Olivia Plender in conversation with British sociologist Dr John Walliss on his field work with the Modern Spiritualist Movement (2004). 

Olivia Plender: So, where are you based?
Dr John Walliss: Chesterfield, UK. 

OP: And why Spiritualism?
JW: There hasn’t been a sociological study of British Spiritualism for years. I began this project in May 2004, interviewing mediums, observing demonstrations [of mediumship] and so on…

OP: What are the parameters of your study? As a sociologist I presume it’s very different from how a psychologist or even a parapsychologist would look at Spiritualism?
JW: A parapsychologist would look at the phenomena - messages [from the ‘dead’] and table rapping for example - and try to prove or disprove it. A psychologist would look at it in terms of mental processes/ cognitive patterns - for example: how mediums use language - or examine it as a kind of mental trick, as a form of persuasion. Sociologically all I can really do is look at the group dynamics - it’s based on empiricism, so I’m looking at what’s actually there - and the history. How Spiritualism emerged within a kind of historical and social setting and what led to the demise or falling off of Spiritualism over time.

OP: Do you think it has fallen off?
JW: If you look at the statistics then [British] Spiritualism has been in decline since the 1930s.
OP: Since the Second World War?
JW: Yes, but the problem is that the statistics we have are from the SNU (the Spiritualists’ National Union). 

OP: So, they are not necessarily reliable?
JW: That’s the problem. Not all Spiritualists are SNU members and I’ve found that what we see in public is only the surface. There are a lot of circles that take place behind closed doors and I think that we have to rely on statistics too much when it comes to religious belief. In many ways what people claim to believe statistically doesn’t match up with the reality. 

OP: I would like to ask you a bit about your methods… 
JW: Really there are three things I’m doing at the moment.  The first is participant observation, I go along to a centre in Chesterfield in order to participate and observe and I sit in an open circle. The second is that I have a set of interview questions that I ask mediums. The third is that I subscribe to the Psychic News [the Spiritualist newspaper] - what I try to do there is a qualitative content analysis of it. By simply looking at eight or nine issues you can see themes emerging. Some themes recur a lot, for example when that Mel Gibson film came out [The Passion of the Christ] there were a lot of articles in Psychic News containing a sort of critique of Christianity - how ‘we’ don’t want to be church-ified. 

OP: To an outsider going to a Spiritualist Church it does seem to follow the pattern of a traditional Christian church service; for example, they do sing hymns.
JW: Christian Spiritualists mirror the Christian service exactly and they will talk about hymns. SNU churches will collect in the same kind of structure you’d expect in a church service, but they talk about ‘songs’ instead.  It’s all about use of language, instead of talking about ‘readings’ they talk about ‘reading something’. There’s an SNU approved Christmas ‘song book’ for which someone must have gone through all the carols, ditched any lines that relate to Christianity or Jesus and replaced them with the word ‘spirits’ - i.e. ‘God Bless Ye Merry Spirits’. It’s really Orwellian.  

OP: When you approach the churches, are they happy to speak to you, or has there been hostility to your presence?
JW: In my last project I worked with the Christian Spiritualist church in Sheffield and they were very unaccommodating. They said, “Well you have to sit at the back, behind a pillar where nobody can see you”. However, the church in the centre in Chesterfield let me put my dictaphone on the platform so that I could record the messages.

OP: There is an idea that Spiritualism is predominantly a working-class church of the British north, to what extent do you think that’s true?
JW: Well, Geoffrey Nelson
 in his books argues that Spiritualism is an urban religion. What’s interesting about Spiritualism is that when it came across to Britain [from the USA] it didn’t start in London. It began in Keighley, Yorkshire, and then spread to Nottingham. It was only later that it became popular in London, where it became ‘psychical research’. This was unlike the north where, as far as I’m aware, it became far more religious and linked to popular protest. 

OP: How do people go about constructing an identity as a medium?
JW: I’m still looking at that in my interviews, but it’s a problem because we retrospectively create identity. What people say is that as a child they either had very overt brutal experiences, for example someone dying who they later saw, or that they felt that they were unusually sensitive. Most people fall into Spiritualism when something traumatic happens, like a bereavement or an illness. Mediumship is a way for them to make sense of their experience.

OP: So, instead of people working systematically to develop their mediumship, the phenomena comes first?
JW: Yes.

OP: There is a lot of encouragement from the Spiritualist platform for people to go off and develop their mediumship - a lot of people who are told, “Oh you’ve always been sensitive haven’t you. You have a gift you should develop this”. It’s not difficult for a person on the floor to become the person on the platform.
JW: It’s not difficult at all. It’s not what we used to call in sociology the ‘religious virtuoso’, the priest who’s there, who’s the qualified person and then the plebs in the ranks. In Spiritualism you can progress up and become the medium. But again, the older Spiritualists that I’ve interviewed don’t like the way that someone can go along to a development circle and within a couple of years they’re on the platform.  What they say is that, “In our day you’d sit in the close circle for fifteen years before going on the platform and you got a better quality of mediumship”. It’s very colloquial evidence, but they believe that TV and the speed of modern life have ruined mediumship. They argue that in the past you didn’t have all this entertainment and there was a slow speed of life, so people didn’t mind sitting for fifteen years in a circle whereas now people go away on a weekend course and come back thinking, “I can go on the platform now”. People want it to be instantaneous. The older mediums say that the new mediums aren’t as good because they haven’t trained as long, and that’s why you don’t get the phenomena that you used to have, the ectoplasm and so on. Ectoplasm takes time, transfiguration mediumship takes time and if people can’t transfigure over the weekend they’re not interested.

OP: It’s interesting that the older generation do place that emphasis on training, rather than saying that a medium has an innate gift and can immediately jump onto the platform and start communicating with spirits.
JW: A lot of the older ones are ‘natural’ mediums; they are mediums that believe that they were born with a gift. Theoretically that should mean that they can jump up on the platform from birth, but they still have this idea of training and development.

OP: I’m wondering how much if differs from what a priest does, or a psychologist even? Mediums are talking to people about their emotional experiences and sometimes it could bring up a heavy emotional problem.
JW: Some of the people that I’ve interviewed think that mediums need really good inter-personal or counselling skills. When you compare their situation with that of a priest, mediums are in a very dubious position because, in a sense, they are religious virtuosos - if you’re in the congregation then the medium is professing some sort of skill. But the thing about their position, their role, is that they are intermediaries, they are the mouthpiece of the spirit. 

OP: They have a strange sort of active/passive role.
JW: Definitely, yes.

OP: When did materialisation mediums and ectoplasm begin to disappear? 
JW: After Helen Duncan
 it really died out, and looking at her pictures now, and even the early spirit photographs, it’s very easy to be cynical. One argument would be that we became less credulous in the 1960s. The other would be that after the 1960s people didn’t want to take the time to develop their mediumship therefore when that generation of physical mediums died out, they weren’t replaced. Behind closed doors you still get physical mediums but not a lot of ectoplasm. It’s not as popular, or it’s not as present, as mental mediumship. I think the history of Spiritualism goes in waves - the first one was obviously table rapping, then you had trance messages, then ectoplasm, then mental mediumship and more recently trance messages have begun to come back again. Spiritualists say that the medium chooses which way to communicate at different times. But historically you can see how different forms of mediumship or Spiritualism would be popular; so for example table rapping wouldn’t work as well now, as it takes ages and isn’t particularly interesting to watch. And because mental mediumship has now passed its ‘sell by date’, trance mediumship has become the thing to see.

OP: What is trance mediumship?
JW: It’s when a group goes into a trance, and start speaking in the voice and using the mannerisms, the postures of the [dead] person who’s trying to communicate. For example, if it’s a Native American spirit then you get the medium, an old lady for example, taking on the posture and the voice of a Native American. It’s often very canny, and it’s very easy to pick holes in it. But to go back to what you said about active/passive, there is a kind of tension within mediumship and Spiritualism because some people don’t like the loss of control within trance mediumship. In mental mediumship the medium is in control.

OP: I thought of that the phenomena of speaking with the voice of the dead person was part of material mediumship, and therefore part of the past or now hidden?
JW: The Fox sisters
 are credited with being the first Spiritualists, they were doing a brisk trade with table rapping but all of a sudden trans-mediumship took off and very much side-lined them. The methods they were using were slow and you couldn’t really get a lot of information through. Whereas the trans-mediums would, for example, get a fourteen-year-old girl on the platform, put her in a trance and get her to talk about developments in radio technology or the telegraph for an hour. Then the people in the audience would say, “This is convincing”. The Fox sisters couldn’t compete with that. They then had their recantation period, where they said they’d made it all up. But really, they were sidelined because they couldn’t keep up with developments in mediumship.

OP: Many mediums claim to have Native American spirit guides. I wonder whether that is due to the fact that Spiritualism originated in New York and was therefore part of the romanticisation of the American West by urban New Yorkers?
JW: Yes. It could be related to the idea of the noble savage and the exotic other, or it could be a kind of guilt coming through about what happened to the Native Americans. 

OP: Another thing I’m curious about is the image of the other world within Spiritualism. It seems to be exactly like this world only better, as there’s no illness. In addition to which Spiritualists don’t talk about dying, they simply ‘pass’ to the other side. 

JW: It’s very easy to say, “Yes the wife has passed over and she’s going to be reunited with her husband”. But what if she’s married and divorced four times, which husband does she go to, does the husband really want his new wife and his ex-wife in Spirit with him? A wife may have cut up all her husband’s clothes in this life, but in the other world she doesn’t really mind him. Everything’s forgiven. According to some people this is one of the things that heralded the death of Spiritualism - the image of the after world was too sweet. Spirits gardening and sitting out on the lawn on hot days.

OP: It’s as if we go and live in a nice 1950s garden suburb when we die. 
JW: …which is so easy to parody. Maybe that kind of twee image of the other world was a response to the First World War when, perhaps, the bereaved wanted mediums to say that death is just like this life. That helped people to think that there was still a connection. At that time, it was part of the appeal of Spiritualism that the other world was so homely. In his book on Spiritualism, Brett Carol talks about how the other world that the antebellum Americans visualised was a mirror image of the world that they lived in. You could die and then progress through the spheres, in the same way that you could go out to the American west and make your fortune. It was democratic but there was deference - if you were in sphere three you’d have deference from those below you, and you’d show deference to those above. 

OP: The idea of the other world mirroring the journey west is interesting as there’s something within Spiritualism that’s very individualistic, in a way that the mainstream British Anglican Church isn’t. There’s a lot of positive affirmation, for example a medium might say, “You’ve thought about going into teaching, haven’t you? We have a spirit here that says that.  And he says you should, because you’d be good at it”. There’s a quality in it that is similar to self-help books.  

JW: Yes. You never get a message coming through from someone who says, “You’re wasting your life”. It is very feel-good. It is about self-making. But what’s interesting is that because Spiritualism is fundamentally very individualistic, it creates massive problems for it.  The history of Spiritualism is really a history of failed organisations and one of the reasons Spiritualism failed badly in America is because it couldn’t organise. However, the SNU succeeded over here [in the UK] to an extent. It seems that Spiritualism, within a working-class culture, feeds off the self-making. Having your own say on things and also auto-didacticism - the idea that you don’t need experts, you don’t need these people telling you what to do, you just go the library and read a couple books and you know as much as they do. 

OP: Do you get Spiritualism in European countries with more of a socialist history, such as Sweden, or even in Russia, or is it largely in England?
JW: I’m not aware of it in Russia, but I know there’s a book about it in Iceland. I suppose Spiritualism took off mainly in the countries that were just becoming individualised. America in the 1840s was witnessing the birth pangs of Modernity. This something that Bret Caroll
 talks about very well - society in America was in that transitional moment from a pre-modern society to what we would recognise as a modern society built on individualism, technology, science, progress and the beginning of a split between science and religion. Spiritualism was there at that time.

OP:  What kind of conclusions are you hoping to reach from your study?
JW: I’d like to look at Spiritualism historically, at how it emerged and developed in relation to modern society. The aim of the ethnographic side of the project is to simply document what Spiritualism is about now, and the kind of ‘life world’, or intellectual world that is inhabited by Spiritualists. If somebody claims to be a medium how do they work as a medium? How do they claim they develop as a medium, what does it means to be a medium, and how do they negotiate some of the things that being a medium brings to their life?
� Nelson, Geoffrey,‘Spiritualism and Society’ London, Routledge & K. Paul, 1969. 


� The Scottish medium Helen Duncan (1897 – 1956) is generally considered by Spiritualists to be the last great ‘materialisation medium’ in the UK. She is also notorious as the last woman in England to be tried and convicted under the Witchcraft Act of 1735. 
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