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RCC Ass 2 
What do Ghost hunters believe – about Ghosts

Introduction
This paper details the findings of a programme of qualitative research aimed at better understanding the personal motivations and beliefs of members of ghost-hunting and paranormal investigation groups in England, with regard to the phenomena that they investigate. Using semi-structured interviews and questionnaires, this project seeks to build upon the work of a number of scholars who, in recent years, have taken an anthropological approach to the study of paranormal investigators. However, much of this work has been focused on investigators operating in the USA. Juengling argues that decoding the thoughts, behaviours, and stories of paranormal research teams can contribute to understanding the non-empirical in Western society.[footnoteRef:1] Her recommendations for further research include expanding the geographical limitations of her study to help ‘further the understanding of how the non-empirical is interpreted and expressed in societies around the world’.  This research responds to that recommendation by focusing on paranormal researchers in Britain where, to date, the works of Michelle Hanks are the only other substantial ethnographic studies of modern ghost hunters.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  Stephanie Juengling “I Am Exposed to Not Only the Paranormal, But the Deepest Secrets of Individuals’ Lives”: An Ethnography of Florida Paranormal Research Teams (Gainesville: University of Florida, 2018)]  [2:  Hanks, Michele 2011 Between Belief and Science: Paranormal Investigators and the Production of Ghostly Knowledge in Contemporary England. Ph.D. dissertation, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
2015 Haunted Heritage: The Cultural Politics of Ghost Tourism, Populism, and the Past (Heritage, Tourism & Community). Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, Inc.
Michele Hanks, Between Electricity and Spirit: Paranormal Investigation and the Creation of Doubt in England, 2016, American Anthropologist Vol. 118, No. 4, pp. 811–823] 

The findings of this study indicate substantial differences in beliefs between British and American investigators, particularly with regard to the relationship between paranormal and religion. They also suggest that belief is not a driving factor to those engaged in paranormal investigation, such activity instead allowing a safe arena for varied ontological ideas to be explored.


Literature Review
Paranormal Beliefs
Paranormal beliefs have been a subject of scholarly research since at least 1882, when the Society for Psychical Research (SPR) was founded as ‘the first scientific organisation ever to examine claims of psychic and paranormal phenomena’.[footnoteRef:3] Since then, beliefs in paranormal activity and abilities have been explored from a variety of perspectives. Goode, for example, has explored the social correlates of paranormal beliefs.[footnoteRef:4] Stark and Bainbridge have argued that paranormal beliefs provide coping mechanisms for people who are socially and economically disadvantaged, whilst Greeley suggests such beliefs can provide assurance of life after death for those for whom both religious and scientific and explanations are unsatisfactory.[footnoteRef:5] Markovsky and Thye have questioned the influence of social pressures in people accepting paranormal beliefs.[footnoteRef:6] [3:  SPR]  [4:  Goode, E. 2000. Paranormal beliefs. A sociological introduction. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, Inc.]  [5:  Stark, R. and W. S. Bainbridge. 1980. Toward a theory of religion: Religious commitment. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 19:114-28; Greeley, Andrew M. 1975. The Sociobgy of the Paranormal: A Reconnaissance. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications; both  cited by Tom W. Rice, Believe It or Not: Religious and Other Paranormal Beliefs in the United States, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion , Mar., 2003, Vol. 42, No. 1 (Mar., 2003), pp. 95-106]  [6:  Barry Markovsky and Shane R. Thye, SOCIAL INFLUENCE ON PARANORMAL BELIEFS Author(s Source: Sociological Perspectives , Vol. 44, No. 1 (Spring 2001), pp. 21-4] 

Numerous studies, such as Thalbourne, and MacDonald & Holland, have attempted to decipher the psychological sources of people’s beliefs in paranormal phenomena.[footnoteRef:7] A link between paranormal beliefs and anxiety has been observed by Lange & Houran, and other evidence has suggested paranormal experiences may be linked to schizophrenic personality.[footnoteRef:8] Mathjisen, however, identifies the strongly conflicting opinions of psychologists regarding the suitability of paranormal research to their field of study, due to epistemological debates about the reality of paranormal phenomena.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Thalbourne, MA (2007). Potential psychological predictors of religiosity. International Journal for the Psychology of Religion, 17(4), 333-336; MacDonald, D.A. & Holland, D. (2003). Spirituality and the MMPI-2. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 59(4), 399-410]  [8:  Lange, R. & Houran, J. (1999). The role of fear in delusions of the paranormal. Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 187(3), 159-166; Delbrouck, M. (2008). Psychopathologie. Manuel à l'usage du médecin et du psychothérapeute. Carrefour des psychothérapies. Brussels: De Boeck cited by François P. Mathijsen, Empirical Research and Paranormal Beliefs: Going Beyond the Epistemological Debate in Favour of the Individual, e for the Psychology ofReligion 31 (2009) 319-333]  [9:  François P. Mathijsen, Empirical Research and Paranormal Beliefs: Going Beyond the Epistemological Debate in Favour of the Individual, e for the Psychology ofReligion 31 (2009) 319-3 [hereafter Mathijsen, Going Beyond]] 

[bookmark: _Hlk71446572]Emmons and Sobal suggest that beliefs in the paranormal provide an alternative to mainstream religion; a link also explored by Sparks.[footnoteRef:10] Based on a large study of Canadian data, Orenstein concludes a strong association between ‘conventional’ religious belief and belief in the paranormal.[footnoteRef:11] Laycock has subsequently questioned whether paranormal belief is a subject with which Religious Studies scholars and students should engage.[footnoteRef:12] Conversely, Rice has concluded that ‘the correlations between belief in religious phenomena and other paranormal phenomena are largely insignificant’.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Emmons, C. F. and J. Sobal. 1981. Paranormal beliefs: Functional alternatives to mainstream religion? Review of Religious Research 22:301-12; Sparks, G. G. 2001. The relationship between paranormal beliefs and religious beliefs. Skeptical Inquirer 25(5):50-56.)]  [11:  Alan Orenstein, Religion and Paranormal Belief, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion , Jun., 2002, Vol. 41, No. 2 (Jun., 2002), pp. 301-311]  [12:  Joseph P. Laycock, Approaching the Paranormal, Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions , Vol. 18, No. 1 (Aug., 2014), pp. 5-15)]  [13:  Tom W. Rice, Believe It or Not: Religious and Other Paranormal Beliefs in the United States, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion , Mar., 2003, Vol. 42, No. 1 (Mar., 2003), p. 95] 

It is undoubtedly significant that these studies focus on different elements of the paranormal. The field of paranormal study is wide, as demonstrated by Bader, Mencken, and Baker’s wide-ranging survey of American paranormal beliefs, which incorporates such diverse phenomena as ghosts and hauntings; ufos; cryptozoology, Extra Sensory Perception (ESP) and Psychokinesis (PK).[footnoteRef:14] Focussing specifically on ghost encounters, Baker and Bader observe American ghost-hunters using religious rituals as part of their investigations.[footnoteRef:15] Similarly, Hirsch et al. studied how people who have had a ghost experience, make sense of them and concluded a substantial link to religious belief.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Christopher D. Bader, F. Carson Mencken, and Joseph D. Baker, Paranormal America: Ghost Encounters, UFO Sightings, Bigfoot Hunts, and Other Curiosities in Religion and Culture. New York University Press, 2010.]  [15:  Baker, Joseph O., and Christopher D. Bader. 2014. "A Social Anthropology of Ghosts in Twenty-First Century America." Social Compass 61, no. 4]  [16:  Michael Hirsch, Jammie Price, Meghan McDonald & Mahogany Berry, The Spectrum of Specters: Making Sense of Ghostly Encounters , Paranthropology: Journal of Anthropological Approaches to the Paranormal Vol. 5 No. 3 (July 2014 p 4-9] 


Ghost-hunting
[bookmark: _Hlk71744009]Amongst the British paranormal community, Steve Parsons is one of the most highly regarded investigators. He has written extensively, promoting scientific approaches to ghost hunting, and is author of the SPR’s guidance notes for investigators.[footnoteRef:17] CJ Romer is a prominent and respected paranormal researcher who writes and blogs extensively on the subject of ghost-hunting, encouraging a methodical and systematic approaches to investigating and understanding phenomena.[footnoteRef:18] Peter A. McCue has produced a critical overview of various competing theories regarding the causes of hauntings and ghost experiences.[footnoteRef:19] Romer is, at the time of writing, chair of ASSAP, the Association for the Scientific Study of Anomalous Phenomena which describes itself as ‘a scientifically-orientated educational and research charity and learned society dedicated to a better understanding of anomalous phenomena.’[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Parsons, Steve, Ghostology: The Art of the Ghost Hunter, Hove: White Crow Books, 2015;
Parsons, Steve, Guidance Notes for Investigators of Spontaneous Cases: Apparitions, Hauntings, Poltergeists and Similar Phenomena, London (Society for Psychical Research, 2018)]  [18:  https://jerome23.wordpress.com/]  [19:  Peter A. McCue THEORIES OF HAUNTING: A CRITICAL OVERVIEW Published in The Journal of the Society for Psychical Research, Vol 661, Number 866, January 2002, 1-21]  [20:  http://www.assap.ac.uk/newsite/htmlfiles/About.html.] 

However, despite these claims to scientific approaches, the vast majority of paranormal investigators are amateurs working outside of academia. Several scholars argue that what paranormal investigators actually practice is pseudoscience. Prominent amongst these is Sharon Hill, an American geologist and author whose research focusses on the public perception of the paranormal. Hill has described paranormal investigation as ‘sham inquiry—a process that gives the impression of scientific inquiry but lacks substance and rigor’.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Sharon Hill, 2012 Amateur Paranormal Research and Investigation Groups Doing 'Sciencey' 
Things. Skeptical Inquirer 36(2):38-41.] 


Anthropology
The study of spiritual beliefs and ritual as long been a subject of anthropological study and the rapid growth of paranormal investigation since the mid-twentieth century has, perhaps unsurprisingly, attracted interest from academic researchers.
Northcote has observed the contrast between views of the paranormal in the Western and non-Western countries, recognising that in many indigenous cultures, there exists no clear delineation between the natural and the supernatural.[footnoteRef:22] Eaton spent three years observing and interviewing paranormal investigators in the USA, concluding that paranormal research is an inherently spiritual practice, either validating existing religious beliefs or prompting spiritual transformation.[footnoteRef:23] Thun conducted 6 months of fieldwork with paranormal investigation teams in Northern California, noting their doubts about whether the phenomena they experienced was real or whether they just wanted to believe it.[footnoteRef:24] Juengling has studied the formation, interaction, and identity of ghost hunting teams in Florida and Voss worked with ghost hunters as part of his work on the ethnography of mediumship.[footnoteRef:25] Hanks has worked extensively studying paranormal investigators in England, exploring the epistemological struggles of ghost-hunters in explaining the phenomena they investigate and suggesting that rather than belief, investigators seek experiential knowledge of the paranormal.[footnoteRef:26]  [22: Northcote, Jeremy 2007 The Paranormal and the Politics of Truth. USA: Imprint Academic.]  [23:  Marc A. Eaton, "Give us a Sign of Your Presence": Paranormal Investigation as a Spiritual Practice Author(s): Source: Sociology of Religion, Vol. 76, No. 4 (WINTER 2015), pp. 389-412)]  [24:  Tore Thun, 2013 "I Am Not Sure what is Real, Or what My Mind Wants to be Real": A Study on Epistemology among Ghost Hunters in Northern California. Ph.D. dissertation, Norwegian University of Science and Technology]  [25:  Stephanie Juengling “I Am Exposed to Not Only the Paranormal, But the Deepest Secrets of Individuals’ Lives”: An Ethnography of Florida Paranormal Research Teams (Gainesville: University of Florida, 2018); Ehler Voss, ‘Hospitality and Proof: Human Mediums, Technical Media, and Controversial Knowledge in Ghost Hunting Practices in the United States’, in Mattering the Paranormal. Technologies and the Realm of the Unseen, ed by Diana Espirito Santo and Jack Hunter (London: Routledge, 2021), pp.132-152]  [26:  Hanks etc..] 


New approaches
The emergent field of paranthropology encourages anthropological and ethnographic  approaches to studying the paranormal, often emphasising experiential  methods of investigating  non-empirical phenomena.[footnoteRef:27] Hunter, one of this field’s leading proponents, has built upon Charles Fort’s concept of Intermediatism, to develop his theory of Ontological Flooding, arguing that, in order to achieve the truest understanding of a given phenomena, all perspectives must be taken into account.[footnoteRef:28] Kripal has argued for similarly radical reassessment of how we understand and engage with the paranormal.[footnoteRef:29] Juengling argues that such works ‘have demonstrated that these unexplainable experiences have intrinsic value to the study of cultures.’[footnoteRef:30] [27:  Jack Hunter Reflecting on Paranthropology, Paranthropology: Journal of Anthropological Approaches to the Paranormal Vol. 2. No.3, July 2011]  [28:  Jack Hunter, Intermediatism and the Study of Religion,  Paranthropology: Journal of Anthropological Approaches to the Paranormal Vol. 7. No.1, July 2016]  [29:  Jeffrey J. Kripal, The Flip: Who You Really Are and Why It Matters, London Penguin (23 April 2020). ]  [30:  Juengling p.44] 

It is not only anthropologists who have argued for a more experiential approach to the study of paranormal beliefs.  Having studied the paranormal from the perspective of psychology, Mathijsen has argued that, ‘a fundamental bias arises from the fact that the paranormal is often considered abnormal'.[footnoteRef:31] For Mathjisen, the objective reality of the phenomena ‘does not change the fact that people believe in or claim to have experienced something… Beyond the veracity' of the phenomena, there is the reality of human experience.’[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  Mathijsen, Going Beyond, p329]  [32:  Mathijsen, Going Beyond, p329
] 



Background
Paranormal investigation as it is recognised today, also referred to as ghost hunting, began to emerge in the mid-twentieth century. As academic investigation became focussed on parapsychology laboratories where claims of ESP and PK could be tested in controlled conditions, research into ‘spontaneous cases’ of paranormal phenomena, such as hauntings, was taken up by amateur enthusiasts.[footnoteRef:33] In 2002, Most Haunted, the first reality TV show based on paranormal investigations, was broadcast for the first time in England. Annette Hill has documented the subsequent explosion in popularity of paranormal TV and media which was quickly followed by an exponential growth in active ghost-hunting.[footnoteRef:34] Winsper et al. estimate that by 2006 there were 1,200 amateur ghost hunting groups in Britain.[footnoteRef:35] By 2015, Eaton reports over 3,000 such groups teams operating in the United States. Such has been the influence of paranormal television, that it is argued the techniques of modern paranormal research owe far more to Most Haunted than the traditions of the SPR.[footnoteRef:36]  [33:  juengling]  [34:  (A. Hill 2011). Hill, Annette 2011 Paranormal Media: Audiences, Spirits and Magic in Popular Culture. New York: Routledge]  [35:  Winsper, Ann, Steven Parsons, and Ciaran J. O’Keeffe 2008 Have the Lunatics Taken Over the (Haunted) Asylum? Paper presented at the Meeting of the Society for Psychical Research and the Parapsychological Association, Winchester, UK, August 17 CITED IN Michele Hanks, Between Electricity and Spirit: Paranormal Investigation and the Creation of Doubt in England, 2016, American Anthropologist Vol. 118, No. 4, pp. 811–823]  [36:  (Marc A. Eaton, "Give us a Sign of Your Presence": Paranormal Investigation as a Spiritual Practice Author(s): Source: Sociology of Religion, Vol. 76, No. 4 (WINTER 2015), pp. 389-412)] 

My own interest in the paranormal began as a child when, on a rainy summer holiday in the South West of England, I was bought a copy of Peter Underwood’s Ghost of Cornwall. I have had an interest in ghost stories and folklore, ever since. However, it was not until more recently, whilst working at The Museum of Somerset in Taunton, that I began to explore the subject more fully. I was tasked with developing a ghost tour of the museum, which is housed within Taunton Castle, a historic site the earliest parts of which date to the twelfth century. Alongside researching historic ghost stories, I was surprised to learn that a colleague on the project, someone I had thought to be a confirmed rationalist, had, over the course of their life, had a number of profound paranormal experiences. Intrigued, I subsequently joined my colleague as a participant on two commercial ghost hunts and began to research the paranormal more closely. I joined ASSAP and attended their annual conference, on the theme of paranormal investigation, at the University of the West of England in 2017. As such, I have developed a degree of insider knowledge that undoubtedly proved useful in conducting this study. For example, I am aware of some of the common hypotheses for haunting phenomena and have at least a basic knowledge of some of the technological equipment that ghost hunters use. That I am open-minded about the nature of ghost experiences, I believe, helped me to gain the trust of prospective participants for this project. However, I am not a ghost hunter, nor a member of any paranormal investigation groups, and I am wary of anyone who claims certainty about the nature of the paranormal. Online research of paranormal groups and forums, led me to suspect I might encounter a good many entrenched positions within the paranormal community, perhaps suspicious of an outside academic wishing to study them. However, what I encountered were curious, open-minded people, happy to share their experiences, talk about their beliefs and be honest and open about how much they have left to learn about phenomena they find both fascinating and frustrating.


Methodology
[bookmark: _Hlk71881924]Researchers such as Eaton, Hanks, Juengling, Thun and Voss, have undertaken anthropological studies of paranormal investigators and ghost-hunting groups by embedding themselves within those communities, often for extended periods, observing and participating in their investigations, conducting both informal and in-depth interviews and conducting surveys.[footnoteRef:37] The present work is of much smaller scale and scope than those studies. It was undertaken during the early months of 2021 during which England was in the midst of a nationwide lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic, with restrictions imposed on meetings and travel, and with most communal activity, including paranormal investigation, brought to a halt.  The research methods available to me, therefore, were similarly restricted. In order to attain as full an understanding of the subject as possible within this restricted framework, a mixed method of interviews and questionnaires was adopted. A qualitative approach was sought, which many researchers have identified as being most suitable when exploring participants’ beliefs and experiences, including by researchers within the paranormal community.[footnoteRef:38]  [37:  Eaton, Hanks, Juengling, Thun and Voss]  [38:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage, 2020); Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Projects (London: Open University Press, 2018); https://jerome23.wordpress.com/2011/12/12/why-everything-we-think-we-know-about-ghosts-is-probably-wrong/0] 

Henock, Hunter & Bailey suggest that, when working with in-depth interviews, only a few participants are required.[footnoteRef:39] I therefore focused interviews on members of one group of amateur paranormal investigators based in South West England. Participants for interview were sought via a ‘gatekeeper’, a relative of a friend, who I knew was involved in a paranormal group. They agreed to be interviewed and to put me in touch with other members of the group. An invitation was subsequently put out via the group’s private social media channels and four people volunteered to be interviewed. To comply with Covid-19 restrictions, interviews were conducted online. The interviewees names, Jackie, Caroline, Chloe, and Steph, are pseudonyms, assigned to preserve their anonymity.  [39:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage, 2020)] 

[bookmark: _Hlk66732723]As recommended by Bell and Waters, questionnaires were used to support the interview findings by providing an overview of beliefs in the wider community of paranormal investigators.[footnoteRef:40] A mix of qualitative and quantitative questions were constructed, largely drawn from a survey devised by Stephanie Juengling as part of her Doctoral thesis, exploring the ethnography of paranormal research teams in Florida.[footnoteRef:41] However, as Juengling’s study was much larger in scope than mine I focussed on only sections II and III of Junengling’s survey as the basis of my questionnaire. Some of the questions were removed or adapted to make them more relevant to the scope of my study. In these cases, questions were constructed with reference to The Society for Psychical Research’s ‘Guidance notes of Investigators of Spontaneous Cases’.[footnoteRef:42] Questionaries were conducted anonymously using Google Forms. Initially a link to the questionnaire was sent to paranormal groups in Somerset, Devon, and Cornwall, found via on-line and social media searches. My intention had been to focus the study on South West England, but it became apparent that some groups had shared the link beyond their own membership, with the result that responses were received from investigators across the country. It is not felt that this has been detrimental to the study, although it did result in the completion of 40 questionnaires, twice the anticipated number. [40:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Projects (London: Open University Press, 2018)]  [41:  Stephanie Juengling “I Am Exposed to Not Only the Paranormal, But the Deepest Secrets of Individuals’ Lives”: An Ethnography of Florida Paranormal Research Teams (Gainesville: University of Florida, 2018)]  [42:  Steven T. Parsons, Guidance Notes for Investigators of Spontaneous cases: Apparitions, Hauntings, Poltergeists and Similar Phenomena (London: Society for Psychical Research, 2018)] 

 The results of the interviews and questionnaires were subsequently subjected to narrative analysis. Rather than testing a hypothesis, a Grounded Theory approach was adopted, based on the coding of the questionnaire responses and interview transcriptions, in order to identify common themes and patterns.[footnoteRef:43] These themes were then compared with the findings of previous studies, in an attempt to draw conclusions from the research, regarding the beliefs and motivations of the participants about the phenomena they investigate. [43:  Monique Hennink, Inge Hutter, Ajay Bailey, Qualitative Research Methods (London: Sage, 2020); Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing Your Research Projects (London: Open University Press, 2018)] 


Findings 
Religion and the paranormal
One of the most immediately striking findings of the study, was the participants’ attitudes to religion. Of the four interviewees, only Jackie describes herself as religious. Of the others, Steph is the most emphatic: ‘Definitely don't believe in heaven and hell; don't believe in God; not religious at all!” 
Caroline cautiously describes herself as being ‘more spiritual. You know, I love going out into nature but I don't worship a deity. I don't subscribe to guides and gatekeepers and shamanic Red Indians, people that are telling you stuff. I believe that's all a construct of your own superconsciousness.’ Chloe too initially responds to the question of whether she is religious with a definite ‘No’, before pausing and qualifying the statement: ‘I think if anything, I’m sort of a religious shopper. I just pick things out of different places and kind of make my own little thing. I don't necessarily believe in one religion.’
Figure 1 illustrates how these opinions are echoed by the responses to the questionnaire. 31 of 40 respondents disagreed to some extent with the statement ‘I consider myself to be religious’, of which twenty strongly disagreed. Additionally, only 13 respondents answered positively to the statement, ‘I consider myself to be spiritual’, with six agreeing strongly. 


Fig.1. Responses from questionnaire participants to the statements, ‘I consider myself to be religious’ and ‘I consider myself to be spiritual’.



These are findings contrast with those of the majority of North American studies. Based on Canadian research, for example, Orenstein suggests a positive correlation between conventional religious and paranormal belief, going so far as to suggest that paranormal beliefs are essentially religious in nature.[footnoteRef:44] Hirsch et al. found that almost a quarter of their participants interpreted their own ghost experiences within a religious framework, and, based on their observations of American ghost hunting teams, Baker and Bader propose a link specifically between religion and paranormal investigation.[footnoteRef:45] These contrasts are noteworthy but perhaps not entirely surprising. Romer, for example, has commented that ‘while many British ghosthunters are often disparaging about organised religion, many Americans have sharply different ideas.’[footnoteRef:46]  [44:  Alan Orenstein, Religion and Paranormal Belief, Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion , Jun., 2002, Vol. 41, No. 2 (Jun., 2002), pp. 301-311]  [45:  Michael Hirsch, Jammie Price, Meghan McDonald & Mahogany Berry, The Spectrum of Specters: Making Sense of Ghostly Encounters , Paranthropology: Journal of Anthropological Approaches to the Paranormal Vol. 5 No. 3 (July 2014 p 4-9; Baker, Joseph O., and Christopher D. Bader. 2014. "A Social Anthropology of Ghosts in Twenty-First Century America." Social Compass 61, no. 4]  [46:  Who Ya Gonna Call? The Problem with British Ghosthunting, Posted on July 28, 2019 by Chris Jensen Romerhttps://jerome23.wordpress.com/2019/07/28/who-ya-gonna-call-the-problem-with-british-ghosthunting/?fbclid=IwAR2sHZ3Ehni-FvkMarBlcSIkDhNa1zLPFot3scr9c8pi_YAQP_OfaODhtUM] 


What is a ghost?
Differences between British and American religious beliefs also seem to be at play when participants discuss the nature of ghosts. Jackie is a member of a spiritualist church, for her there is no doubt that the phenomena she investigates are the spirits of ‘people who have passed over’. She has numerous examples of her ability to ‘communicate with spirit’ from a young age, and over 30 years experience as an investigator have not changed her beliefs: 

I'm a religious person, I believe in life after death, you know. I've got the proof of that, I suppose, because I've always been able to speak to, to communicate with Spirit. For me it's a no brainer, you know. I've always believed it.

Jackie’s beliefs echo the findings from America, where Eaton equates paranormal investigators’ search for evidence of ghosts as necessarily a search for confirmation of life after death.[footnoteRef:47] Also, Voss’s work with ghost-hunters in the USA displays assumptions, on the part of his participants, that the phenomena they investigate are indicative of spirit-survival.[footnoteRef:48]  [47:  (Marc A. Eaton, "Give us a Sign of Your Presence": Paranormal Investigation as a Spiritual Practice Author(s): Source: Sociology of Religion, Vol. 76, No. 4 (WINTER 2015), pp. 389-412)]  [48:  Ehler Voss, ‘Hospitality and Proof: Human Mediums, Technical Media, and Controversial Knowledge in Ghost Hunting Practices in the United States’, in Mattering the Paranormal. Technologies and the Realm of the Unseen, ed by Diana Espirito Santo and Jack Hunter (London: Routledge, 2021), pp.132-152] 

However, the understanding of ghosts as almost synonymous with notions of afterlife, is a minority view of participants in my own research. From within the ghost hunting community, Parsons argues that ‘there is little to indicate ghosts are visions of the returning dead. They may equally well be hallucinations, anomalies of time and space or something else entirely.’[footnoteRef:49] McCue has detailed some of the numerous theories of hauntings and ghost experiences, which Romer condenses into four of the most common hypotheses, which he describes as follows: [49:  Parsons, Steve, Ghostology: The Art of the Ghost Hunter, Hove: White Crow Books, 2015, (kindle Version)  ] 


The Spirit Hypothesis (that ghosts are “dead guys”), Recording Hypotheses (ghosts are “recordings trapped in an environment and replayed when the conditions are right”), the Sceptical Hypothesis (ghosts are “mis-perceptions, hallucinations, misinterpretation or downright hoaxes”) and perhaps surprisingly the Daimonic Hypothesis (ghosts are non-coporeal yet non-human intelligences, such as faeries, angels, djinn, extra-dimensional entities, or demons). [footnoteRef:50] [50:  Peter A. McCue THEORIES OF HAUNTING: A CRITICAL OVERVIEW Published in The Journal of the Society for Psychical Research, Vol 661, Number 866, January 2002, 1-21; Why Everything We Think We Know About Ghosts Is (Probably!) Wrong, Posted on December 12, 2011 by Chris Jensen Romer, https://jerome23.wordpress.com/2011/12/12/why-everything-we-think-we-know-about-ghosts-is-probably-wrong/] 


Thirty-nine questionnaire respondents answered the question, ‘In your opinion, what is a ghost?’ Figure 2 shows the range of terms used to answer, and how they fit with Romer’s categorisation. Categories were also assigned for respondents who answered, in some way, that they did not know, and for answers which did not comfortably fit the framework. Figure 3 then shows the frequency with which these broader hypotheses where referenced.

	Spirit
	Recording
	Sceptical
	Daimonic
	Unknown
	Other

	Soul
	Playback
	Thought Forms
	Disembodied Entity
	Unknown
	Energy (Non-Specific)

	Someone
	Replay
	Unproven
	Non-Human Entity
	Undecided
	

	Spirit
	Residual Energy
	All in the mind
	
	
	

	Spirit (as distinct from a Ghost)
	Echo
	Sceptical
	
	
	

	
	Imprint
	Wishful Thinking
	
	
	

	
	Projection
	
	
	
	

	
	Recording
	
	
	
	

	
	Remnant 
(with no consciousness)
	
	
	
	




INSERT GRAPH

In comparison with findings from North America, the Spirit Hypothesis, can be seen to be much less popular amongst the investigators who took part in this study. Versions of the Recording hypothesis are a more popular interpretation.

Two/Three questionnaire respondents, specifically highlighted a differences between spirits and ghosts, Respondent No.? writes that:  

A ghost in my opinion is like a loop recording of an image playing over and over. I don’t think ghosts have intelligence. Spirits are, in my opinion, that energy, that soul that maintains intelligence, and has as much a desire to contact us as we have to communicate with them.

For Caroline, there is a distinct difference between an intelligent spirit and a residual haunting which she describes as, ‘an extreme event or extreme emotion that gets imprinted into a building and then and then replays.’ In her experience, ‘nine times out of 10 it is residual. It's just energy imprints that have been replayed. It's like, you know, you've put on Netflix and you're streaming Stranger Things basically.’ For Chloe, however, the difference between these residual energy and spiritual energies is less distinct.  

I believe in people’s energies, and kind of like their spirit, they’re kind of imprinted if that makes sense. So, I kind of believe that there is that energy still left when the physical person isn't there anymore. 

Later she tells me, ‘I don't really believe that you’ve just got like the souls of people walking around. I think it's more kind of just like the energy of people; what they’ve left.’

Science
Hanks has noted paranormal investigators difficulties’ in defining the substance of ghosts, observing that many of the investigators she studied in England avoid speaking about soul or spirit, preferring to couch their interpretations of ghost phenomena in ‘the language of energy’.[footnoteRef:51] For many, of Hanks participants, this terminology is framed in reference to science, a trend mirrored in my own research. Caroline frequently interprets her experiences of the paranormal in terms of quantum physics. For example, [51:  Michele Hanks, Between Electricity and Spirit: Paranormal Investigation and the Creation of Doubt in England, 2016, American Anthropologist Vol. 118, No. 4, pp. 811–823,] 


Energy is there. It can't be destroyed or created. It's there, it just transfers into a different setting. And I think that's what happens to the energy of the human person. Whether you want to call it the soul or the personality, the spark of life, whatever you call it. I think that's what happens to us. The energy doesn't die, it just goes to a different form.

The popular image of ghost hunters, as seen from the TV programmes such as Most Haunted, is of them employing a range of technological equipment to measure things such as Electro-Magnetic Fields (EMF), believed by many to be associated with ghost phenomena, and Ghost or Spirit Boxes, supposed to enable communication with spirits via Electronic Voice Phenomena (EVP).[footnoteRef:52] However, although such devices are clearly still popular with many investigators, the questionnaire data suggests that this may be diminishing. Of forty people who responded to the question, ‘What do you consider the most important tools or techniques that you use on investigations?’, only one mentioned an EMF reader and two mentioned a Ghost Box or Spirit Box. The most popular responses were audio and video recording equipment each with ten responses, followed by pen or pencil, note pad, and common sense, each with six responses. Caroline emphasis that the use of scientific equipment is not as an aid to locate or identify paranormal phenomena. [52:  Parsons, Steve, Ghostology: The Art of the Ghost Hunter, Hove: White Crow Books, 2015] 


We have a lot of scientific equipment. We have a lot of atmosphere measuring devices and they are not look for spirits, they are to, actually, you know, debunk. So it's, ‘OK, you've got an extremely high EMF going on here, so this is going to cause feelings of being watched, anxiety and stuff like that’. We have a sound engineer as a member of the team and he brings all his equipment and he measures for infrasound and stuff like that. But we are we are looking for the normal rather than the paranormal.

The questionnaire data shows a desire on the part of the majority of participants to explain the phenomena they investigate within scientific means. Twenty-one of forty questionnaire respondents were members of ASSAP and 25% were members of SPR, both organisations that encourage a scientific approach to engaging with the unexplained. Caroline also emphasises the use of various experiments the group undertake to test the veracity of phenomena, such as the use of a Faraday Cage designed to protect audio recording equipment from interference when testing for Electronic Voice Phenomena (EVP).  Such techniques, however, have been heavily criticised by scholars such as Sharon Hill whose own research suggests that despite their claims to being scientific, paranormal investigators, ‘do not practice rigorous scientific methods, do not understand basic scientific concepts, misuse jargon and have a very basic or incorrect interpretation of scientific methods and concepts.[footnoteRef:53] [53:  (Juengling p47)] 

Nevertheless, all the investigators who took part in the study, displayed a sincerity in questioning their own experiences, to discount all natural explanations, and attempt to adopt a more scientific approach. The questionnaire data also suggests a trend to become more sceptical about paranormal phenomena as people become more experienced in investigating. Thirty-four of the forty respondents said that their opinions or understanding of paranormal phenomena have changed since they began investigating. Of these, twenty-eight specifically refer to becoming more sceptical, and more ready to debunk evidence of the paranormal rather than to believe it unquestioningly. This is expressed most succinctly by one respondent who writes, ‘When I started out, I was young and believed in the paranormal. Only through experience of being an investigator did I eventually become more sceptical.’

What is going on?
Despite this trend towards scepticism, however, very few, if any of the respondents can be seen to be entirely materialistic in their understanding of the nature of the paranormal.  Only ??? questionnaire respondents answer that debunking alleged phenomena is a primary objective for investigating. In contrast ??? describe finding proof or evidence of such phenomena to be a primary objective; but proof and evidence of what? For the majority (?) there is a belief that there is ‘something  else going on’. I asked Steph if she could identify what she believed about her experiences of the paranormal. 

Honest answer, I don't really know. I guess. I believe there's something around us. I don't know whether that is like [pause] whether it's some sort of another dimension, or whether it is actually a spirit person there, or whether it's kind of like an imprint of energy. I can't tell you. 

Later she expresses a belief that there is ‘something going on beyond which we understand.’ 
This sentiment is echoed by Caroline, for whom paranormal encounters as a child provided an understanding that, ‘there's something going on in this world that's not of the norm’, a sense that continues to motivate her investigations. She tells me, ‘I don't think everything has been discovered. There's a lot that scientists don't know.’ Later in our conversation she reiterates this. ‘I think there's definitely more to be explored. What we call the paranormal is normal. It's just we don't understand it yet.’
This chimes with Eaton’s observation that, to some extent, all the American investigators he interviewed ‘asserted that the afterlife could be scientifically proven’.[footnoteRef:54]  Similarly, claims to being scientific are, for a number of participants in this study, couched in the belief that, although the phenomena they are investigating are beyond current scientific understanding, eventually science will ‘catch-up’ and the paranormal will be proved to be ‘normal’ [54:  (Eaton p 406).] 

One questionnaire respondent highlights this difficulty. This respondent has investigated the paranormal for 38 years, having previously investigated with their father. They have subsequently studied both physics and psychology to degree level. They write,

I can usually explain 90 percent of reported phenomena. Nearly everything I have investigated can be explained using conventional science, whilst also acknowledging that I have since experienced some things that I can’t explain. There is a gap in our science. The universe is not as it seems.

There is a strong belief amongst many investigators then, that ‘something else is going on’ in the world, for which our current scientific paradigm may be inadequate to explain. Sociological studies have suggested that people turn to paranormal interpretations for phenomena, having become ‘dissatisfied with scientific and religious explanations’.[footnoteRef:55] Bader et al. have written of paranormal beliefs as being ‘dually rejected’, by both science and mainstream religion.[footnoteRef:56] A possible alternative interpretation might be that it is the limitations of science and religion which have been rejected by those investigating the paranormal. The majority of investigators who took part in this research have rejected religious orthodoxy but also find current mainstream science lacking as a means of explaining the paranormal phenomena they investigate.  [55:  Eaton p392]  [56:  Christopher D. Bader, F. Carson Mencken, and Joseph D. Baker, Paranormal America: Ghost Encounters, UFO Sightings, Bigfoot Hunts, and Other Curiosities in Religion and Culture. New York University Press, 2010. p. 24] 

Such attitudes are reminiscent of those of Charles Fort, who devoted his career to researching phenomena which had been ignored by both religion and science. Fort proposed that, just as science had superseded religion, a new ‘Dominant’ framework, which he termed Intermediatism, would emerge. Intermediatism would be inclusive of anomalous or unexplained phenomena,  ‘no longer rejecting them, but embracing them, taking them seriously as part of the nature and process of reality’.[footnoteRef:57] Hunter has  proposed extending Fort’s thinking into the realm of ontology, cautioning against assuming that  what ‘we already know what is really real’.[footnoteRef:58] Similarly, Kripal has argued that a third way of understanding all phenomena, ‘is preferable to religious belief or pure mechanistic rationalism’.[footnoteRef:59] Although not couched in such philosophical language, a number of participants in this study seem to be exploring this Intermediate terrain, using paranormal investigation as a vehicle to do so.  [57:  Jack Hunter, Intermediatism and the Study of Religion,  Paranthropology: Journal of Anthropological Approaches to the Paranormal Vol. 7. No.1, July 2016, p 52]  [58:  Ibid!!]  [59:  Jeffrey J. Kripal, The Flip: Who You Really Are and Why It Matters, London Penguin (23 April 2020). p.17 ] 

In this way, their activities support Laycock’s argument that part of the appeal of the paranormal is the fact that there are no definite answers. It therefore creates a space ‘for intellectual ‘‘play’’ and an antidote to the disenchanted realm of discursive knowledge’.[footnoteRef:60] As one questionnaire respondent writes, ‘part of that motivation is dealing with something you have never come across before’. [60:  Joseph P. Laycock, Approaching the Paranormal, Nova Religio: The Journal of Alternative and Emergent Religions , Vol. 18, No. 1 (Aug., 2014), p. 10-11] 


[bookmark: _Hlk70967914]Acceptance
Whereas Thun’s fieldwork amongst Californian ghost hunters ultimately concluded that the practice represented a search for truth, for some of my participants, this exploration of the unknown is a profoundly personal quest.[footnoteRef:61] [61:  Tore Thun, 2013 "I Am Not Sure what is Real, Or what My Mind Wants to be Real": A Study on Epistemology among Ghost Hunters in Northern California. Ph.D. dissertation, Norwegian University of Science and Technology] 

‘I think looking for answers is too grand an objective. This is actually quite an intimate occupation’ explains one questionnaire respondent. Another is seeking only, ‘enough evidence that I’m convinced’. The motivations of another respondent are, ‘purely personal, I hope to learn from each location.’ Caroline explains the range of beliefs amongst members of the South West group:

We have a wide range of beliefs and a wide range of ideas and stuff. And it's a unique group in a way, because we accommodate all of them. There's no cliquiness: ‘Oh well, you can't believe that, I believe this’, sort of thing. It's all very inclusive. 

The presence of varied beliefs within the group contrasts with the work of Markovsky and Thye who, in laboratory conditions, found evidence of specific paranormal beliefs resulting from ‘social influence processes in inter-personal settings’.[footnoteRef:62] Chloe believes the mix of approaches is one of the group’s strengths: ‘We have the people who kind of get really involved and then you've got people that kind of just sit back a little bit and kind of like observe everything and just take everything. So I think it's a good mix.’ [62:  Barry Markovsky and Shane R. Thye, SOCIAL INFLUENCE ON PARANORMAL BELIEFS Author(s Source: Sociological Perspectives , Vol. 44, No. 1 (Spring 2001), p.21] 

Trust is important to enable this successful dynamic. As Jackie says, ‘it's actually very hard to find a genuine group to join.’ Steph relates her first meeting with the South West group: 

I had an instant trust towards them. I don't know what it is. I guess you can read people quite well and I just instantly thought that these people, I can trust them, like they seem genuine. But I'm still gonna watch him like a hawk!

She goes on to explain that the subsequent investigation was ‘quite boring… like nothing really happened,’ and that this lack of activity made it easier to trust the group’s motives and methods. With trust and acceptance in place, the act of investigation can, therefore, presents a safe arena for exploring beliefs about unexplained phenomena.


Conclusion
The findings of this study, when compared with the works of Juengling, Voss, Thun, and Eaton suggest significant differences between the beliefs of paranomal investigators working in Britain and the USA.(REFS) There appears to be far less acceptance of mainstream religion amongst British investigators than has been reported in America.  Indeed, the findings are so stark that is tempting to suggest a possible negative corelation between mainstream religion and parnormal investigation in the UK. However, further work, on a larger scale would be needed to confirm this. The rejection of religion by most participants, appears to play a part in the relative lack of support for the understanding of ghosts as the surviving spirits of the deceased, in favour of alternative hypotheses such as those relating to ideas of residual energy, termed by Romer as the Recording Hypothesis. Again, this is a significant difference with the USA where previous studies suggest that the concept of ghosts is almost synonymous with notions of spirit survival or afterlife.(REFS) These differences justify Juengling’s suggestion of widening the geographical scope of anthropological study of paranormal investigation teams, in an attempt to better understand expressions of the non-empirical in Western society.
The findings do concur with Hanks’ observation that paranormal investigators in England find ‘belief’ to be an inadequate way of engaging with the paranormal.(REF) For the majority of participants, paranormal investigation is not really about ‘belief’ at all. Rather, it is a forum for exploring a range of ideas about unexplained phenomena and the true nature of reality. Despite the attempts of many investigators to seek empirical evidence of the paranormal, and to operate within scientific laws, ultimately, such ideas often exist beyond the limitations of both science and religion, and enter the realms of Fort’s Intermediatism and Hunter’s Ontological Flooding.(REF)  The openness, acceptance, and trust expressed by the interviewees who took part in this study, makes the experience of paranormal investigation  a safe arena in which these ideas can be played out and explored. 
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