mind’, although
acknowledges that he did ‘occasionally’ consider what his grandmother had said,
and asked her about the spirit world. This suggests that he did not (or did not want
to) consider the relevance of his experience to have any significant importance
during this time: he states that he ‘soon’ put it to the back of his mind, which
suggests that he quickly dismissed it. However, his reference to ‘occasionally’
considering it acts as a means of repair over this dismissal, which could be
interpreted as a rejection of his experience, and a rejection of the spirit world. An
occasional reconsideration relays an ongoing interest in the spirit world, albeit with
some reluctance. This reluctance is apparent by Acorah’s protestation that he
wanted to be a footballer, and not a ‘gook’. The term ‘gook’ works as a humorous

device because of Acorah’s contemporary position as a medium. He is able to
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employ humour and reveal these initial dismissals of his experience because we
know he is now a practising medium. The authenticity of the spirit world remains in
tact, and these recollections show how past experiences can be re-examined and re-
contextualised. By positioning himself as initially dismissive, it also emphasises the
significance of Acorah’s mediumship, in that he was destined to become a medium,
it was not something he actively appears to have chosen. His initial concerns were
more mundane, and again, this initial dismissiveness positions Acorah as someone
ordinary who eventually accepts and so develops extraordinary abilities. It further
prioritises the importance of spirit experiences themselves: it is through experience
that the spirit world is able to make contact with individuals, but furthermore it is
the experience that identifies the individual as a medium, it is not a pre-existing

structure or role they self select.

If we go back to Doris Stokes’ autobiography, we can find a similar initial
dismissive description, this time regarding Spiritualism. What is interesting about
this extract is that Stokes identifies that she was initially sceptical and cites
someone else as the primary reason for visiting a Spiritualist church, rather than

because of her own curiosity:

“So one day when he found me weeping over some baby clothes of John Michael’s,
he suggested we go to the Spiritualist Church... ‘Even if it does nothing else love, it
might give us peace of mind,” he said. Secretly I doubted it. I thought I’d seen

enough of spiritualism and I wasn’t impressed. On the other hand John needed
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some sort of help that I wasn’t able to give. Then again, in my grief my thoughts
always went to those strange appearances of my father. I was quite certain I’d seen
him and as added proof, I knew that what he’d said had come true — but he was
dead. I couldn’t understand it, but the more I puzzled over it the more the hope

grew — if my father was somewhere near, then surely John Michael must be t0o.”

(Stokes, 1998: 73)

In this extract Stokes is explaining her initial attendance at a Spiritualist Church as
being motivated by a concern for her husband. This is a similar kind of justification
as provided by Paul in the previous chapter, who stated that his first attendance at a
Spiritualist mediumship demonstration was out of concern for his wife who had
recently lost her father. At the time, Stokes and her husband are mourning the
recent loss of their young son, John Michael. It is interesting that Stokes seems to
suggest that her husband’s desire to visit a Spiritualist Church seems partly
motivated by his own response to her grief, and in wanting to find some kind of
‘peace of mind’. Attendance at a Spiritualist Church, then, is one possible option for
this goal. Stokes’ initial reservations are clear though: she orientates toward an
initial scepticism, which motions that, at that time, she is unaffiliated with the
Spiritualist movement: in fact, she further states that she thought she’d ‘seen
enough of spiritualism and... wasn’t impressed’. Not only does the initial
scepticism suggests her as someone who is later ‘converted’ at least to a strong
belief in mediumship (and we know this because her contemporary position in the

autobiography is as a practising medium) on the strength of particular encounters,
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but it also identifies her as someone who requires convincing: she is not
predisposed to believe in the paranormal. Indeed, throughout her autobiography,
Stokes makes reference to mediumship demonstrations she believed to be fraud, so
she shows that she knows the difference between legitimate and fraudulent

mediumistic practices, and is not convinced on the weight of suggestion alone.

The use of scepticism in this instance can be used, as Potter (1996) argues, to try to
assure the existence of certain events in the world. He uses the example of someone
who reports having seen a flying saucer: by claiming to have been previously
sceptical: this “buttresses” (Potter, 1996: 104) a claim about a potentially
controversial event. The impact of a ‘conversion’ experience as crucial to an
eventual acceptance and belief in mediumship runs through many medium
narratives, and focuses the importance of experience as key to meaning making, not
that mediumship itself is something they orientate toward because of pre-existing
Spiritualist sympathies. This is different to a pre-existing belief in post mortem
survival, which is often represented as more fluid: indeed, there is a significant
difference between believing in life after death and believing that you are able to
contact the dead, and can do so in a social setting. We can see here that, while
Stokes is initially sceptical about Spiritualism, she is simultaneously admitting to a
belief in post mortem survival, with reference to apparitional experiences of her
deceased father. This is interesting, as she is identifying a belief, and yet resisting
affiliation to a community that shares her belief. I would argue that this is another

example of how mediums construct the importance of their experiences as hugely
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significant to their development as mediums: not only do they become mediums,
but they also enter into a community which then fixes their prior belief in post
mortem survival to a particular cosmology and belief system. However, their roles
as practising mediums require socialisation, and they themselves require convincing
that the community and their own abilities are legitimate. The use of this
recollection of initial scepticism toward Spiritualism and not necessarily post
mortem survival emphasises the individuality of the medium, and how it is their
own experiences that have lead them to accept that they themselves have
mediumistic abilities. It does not suggest a rejection of the spirit world, but rather
shows a scepticism over an already established belief system. While other key
individuals are crucial to their self acceptance as mediums, it seems that this initial
scepticism helps to present them as ordinary individuals to whom something
extraordinary has happened. Even in her grief, Stokes does not present herself as
someone who is predisposed to accepting Spiritualism, but someone who is
critically conscious of past experiences and demonstrates evidence of her own

critical faculties of what is authentic and what is fraud.

The need for social validation, not only for spirit messages, but glso for the
mediums themselves in connection to their abilities is important, and seems to
figure largely in accounts of their own personal meaning making. In this next
extract taken from the autobiography of James Van Praagh, a popular television

medium, he reports an acknowledgement of mediumistic potential in a way that
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bares similarities with Derek Acorah’s experience, but his acknowledgement comes

from someone unrelated:

“Near the end of the session, Brian said, “You know James, you are very
mediumistic. The spirit people are telling me that one day you will give readings
like this to other people. The spirits are planning to use you.” [ wasn’t sure how to
respond to this pronouncement. After all, my goals were in a completely different
direction. I wasn’t ready for my life to take a 180-degree turn. With some
nervousness, I replied “I have enough trouble understanding the living. Why would
I want to start talking to the dead?” Brian simply smiled and calmly assured me,

“One day you will ”.” (Van Praagh, 1998: 22)

Being acknowledged by a family member may be significant because of the
proximity of the relationship, and the dynamics of trust that may be inferred there.
However, acknowledgement by someone more unconnected also carries
significance in the recognition of mediumistic ability, as such individuals may have
lesser degrees of vested interest. Why would they acknowledge you as having
mediumistic potential? How would they know if you are unfamiliar to them? Before
we proceed with an analysis of this extract, it should be mentioned that this was not
the first time someone had identified Van Praagh as having psychic abilities. As a
child, he recalls a teacher to whom he gave a message about her son who,
unbeknownst to her, had been involved in an accident but was not seriously injured.

This was later certified by the teacher, who told Van Praagh that he had a special
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gift, but that he should be cautious as to who he shared it with. What is significant
about this anecdote, in comparison with the extract at which I will now look, is that
Van Praagh does not seem to bestow the same level of significance as he does with
Brian’s pronouncement. While he is grateful for his teacher’s acceptance and
acknowledges it in retrospect, her legitimation is not presented as a preceding
catalyst to his eventual development as a medium. While she acknowledges he has

psychic ability, she does not suggest that he will be a medium, or will work for

spirit.

In this extract, not only does Brian acknowledge Van Praagh as a potential medium,
but he also incorporates a prediction that Van Praagh will ‘one day’ work as a
medium, as the ‘spirits are planning to use’ him. This bears obvious similarities
with Acorah’s autobiographical extracts, in that mediumship is something identified
with a future purpose. This also tells us something interesting about the spirit world,
in that they — we can infer from Brian’s statements — can not only predict future
events, but can actually, to an extent, shape the destinies of particular individuals if
they intend for them to work as mediums. Obviously, if the spirits have already
decided Van Praagh will work as a medium, this suggests that he is preordained to
be linked to a spiritual cause. Brian has also identified spirits as the source of his
claim, which reinforces its spiritual significance, but it also serves as an example of
a spirit message that is later validated, as Van Praagh does eventually become a

medium. This spiritual destiny could be identified as a consistency in his narrative
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identity, although it is not one that he acknowledges and actively incorporates until

later in life.

Van Praagh’s initial position is again similar to Acorah’s. He notes that he was not
in a position where mediumship seemed a probable outcome: he suggests that it was
even counterbalanced to his current position. This works to identify Van Praagh as
someone who does not have a prior investment in mediumship, rather, he eventually

accepts his mediumistic potential after a series of conformational events.

7.4 How mediumship works

Becoming established as a medium — accepting that they have mediumistic abilities,
and that these abilities can be used for a social purpose — also entails the
establishment of a particular belief system that embellishes post mortem survival,
and situates it within a meaningful cosmology. As many medium autobiographies
involve a discussion of how mediumship works, and how spirit entities interact with
mediums, analysis will now look at how mediums explain and discuss their
experiences in conjunction with a specific understanding of how their abilities fit in
with the way the world works. Again, this is something that they have specific

insight into, and so seek to enlighten others to their understandings.

As has been discussed in previous chapters, different mediums express different

means of experiencing spirit. There was a surprising small amount of description
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given to the actual experience of being in contact with spirits in medium
autobiographies. While mediums will recount several instances of spirit
communication, they do not seem to go into detail about what it feels like to be in
contact with spirit, so it was difficult to contrast information on this subject with
information gathered in interviews. What was more common, however, was an
instructive style of explaining how mediumship works. I will now examine two
discussions of how mediumship works, one of which is taken from James Van
Praagh’s autobiography, and the other is taken from a book of transcribed trance
lectures which were annotated with personal reflections and accompanying
anecdotal information by the medium author and his co-author (his wife), who was
also present during these demonstration. This book included a section written by the
medium about trance mediumship (and it is from this section that the extract is

taken).

In this first instance, Van Praagh states that:

“A medium is able to become completely receptive to the higher frequencies or
energies on which spirit people vibrate. Hence, the mind of a spirit melds or
impresses itself on the superconscious mind of a medium. From there, the message
goes into the conscious mind, and a medium reveals what a spirit is thinking or

feeling.” (Van Praagh, 1998: 31)
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The terminologies that Van Praagh employs here bare striking similarities with
more general scientific and psychological discourse. Firstly, he talks about
‘frequencies’ and ‘energies’, and describes spirit contact more in terms of a
procedure than a sensuous experience. Regardless of whether or not his use of such
terms qualifies description as scientific is largely irrelevant: what is interesting here
is that he uses such terminologies in his description. It is possible that this an
example of what Fairclough has termed a ‘hybridisation of discourse’ (Fairclough,
1992: 199), whereby barriers distinguishing specific areas of discourse, such as
politics, economics, are being breached, allowing for the influence of other forms of
discourse to filter into and inevitably alter (see also Askehave, 2004). However,
scientific discourse has long been entwined with mediumship philosophy: those
who took mediumship to have religious significance often sought the application of
scientific methodologies to aid its explanation and authenticity. This influence of
scientific discourse on the development of mediumship and associated spiritualist
philosophies has been well documented (e.g. Porter, 2005; Weinstein, 2004). Porter
(2005) has described the influence of ‘paradoxical positivism’ upon spiritualist
religious discourse, arguing that spiritualists reinterpreted and rescaled scientific
discourse in order to accommodate and endorse the phenomena of mediumship.
That many spiritualists were aware of, and indeed in tuned to, science has been
documented elsewhere (e.g. Cerullo, 1982; Hazelgrove, 2000; Oppenheim, 1985),
but Porter specifically identifies that, while spiritualists adhered to an acceptance of
the authority of scientific ways of thinking, Spiritualism nevertheless

“..paradoxically reifie[d] science as the path to truth while disputing scientific
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conclusions that deny the spiritual realm” (Porter, 2005:2). Science was used vis a
vis the spiritual realm, and would have little capital for Spiritualists if the two could
not be suitably bridged. If we go back to Van Praagh’s extract, we can see scientific
terms used vis a vis an explanation of how mediumship works. The use of scientific
terms could also be interpreted as a means of legitimating a potentially
controversial subject, as well as indicating the ways in mediums conceptualise the

phenomena of spirit communication.

The influence of psychological discourse should also be noted. Psychological
discourse has often been used in opposition to medium classifications. As
Lieberman (2004) has illustrated in her exploration of how certain intrusive spiritual
encounters were explained under new psychological terminologies, such as fugue,
the rise of psychological discourse (which was developing at roughly the same time
as mediumship) became popular as a form of diagnosis, thus transforming the
spiritual experience or phenomena into a discrete scientific category. Hazelgrove
(2000) and Guiterrez (2003) have identified how medical discourse was able to re-
categorise and pathologise such experiences, by classifying mediums as hysterical,
delusional, or suffering from specific conditions, such as multiple personality
disorder. The experience of mediumship becomes abnormal, but it is explainable
under the umbrella of such classifications. However, psychological debates have
shared similar interests with medium (and Spiritualist) concerns, such as the idea of
a mind-body split and the nature of consciousness. It was precisely the idea that

something could be separate from the body that blended well with mediumship
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philosophy, and offered the potential for aiding an explanatory model of
mediumship. Again, however, they needed to bond with scientific authority: it was
crucial that these debates found a scientific basis for discussion. Oppenheim (1985)
has argued “...as the accomplishments of science demanded ever greater respect
from the Victorian public, that the authoritative answers could only lie in the
concrete explorations of the physical sciences.” (Oppenheim, 1985: 5). So,
psychological discourse as a form of discourse anchored by scientific authenticity,
could provide another mode for exploring concepts about mind-body that would
incorporate a spiritual realm. If we look at Van Praagh’s extract, his use of the
‘superconscious’ and ‘conscious’ mind of the medium shows obvious parallels with
Freudian and Jungian concepts. Obviously, psychological discourse has changed
significantly since the nineteenth century, so it is interesting that a contemporary
medium like Van Praagh should cite the work of psychologists from a previous era.
His use of more specific theoretical psychological terms as opposed to more
medicalised psychological terms is perhaps significant. Medicalised psychology has
little space for spirituality, but Freudian and Jungian psychology both stem from
psychologists who were interested in, and in certain ways sympathetic to, a
discussion of spirituality. They also have a significant degree of authority, even if
their presence in mainstream science may be more controversial. It is likely that
such discourse is selected because it is recognisable, and because it serves a
metaphorical purpose, with its role as metaphor illustrating that here is a significant

. . : ’
difference between conscious states. By using the terms ‘superconscious’ and
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‘conscious’, Van Praagh is able to make a distinction between two discrete states of

consciousness by invoking psychological terminologies.

In this next extract, we can see a similar manner in which scientific and

psychological discourse seems influential in how the author has chosen to explain

how mediumship works:

“All that happens when a medium is entranced by someone from the spirit
dimensions is that a mental link is established that allows a thought flow to occur
from one mind to another. There is no displacement of bodies (although this can
happen if required, particularly in physical mediumship) just a linking of one mind
to another, one spirit to another. The fact that this takes place at all is due to several
factors, the most important of which is the ability of the medium to attune with the
spirit helpers and the law of attraction which draws the two parties together. No one
can force communication to occur or ‘call up’ any spirit person in the vain hope that
they will manifest to order. The only reason that the spirit world communicate with
a medium is because they choose to. Nothing and no one can in any way force the

issue.” (Goodwin & Goodwin, 2005: 215, emphasis in original)

In this extract, the medium is positioning the workings of mediumship as, firstly, in
an explanation that incorporates scientific discourse, for example ‘the law of

attraction’; and secondly, he attributes choice and motivation to spirit contacts as

crucial to the success of such communications.
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The use of scientific discourse in this extract is enmeshed within the description of
how mediumship works, i.e. the logistics of what happens during a trance
mediumship session. It should be noted that the section that this extract comes from
also includes figures and diagrams relating to changes in brainwave patterns during
trance mediumship, so it seems clear that this medium is trying to incorporating a
scientific language by which to express and ground his ideas. Again, whether or not
this qualifies as legitimate science is not our concern here, but it is important to note
that the medium is orientating toward this as an acceptable and official method of
explanation. It is interesting that his explanation begins with all that happens’,
which suggests that how mediumship works is underlying simplistic, and
understandable as a process. This simplicity is emphasised by the use of ‘just a
linking...” and by the medium noting what does not happen. As this extract comes
from a section designed to educate others as to how they might develop their own
trance mediumship abilities, this tone of explanation reflects it educational purpose:
trance mediumship is not over complicated but grounded in a distinctive process
where the mind of a spirit merges with the mind of a medium. By asserting the
process of mediumship as something that is understandable also parallels and
appeals to scientific discourse in that it conveys that we can — if we have the
appropriate knowledge — understand how mediumship works. The use of the term
‘law of attraction’ is interesting because it appeals to a presumably specific
scientific law that also applies to other activities. To mention a law of ‘attraction’

also suggests that there is a naturalness inherent in such contact: that the mind of
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spirit and the mind of a medium may be attracted toward each other suggests that
their unity is natural because it is possible, and because the act itself may be subject
to external forces. Furthermore, spirit communication can be explained by scientific

laws, and is therefore relevant to science and deserving of a scientific language.

In this extract we can also identify information about the spirit world as concerning
spirit motivation and supremacy: the medium cites spirits as crucial to the success
of trance mediumship. So, while individuals may develop trance medium abilities,
it is ultimately up to the spirits as to whether or not such endeavours will be
successful. This ultimate authority of spirits explains why some trance mediumship
may be unsuccessful by providing a explanation where spirits have choice, but also
that that choice is responsible for failed trance mediumship, rather than the act of

trance mediumship itself (i.e., it is fraud).

7.5 Anecdotes

Medium autobiographies are full of anecdotes, usually concerning past sittings.
These anecdotes allow the medium an opportunity to promote their authenticity, but
also demonstrate the mediums’ sensitivity to and appreciation of individuals they
have given readings to. They further provide the reader with access to actual events
that have been significant in the medium’s life. That anecdotes are generally

connected with mediumship demonstrations is perhaps unsurprising, but their

prominent inclusion merits further attention.
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I have selected the following extract as it is typical of the structure by which many
of the anecdotes concerning past mediumship encounters take form. In the
following extract, we find the use of a particular anecdote demonstrates a number of
uses. It concerns a former client of the medium Derek Acorah — Julie — who had
suffered from school bullying, and was finding it difficult to make friends. At the
time of her visit to Acorah, she is described as being “...a very lonely girl.”

(Acorah, 2006: 176)

“...She visited my office to see whether I could tell her she had anything to look
forward to in her life. I was happy to be able to tell her that she had lots of good
things to look forward to, but she had to do a little work for herself. A few months
later Julie wrote to me to thank me for the reading that I had conducted for her. She
told me that on the day she visited me she was as close to ending it all as she could
possibly get. ‘You helped me through Derek,” she said. ‘You told me that I was not
alone and that I should ask for help from the world of spirit and they would
answer’. Julie told me that she had gone home from my office and later that night
had gone to bed and begun to dream. In her dream she had seen Sarah [a deceased
friend of Julie’s who had been a significant supportive influence in her earlier life].
She told Julie that she knew how hard a time she was having but that she was there
to help her. Whenever Julie thought that she was not going to make it, Sarah would

be right there beside her. When Julie woke she knew that she had not just had a
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dream. She felt different — more optimistic... Since that day Julie has not looked

back... Her future is bright.” (Acorah, 2006: 176-177)

This anecdote represents an episode in Acorah’s life where his information was
proven to be accurate, and furthermore, provided a great aid to its recipient.
Anecdotes such as these authenticate the medium without necessarily appearing as
explicit self promotion: the proof is in the outcome of the story. There are several
specific features here that function as evidential support for Acorah’s abilities, and
also reveal implicit information about the spirit world. Firstly, it identifies a client
who is suffering and has come to see Acorah to try and ascertain if her life will
improve. While it does not concern a medium sitting per se, the use of a spirit
encounter is significant. Secondly, its use of reported speech shows appreciation for
Acorah, both legitimating his abilities and acknowledging him as a benevolent aid.
It also shows Acorah being supported by a spirit, who appears to Julie in a dream.
Thirdly, it constructs the spirit world as aware of the living’s suffering and
continually benevolently inclined (i.e. they continue to offer support). I will take

each of these three points in turn.

Firstly, that the anecdote concerns a client who is suffering, and has identified
Acorah as a potential source of aid, places Acorah in a position of responsibility.
While it identifies him as someone who others would seek help from, how he
responds to this is important. It assigns him a therapeutic position, and, because the

outcome of the anecdote is complimentary, he is able to appear successful in this
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role. It is via reported speech that Acorah is able to confirm that he has been
successful. Rather than simply reporting the event in his own words, he uses Julie’s
voice to legitimate his abilities, and furthermore, acknowledges that he has been a
significantly benevolent aid that enabled her to improve her situation. Interestingly,
the use of actual reported speech concerns Julie’s acknowledgement of his help: in
this instance, he is able to firmly assert the authorship of his endorsement as coming
from someone else. The rest of the account sees Acorah reporting what Julie has
told him, so that the information appears as though he is simply relaying what she
has communicated to him. By doing this, Acorah is also able to include his own
response to her follow up, and demonstrate a supportive character that is ‘happy’
when things work out for his clientele. Julie’s validation is important for Acorah’s
credibility: she has acknowledged that what he told her proved accurate. Also, her
eventual acceptance of his message is positioned as crucial to the positive outcome
in her mind. This positions Acorah in a position of power whereby acceptance of
his message reaps reward: this kind of position is not uncommon in contemporary
Western culture, where a repertoire of self help programmes and books exist that
encourage individuals to conform to a particular way of life in order to be generally
successful, be it in regards to loosing weight, looking younger, property
development, etc. For Acorah’s position to be maintained however, it must be

acknowledged that he was correct, and his message, and its benevolent impact, must

be corroborated.
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The influence of the spirit of a deceased friend is interesting in this anecdote, as it
suggests that, not only does Acorah offer benevolent aid to his clientele, but the
spirit world are also benevolently inclined toward their living kith and kin, and can
intervene in times of hardship. They are also continually motivated to aid the living
and spirit contact need not be restricted to solitary events: Acorah orientates toward
the consistent presence of the spirit when needed, as Julie knows that her friend will

always be there when she needs her.

The spirit, Sarah, also works to corroborate Acorah, as she emphasises his message.
Acorah acknowledges this, and he identifies her as an aid to securing that Julie is
able to follow his advice. Julie’s experience of her deceased friend is established as
fact: Acorah states that she knew it was not a dream (which may threaten its
authenticity as a genuine spirit encounter), and that she had had a genuine encounter
with the spirit of her friend. The legitimacy of the spirit seems in part connected to
the legitimacy of the message. It is established that Acorah was correct before the
details of the events are explained, so the spirit encounter is structured amid an

explanation that follows a confirmation.

7.6 The spirit world in spirit words
While medium autobiographies are hinged upon the individual medium, and are

heavily eschewed with details about their life and their experiences, they are

nevertheless also poised as educational tools. Most mediums seem to orientate
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toward a purpose larger then their own self expression, which parallels with the
purpose of mediumship. In some places, information about the spirit world is
explicit: Van Praagh’s (1998) autobiography, for example, contains a number of
clearly marked sections that explicitly lists information about mediumship, how to
develop mediumistic abilities yourself, information about grieving (and appropriate
ways of dealing with grief). However, more often these messages are interwoven
more implicitly with personal narrative. Information about the spirit world can be
revealed through anecdotes, for example, where we find the spirits being referenced
with note to their motivations, intentions, and in some cases, actual reported speech
(see also Wooffitt, in press; Wooffitt & Allistone, forthcoming). The spirits
depicted in medium autobiographies are not constructed as inanimate entities, but
rather are imbued with a range of recognisably social characteristics. They can be
mischievous, concerned, affectionate, and mediums can allude toward their having
distinct motivations and desires, from being choosy over whether or not they want
to communicate with a medium to being frustrated if a means of communication is
not available. Furthermore, they can communicate — and appear to do so regularly —
with words, or at least are able to communicate in a way that a medium can

translate into language.

In a previous chapter, I have examined how metaphors can be used by mediums to
explain their experiences and understandings of spirit communication. As we have
already established that spirits are recorded as being able to communicate with

words, it is important that we consider what it is that they actually say to mediums.
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One of the main areas that mediums use explanations or reported speech from

spirits, concerns messages or teachings that the spirits wish to impart. These are

often full of metaphor.

As Lakoff and Johnson (2003) have argued, metaphors play a vital role in our
understanding of the many facets of physical and social experience. They are
significant aspect of communication, and are strewn within much of everyday
dialogue. Though long considered the product of and relevant only to fictional
discourse, metaphors actually underpin much of daily discourse, and can both
structure our conceptual systems of understanding, but can also give new meaning
and understanding to experience. It is to this latter point that the following

discussion of the use of metaphor in medium autobiography is particularly relevant.

I will now look at three extracts that provide information about the spirit world
using metaphor: the first extract concerns information provided by a spirit to a
medium, the second refers to the recollection of a dream experience where the
medium interacted with spirit entities in a spirit environment, and the third comes

from the transcript of a trance session where a spirit is channelled through a

medium.

Firstly:
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“I'was once given a definitive description by a mischievous spirit of exactly how
mediumship works. I was roundly told off and warned not to get big-headed, since
spirits regarded us psychics as nothing more than working telephone boxes. Most
people are like broken-down telephone boxes: no communication is available.
Spirits are always relieved to find an available medium to make the connection.
After all, there is nothing more frustrating than wanting to phone a friend or loved
one when the phone box doesn’t work or has been vandalised”. (Osborne-

Thomason, 2002: 46)

To claim that this was a ‘definitive description’ suggests its ostensible importance
and accuracy. That this information was provided by a ‘mischievous spirit’
potentially undermines this due to the inferred probability that a ‘mischievous
spirit’ may have less than honourable intentions. However, reference to a
‘mischievous spirit’ as the author of this explanation sets the tone for the later
content. In this extract we can see that there is a slight air of ridicule in the
information provided: it is marked by personal comment, such as a critique of
mediums with the warning not to get too big-headed, and a comparison of their
significance to telephone boxes. In contrast to the extracts discussed earlier that
were concerned with how mediumship works, we find these earlier extracts appear
much more neutral in tone when compared with Osborne-Thomason’s description.
What she suggests about the spirit world here is that spirits have personality: they
can be mischievous, and express opinion. The use of a critique of mediums in this

extract may work to establish the information as more authentic, as Osborne-
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Thomason is recording information that undermines her potential authority. Why
would she include a critique of her standing as a medium if such critique didn’t
actually come from a spirit source? It is also likely that these kinds of comments
can be used for humorous affect with an understandable but unusual comparison

(i.e. mediums like are telephone boxes).

An explanation of spirit communication, however, is delivered via metaphor. The
metaphor Osborne-Thomason invokes here is technological: there is a comparison
with telephone boxes and telephone communication. As Weinstein (2004) has
noted, there is a significant presence of technological discourse in understandings of
mediumship. If we consider, for example, that Margaret Fox apparently described
spirit messages as a ‘spiritual telegraph’ (cited in Weinstein, 2004), the
technological comparison is obviously apparent. Weinstein further argued that
“spirit mediumship [was a]... nineteenth-century technology of vision that clearly
dramatizes the problems with the representation and credibility of the human body
in an increasingly mechanistic world. It explores how the animate and inanimate
can be understood together, how the strange and familiar, the local and the foreign,
relate to one another.” (Weinstein, 2004: 137). I would argue that this same
technology of vision is still applicable to contemporary discourses of spirit
mediumship, and seeks to provide the same bridge between the animate and
inanimate, strange and familiar, and local and foreign, or the self and Other. The
role of metaphor serves as one means of establishing such a bridge: it provides a

meaningful representation for something largely inanimate, strange, foreign and
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inaccessible to the general public by grounding it in something animate, familiar,
local and accessible. A telephone box, for cxample, is something corporeal,
something animate, and telephone communication is an activity equally familiar,
local and accessible as a common means of everyday interaction. As has been
discussed previously, metaphor can function as an explanatory tool: as a means of
providing a familiar basis by which the medium can express knowledge about the
spirit world. Considering the uniqueness of their experiences, it seems that
metaphor provides a useful comparison by trying to capture the experience in a
familiar language that bridges the inanimate world of the medium and their spirit

experiences, to the animate world of their audience.

In Osborne-Thomason’s extract, she is not only comparing mediumship to being
like telephone communication, but is also using the metaphor to illustrate an ethical
dimension to the process of mediumship: mediums provide spirits with a much
desired outlet so that they can make contact with their kith and kin, and this has
significance not just for the living, but for the dead. They want to make contact with
the living. This imbues spirits with a distinctive and recognisable set of emotions:

they desire to make contact, to communicate, and can become greatly frustrated

when this is made difficult.

In this next extract, we find metaphor is uses by a spirit to a slightly different affect:
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“I'have to talk to you as an earthling. Your soul needs the tears. Think of a flower;
it cannot bloom and it cannot survive without rain. It cannot blossom out into its
full beauty without the sun. So think, if you can, of that divine part of you in your
earthly body and when you have tragedy and tears, think of them as rain falling to
feed it, and then when the joyous times come, when something beautiful happens

and your heart is full of joy, then that is the sun that is nurturing that fragile flower.”

(Stokes, 1998: 221)

The spirit is clearly articulating that he desires to communicate with Stokes in a
way that is meaningful to her: as an earthling. The use of metaphor in this extract is
both illustrative and explanatory. It provides Stokes with a comparative reference
for the content of the message her spirit contact is trying to convey, but it also
provides a divine justification for her sadness: “your soul needs the tears”. The
metaphor used here relates to natural discourse, with the needs of the soul compared
to the requirements of other living things, such as flowers. It also connects
experiences that impact upon the soul as being similar to elements impacting upon a
flower. The spirit Stokes is reporting is trying to bridge Stokes’ identity as an
‘earthling’ while also providing information which acknowledges that she also has a
‘divine part’ which is inside of her ‘earthly body’. The role of metaphor in this
extract works, as Lakoff & Johnson (2003) would suggest, by providing a
conceptual structure for a specific spiritual message. The comparison to the soul as
a flower, and to the impact of the elements as impact of experiences upon the soul,

takes the latter ineffable concept and provides it with a tangible representation.
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In the third extract, the channelled spirit is addressing his audience at the beginning

of a trance lecture:

“I am pleased that I have been able to have crossed the ocean of being to weigh
anchor once more in the harbour of your understanding minds... As I have said on
numerous occasions, the delivery of truth to the eager mind is like manna from
heaven. For just as the physical form needs food to sustain it, so the mind needs
questions and answers to bring it into a deeper understanding of what it is initially
in itself and in its divine links with the great spirit in order that it too can be sustain

and invigorated.” (Goodwin & Goodwin, 2005:185)

This extract is particularly interesting, because it is cited as coming directly from a
spirit contact via trance mediumship. This extract contains several metaphors and
similes, which again fix the workings of the spirit world with comparisons made to
more recognisable areas of everyday life. The initial metaphor provided here is
again natural, but specifically connected to the sea: the spirit considers the ‘ocean of
being’, and makes a comparison between his own agency as being like that of a
vessel that will ‘weigh anchor’ in the ‘harbour’ minds of his audience. This
metaphor provides a tangible representation —a conceptual structure — for
something ineffable. But it also expresses an awareness of intent, not just by the
spirit, but of the audience. By acknowledging an ‘ocean of being’ suggests vastness,

which in turn suggests that the spirit has travelled a significant distance to be able to
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communicate with his audience. This is further justified by a direct comparison
where intellectual needs are contrasted with physical needs. Reference to the
‘harbour’ minds of the audience is interesting in conjunction with the spirit

‘weigh[ing] anchor’ as this suggests a connectivity whereby the spirit has travelled

to his waiting ‘harbour’ audience.

It is interesting that spirits use metaphor, and seem to do so in a similar way to
many of the mediums observed during demonstrations and interviewed as a means
to explain their unusual experiences. The use of metaphor seems mainly focused on
conveying information about something that may not be easily recognisable or
understandable to the recipient, whether it is the spirit to a medium, or the medium
to a non-medium. The relevance of spirit cited metaphors in medium biography is
that mediums can use these metaphors to offer new references of meaning for their
readership. Spirit cited metaphors have added significance because of the authority
of the spirit world as the ultimate source of understanding. Medium autobiographies
never debate the existence of the spirit world: it remains an unchallenged source of

authority, and so these spiritual messages can be situated as teachings from an

authoritative source.
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7.7 Conclusion

Autobiographies are yet another vehicle by which mediums can provide
information to a lay public about the spirit world. But they are more than this, for
autobiographies are also a unique opportunity for a medium to express themselves
and write about their experiences. Similar themes have arisen through an analysis of
medium autobiographies that parallel with earlier analysis of live demonstrations
and semi structure interviews. Mediums still seek to present themselves as ordinary
individuals who become mediums based on the relevance of personal experience
and external verification. Anecdotes are particularly important as a means of
verifying the mediums’ abilities without appearing as self promotion, as the use of

another’s acknowledgement and corroboration can be recorded via reported speech.

Autobiographies also work as educational tools, and there are various ways in
which mediums ground their explanations of how mediumship works. References to
scientific, psychological and technological discourse all seem to aid such
explanations by aligning with an accepted means of authoritative discourse. The use
of metaphor is also a useful explanatory device, and helps to ground ineffable
concepts in tangible representations. Direct reported speech from spirits often seems
to use metaphor to communicate spiritual messages or explanations to mediums in

an understandable language that will also be accessible for the mediums’ audience.
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Chapter Eight

Conclusion

8.1 Introduction

This project has undertaken a sociological approach to contemporary Western
mediumship by focusing on spirit mediums practising in England. It has observed a
number of mediumship demonstrations in both secular and religious contexts, and
gathered biogfaphical information about how mediums account for their

experiences through interviews and published autobiographies.

In this chapter I will firstly present a summary of the findings of this project, before
considering the methodological advantages and disadvantages of how this study has
been conducted. I will suggest areas where this study could be improved, and
consider other areas of study that would contribute to a more detailed understanding
of spirit mediumship, and of which this study could compliment. Finally, I will
reflect upon some of the broader implications raised by this study, considering how
it may be of use to future research, what epistemological and ethical issues it has

raised, and how these findings might be used in the future.
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8.2 Summary of Findings

Mediumistic experience relates not just to the social activity of spirit mediumship -
of how the living are reconnected with the dead - but lies at the core of how certain
individuals make sense of unusual experiences and go on to become active
practitioners of spirit communication. The relationship between the private and the
public is often interlinked, as mediums must consistently make their unique
experiences meaningful to others who have not had similar experiences. More than
this, the experiences they claim are often considered controversial in Western
society to the point where their validity is often undermined. In order to be
successful, mediums must work against strict scientific-atheist frameworks of
understanding mortality and provide legitimate examples of their claims of post

mortem survival.

While experiences of spirit can make individuals feel ostracised from their wider
community, it is through others that these experiences begin to take root within a
framework of meaning. Mediums often report an initial ambiguity about their early
experiences, and do not regard them as evidential of mediumistic ability at the time
that they occur. This emphasises their self presentation as ordinary individuals to
whom something extraordinary occurs: they do not abtively seek their mediumistic
experiences, but often find it a difficult and frictional area of their early lives. These
experiences are recounted as unexpected, and are not necessarily typical of the

kinds of experiences they will use when they become practising mediums. Largely,
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however, these experiences are represented as benevolent, a quality that persists

through their accounts of more recent spirit experiences.

It is the identification of their abilities by another, usually an already established
medium, that generally provides the catalyst for a transformative period where a
medium identity is negotiated, in development circles, and finally accepted. The
role of external validation is important, and will remain so throughout their lives.
This is also related to the role of experience, which is considered key to meaning

making and understanding.

Experiences of spirit are ultimately sensuous in nature. Mediums may differ in how
they exactly experiencé spirit, but generally these experiences are related to the five
physical senses. Information is often conveyed as impressions, or as images, and
many mediums have stated that they must try and interpret these images to make
them meaningful during spirit communication. In situations where mediums make
mistakes — i.e. where a recipient does not provide confirmation for information
given — there are particular strategies that mediums can employ during
demonstrations that help to smooth this over. Typically, this will involve identifying
problems with the recipient, such as memory recall, and mediums will encourage
recipients to check the information at a later date. However, lack of confirmation
from a selected recipient can also be interpreted by the medium as evidence that
they have got the wrong recipient, and so will redeliver the information to another

recipient until confirmation is achieved. Mediums do not leave messages
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undelivered unless they are not able to secure any positive responses from any
members of their audience, but even in these cases, the presence of a legitimate
spirit is not questioned: rather, the fault is placed with the audience members for not
acknowledging, as it will be assumed that there is a suitable recipient who has
simply not realised the message is intended for them. This however rarely happens,
and mediums emphasise the important of making contact if a message contains
information they can relate to, at the risk of losing a potential spirit message if

ignored.

Spirits are constructed as having recognisable social characteristics. They are
reported as engaging in a number of recognisably social behaviours, such as
queuing, and orientate to an awareness of the social rules of the demonstration
settings, such as waiting until it is appropriate to make contact with the medium.
Further than this, during spirit messages mediums allude toward their personalities,
and will employ various ways of animating their contacts for their audiences. In
interviews and autobiographies, spirits are also depicted as having social
characteristics, and can communicate through speech in certain situations, defining
clear motivations are characteristics. The spirit contacts reported by mediums are
recognisable, and attributed as having an ongoing interest in and ability to observe

the lives of the living.

Medium identities are formulated and managed in both demonstrations and in more

reflective sources, such as in interview and in autobiography. The interview context
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bore an interesting parallel with mediumship demonstrations, in that, in both
instances, the medium’s purpose is to communicate and make intelligible the
presence of a non corporeal spirit world that their audience does not have access to.
Mediums are not passive ventriloquists, but active agents, who construct and
negotiate their own identities, and those of their spirit contacts when they

demonstrate their mediumship, and will also do so when asked to reflect upon and

account for their experiences.

8.3 Methodological Reflection

The phenomena of mediumship is both consumed and expressed in a number of
ways, and so it seemed important that a study which sought to investigate
mediumship sociologically should be aware of this diversity. Using three distinctive
data sets enabled access into more than one aspect of spirit communication, and
hopefully succeeded in providing the project with a more balanced insight into this
contemporary spiritual practice. It is possible that, while a largely discursive
approach enabled an exploration of the data on a suitably micro level, nevertheless,
this kind of analysis may have been neglectful of mediumship’s relationship to
wider social contexts. This, however, has been done elsewhere, although it is an
area that would benefit from further development. It would have been problematic
for an analysis influenced by Discourse Analysis and grounded theory to try and
identify mediumship within wider social contexts. The relevance of using the data

to guide the analysis was not just due to the influence of grounded theory, but

336



further reflected that there was very little other data of its kind with which to
compare. In a way this was advantageous, as I was able to approach the data
without expectations or preconceptions. However, for a more thorough

understanding of mediumship, a larger sample would be needed.

I did not really take into consideration the active agency of the audience members at
public demonstrations aside from acknowledging that they play an important role in
mediumship as interaction. It would no doubt be useful to interview and use
questionnaires for audience members, both of public demonstrations and church
services, to try and identify what their motivations for attending and experiences of
previous demonstrations were. This may also be useful for compiling information
on audience characteristics, and may allow for insight into how messages may
affect individual’s lives, and whether they feel more connected to their dead in the
future. It may also be useful as a means to assess hoe affective mediumship
demonstrations are, and what subsequent impact this has on individual
understandings of post mortem survival. Research into this area will add to research
into mediumship by showing how effective it is in achieving the goals it sets out to
achieve, and whether it can successfully convince individuals of post mortem
survival. It would also be interesting to try and ascertain how many people go
repeatedly to large scale public demonstrations, and whether any then go on to

become affiliated with Spiritualist churches or centres.
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While it was thought that the three different data sets would compliment each other,
and largely they did appear so, there were some disadvantages. It is possible that
using interviews along with observational studies may have led me to interpret and
analyse the observational data in a way that may differ if compared to a study using
just observational studies. When considering continuity, it may have been better to
select mediums that I could both interview and observe: indeed, this would seem
like an important area to consider for future research. Also, it would have been
more fruitful to have had more access to recordings of demonstrations, though this
was not largely possible for this study due to ethical reasons and problems with
availability. It seems that if future studies in this area were to be more longitudinal,
this may have significant advantages, not just for the amount of data collected, but
for the chance to build a good rapport with research participants. Long term
ethnographic research would also be useful, enabling the researcher to gain a more
thorough and immersive experience of mediumship. It is also worth considering
participation at mediumship development classes as a new way of exploring how
mediums, particularly if the researcher could join a new intake of fledgling
mediums, are taught to make sense of their experiences and use them in a social
setting. Participation in development circles may give the researchers a more
rounded understanding of the development process, which this study has not really
considered in great detail. Ethnographic research would also enable researchers to
build a rapport with mediums, and may, if the researcher chose to be honest about
their research intentions, provide certain ethical advantages. As this study has

shown, mediums are often cautious about becoming involved in academic research,
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and future studies must give attention to how best to work with this, and be
respectful of it. Rapport is essential in projects of this kind, but longitudinal studies
may be particularly advantageous, not just for building up rapport, but also for the
researcher to be able to reflexively interact with their participants to find new ways
of examining mediumship. Longitudinal studies may also give mediums the
opportunity to become more involved with research, particularly if researchers
would be prepared to engage in ongoing dialogues. Indeed, for future research
projects this would seem a useful venture, not only as way to further knowledge
about mediumship, but as a way of addressing particular ethical issues concerning
representation. These are particularly relevant to mediums, who have often been
represented in a negative fashion by particular researchers without much
opportunity to reply. While some mediums, particularly those that have gained
recent celebrity status, may have more access to comment, this does not reflect the

position of the majority of mediums.

The interviews could have been conducted differently. Problems arose when
mediums were asked how it felt to be in contact with spirits, and many struggled to
find appropriate words that would express these unusual experiences. While this
provided an interesting dynamic that was useful to the analysis on one hand, it may
be possible to find other ways of gaining this information. Different questions may
have provided better access, but having a more unstructured form of interview may
also have enabled mediums to talk about their lives and experiences differently. It is

worth considering methodologies that may enable mediums to talk about their lives
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and experiences outside of the interview context, such as by keeping a diary, or by
experiential sampling whereby mediums could use palm pilots to describe
experiences they were having in the moment. When considering the sensuous

quality of the experiences reported, methodologies that may be able to acknowledge

and analyse this would be useful.

As there is still relatively little research into spirit mediumship, there are a number
of areas that require further research. While this project provides information on
some of the issues connected to spirit mediumship, it is nevertheless a
comparatively small study. A larger scale study that was able to interview and
observe a larger number of mediums may prove more insightful. Also, this study
has neglected a number of other areas where mediumship is situated. For example,
it does not consider séances, although these have been hugely influential in the past.
The reason for this was due to access: séances are not generally well publicised, and
mediums that I interviewed who would admit to taking séances stressed they would
only allow certain individuals whom they knew and could trust to be present.
Again, perhaps a longitudinal or ethnographic study may help with this, both
through the building of better rapport, but also by increasing the chances of being

able to find out about the role of séances for contemporary mediumship.
This project has also not looked in detail at trance mediumship. Again, this is an

area that is often surrounded with secrecy, and some mediums who confessed to

doing so nevertheless stated that they only do so under very specific circumstances
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and in the presence of only highly select individuals. However, while trance
mediumship is not as popular as mental mediumship, it does occur and should be
taken into consideration. Again, longitudinal and ethnographic studies are likely to

increase the chance of being able to explore this phenomena.

The use of mediums in supposedly haunted house locations has gained in
popularity, particularly over the last decade, and this is an area that would benefit
from a similar style of research. In these investigations, mediums must represent
and embody spiritual presences from a variety of historical periods, and yet
conform to the scientifically influenced structure that members of these
investigations generally orientate toward. In many ways, this form of mediums
demonstration is peculiar, as it often involves malevolent spirits and is not
connected to aiding reconnection between the living and the dead. Sociological
research into this area is needed, which may in turn shed new light on the
mediumship demonstrations discussed here, and illustrate further mediumship’s

ability to be reflexive to fit new contexts.

Considering the vast literature on non-Western form of mediumship, it would be
fruitful to explore how new cross-cultural approaches to mediumship might be
developed. A few studies have attempted to compare cultures concerning
extraordinary experience, most notably McClenon (1994), but this is still an under
developed field. The prevalence of mediumship in a wide range of societies

warrants its consideration. There is a great deal of information, often ethnographic
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in nature, available in various literatures, but new ways of engaging with this
material so that it may serve comparative purposes would be needed. This should be
done so alongside new research, as there is still a noticeable absence of mediums’

accounts from other communities. This would undoubtedly aid the findings of this

study.

8.4 Research contribution

While not to discredit the literature on mediumship within parapsychological and
psychical research studies, their dominance over how mediumship is studied,
interpreted and represented needs to be redressed. Mediumship is relevant for a
wide range of questions that go beyond the confines of the survival debate. It is
hoped that this study will be of use for other approaches to the study of
mediumship, that should take its sociological and experiential dimensions seriously

(see also Roxburgh, 2007; Wrightson, 2007).

Its cross cultural relevance surely merits its as an important topic of study alone, but
it should also be noted that Western spirit mediumship has proved reflexive and
accommodating of the twenty first century, and its wide, varied availability is
reflected by the number of its consumers. Mediumship has social relevance in its
own right, but it is also relevant to other studies. Previous studies have shown how
it is relevant to understandings about class, gender, religion, science, grief, and

experience. Often these have taken a historical approach, so there is a need for more
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contemporary research that will consider mediumship in relation to wider social
contexts. Further more though, the structure of the accounts studied here are likely
to bare similarities with other studies of accounts, for example, some of the data
reported here is surely relevant to studies of how individuals ascribe meaning (or
have meaning ascribed) to unusual experiences. Mediumship accounts may also
provide a valuable sourcé of data for those studying the use of simile and metaphor
as a way of explaining experiences that are difficult to translate for those who have
not had similar experiences. It may be advantageous to include data from medium
in accounts in wider studies, as it would emphasise the usefulness of such accounts
as meaningful forms of data and interaction, not suspicious claims that should be

explained away.

The sensuousness of the experiences reported by mediums warrants further
consideration, and may require new methods of exploration. As Stoller (1998) and
Hume (2007) have argued, we need to develop new ways of interacting and
understanding the body and experience that do not reduce such things to text that
can be read and analysed as such. Due to the uniqueness of mediumistic experience,

it seems like an ideal subject for developing such new methods of inquiry.

There are some interesting ethical issues connected to this research project that may
be relevant to others where unexpected dynamics arise. They coincide particularly
with the growing field of how researchers should both consider themselves during

the course of their research, but also how they can negotiate their own presence
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within the produce of their research, and the consequences of this. I had discussed
some of my own research experiences in chapter three, as I felt they were relevant
to a project that identified that process is key to how identities are formulated in
conversation and text. Not only does such research look at the importance of
process rather than just product, but, because these experiences concerned how
mediums reacted to and made sense of my own identity, I felt it was important to
note that this had happened. While I have maintained an awareness of the dynamic
of the interview process as relevant to the kinds of data I collected, and how the
accounts were formed, my experiences did not really feature in the analytical
chapters. I feel this is something that could be considered in more detail, not just as
an insight into mediums interacting with researchers, but in how we can consider

and reflect upon the self in research more generally.

8.5 Conclusion

While there are still many areas connected to mediumship that would undoubtedly
benefit from further research, this project has tried to provide a small step toward
taking mediums’ accounts seriously as access to vital information about
mediumistic experience. It has treated mediumship as a social phenomena, which
therefore warrants consideration of fhe ways in which interaction occurs, and has
sought to find further meaning by talking to mediums about their experiences. The
accounts of their experiences are fascinating and relate to a search for meaning

grounded in experience, and to the transformation of private unexpected
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experiences to the use of such experiences in controlled social settings for particular
therapeutic and educational purposes. The findings from this project have hopefully
identified that it has relevance for a wide range of other areas of both social and

private life.
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Appendix One

Observational Studies

Stephen Holbrook Performances

Garforth, Hilton Hotel, 23" November, 2003

York, Moat House Hotel, 7t March, 2004

Selby, Community Centre, 24" November, 2006

Simon Peters Performances

York, Royal York Hotel, 9™ May 2004

York, The Novotel, 26™ April, 2006
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Spiritualist Church Divine Service

Derby: Derby Spiritualist Church (11™ January, 2004)
Billingham: Billingham Spiritualist Church (16" December, 2004)
Durham: Durham Spiritualist Church (13" February, 2005)
Birmingham: Harborne Healing Centre (14™ May, 2005)

Manchester: Irlam Spiritualist Church (16™ May, 2005)
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Appendix Two

Interviews

NB: Ages have been averaged to protect identity of informants.
Research Instrument was a small audio cassette tape recorder.

30™ October, 2004

Male medium, early fifties
11 am

- York, Spiritualist Church

16™ December, 2004

Female medium, early sixties
8.30 pm

Billingham, Spiritualist Church

3™ March, 2005

Male medium, early fifties
2.30pm

Leeds, interviewee’s home

10™ March, 2005

Male medium, early fifties
3pm

Tadcaster, interviewee’s home

16" March, 2005

Male and Female mediums (married couple), early fifties

1.30pm

Scarborough, interviewee’s home

22" March, 2005

Female medium, late forties
11am

Sheffield, fast food restaurant
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22" March, 2005

Female medium, late thirties
2pm

Sheffield, café

30™ March, 2005
Female medium, early sixties

Chesterfield, interviewee’s home

It April, 2005

Male medium, late fifties
11lam

Nottingham, hotel bar

BB (female) 13™ May, 2005
Female medium, mid fifties
12pm

Nottingham village hall

14™ May, 2005

Male medium, mid fifties
5.30pm

Birmingham, Healing Centre

16™ May, 2005

Male medium, late twenties
6pm

Manchester, Spiritualist Centre

26™ May, 2005

Male medium, early fifties
11.30pm

Hull, office

29™ July, 2005

Male medium, late forties

2pm

Whitley Bay, Spiritualist Church
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10™ October, 2005

Female medium, late forties
11am

York, interviewee’s office

21* November, 2005
Male medium, late thrties
6.30pm

Sheffield, public house

26™ January, 2006

Female medium, early forties
11.30am

Shipley, interviewee’s home
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Appendix Three

List of autobiographies

Acorah, D. (2004) The Psychic Adventures of Derek Acorah. London: Element.

Goodwin, R. & Goodwin, A. (2005) In the Presence of White Feather:

Conversations with a Spirit Teacher. R A Associates.

Osborne-Thomason, N. (2002) Psychic Quest: Episodes From the Life of a Ghost

Hunter. East Sussex: Clairview.

Stokes, D. (1998) Voices: A Doris Stokes Collection. Time Warner.

Van Praagh, J. (1998) Talking to Heaven: A Medium’s Message of Life After Death.

London: Piatkus
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