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American Spiritualism can evoke images of gothic Victorian ladies talking with ghosts and can then get put aside with fringe paranormal ritual.   In reality, Spiritualism is a religion, and is as American as Christian Science and Mormonism (Braude, 2000, p. xi).   Spiritualism served an important function in historical American society in the 1800s, and its traditions live on in practice throughout the United States. This paper offers a review of literature covering American Spiritualism and intimately connected practice, such as mediumship.  Some gaps in the existing research have been made evident, and these will also be examined here.

Several popular themes emerged within the literature.  First, Spiritualism was distinctly tied into nineteenth-century American social and religious identity.  The most common social issue tied into American Spiritualism was women’s rights.  This was most thoroughly researched by religious historian Ann Braude (2001, p. xix), who explained that Spiritualism was a platform for women that allowed them to be leaders via mediumship.  Youngkin (2010, p. 283), within the field of Victorian history, mentioned the notion that Spiritualism was a patriotic endeavor largely because of its promotion of women’s rights in the U.S.  Women’s rights and patriotism are two of the most closely held American ideological movements, and their connections to Spiritualism show how nineteenth-century Americans used and viewed this religion.

The literature also tied Spiritualism into American politics.  Doyle (1926, pp. 146-148), one of the most prominent Spiritualist historians, credited the conclusion of the American Civil War to Spiritualism by relating instances of President Lincoln’s visitation with a Spiritualist medium and the advice he received from her.  McGarry (2000, pp. 8, 10) conducted a historical political analysis on Spiritualism and connected it to the U.S. Comstock laws.  After Spiritualists published a salacious article, the creation of the Comstock laws was set in motion, which censored American publications both in public and private (McGarry, 2000, pp. 12-13, 21).   The U.S. government certainly had its eyes on Spiritualism and allowed it to affect the processes of the nation.

The next theme was the discussion of Spiritualism’s American history.  Historians Youngkin (2016, p. 68) and Carroll (2000, pp. 1, 8) found post-Revolution Americans felt free to question authority and trust their consciences; this attitude, combined with Enlightenment thinking, created room for people to engage with the supernatural.  More specifically, Spiritualism was an answer to nineteenth-century Americans’ dissatisfaction with Calvinism and their need to process grief resulting from death (Braude, 2000, p. xi; 2001, pp. xxiv-xxv, 33-34, 49).  In fact, Emmons (2000, p. 72), who conducted an anthropological study with modern day mediums, believes Spiritualism grew out of a need to escape American patriarchal churches and a desire to personally experience spirituality.  Nartonis (2010, p. 363), who leaned on empirical evidence gathered from Spiritualist publications, conducted scientific religious research and concurred that Spiritualism not only provided meaning in death, but also allowed Christians to return to engaging with spirits.  These researchers utilized various methodologies and fields, yet their publications worked together to show the mindset and dissatisfaction which initiated a path to Spiritualism. 

Next, the literature showed a desire to refine the study of experiences like Spiritualism.  Bowie (2013), within the field of religious studies, discussed the need for spiritual researchers to acknowledge “…the possible multiplicities of identities of both self and other...” (p. 722).  While this will not provide perfect research, it will provide a more meaningful study (Bowie, 2013, p. 722).  In a psychological essay, Taves (2014, pp. 38-39) stated people assign various meanings to their anomalous experiences, and it is important to help people explain such events.  The use of general wording would be helpful in these cases (Taves, 2014, p. 39).  Improving methodology along these lines will provide more streamlined research into groups like Spiritualists.

Last, the literature included modern day mediumship and Spiritualist activities.  Hunter (2018, loc. 983), an anthropologist, found Spiritualism’s journey into the present day was tenuous; it peaked in 1848, declined until 1945, then began to rise in popularity in the 1990s (Lucas, 2000, p. 71).  Spiritualists need rigorous management to reclaim their former glory (Hunter, 2018, loc. 1079).  Formal management has appeared through organizations such as the National Spiritualist Association and the Southern Cassadaga Spiritualist Camp Meeting Association (Carroll, 2000, pp. 16-17, 21; Guthrie, Lucas, and Monroe, 2000, p. xv).  Spiritualism also looks different than in the past; there is now inclusion of Asian culture, Native American ideas, and the New Age movement (Braude, 2000, pp. xii-xiii).  Some extensive research was conducted on Cassadaga, a modern Spiritualist community, and edited by historian Guthrie, religious studies academic Lucas, and artist Monroe (2000).  Cassadaga presents an interesting case study on what Spiritualism looks like today: a community that promotes both spiritual and physical healing by mediums (Lucas, 2000, p. 66).  The days when Spiritualism formally promoted public séances and spectacles seems to be in the past (Guthrie, Lucas, and Monroe, 2000, p. xv; Lucas, 2000, pp. 88-89).  While it has experienced growing pains through its short history, Spiritualism has endured and still finds adherents.   

As shown above, these scholars tended to focus and agree on similar issues.  The shining issue that resonated throughout the research was that of nineteenth-century women’s rights.   Braude’s research into connections between Spiritualism and women’s rights found support from Nartonis (2010, p. 363), Carroll (2000, p. 10), and McGarry (2000, p. 10).  From a theoretical standpoint, Braude (2001, p. xviii) agreed with Taves that Spiritualism should be viewed through the lens of romanticism and rationalism.  Methodologically, consensus was found that the study of religious experience should be conducted without a reductionist mindset (Hunter, 2018, loc. 2773; Bowie, 2013, p. 699).  This cooperation of mentalities and methodology is helpful to the field and will facilitate future research.

Very little scholarly debate existed in the literature. Youngkin (2010, p. 263; 2016, p. 49) gave the clearest critique.  She thought researchers Braude, McGarry, and Taves all should have more thoroughly used data from Spiritualist periodicals in their research (2010, p. 263; 2016; p. 49).  This critique has merit for those who want to research material culture, but should be used carefully since these periodicals are not academic. 

The clear similarity in themes highlighted the underdeveloped research areas.  The biggest gap is the sparsity of anthropological research within the field of American Spiritualism.  The majority of research was conducted by historians like Braude, Youngkin, McGarry, and Carroll.  I am inspired by their research, and believe the existing literature on American Spiritualism can be taken further when partnered with cultural anthropology. 

Some research was conducted within an anthropological scope, such as the work done by Hunter (2018) and Bowie (2013); however, their work still leaves gaps in American Spiritualist ethnography and material culture.  Youngkin (2010, 2016) and Nartonis (2010) highlighted cultural material (Spiritualist periodicals), but were limited in their sourcing within a prolific field.  Emmons (2000) conducted interviews with mediums, but his study is now approaching an “expiration date” and could be redone on a new generation of mediums.  I propose that a current ethnographical study of American Spiritualists that is informed by their material culture is due.  

Ultimately, current American Spiritualist literature introduces the researcher to the field by highlighting its history and influences on nineteenth-century American society (especially on women).  While this literature is thorough, there are gaps ready to be filled by a new generation of researchers on a new generation of American Spiritualists.  A current, comprehensive, and ethnographic study of American Spiritualism, undertaken within the frameworks of cultural anthropology, is needed in this overall body of work. 
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