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Abstract

In this thesis | argue the case for a revised epistemology that will enable medical practice to
understand more fully the relevance and validity of Spirit Release Therapy (SRT), as a
clinical approach to releasing alleged discarnate spirits from the living, in its application for

the treatment of a wide range of psychological and physiological disorders.

SRT is a modern clinical alternative to religious exorcism for the release of spirit entities
from patients that has been emerging in psychiatry and clinical psychology since the early
part of the twentieth century, especially in North and South America and in Western
Europe. In contrast to positivist scientific assumptions that spirits are created in the minds
of the superstitious or the mentally ill, SRT finds earthbound spirits of the deceased that
are found to be attached in some way to the living. It treats these spirits with equal
compassion to those presenting patients who are unwilling hosts to them. This
compassionate approach of SRT contrasts with that of the Roman Catholic tradition which
casts out spirits deemed to be ‘evil’ using its Rite of Exorcism. The general reaction from
modern medicine to the proposition that spirits exist, is to reject it because there is no
scientific framework that can accommodate it. Although there is no consensus within the
Christian tradition that affirms the existence of autonomous spirits (with many believing in
the reality of spirits and evil as symbolic and not metaphysical truths), the Catholic tradition
relies on faith and non-rational beliefs in its justification for the eradication of what it

consequently regards as inherently diabolical entities.

There is therefore a dichotomy between modern medicine and religious belief, but | shall
argue that the gulf between these opposing positions can be bridged through an
epistemological approach that is both grounded in subjective experience and validated by
scientific enquiry. In this thesis | examine the relevance of this epistemological approach to
the reality of spirit possession (and the practical procedures adopted in SRT for the possible
dispossession of spirits) through an analysis of the conceptual framework and scientific
methods of Frederic Myers (1843-1901), the 19" century researcher and co-founder of the

Society for Psychical Research.

In Part | of this thesis | place spirit possession in a Western social and cultural context
where | discuss the contemporary attitudes to spirit possession, which are themselves

expressed and reinforced by an epistemology that is grounded in the empiricism of the



social sciences, anthropology, psychiatry and the scientific study of beliefs. Part Il explains
Myers’ Ch century methods and theories that challenge positivistic empiricism and Part Il
seeks to update these methods and theories within a 21% century context where they are
applied to various enigmatic case studies that challenge modern psychiatry and clinical
psychology. | have adopted this structure in order first to highlight some of the deficiencies
of current scientific methods in making sense of spirit possession and second to raise
important questions that remain unanswered by mainstream psychology, thereby further

illuminating the limitations of the epistemological grounding of this discipline.
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INTRODUCTION

Possession, Exorcism and Spirit Release Therapy

Bridging the gap between religious experience and scientific
enquiry and the need for a revised epistemology

This thesis explores the contribution made by Frederic Myers to our understanding of one
of the most profound of spiritual experiences, the possession of an individual by a spirit
entity that can be perceived as benevolent or malign, creative or destructive, healthy or
unhealthy. Spirit Release Therapy (SRT), which | explain more fully below, can be used as a
method of intervention to relieve individuals of the influence of unhealthy spirit influences
that are often attributed to the earthbound spirits of the deceased. It is comprised of an
eclectic mix of secular and spiritual concepts and procedures that are not dependent on
traditional psychiatric models of mental health care, or religious exorcism, but are
complimentary to them. The experience of SRT therapists, together with the theoretical
concepts and experimental methods of Frederic W.H. Myers, provide spirit possession and
exorcism with a dimension that previous anthropological, theological and medical methods

and theories lack.

In Part | of this thesis | will highlight the general problems that Western society has with the
concept of spirit possession, and where sociological and observation-led ethnographic
research reinforce society’s tendency to perceive possession as a remnant of outmoded
superstitious beliefs. | will examine the methodologies currently used by the social sciences
and psychological research into beliefs in the paranormal to outline the epistemological
foundations that underpin contemporary research methods, and to highlight some of their

deficiencies.

In Part Il, | introduce Myers’ expanded conceptual framework and experimental methods
that address those deficiencies identified in Part I. Part Ill applies the conceptualisations,
methods and theories of Myers, together with the findings of contemporary science into

the nature of consciousness and psi phenomena to the problem of spirit possession.

Perceptual Differences between Science and Religion

Different scientific disciplines approach the study of the natural world from an
epistemological foundation that is grounded in the empirical data presented to them. This

gives rise to their respective perspectives, or world-views. Similarly, different religious



traditions and practices have their own epistemologies that are grounded more in a belief
or faith, or very often in subjective experiences. Therefore, it may be concluded that the
topics of possession and exorcism will elicit different responses that are dependent on
epistemology and general perceptions. The positivistic sciences that study the physical
world we inhabit are not able to acknowledge unseen determinants of human behaviour
such as volition (that is deliberate intention or the exercising of free will), and yet there are
people who believe in the existence of an alternate reality or a transcendent realm that is
beyond the physical space-time continuum. There is a perceptual schism between the
monism® of mechanistic science and the dualism? of religious faith that has fluctuated in its
divergence and convergence since the emergence of the scientific enlightenment in the
17" and 18" centuries. Scientific enquiry claims to be objective, and yet, as individuals we

have subjective experiences that are difficult to quantify objectively.

However, there are those individuals who have a religious faith in the transcendent and
who are also scientists, and there are other scientists such as physicist Fritjof Capra (1992),
professor of astrophysics Victor Mansfield (2002) and cellular biologist Bruce Lipton (2010)
(to name but a few) who have had personal mystical, spiritual or religious experiences that
have radically altered their beliefs and given them knowledge of the transcendent. Personal
experience has its impact on the beliefs and perceptions of scientists just as much as non-
scientists and a recurring theme that has emerged from my research is the importance of

personal experience in explaining the concept of possession and how it is perceived.

In this thesis | will show that there is growing evidence that the chasm between scientific
knowledge and religious belief is closing, and the proposition for a ‘Science of Religions’ put
forward by William James in Varieties of Religious Experience (1902, p. 489) seems to be

coming to fruition.

Contemporary enquiry into the nature of consciousness has matured into a recognised
science (Radin, 1997, 2006; Targ, 2004; Tart, 2000), but the general impression gained from
its enquiry is that investigators believe they are discovering something new. What they are
discovering is not new at all, but has its origins in a concept that is common to all religious

and spiritual traditions throughout history. Religious mystics have been teaching us for

! Monism is the idea that the universe is comprised only of matter.

? Dualism is the idea that mind and matter are different.
http://www.philosophyonline.co.uk/pom/pom_monism_and_dualism.htm
Accessed on 20/01/2012
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centuries that there is a realm beyond the physical, and Mr Frederic W.H. Myers, together
with his colleagues at the Society for Psychical Research (SPR), set out in the late
nineteenth century to prove its existence by using those scientific methods that were
available to them at that time. This thesis sets out to examine those theories and methods
of Myers that have been lost, ignored, derided or forgotten by modern science, and
resituate them in their proper place: in the scientific enquiry into the spiritual nature of

man and the fundamental nature of the human mind.

Psychiatry historian Henri Ellenberger (1970) has argued that the fashions of scientific
enquiry are dependent on the socio-political climate that prevails at the time that new
discoveries are made. It could further be argued that there is a tension between the need
for science to maintain its rigid epistemological foundations that are grounded in the
consensus of materialistic positivism and the need for its assumptions and empirical
methods to be challenged. Myers’ research challenged the positivistic epistemology of 19™
century science, but he was working against a tide that he was unable to overcome at that
time. Whether the socio-political climate is conducive to paradigm shifts in scientific
enquiry or not, should not in my view, detract from the objectivity of science. There is
scientific evidence to support the hypothesis that consciousness survives the death of the
body, that consciousness is fundamental, and that there is a constant interactive
relationship between the two worlds of the conscious awareness and the spiritual. This
thesis brings this scientific evidence into the controversial arena of spirit possession and

mental health.

The pragmatic clinical approach and positive therapeutic outcomes of Spirit Release
Therapy supported and reinforced by the conceptual framework of Frederic Myers can help
us to understand more fully the difficult relationship between the spiritual and the physical

domains of human experience.

It is with this understanding that the emergent spiritual psychiatry now being practised by
an increasing number of psychiatrists (Cook, Powell & Sims, 2009; Fenwick, 2009; Powell &
MacKenna, 2009; Sims & Cook, 2009; Clarke, 2008; 2010) can be validated and
incorporated into a viable and acceptable scientific conceptual framework that can make
better sense of spirit possession. | shall show how the concepts of SRT and Myers can be
integrated into a scientific model that incorporates both the physical and the non-physical

spiritual mind.



What is Possession and Exorcism?

In contrast to the monism of mechanistic science, every culture and religious belief system
throughout history has its traditional beliefs of spirit possession in some form or other with
corresponding rituals for the release or exorcism of spirit entities (Carus, 1900; Lewis,
2003). Christianity, for instance, has its angels, devils and demons (although the majority of
modern so-called Christians probably do not believe they really exist), Islam has its Jinns
and the Hindus have a variety of evil spirits.®> As we shall see ‘possession’ is an imprecise
term with a variety of definitions. It can mean being possessed by a spirit of either good or
evil intent or being possessed by an idea that is particularly compelling or obsessive, as we
find in the common expression: ‘What possessed him to do that?’” Where obsessive
compulsive disorder (OCD) is the psychiatric term for irrational, ritualistic behaviour (APA,
2004, p. 456), obsession was the term adopted in Catholic theology to differentiate
between the somnambulist form of possession, where the subject loses consciousness of
his self, and the milder, lucid form of spirit influence where there is no such loss
(Ellenberger, 1970, p. 14). Yet another form of possession is where one person has such a
strong emotional attachment to another to the degree that they have no free will. See
Crabtree (1985, pp.166-170) for an example of possession by family members, and for
examples of possession by a group-mind (ibid, pp.171-179). A possessor need not be in
close proximity to the possessed for their influence and spiritual presence to be no less

powerful (Baldwin, 1995, p. 255).

The modern use of the word possessed within the context of a compelling, irrational
motivation is a residual use left over from the medieval period when it was commonly
thought that most, if not all, destructive behaviour was caused by possession or influence
from the devil: ‘Possession was an idiom that was a part of the cultural vocabulary of early

modern people’ (Sluhovsky, 2007, p.15).

A primary theme of this thesis is the difficulty in discernment * between autogenic (that is
self-created) thought-forms, pseudo (imagined) possession, and authentic possession or
spirit influence. Within the realm of abnormal psychology the autogenic thought form is a
concept that Pierre Janet ascribed as the ‘fixed idea’ (Janet, 1976, p. 596), which is an

essential component in his dissociation theory of hysteria. Thus Janet writes:

* There is a vast literature on the phenomenology of spirit possession in all its forms, and the
prospect of a full review of all the literature is far beyond the scope of this thesis.

* Discernment is a term that originates in and is specifically applied to the differentiation between
different kinds of spirits. See Sluhovsky (2007), Baglio (2009) and Caciola (2003).



Hypothetically we may say that such fixed ideas are dangerous because they are no
longer under the control of the personality, because they belong to a group of
phenomena which have passed beyond the dominion of the conscious will (ibid, p.
596).

It is unfortunate that there is no academic forum (yet) where modern practitioners of SRT
can present their findings for peer review, but one of the most common forms of
possession being experienced by individuals is that of the self-created thought form that
can take on demonic characteristics. Pierre Janet’s case of ‘Achille’ (1894) is one of those
cases that can provide a model for understanding the concept of the self-created demon.
Janet’s case of Achille provides a foundation for those clinicians who specialise in the
treatment of Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID), (which was formerly known as Multiple
Personality Disorder [MPD]), and reinforces the theory that all cases of possession are
autogenic. Once we have understood the concept of possession within the scientific
framework of Myers, we will be in a position to demonstrate that not all cases of
possession are autogenic, and to assume that they are can result in the misdiagnoses of
chronic mental illnesses that are resistant to traditional psychiatric interventions. Janet’s
case of Achille provides us with an excellent example of how to deal with the demon,
whether it is autogenic or otherwise. Janet used hypnosis to cure his patient and rid him of
his demon.” Hypnosis is at the very core of Myers’ conceptual framework, and, as | shall
elucidate in Chapter 7, hypnosis is a method of exploration, experimentation and clinical
intervention that bridges scientific, psychological and religious interpretations of spirit

phenomenology.

The dangers of misdiagnosis are important considerations from opposite directions. In
Chapter 1, | cite extreme examples where care-givers who believed that children were
possessed were found guilty of child-abuse and murder. From 2002 to 2009 questions
arising from cases of serious child abuse became topical in the UK news media (La Fontaine,
2009). The failings of Social Services were in the spotlight as cases of children being
murdered by their primary caregivers were brought to trial. Eight-year-old Victoria Climbié
was murdered in 2000 and eight-year-old Child-B suffered serious abuse in 2005 (Barker,
2009, p. 2). Although not specifically reported in the news media as cases of suspected
spirit possession, these two cases were the consequence of beliefs that children can be

possessed by evil spirits and subsequently have the power to inflict harm and misfortune

>t may be contested that Achille’s demon could have been either autogenic or a real possessing
entity, and although this case would be of interest for discussion by itself, it is representative of the
dilemma facing clinicians and exorcists that | explore in Chapter 12.
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on others. Exorcism was seen by caregivers as the cure to expel the offending spirits, often

by violent means (La Fontaine, 2009, p. 117).

There is a danger that the news media are inclined towards pointing the finger of blame at
Social Services for their failure to protect children and criminalizing the abusive caregivers -
thereby taking any focus away from the possibility that there is something that needs to be
addressed within the social and religious belief systems of the perpetrators. La Fontaine’s
book, The Devil’s Children, brings these issues into sharp focus and it is for this same reason
that this thesis looks at possession and exorcism in Chapter 1 from a social science and
Western cultural perspective. The approach | have adopted is, | believe, an essential
precursor to examining the work of Myers and its significance in understanding Spirit

Release Therapy as a more effective social and therapeutic tool for mental health.

Where misguided beliefs in possession and exorcism on the part of both caregivers and
public services could continue to result in inappropriate methods of intervention, an
alternative understanding of the concept of spirit possession according to the scientific
framework of F.W.H. Myers will enable more appropriate methods of intervention to be

applied.

A sudden increase in reported cases of possession in the United States during the 1970s
and 80s was deemed the result of William Blatty’s film The Exorcist (1973) and his book of
the same name (1971). Cultural anthropologist Michael Cuneo (2001) explored the impact
on North American society of Blatty’s work and witnessed more than fifty exorcisms in his
investigation. Cuneo’s findings, which are also examined in Chapter 1, offer a
socio/cultural perspective on possession and exorcism, and make an important
contribution to our understanding of the impact of the entertainment industry and news

media reporting on such controversial and misunderstood topics.

Treatment Approaches to Spirit Possession

Broadly speaking, there are three basic methods that have been traditionally used for
treatment of the possessed. The first consists of trying to expel the spirit physically, by such
means as bleeding, beating, or whipping the patient (Ellenberger, 1970, p. 13). It is this first
method that was adopted by the caregivers in those cases cited by La Fontaine et al (2009).
The second method is to transfer the offending spirit to another body, usually an animal. °

The third form, and arguably the ‘most frequently applied’ (Ellenberger, 1970, p. 13) is

® As we see in the biblical example of Christ transferring devils to a herd of swine (Mathew, 8:32).
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religious exorcism, which is driving the spirit out by conjurations, prayer and ritual. It was

this third method that Cuneo sought to examine.

‘Exorcism’ ” is no less an imprecise term than ‘possession’. It has been used for any
prayerful act by a priest with the intention of releasing a demonic entity from a person or
place (Baglio, 2009, p. 35). The same word has been used for a procedure lasting minutes
and for one lasting weeks in which priests and others are involved in intense interaction

with a person or place thought to be possessed or harassed by evil spirits. ®

Modern Christian ministry recognises the problems created by inappropriate beliefs in
possession or suspicions that someone is experiencing some kind of paranormal activity
and in England there is a national information infrastructure in place that is administered at
diocesan level (Perry, 1987). According to Perry, the term ‘deliverance’ is adopted by the
Anglican Church in preference to exorcism, and those who are experiencing disturbing
psychic or spiritual phenomena are advised by Perry to contact their local parish priest,
who will present their case to the specialist spiritual investigation team, which comprises
deliverance ministers, psychiatrists and psychic investigators who will be able to advise a
course of action depending on whether the disturbance is deemed to be caused by mental

iliness, paranormal activity or genuine spirit manifestation. °

In addition to the above mentioned church initiatives, SRT is emerging as a collection of
methods and techniques used by an increasing number of practitioners in a variety of

professional therapeutic disciplines.

’ Derived from the Greek imperative exo to ‘get out’.

8 Examples of the first type can be found in eye witness accounts of the exorcisms performed by
highly successful exorcists such as Father Johann Gassner in 18" century Germany (Midelfort, 2005),
and in The Rite (Baglio, 2009, p. 222)where the daily prayers of contemporary exorcists are applied
in modern Rome. References to accounts of prolonged exorcisms may be found, amongst others, in
Possession and Exorcism (Naegeli-Osjord, 1988), in Multiple Man (Crabtree, 1985), and Glimpses of
the Devil (Peck, 2005). Detailed eye-witness accounts of these types of exorcism in modern times are
cited in Chapter 3 in order to highlight the extraordinary physical phenomena that challenge the
known laws of physics, and to place them into context with modern SRT methods of dealing with
less dramatic forms of spirit possession.

? Advice may be found on the website Deliverance Ministry run by Bishop Dominic Walker of the
Guild of St. Raphael: http://www.guild-of-st-raphael.org.uk/Deliverance%20Ministry.htm (accessed
on 13" April 2010).
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What is Spirit Release Therapy (SRT)? 10

Spirit Release Therapy is a term that is used by some practitioners, but not all, to describe
a treatment modality that has evolved from the pioneering clinical experience of medical
practitioners, psychiatrists and clinical psychologists who have encountered patients with
illnesses that have not responded to traditional psychotherapy or psychiatric methods.
Such pioneers have treated them successfully using their own intuition (described below)
and by responding to the expressed needs of the patient and those spirit entities that are
encountered in dialogue, rather than treating them according to predetermined theories
and the beliefs and assumptions of the therapist. SRT could therefore be described as a

person centred, or perhaps a ‘soul’ centred therapy (Zinser, 2010).

Each practitioner of SRT has his or her own definition of their practice, but in order to
introduce Spirit Release Therapy here | shall quote the definition offered by William

Baldwin who writes:

Spirit Releasement Therapy comes under the broad category of Transpersonal

Psychology methods, and is so named because it aims to release from the client /

patient / host, any disembodied consciousness of any sort (Baldwin, 1995, p. 207).
Baldwin coined the term ‘releasement’ instead of ‘release’ to differentiate the releasing of
spirits from other forms of release, but the term has not generally been adopted by other

practitioners because it is seen as an unnecessary complication in the meaning of the term.

Baldwin’s definition is a simple one, but it incorporates a very wide diversity of spirit
entities with the term ‘disembodied consciousness of any sort’, and it is part of the SRT
practitioner’s art and skill to uncover the type of spirit (or spirits) that are affecting the
patient."! In Baldwin’s definition he uses the word ‘consciousness’ that implies a direct
relationship between spirit and consciousness. A spirit can therefore be referred to as a
‘disembodied consciousness’. It is within the conceptual framework of Myers that the
relationship between consciousness and spirit is explored in more detail in Parts Il and Il of

this thesis.

%1 addition to Spirit Release Therapy, SRT is also used as an abbreviation for ‘Spirit Response
Therapy’, which was developed by Robert Detzler (1999) as a means of healing in the spiritual
domain by use of a dowsing pendulum. In this thesis the abbreviation ‘SRT’ is used primarily for
Spirit Release Therapy, although it can be taken to refer to either interpretation because they are
both used to release spirits from patients/clients. For a history of Spirit Response Therapy see
http://www.spiritualresponse.com/?page id=148. (Accessed on 2/7/11).

" The term ‘patient’ is more likely to be used by medical practitioners whereas the term ‘client’ may
be preferred by non-medical therapists.
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Definitions of Autonomous Spirit Entities

SRT practitioners who define spirit entities according to their orientation can be divided
loosely into three main groups: those practitioners who release spirit entities from places,
such as Archie Lawrie (2003; 2005) of the Scottish Society for Psychical Research (SSPR),
and Linda Williamson (2006), and those who release spirits from people such as Carl
Wickland (1924), Hans Naegeli-Osjord (1988) and William Baldwin (1995). Others,
represented by the man-and-wife team of T & N O’Sullivan (1999), refer to themselves as
‘soul rescuers’ who have learned to tread the path of the shaman where they
‘communicate with the spirits and understand the rules of co-existence with the other
world’ (O'Sullivan and O'Sullivan, 1999, xix). Archie Lawrie could be regarded by many as a
‘ghost’ hunter, but in contrast to other investigators of the ‘paranormal’ he enlists the aid
of a medium to locate and communicate with those restless spirits that may be referred to
as ghosts. Linda Williamson, in her book Ghosts and Earthbound Spirits (2006) remarks that
mediums who are either aware of, or communicate with spirits are not able to arrive at a
consensus on how ghosts or spirits are defined. Ghosts are generally deemed to be those
spirits that inhabit houses, whilst others prefer to call them ‘earthbound spirits’
(Williamson, 2006, 11), and Spiritualists ' refer to those they communicate with as ‘spirits’
(ibid). Williamson makes the distinction between spirits that exist in a spiritual domain, or
spirit-world such as ‘guides’ and the spirits of the deceased and those who remain
‘earthbound’ for a variety of reasons. Williamson asserts that ‘evil’ spirits do exist, but in
her own experience poltergeists are not evil but ‘lost and frustrated’ earthbound souls that

are trying to attract attention to themselves (ibid. p.11).

The term ‘disembodied consciousness of any sort’, used by Baldwin, can include the spirits
of deceased persons, non-human destructive entities that may commonly be referred to in
religious language as ‘demons’ (often referred to as Dark Force Entities or ‘DFE’s), negative
thought forms created by the host or other living persons, intergenerational curses,
elementals, alien life forms and others less clearly defined (Baldwin 1995). Even the
discarnate spirits of foetuses that have been terminated can be encountered, and Winafred
Lucas (2000) describes techniques for communicating with the spirit of the unborn child
and negotiating its return to the spirit world in preference to being forced out with physical
abortion, which is traumatic for the spirit of the foetus and may cause it to remain

earthbound and attached to the mother (ibid, pp.257-316).

| use the term ‘Spiritualists,” with a capital S, in connection with those who regard Spiritualism as a
religion.
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Whether these disembodied conscious forms actually exist in material or metaphysical
form or whether they are created from the imagination is a subject of debate even
between SRT practitioners (Hunter 2005, pp.156-157). However, the aim of this thesis is to
encourage the academic study SRT and its contribution as a therapeutic modality in the
alleviation of psychological or physiological distress and to situate it within transpersonal
psychology according to the conceptual framework of Frederic Myers. It is from the
scientific methods and framework of Myers that the ontological status of discarnate spirit

entities may ultimately be determined.

Having gained an idea of some of the different uses and definitions of the word ‘spirit’, it

remains for me to determine how the word is applied to clinical interventions.

The Use of ‘Spirit’ in Therapy
There are many different definitions of spirit and spirituality and its relationship with
religion, but with specific reference to psychiatry, Sims and Cook (2009) offer the following

definition of ‘spirituality’ as a starting point:

Spirituality is a distinctive, potentially creative and universal dimension of human
experience arising both within the inner subjective awareness of individuals and
within communities, social groups and traditions. It may be experienced as
relationship with that which is intimately ‘inner’, immanent and personal, within
the self and others, and/or as relationship with that which is wholly ‘other’,
transcendent and beyond the self. It is experienced as being of fundamental or
ultimate importance and is this concerned with matters of meaning and purpose in
life, truth and values (Sims and Cook, 2009, p.4).

In Spirit Release Therapy the term ‘spirit’ may be applied to the spiritual aspect of a person,
in sympathy with the above, and may otherwise be used to refer to the ‘soul’ (Zinser,
2010). It is also used in the context of those ‘spirits’ that are interacting in some way with
the subject of therapy that could alternatively be named as either earthbound spirits,
discarnate spirits, spirit entities or lost souls. In this respect it is distinctly different from the
limited definition offered above by psychiatrists who do recognise the importance of
spirituality and religious beliefs in psychiatry. Although there is an increasingly strong
movement in psychiatry to recognise the spiritual dimension of human experience (Clarke
et al., 2001; Cook et al., 2009; Clarke, 2010) there is still some way to go before psychiatry
does openly acknowledge that the ‘other’ is not limited to notions of the transcendent or

God, but to other autonomous spirit entities.
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Baldwin places SRT as a therapy within the domain of transpersonal psychology, which is

defined by the Transpersonal Section of the British Psychological Association (BPA):

Transpersonal Psychology might loosely be called the psychology of spirituality and
of those areas of the human mind which search for higher meanings in life, and
which move beyond the limited boundaries of the ego to access an enhanced
capacity for wisdom, creativity, unconditional love and compassion. It honours the
existence of transpersonal experiences, and is concerned with their meaning for
the individual and with their effect upon behaviour.

Although identified by Baldwin as a therapy that comes within the domain of transpersonal
psychology SRT has not yet entered into the academic study of transpersonal experiences,

but | hope that this thesis may contribute to a remedy for its omission in the past.

Differences between SRT and Exorcism

Spirits, whether they be earthbound or co-existing in another dimension or ‘spirit-realm’
are often referred to as ‘attachments’ if they are interacting in some way with a person
rather than referring to them as ‘possessing’ spirits. According to Williamson, earthbound
spirits are in a confused mental state and many of them do not even realise that they are
dead (Williamson, 2006, xi). Possessing spirits on the other hand tend to be deliberate in
their intentions and may enter into the subject’s physical and spiritual space and take
control over the thoughts and behaviours of the unwilling host, as we shall see in Chapter

3.

SRT can, depending on the belief system or world-view of the patient, be applied in a
purely secular, spiritual or religious therapeutic context. Spirit Release Therapy does not
impose any theory, concept, philosophy or belief system onto the patient, or try to shoe-
horn the patient into a theoretical model of health or sickness. SRT aims to facilitate the
healthy well-being of the patient and the ‘attached’ entities through the patient’s and the
‘attachment’s’ own understanding of their experiences and perceptual world-views. This is
achieved by allowing the therapist to enter into the integrated world of the patient and the
attached spirits through the gateway that we shall identify as a state of consciousness that
is different from what is commonly acknowledged as the normal waking state or ‘normal
conscious awareness’. The process of accessing mental phenomena that exist beyond the
limitations of normal conscious awareness is fundamental in linking SRT practice with the

concepts and methods of Myers who identified the Subliminal Self as the greater part of

B http://www.transpersonalpsychology.org.uk/. Accessed on 22/4/2011.
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the total mind, and the Supraliminal as the much limited normal waking state (see Chapter

6).

SRT is fundamentally different from religious exorcism where spirits are assumed to be
‘evil’ and cast out. William Baldwin’s approach is sympathetic and therapeutic, and in

complete contrast to the popular conception of exorcism. Baldwin writes:

The widely accepted method of exorcism seemed violent and without compassion,
thus | rejected the traditional religious approach (Baldwin, 1995, p. xviii).

Baldwin is one of many professionals including Fiore (1987), Modi (2000) and Naegeli-
Osjord (1988), who have had their own belief systems challenged, and have discovered
hidden entities of various forms with their patients. A careful examination of all the
literature on SRT reveals that all practitioners have had both their scientific and religious
beliefs challenged and are essentially guided by their own clients; and depending on the

nature of the intrusive spirit, it is dealt with appropriately, and not as a form of exorcism.

As a diagnostic system, SRT has been found to be a far more efficient method of identifying
the aetiology of a very wide range of illnesses, including mental, emotional and
psychosomatic, than traditional medical diagnostics (Modi 1997; 2000), and these claims

need to be substantiated by rigorous empirical studies.

Methods of Consultation and Intervention

Consultations with clients or patients in most psychiatric or other therapeutic situations are
usually conducted in a face to face interview when the normal waking cognitive abilities of
both therapist and client are engaged in mutual dialogue. Apart from the initial
consultation where base-line data is collected, SRT consultations and therapeutic
interventions are very rarely conducted in this way, but may comprise of one or more of

the methods listed below:

1. W.ith the Intuitive therapist method, the therapist listens with intuition to
information that is given to him / her from a source that is beyond the
threshold of normal waking consciousness. The therapist may be accessing
information from the subliminal mind of the client, from the client’s Higher

Self,* from a spirit guide > that has volunteered to assist, or from a

' See below for a discussion on the ‘higher self’.
© Help from benevolent spirit guides is referred to below in the work of Carl Wickland and Tom
Zinser.
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discarnate entity (or entities) that are the cause of the client’s distress.
Although the therapist is using his / her abilities to communicate at
frequencies beyond the threshold of normal waking consciousness it is not
always necessary to artificially induce an altered state of consciousness. The
fact that communication with discarnate entities takes place and
information is received from any of the above sources is an indication that
an altered state, or at the very least a change in mental frequency has been
achieved. Where the term intuitive may be a little weak or misleading this
method is often referred to as channelling (Neate, 1997). Using this method
the therapist will be using acquired natural skills in telepathy (mind to
mind), clairvoyance (clear seeing), clairaudience (clear hearing), or
clairsentience (clear physical sensation).

The Interactive method enables the therapist to engage with discarnate
entities with the client acting as intermediary. In this method it is the client
who will be using abilities in telepathy, clairvoyance, clairaudience and
clairsentience. It is common for clients to be unaware that they have these
abilities to interact consciously, and there is a tendency for them to believe
that what they are experiencing are the effects of an over-active
imagination or a form of mental illness. Whilst using this form of
communication it is important to be able to encourage the client to trust
their own intuition and to permit the expression of thoughts and feelings
that are not their own without allowing their own conscious analytical mind
to interfere.

The Direct Interactive method is where the client and therapist are in a face
to face situation and where a communication with the attached entity is
effected through the client acting as communication medium whilst in an
altered state of consciousness. Using this method enables the entity to
speak through the client using the client’s voice box and neurological

infrastructure. This method is a form of positive possession * where the

®See Chapter 2 for a full description with examples of positive possession.
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client voluntarily permits the discarnate entity to take control of the speech
centres.

4. The Remote Method. This method is where a remote scanner is not in direct
contact with the client, and is used as an instrument of communication
between the facilitator (therapist) the client’s higher self, the disruptive
entity(s), and any spirit guides that may be present to offer guidance and
advice.

5. Group soul rescue. This method involves a group of spirit release
practitioners who collectively are more able to deal with the case. Thisis a

method in common practice with the Brazilian Spiritist movement.*’

A session with a client may progress through any one, or a combination of all of the above
methods depending on the simplicity or complexity of the aetiology and phenomenology of

the case.

Historical Development of SRT

As noted earlier, the notion that mental illness was caused by possessing spirits was a
common belief prior to the emergence of scientific thought and medical practice during the
scientific enlightenment, and the traditional method of dealing with them was religious
exorcism (Ellenberger 1970; Crabtree 1993). With the emergence of scientific rationalism
psychiatrists replaced exorcists and secular scientific thought replaced religious belief.
Ideas of demons and possession had been relegated to the realms of superstition until Carl
Wickland, a modern medical practitioner, published a comprehensive account in 1924 of
his experiences with his own patients who were negatively influenced by invading spirits of
the deceased. In the historical development of SRT, the early pioneers, such as Wickland
and Crabtree brought to our attention those dramatic cases where serious mental illness
such as psychosis and multiple personality were successfully treated with SRT. As time has
passed SRT has been successfully applied to much less dramatic presenting symptoms
including unexplained anger, depression and anxiety (Sanderson, 1997; 1998). SRT
techniques are becoming more finely tuned and therefore more able to treat what may

appear to be less serious mental health problems (Allen, 2007).

v Spiritism is a term introduced by Hippolyte Rivail (1804-1869) under the pen-name of Allan
Kardec (1857; 1874) in order to distinguish its philosophy and practices as divergent from
Spiritualism and Christian Science which share the same origins (Ellenberger, 1970).
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Discovering an Earthbound

Wickland describes his experience of discovering his first discarnate earthbound soul when
he was a medical student practising dissection on the corpse of a sixty year old man. On his
return home, his wife spontaneously entered into a state of somnambulism, and as
Wickland reached out to assist her into a chair a commanding voice issued from her voice

box and demanded to know, ‘What do you mean by cutting me?’ (ibid, p.18).

It transpired that the earthbound spirit of the man to whom the body had belonged had
followed him home and had taken advantage of Mrs. Wickland’s gift of mediumship ¥ to
communicate his displeasure at being molested without realising that he was dead.
Following this incident Wickland and his wife, aided with the guidance of discarnate beings
who, Wickland claims, were of a superior intelligence from other realms in our universe,
proceeded on a career lasting thirty years to help earthbound spirits of deceased
individuals move on to where they were supposed to be on their path of spiritual
development. The result of Wickland’s experience is an archive of documented cases of
spirit possession and his method of removing them, supported by stenographically
recorded sessions of psychical research with his wife acting as the medium of

communication between the two worlds of the living and the deceased (ibid, p.21).

Psychosis or Spirit Attachment?

Among Wickland'’s recorded cases are several where a patient who had been diagnosed
with psychosis was cured following a successful spirit release session. These cases are of
particular interest because they represent a group of patients whose suffering is at the
extreme end of the scale of diagnosed mental illnesses and are the most difficult to treat
using traditional medical and psychotherapeutic methods. They are therefore essential
examples to illustrate the efficacy of SRT in treating illness that is automatically assumed to

be mental illness by medical science. As an example, Wickland cites his case of ‘Mrs. M’:

One summer evening we were called to the home of ‘Mrs. M’, a lady of culture and
refinement; she was a musician of high rank and when the social demands made
upon her proved too great she suffered a nervous breakdown. She had become
intractable and for six weeks had been in such a raving condition that her
physicians had been unable to relieve her, and day and night nurses were in
constant attendance.

¥ The gift of mediumship is the spontaneous ability to enter into an altered state of consciousness
and what Myers often referred to as ‘spontaneous somnambulism’ (Myers, 1903, 197).
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We found the patient sitting up in bed, crying one minute like a forlorn child, and
again screaming in fear: “Matilla! Matilla!” Then suddenly fighting and struggling,
she would talk a wild gibberish of English and Spanish, (the latter a language of
which she had no knowledge).

Mr.s Wickland immediately gave her psychic diagnosis, saying the case was
unquestionably one of obsession, *° and this was unexpectedly confirmed when
Mrs. Wickland, who was standing at the foot of the bed, with wraps on ready to
leave, was found to be suddenly entranced. We placed her on a davenport in the
music room, where for two hours | talked in turn with several spirits who had just
been attracted from the patient.

There were three spirits — a girl named Mary, her suitor, an American, and his
Mexican rival, Matilla. Both of the men had vehemently loved the girl and just as
fiercely hated each other. In a jealous rage one had killed the girl, and then in a
desperate fight the two rivals had killed each other.

All were unaware of being ‘dead’, although Mary said, weeping wretchedly, “I
thought they were going to kill each other, but here they are, still fighting.”

This tragedy of love hatred and jealousy had not ended with physical death; the
group had unconsciously been drawn into the psychic atmosphere of the patient,
and the violent fighting had continued within her aura.” Since her nervous
resistance was exceedingly low at this time, one after the other had usurped her
physical body, with a resulting disturbance that was unexplainable by her
attendants (Wickland, 1924, 25-26).

Dissociative Disorders and SRT

On the arguments put forward by psychologists with regard to dissociative disorders

Wickland writes:

In the study of cases of multiple personalities, dissociated personalities or
disintegrated states of consciousness, modern psychologists disclaim the possibility
of foreign intelligences on the ground that these personalities give neither
evidence of supernormal knowledge, nor of being of spiritistic origin.

Our experience, to the contrary, has proven that the majority of these intelligences
are oblivious of their transition and hence it does not enter their minds that they
are spirits, and they are loathe to recognise the fact (ibid, p. 29).
Carl Wickland’s records from his thirty years of clinical experience and organised psychical
research are a valuable contribution to scientific knowledge and testimony to the reality of

non-corporeal existence. Together with the documented scientific evidence provided by

'® Obsession is the term used by Wickland to denote spirit attachment. It is also a term used by the
Roman Catholic Church as one of the categories of demonic influence (Baglio 2009).
% The ‘aura’ could be described as the spiritual energy field. See Chapter 10.
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earlier mystics and scientists such as Emmanuel Swedenborg (1758), Allan Kardec (1857),
Edgar Cayce (1970), William James (1902), Frederick Myers (1903) and James Hyslop
(1919), Wickland provides validated scientific evidence to support the hypothesis of spirit
attachment as a reality to modern medicine that is difficult to ignore or refute. More
recent research into the validity of the hypothesis that there is an afterlife has the valuable
resource of Wickland’s records to provide a foundation for exploring this avenue of human
experience (Fontana 2005). It is to Wickland, therefore, as a pioneer in Spirit Release
Therapy that we turn to in the first instance for medical descriptions of the phenomenology

of spirit attachment and methods of releasing them from their unwilling hosts.

Dissociation and Paranoia

In support and validation of his own experiences of dealing with cases of dissociation and
paranoia, Wickland quotes James Hyslop, professor of logic and ethics at Columbia

University from 1889 to 1902, and editor of the American Journal of Psychical Research:

The term obsession is employed by psychic researchers to denote the abnormal
influence of spirits on the living.... The cures affected have required much time and
patience, the use of psychotherapeutics of an unusual kind, and the employment of
psychics to get into contact with the obsessing agents and thus to release the hold
which such agents have, or to educate them to voluntary abandonment of their
persecutions.... Every single case of dissociation and paranoia to which | have
applied cross-reference has yielded to the method and proved the existence of
foreign agencies complicated with the symptoms of mental or physical
deterioration. It is high time to prosecute experiments on a large scale in a field
that promises to have as much practical value as any application of the scalpel or
the microscope (Wickland 1924:8-9).
The observation by Hyslop that ‘every single case of dissociation and paranoia ... are
complicated by the presence of foreign agencies’ provides initial support for the hypothesis
that dissociative disorders can be confused with spirit interference. Furthermore, Hyslop’s
reference to ‘the use of psychotherapeutics of a very unusual kind, and the employment of

psychics to get into contact with the possessing agents’ is arguably the first mention of a

treatment method that has subsequently become known as Spirit Release Therapy.

Carl Wickland was one of the earliest in a series of twentieth century professionals who
discovered discarnate entities affecting their own patients and published their findings.
These professionals include (in chronological order of publishing) Adam Crabtree (1985),
Edith Fiore (1987), Hans Naegeli-Osjord (1988), Irene Hickman (1994), William Baldwin

(1995), Shakuntala Modi (1997), and others since. It is impractical to examine the wealth of
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individual contributions of all of these authors due to the need for brevity. However, | shall

present below some of the contributions of Adam Crabtree, Edith Fiore and Irene Hickman.

Multiple Personality or Spirit Possession?

Adam Crabtree has taken the time to research the development of psychotherapy in the
treatment of those who are diagnosed either correctly or incorrectly as mentally ill from his
own clinical experiences with patients (Crabtree 1985). Crabtree’s work is important for
two reasons. Firstly, because he has developed an interest in these anomalous phenomena
from a scientific research perspective, and secondly from a personal one where, as a
psychotherapist, he has experienced the phenomena that are relevant to the practice of
SRT. Crabtree was a Benedictine monk and ordained in the Catholic Church as a priest in
1964. As a serious student of the human psyche he became a psychotherapist. He has also
been a lecturer in philosophy and the psychology of religion. In the introduction to

Crabtree’s first book Multiple Man (1985), Colin Wilson has this to say:

...he is first and foremost a scientist, and his first response to the mystery of
multiple personality was to study its medical history in detail. The first part of the
present book is as balanced an introduction to this bewildering topic as | have ever
come across. But the most important section of the book is the one that begins
with chapter 10, describing Crabtree’s own experiences of such cases. It was, |
think, just as well for Crabtree to offer his credentials as a scientific historian in the
first part of the book, otherwise some of these cases —and | draw particular
attention to those of ‘The Confused Father’ and ‘The Complaining Mother’ — would
give rise to the suspicion that he is stretching the facts. While some psychologists
will, no doubt, prefer to ignore Crabtree’s findings, those who are open-minded
enough to consider them without bias will find that they open strange and exciting
perspectives (Wilson 1985).
The first part of Crabtree’s book provides an in-depth overview of the conceptual
frameworks that accommodate multiple personality and spirit possession phenomena; the
same concepts that Wickland identified regarding the spirit world and life after death, but
with the addition of the collective phenomena of altered states of consciousness, which is a

significant component of Myers’ work, and therefore of prime importance in my argument

to support Myers’ framework in this thesis.

SRT, Hypnosis and Secondary Selves

On a foundation of the discoveries of the early mesmerists from Franz Anton Mesmer
(1734-1815) to the present day, Crabtree identifies various methods of inducing magnetic

sleep (hypnotic trance, or the dissociated state) and the observable phenomena of the
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induced trance state. According to Crabtree, it became apparent to the early magnetisers
that the subject entered into a trance-like state that facilitated at least two distinct

groupings of phenomena that were different from the normal waking state. One group of
characteristics are described as ‘lower phenomena’ and the other are described as ‘higher

phenomena’ (Crabtree 1985, pp.2-20).

Characteristics of the lower consciousness included:

a) A sleepwalking kind of consciousness

b) Double consciousness and double memory
c) Loss of sense of identity

d) Suggestibility

e) Heightened memory

f) Deadening of the senses

g) Insensibility to pain

h) Intense rapport with the magnetiser

The higher consciousness characteristics included four special groupings:

1. Physical or sensorial rapport [perceptions of the physical senses of the
other]

2. Mental rapport [mind reading - telepathy]
Clairvoyance [clear seeing in spirit realms]

4. Ecstasy [mystical experience]

Crabtree reports that the early magnetisers attributed these phenomena to a second self,
or double-consciousness, and this discovery was accepted as an observable scientific fact.
In 1842, the English surgeon James Braid, introduced the term ‘hypnosis’ and took the
scientific investigation into trance phenomena into a new direction. He discovered that the
hypnotic state had a number of different stages or depth. A subject could move through
different stages from light trance to somnambulism to unconscious. Opinions differed
between investigators as to how many distinct levels of consciousness could be accessed as

the trance deepened.

Experiments conducted by Myers’ colleague Edmund Gurney in the 1880’s at the British
Society for Psychical Research (Gurney 1884) revealed that each different level of

consciousness produced a different memory chain. Each memory chain characterised a
different personality that was separate from the others. Later researchers discovered as

many as eight different memory chains in subjects which indicated that there may be no
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limit to the number of distinctly separate sections of consciousness into which the

hypnotised subject could divide or have access to.

Moving deeper into an altered state could be regarded as moving along a continuum of
depth that is similar to moving down a series of steps where each step is a discrete state of
consciousness or ‘personality’ with a discrete memory chain that differentiates one from
another. Hence the concept of the continuity of dissociation and the concept of

discontinuity can both be accommodated.

According to Crabtree, this on-going research was revealing what was referred to by the
early magnetisers as the second self was more probably a much more divided or multiple

self (ibid, p.21).

The Hidden Observer or Higher Self

A problem revealed itself in experiments to try to discover the nature of these separated
personalities or discrete states of consciousness. According to Crabtree, it was known by
early researchers into hypnotic phenomena that the somnambulist was highly suggestible
and could be influenced to experience positive hallucinations, i.e. to see something that
wasn’t there, or negative hallucinations, i.e. to not see something that was there. Crabtree
describes the experiment that confounded observers, (but in retrospect has significant

meaning to SRT practitioners):

The hypnotised subject is at one end of the room and the hypnotists at the other.
There is a table between them. The hypnotist gives the subject the post-hypnotic
suggestion; on awakening he will perceive the room as devoid of furniture — a
negative hallucination with regard to the table. When the subject is awakened,
careful questioning reveals that he really believes there is no furniture in the room.
The hypnotist then asks the subject to walk over to him and he does so, but instead
of walking in a straight line, he moves in an arc to avoid the table. When the
hypnotist asks why, the subject does not know why, or makes some weak excuse,
but when asked whether he was trying to avoid something, he will reply, “Of
course not.” When further questioned about whether there is any furniture in the
room, the subject will again answer no.

But in order that the subject not see something and act in the manner suggested by
the hypnotist, something within him had to see the object and act upon that
perception (Crabtree 1985, p.30).

Alfred Binet describes the problem:

...in order to cease to see an object — to have that alone excluded from sight —a
person must begin by perceiving and recognising it, however that may be done,
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and the rejection of the perception can only take place after it has been established
... Now, who does this supervising? What is the intelligence that always decides
that the subject shall perceive this and not that? It is not the normal ego, for that is
not conscious of anything. It only accepts what it gets. It must be therefore, a
personality capable of seeing the object ... As to what this personality may be; | for
one am completely in the dark... (Binet 1886, cited in Crabtree 1985, p.30).

To clarify the nature of the problem further; the waking consciousness is hallucinating and

is not aware of the table but avoids it without knowing why. The hypnotised personality is

hallucinating and is unaware of the table and is therefore unable to guide the waking

consciousness around it. Who then is aware of the table?

This problem has been tackled by the contemporary researcher Ernest Hilgard (1977), who
identified what he called ‘the hidden observer’. This behind-the-scenes hidden observer is
a part of consciousness that observes everything that is going on between all other parts of
the personality or states of consciousness and the hypnotiser and all other persons that
interact with the subject. According to Crabtree it was Hilgard’s intention to use the term
hidden-observer as a metaphor. He didn’t intend for the hidden observer to be considered

as a secondary personality with an autonomous consciousness of its own.

As we make use of the detailed literature reviews of Crabtree in gaining some
understanding of the concepts surrounding the phenomenon of altered states of
consciousness, multiple personality and spirit possession, we are obliged to take very
special note of the scientific discovery of the hidden observer. One of Hilgard’s subjects

makes a clear statement of the phenomenology of her experience of her hidden observer:

The hidden observer is analytical, unemotional, and business-like. The part of me
that was hypnotised was off on a tropical island. The hidden observer is a portion
of ME. There’s ME 1, ME 2 and ME 3. Me 1 is hypnotised, ME 2 is hypnotised and
observing, and ME 3 is when I’'m awake. The hidden observer is cognizant of
everything that is going on; it’s a little more narrow in its field of vision than ME 3,
like being awake in a dream and fully aware of your actions. The hidden observer
sees more, he questions more, he’s aware of what’s going on all the time but
getting in touch is totally unnecessary. The first time [ice, water, pain] | thought it
was an artefact of the situation, but after the second time, with hearing, | don’t
think that’s the case. He’s like a guardian angel that guards you from doing
anything that will mess you up. The hidden observer is looking through the tunnel
and sees everything in the tunnel. It’s focused, doesn’t pay attention to extraneous
things. It's aware that the tones are coming through, aware that | was saying,
“zero”, that the ME 1 was also busy floating. ME 2 is watching all of this. Unless
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someone tells me to get in touch with the hidden observer I’'m not in contact. It’s

just there (Crabtree 1985, p.32).
The subject of the above quotation was involved in experiments to control pain using iced
water and numbing suggestions. The context under which the experiment was conducted is
not important with regard to SRT, but the importance of the concept of the hidden
observer is realised when the techniques of SRT are applied and acknowledged. Hilgard,
being a positivistic scientist is not considering the hypothesis that the hidden observer is
anything other than psychogenic in the makeup of the multiple personality, and like the
majority of researchers into the phenomena of hypnosis he disregards the possibility that
the essential nature of the psyche is spiritual. In the practical application of Spirit Release
techniques the hidden observer is of paramount importance. In SRT protocol there is a
spiritual component of the individual that is regarded respectfully as the ‘higher-self’, and it
is from the higher-self that permission to proceed with a therapeutic intervention is always
sought.?! In spiritual language, the higher-self is that part of the personality that is furthest
away from the earth-plane and closest to God. It may be hypothesised that if Hilgard and
other scientists’ investigations into hypnotic phenomena were able to broaden their
conceptual framework then they may find sympathy with the notion of the spiritual higher-
self rather than trying to understand the hidden-observer as a purely psychogenic

phenomenon.

If the assumptions made regarding the higher-self by SRT are true then much of the
scientific research that has been conducted into the phenomena of magnetic sleep,
somnambulism, hypnosis and altered states of consciousness can be considered as blindly
groping in the dark. The need for scientific explanations for extraordinary subjective
experiences such as multiple personality and spirit possession have been side-tracked
down a blind alley by rejection of the earlier concept that was identified by Carl Wickland
and earlier researchers, including Frederic Myers; namely that a spirit world exists in

parallel with the physical.

Crabtree cites several examples from the literature that have been assigned by

psychological rationalists as double or multiple personality. He makes no comment on the

*! professional ethics demands that permission is granted from the patient to introduce any form of
intervention. When the psyche of the patient is fragmented this creates problems and conflicts with
the granting of permission by one part and resistance from others. In SRT the ‘higher-self’ is afforded
executive authority over all other parts (Zinser, 2010, 141).
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phenomenology of each case until collectively at the end of the chapter where he makes

this comment:

When examining the data of multiple personality, one cannot overlook a
phenomenon which exhibits certain striking similarities: “possession.” Here, too,
the subject exhibits a duality or even multiplicity of personalities which disclaim
any identity with each other. Also in both the multiple personality and the
possession experience, amnesias of various kinds may be present (Crabtree 1985,
p. 60).

We shall see later in this thesis that Frederic Myers made precisely the same assertion

more than 100 years ago.

Continued Scepticism from SRT Practitioners

Dr. Edith Fiore’s contribution to the development of SRT (Fiore, 1987) is a guide for
therapists in adopting a more open minded approach to the experiences of their patients
despite their own scepticism, together with practical advice for individuals and a simple

method of clearing and protecting themselves from spirit possession.

Published Just two years after Crabtree’s observations, this was Fiore’s second work

following the publication of her treatise on past life regression therapy (Fiore, 1978).

With regard to past-life regression and what she calls ‘depossession’ Fiore is quick to
express her own scepticism pertaining to the reality of non-corporeal existence and
reincarnation and acknowledges that she has a natural inclination towards rejection of
these ideas due to the fact that she had no conceptual framework in which to
accommodate them. But the reality of the ‘spontaneous’ altered state experiences of her
patients compelled her to acknowledge their subjective reality; and she was motivated to
conduct her own research into these phenomena in order to find a conceptual framework

that fits the experiences.

Fiore’s literature search uncovered The Tibetan Book of the Dead, references to Jesus’
casting out demons in The Bible, and the ancient writings of Homer, Plutarch and Josephus.
She discovered the cultural traditions of the ancient Chinese in their acknowledgement of
ancestral spirits that go back more than ten thousand years, and more recently the
Japanese exorcistic cult ‘Mahikari’ which had four thousand members world-wide in 1970.
Fiore accessed information on the ancient Egyptians and the equally ancient pre-Hindu
scriptures, the Vedas. Fiore takes time to explain the seven-tiered hierarchy of the Vedic

model of human spiritual and physical existence (Fiore, 1987,pp.15-17).
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Fiore’s research uncovered information that some of the tenets of the ancient Vedic
tradition resurfaced in the West in two movements in the nineteenth century with the
emergence of Spiritualism and Theosophy. All of these traditions, ancient and modern led
to the strongly held belief in the continuation of the individual personality after death.
Fiore states that since her research was explicitly aimed at uncovering information on
possession by earthbound spirits of the deceased she found particular interest in the
Spiritualist and Theosophist movements and their influence on healers in various parts of

the world.

Fiore discovered that, founded on the ancient world-wide tradition of Shamanism and the
more recent Spiritualism, the modern healing and de-possession practices of ‘Spiritism’ are
flourishing in South America in the present day. Strongly influenced by the work of Allan
Kardec (1857), (1874), the French scientist, the modern Spiritist movement in Sao Paulo,
Brazil engages thirty-five hundred mediums from all walks of life from humble illiterates to

lawyers who provide their services to the suffering for no charge (ibid, p.18).

Moving right up to date at her time of writing, Fiore makes references to the work of Carl
Wickland and Adam Crabtree (both referenced above) to which she adds the works of
American anthropologist Michael Harner (1980) who apparently shocked his colleagues by
establishing a Shamanic healing society, and British psychiatrist Arthur Guirdham (1982),
who, after forty years of working with the mentally ill arrived at the conclusion that every

form of severe mental iliness can be caused by spirit interference.

Fiore acknowledges that there are a growing number of mental health workers who are
becoming aware of a variety of de-possession techniques, and as their work is becoming
known so there are others who seek training and it is with this mind that she introduces

her methods.

Fiore states that throughout recorded history people have believed in the phenomenon of
spirit possession by earthbound entities, and the experience crosses all boundaries of
culture, class, intellect, and social structure. Despite these traditions, beliefs and
experiences, Fiore still believes that life after death, reincarnation and possession cannot
be proven, but suggests that the burden of proof is not a priority; but when it comes to

human suffering — results are.

Dr. Raymond Moody, another specialist in the scientific research into non-corporeal

existence contributed to Fiore’s book with this foreword:
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Oddly, since the early part of the twentieth century, it has been unfashionable
among professionals in the field of psychology to explore, in a careful and
introspective way, the many unusual and sometimes spectacular alterations to
which human consciousness is prone. In this climate, the early pioneering work of
such scholars as William James has been rejected and treated with contempt by
persons who seriously stated that the study of mind as awareness was impossible,
and that the only thing which can be studied under the rubric of psychology is
objectively observable behaviour. Presently we are seeing a change in this
attitude, and today a large number of serious, well trained professionals in the field
of psychology and medicine are actively engaged in the study of altered states of
awareness. My friend and colleague, Dr. Edith Fiore has made a most interesting
study of one of the most controversial of one of these states — the ancient enigma
of possession (Moody, 1988).

Even after treating more than five hundred patients during a period of seven years, who
were possessed by earthbound spirits of the deceased, (that’s 75% of her total client list)

Fiore is still sitting on the fence of her own scientific scepticism, as she writes:

| am not attempting to prove that spirits exist or that my patients were possessed.
Rather, | will be showing you what goes on daily in my office and introducing a
therapy that, although not a panacea, is effective and embodies ancient concepts
within the context of twentieth-century hypnotherapy (Fiore, 1987, xi).

Where it may be hypothesised that these pioneering therapists of modern clinical
approaches to spirit possession are still a little reticent about ‘coming out’, they feel a
powerful need to maintain their status as ‘scientists’. They may have absolute faith in the
efficacy of their methods, but still they question the possibility of a transcendental power

that heals.

From Scepticism to Conversion

The dentist William Baldwin (1995) cited above, used hypnosis to help his patients
overcome their fear of dentistry. With an ironic twist to using hypnosis as a means of
dealing with a specific fear, Baldwin accidentally stumbled upon the phenomenon of spirit
attachment by discovering earthbound souls attached to several of his patients. As a result
of this discovery Baldwin gave up dentistry to dedicate the rest of his professional life to
treating people suffering from spirit attachment, and his book is acknowledged as a key

text in the education and training of spirit release practitioners right up to the present day.

Psychiatrist Irene Hickman’s work is a precursor, not only to her progression into spirit
release therapy, but is also an introduction to the later works of Michael Newton (1994;
2000; 2004), Gary Zukav (1990) and others who had similar experiences with patients

spontaneously regressing to previous lives and the ‘life between lives’'.
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Hickman’s work progressed under training and guidance from William Baldwin to where
she published her clinical experiences of spirit release in what she called Remote
Depossession (Hickman, 1994), and added a new and interesting dimension to spirit release
techniques in what could be described as the ‘remote’ or ‘indirect’ release method that |
introduced above under the heading Methods of Consultation and Intervention. Remote
(or indirect) spirit release involves the release of an attached entity without the conscious
awareness of the host who may be located some considerable distance from the releasing
practitioner. Hickman developed this method in order to overcome the possibility of
contamination by suggestion from the therapist. Willis Harman makes reference to the
pioneering work of William James in his advocacy for a revised epistemology that embraces
radical empiricism in the preface to Hickman’s work. William James was influenced by
Myers, as my own thesis will demonstrate in Chapter 6. Further examination of Hickman’s
remote or indirect method and its comparison with ‘remote viewing’ as practised by the
United States Department of Defense for covert surveillance purposes (Targ, 2004) is the

subject for discussion later in this thesis in Chapter 10.

Spirit Release Today and the Future

An increasing number of mental health professionals are encountering people with a wide
variety of problems that do not respond to medical or traditional psychological
interventions. There are those professionals who are able to respond to the needs of their
patients despite their own beliefs, such as hypnotherapist Roy Hunter (2005), and adopt
what would be described as a ‘spirit release’ technique despite his own reticence to use the
term. Hunter’s method is reviewed in Chapter 4 where | examine beliefs and how they are
investigated by psychological research. There are others, represented by psychotherapist
Tom Zinser (2010) who acknowledge an alternate reality and treat their patients with the

aid of spirit guides in much the same way as Carl Wickland cited above.

Loose associations are being formed by practitioners and those with an open mind who are
willing to learn techniques from those pioneers referenced above who have published
technical manuals and set up training schools. In a move to try to redress the imbalance
between the experiences of professionals in private practice and the need for education in
mainstream psychiatry, an initiative in 2000 led by psychiatrist Alan Sanderson and

supported by Andrew Powell, founder and chairman of the Spirituality Special Interest
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Group of the Royal College of Psychiatrists,”? was to establish the Spirit Release Foundation
(SRF) together with a group of medical practitioners and complementary therapists in order
to provide a professional organisation for the education and training of SRT practitioners.?
Although training is provided by experienced therapists who themselves have been trained
by such pioneers as William Baldwin, Irene Hickman and Edith Fiore, the SRF has no formal
accreditation by an academic or scientific institution at this time. Furthermore, there are no
academic or scientific journals in the United Kingdom that have yet accepted articles or
papers for publishing and peer review by the wider academic community on the subject of

SRT.

There is growing momentum in this movement, and it is only a matter of time before
mainstream medicine and clinical psychology accept the validity of these methods and for
medical schools to incorporate them into their curricula. The Spiritist movement in Brazil,
which has incorporated spirit release techniques into institutionalised medicine since the
1930s (Moreira-Almeida and Santos, 2012) is set to pave the way, and has already held

three conferences in the UK specifically for medical professionals. **

Modern technology has enabled mental health service users to express their concerns and
relate their experiences in social media and online video resources. Those who hear voices
have a tendency to complain that mental health services treat them within the confines of
the medical model and prescribe drugs, and they urge professionals to acknowledge that
their experiences are real. It is apparent from these expressions that sufferers, like the
mental health professionals who try to treat them, have no conceptual framework that can

accommodate these experiences. >

%2 http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/college/specialinterestgroups/spirituality.aspx. (Accessed 14/7/11).
23 . . . . . .. .

Details of their professional accreditation training programmes for health professionals are
available from the Spirit Release Foundation’s website: http://www.spiritrelease.com/ (accessed on
13" April 2010).

% http://www.medspiritcongress.org/ (Accessed on 1/2/2012).
® Here is an example of a voice hearer’s video report:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gp09DsoK1g0&feature=share (Accessed on 1/2/2010.
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So Who Was F.W.H. Myers?

Frederic William Henry Myers was initially a
Cambridge scholar of the classics and
earned his livelihood as an appointed
inspector of schools (Hamilton, 2009). In
1882 he co-founded the Society for
Psychical Research (SPR) together with
other academics, scientists and intellectuals
who all had their respective interests in a
wide variety of psychic phenomena which
included somnambulism, hysteria, animal
magnetism, hypnosis, clairvoyance,

Spiritualism and apparitions.

F.W.H. Myers (1843-1901)

Myers’ primary objective was to pursue scientific evidence that Man has a soul and that his

conscious personality survives bodily death:

The question for man most momentous of all is whether or no he has an immortal
soul; or—to avoid the word immortal, which belongs to the realm of infinities—
whether or no his personality involves any element which can survive bodily death.
In this direction have always lain the gravest fears, the farthest-reaching hopes,
which could either oppress or stimulate mortal minds (Myers, 1903b, p. 75).

The results of his work with the SPR, spanning a period of over twenty years, is condensed
into his Human Personality and its Survival of Bodily Death (1903) which was published two
years following his own death.? It has been hypothesised that his interest in theories
concerned with the afterlife may have been influenced by his platonic relationship with
Annie Marshall who died prematurely and left Myers with a deep sense of loss (Hamilton,
2009, p. 5). However, his contribution to psychology in formulating a model of mind that he
called the ‘Subliminal Self’ was a far greater contribution to our modern understanding of

the mind than is generally recognised. Myers was a pioneer in identifying what we now

%% | have referenced two editions of Myers’ Human Personality in this thesis. The full and unedited
edited version in two volumes (Myers, 1903) and a more concise version edited into one volume
(Myers, 1903b).
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term the unconscious, or subconscious, and his theories had a significant influence on the

ideas of William James (1902), Pierre Janet (1976, p.11) and C. G. Jung (Kelly, 2001).”

James often referred to Myers in his classic text Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) and

attributes to him the discovery of a consciousness beyond the field of normal conscious

awareness:

| cannot but think that the most important step forward that has occurred in
psychology since | have been a student of that science is the discovery, first made in
1886, that, in certain subjects at least, there is not only the consciousness of the
ordinary field, with its usual centre and margin, but in addition thereto in the shape of
a set of memories, thoughts and feelings which are extra-marginal and outside of the
primary consciousness altogether, but yet must be classed as conscious facts of some
sort, able to reveal their presence by unmistakable signs. | call this the most important
step forward because, unlike the other advances which psychology has made, this
discovery has revealed to us an entirely unsuspected peculiarity in the constitution of
human nature. No other step forward which psychology has made can proffer any such
claim as this. In particular, this discovery of a consciousness existing beyond the field,
or subliminally as Mr. Myers terms it, casts light on many phenomena of religious
biography (James, 1902, p. 233).

Myers influenced the French psychiatrist Pierre Janet in the formulation of his theory of

dissociation in hysterics. Janet made use of Myers’ radical approach to ‘subliminal

tendencies’ (Janet, 1976, pp.256-258) to explain ‘automatisms’ (involuntary acts and

behaviours) and the existence of hidden states of consciousness that were unknown to the

hysteric’s ordinary conscious awareness.

Myers’ own detailed definition of ‘automatism’ is essential in order for us to understand

what he meant in relation to the terminology used in modern psychiatric language:

Automatism.—The words automatism and automatic are used in somewhat
different senses by physiologists and psychologists. Thus Sir M. Foster says
(Foster’s Physiology, 5™ edition, p. 920), “We speak of an action of an organ or of a
living body as being spontaneous or automatic when it appears to be not
immediately due to any changes in the circumstances in which the organ or body is
placed, but to be the result of changes arising in the organ or body itself and
determined by causes other than the influences of the circumstances of the
moment. The most striking automatic actions of the living body [are] those which
we attribute to the working of the will and which we call voluntary or volitional.”
That is to say, to the physiologist an action is “self-moved” when it is determined,
not by the environment, but by the organism itself. The word thus becomes hardly
more than a synonym for spontaneous. The psychologist, on the other hand,
regards an action as “self-moved” when it is determined in an organism apart from
the central will or control of that organism Thus when an act at first needing
voluntary guidance, by practice comes to need such guidance no longer, it is called
“secondarily automatic.” | have used the word in a wider sense, as expressing such

7 see Chapter 6.
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images as arise, as well as such movements as are made, without the initiation, and
generally without the concurrence, of conscious thought and will. Sensory
automatism will thus include visual and auditory hallucinations; motor automatism
will include messages written without intention (automatic script) or words uttered
without intention (as in “speaking with tongues,” trance-utterances, &c.). | ascribe
these processes to the action of submerged or subliminal elements in the man’s
being. Such phrases as “reflex cerebral action,” or “unconscious cerebration,” give
therefore, in my view, a very imperfect conception of the facts (Myers, 1903, pp.
16-17).

Myers linked genius with the classical notion of inspiration, saying that an ‘inspiration of
genius’ is a ‘subliminal uprush’, an emergence into supraliminal consciousness of ideas that
the person has not consciously originated, but which have been shaped themselves beyond

his will, in profounder regions of his being (1903, p. 71).

Myers is accredited for providing Jung with a precursor to his theory of the ‘collective
unconscious’ (Crabtree, 2009, pp.332-334), and Jung is known to have referenced the work
of Myers in his own doctoral thesis (1902/1983). | discuss the relationship between Jung’s

and Myers’ ideas on dissociation and spirit possession in Chapter 6.

Myers is recognised by a minority of modern researchers such as Edward and Emily Kelly,
Adam Crabtree, Alan Gould, Michael Grosso and Bruce Greyson (Kelly et al., 2007a) who
acknowledge the contribution he has made to psychology. However, with the notable
exception of Crabtree cited earlier, they still fail to acknowledge his work on the important

concept of spirit possession.
Competing Theories of Possession and Myers’ Contribution

| should stress from the outset that it is not my intention in this thesis to claim that Myers
explained many religious, philosophical, or metaphysical mysteries that scientific enquiry
has yet to explain. However, it is my claim that he initiated a method of scientific enquiry
that could still make a valuable contribution to investigations into many questions that

remain unanswered by mainstream science.

Myers was not concerned with religious belief or philosophical argument, and neither was
he concerned with spirit possession at the beginning of his research. However, his
discovery that spirit possession was directly connected with many ‘normal’ and so-called
‘abnormal’ personal experiences raised a number of interrelated questions of a religious,
philosophic, or metaphysical nature that demanded immediate attention. For example: Is
there a spirit world? Can we communicate with those who dwell there? And does man

have a soul? These questions were answered for Myers in observations and experiments
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that resulted in over 10,000 pages of text, primarily published over a period of twenty years

in the Proceedings and the Journal of the SPR.

Questions concerned with the ontology % of spirit entities underpin these questions, and
also to the related mind-body problem that was arguably created with the misinterpreted
philosophy of Rene Descartes’ Cartesian Dualism (Kelly et al., 20073, p. 44). These
questions were, Myers claimed, within the realm of scientific enquiry, and subsequently he
challenged the emerging science of psychology to tackle them. We may therefore ask
whether psychology acknowledged and accepted the challenge, or chose instead to leave

these questions to theology and natural philosophy.

Among the many methods for the academic study of possession is the study of the
teachings, cosmology and theology of the major world religions. However, due to the
limitations of this thesis | am restricted to citing some of those examples of supposed
diabolic possession (in the Christian context) in the 19" and 20™ centuries that defy the
laws of physics and biology, and to discussing the problems presented by them to the

positivistic scientific paradigm that attempts to explain them.

In Chapter 3 | introduce the classification and typology of possession as defined by the
Catholic Church (Ellenberger, 1970) and those with experience in clinical practice such as
Adam Crabtree (1985) and Hans Naegeli-Osjord (1988), together with Myers’ idea of the
universal continuum in his theoretical framework for the scientific study of a/l human

experience including what was then known as ‘psychical’ phenomena.

An Expanded Epistemology

Comparisons between Myers’ methods and theories with those of contemporary
psychology bring to light competing epistemological and empirical concerns, the
implications of which raise a range of questions around the construction of belief systems

which are examined in Chapter 4.

In this initial analysis of the methods and theories regarding epistemology, beliefs in
possession, empirical evidence and the subjective experience of possession and exorcism,
several questions are raised for discussion. For example, Hans Naegeli-Osjord (1988)
introduces the importance of personal subjective experience in appreciating the concept of

possession more fully. This provides an additional perspective for our understanding and

28 Ontology - the nature of being, existence or reality. Oxford Concise Dictionary. See also Honderick
(1995, pp.634-635) for a detailed review of the philosophical study of ontology.
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introduces the principle of ‘radical empiricism’ of William James (1912) and his emphasis
on ‘religious experience’ in the scientific study of religions (1902). According to James, to
be ‘radical’, an empiricism must neither admit into its construction any element that is not
directly experienced, nor exclude from them any that is directly experienced: ‘Truth is
understandable solely by reference to intra-experiential, and ultimately pragmatic, tests’
(1912, p. xii). With James’ radical empiricism and Myers’ tertium quid *° approach at the
heart of his methodology the scientific value of subjective experience is a theme that runs

throughout this thesis.

F.W.H. Myers Theories and a Comprehensive Model of Mind

What Myers was attempting to do was to provide empirical evidence that the soul of man
exists as a non-corporeal spirit entity that survives bodily death. He developed scientific
methods that revealed to him that what was being experienced or observed could not
possibly be attributed to anything else other than an unobservable non-material source
(Myers, 1903b, p. 406). He was not concerned with what people believed, but with the
origins of phenomena that remained unexplained by positivistic science and unavailable
through the sensory organs, the human eye or ear in particular. As we shall see, Myers
pioneered methods that can be acknowledged as scientific, that explained how the un-

seeable can be seen and the unknown to become known.

One of the critical issues presented to Myers was how to distinguish between what could

’ 3% manifestation or an autogenic hallucination. His

be interpreted as a ‘veridical
investigations into what he called ‘sensory’ (ibid, p.162) and ‘motor automatisms’ (ibid,
p.264) provided an essential foundation for a scientific explanation to validate the

difference.

Myers’ approach to scientific enquiry and the difficulties faced by 19" century psychology
are examined in Chapter 5, then, with an understanding of his approach, Myers’ model of
mind, which he refers to as the ‘Subliminal Self’, is explored in detail in Chapter 6. For the

purposes of introduction, Myers’ own definition of subliminal is:

 Tertium quid’ refers to an unidentified third element that is sought to be applied in combination
with two known ones. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tertium_quid#cite note-etymol-0

*n Myers’ terminology a hallucination is any supposed sensory perception which has no objective
counterpart within the field of vision, hearing, taste smell or touch. ‘Hallucinations may be delusive
or falsidical, when there is nothing whatever to which they correspond; or veridical, when they
correspond to real events happening elsewhere’ (Myers, 1903, p. 21).
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Of thoughts, feelings lying beneath the ordinary threshold (limen) of consciousness,
as opposed to supraliminal, lying above the threshold. Excitations are termed
subliminal when they are too weak to rise into direct notice; and | have extended
the application of the term to feeling, thought, or faculty, which is kept thus
submerged, not by its own weakness, but by the constitution of man's personality.
The threshold (Schwelle) must be regarded as a level above which waves may
rise,—like a slab washed by the sea,—rather than as an entrance into a chamber
(Myers, 1903, p. 30).

The central pillar of my thesis is the experimental method that Myers’ preferred above all
others, due to the versatility and fruitful results that were produced in its application.
Hypnosis or ‘hypnotism’ as Myers called it, remains a mystery to mainstream psychology
that is still unable to arrive at a consensus theory to explain the enormous diversity of
psychological and physiological phenomena associated with it. It is my contention that
modern theorists, in their attempts to explain hypnosis as a psychological concept, are
missing the point altogether, which is that it is a gateway to unseen and unknown realms of
infinite possibility in the unfolding evolution of human consciousness. Myers did not waste
time trying to understand the doorway; he took a peak through it and discovered a
universe that Newtonian physics cannot accommodate. Hypnosis, used as a tool, provides a
starting point for exploring the world of spirit possession. It also provides SRT with a means
for releasing troublesome spirit entities from those who are adversely affected by them.
The concept of hypnosis is inextricably connected with altered states of consciousness
(ASCs), mystical and religious experiences, clairvoyance and other forms of mediumship. A
theoretical explanation of how the hypnotic trance or altered state of consciousness is

connected with spirit possession, obsession and spirit release is offered in Chapter 7.

How Myers applied this method to the problem of hallucinations, or what Myers termed
‘sensory automatisms’, is examined in Chapter 8, where | cite examples from Myers’
research that led him to conclude that telepathy and astral projection are scientifically

validated phenomena.

Where Chapter 8 focuses on sensory automatisms and how they affect the individual’s
perceptions, Chapter 9 expands Myers’ conceptual framework to examine the effects of
automatisms on physiology, actions and behaviour in the wider context of the mind-body
problem. Linking these two concepts of sensory and motor automatisms together gives

new insights into how sense impressions impact on the body and on behaviour.
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Myers’ Conceptual Framework and Modern Science

Mysteries remain for modern science surrounding the concept of what may loosely be
called ‘spiritual healing’, as in the laying-on of hands and the power of prayer. Extra-
sensory-perception (ESP), distant mental influence (telepathy), the influence of the power
of intention on living organisms(DMILS) and precognition have attracted the attention of
specialist researchers, and likewise has ‘psychokinetics’ (PK) which attempts to address the
mind-matter problem. All of these discrete areas of enquiry now come under the
categorisation of ‘psi’ phenomena (Thouless & Wiesner, 1947; Targ, Schlitz & Irwin, 2000,
p. 219). It is my contention that Myers’ conceptual framework is able to address all of these
areas of interest, and in Part Il | address the convergence of differing lines of enquiry with

the aid of Myers’ scientific methodology.

Chapter 10 examines the mysterious connection now identified as ‘psi’ in the context of the
possessed and the possessing entity. In my examination of Myers’ methods and theories
there is a natural progression from sensory to motor automatisms that leads us to
addresses the psi connection in terms of energy resonance. In my examination of the
connection between Myers’ theories and those of modern science | explore the differences
between magnetic rapport (from Mesmer’s theory of animal magnetism), community of
sensation (which was Myers’ term for the rapport that he hypothesised lay behind animal
magnetism) and the SRT practitioners’ theory of sympathetic resonance which offers an
explanation for how spirits are attracted to people. In Chapter 10 | also introduce the
concept of the power of intention and the zero-point field theory of quantum mechanics
(Puthof, 1990), that tentatively offers a scientific approach to how the two domains of the
physical and the non-physical can theoretically converge in so-called ‘anomalous’ human

experience.

Myers postulated that everything in nature, and in human experience, exists on a
continuum, and that this continuum can be examined and explored using rigorous scientific
methods (Myers, 1903, pp. 30-31). He felt satisfied that a start had been made in the
scientific investigation of mysterious and anomalous phenomena and he recognised that

there remained a long way for science to go before all mysteries were solved:

Now it is that we feel the difficulty of being definite without being trivial; how little
of earthly memory persists; how little of heavenly experience can be expressed in
terms of earth; how long and arduous must be the way, how many must be the
experiments, and how many the failures before any systemised body of new truth
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can be established. But a sound beginning has been made, and whatever may be
possible hereafter need not be wasted on a fresh start (Myers 1903b, p.406).

Chapter 11 alludes to the vast array of evidence that is continuously being accrued from
modern ‘psi’ research that could support the hypothesis for the existence of a spirit world

and the various influences it has on the inhabitants of the material world.

Probably the greatest challenge to Myers and his supporters was in the entrenched
resistance to his findings by mainstream science. Myers insisted that it is not good enough
for scientists to ignore or avoid difficult issues such as those presented by somnambulists
and automatists just because they themselves did not believe in the reality of what they
perceived to be ‘supernatural’ or ‘occult’. The same challenge is presented to investigators
and researchers into the paranormal to this day. Although spirit possession may be
regarded as a phenomenon of human experience since ancient times, it is generally
considered to have no place in the world of modern technology. But modern technology
does, ironically, often play a part in how the spirit world communicates with our material
world. Examples from research into Instrumental Transcommunication (ITC) and
Instrumental Voice Communication (IVC) reveal evidence that spirits use modern

technology to communicate with researchers.

Recent research into the nature of consciousness strongly reinforces the theory that the
mind is not dependent on the physical brain (Jahn & Dunne, 1986), which in turn is
supported by the principle of non-locality from quantum theory (Rosenblum & Kuttner,
2007). These modern discoveries are continually contributing to a greater understanding of
paranormal phenomena, and moreover, all of these discoveries are reinforced and
supported by a new epistemology that is founded on the concepts and theories of Frederic

Myers.

Taking a purely objective view of the overwhelming weight of evidence from a wide variety
of discrete psychological, biological, and physics-centred research disciplines, and by
suspending our own personal belief systems to allow the data to speak for itself, we can
arrive at an alternative view of the world that can be accommodated both by Karl Popper’s
evolutionary approach to the development of objective knowledge (1972), and Myers’
earlier notion of the evolution of Man’s consciousness. With these factors considered, it is

extremely difficult to regard mental iliness from a purely epiphenomenal ** foundation.

A by-product of the brain. http://www.thefreedictionary.com/epiphenomenon (Accessed on 20-1-
2012).
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Where Chapter 11 reviews the evidence for a ‘spirit world’ and its influence on subjective

experience, Chapter 12 uses the revised epistemology to take a fresh look at mental illness.

Concurrent with the continuum of possession typology is the continuum of the methods of
healing the possessed. Part of the discernment process is to understand the different
causes of possession, and in every case the aetiology (cause) is an important factor. In
Chapter 12 the continua of possession and deliverance methods are compared with other
aetiological predisposition scales used by psychiatry in the diagnosis of possession trance
and psychosis, and other psychological factors such as the ‘dimensional structure of
subjective emotion’ (Bentall, 2004, p. 215). Myers’ conceptual framework is applied in this
chapter to cases that have been cited in the literature as Multiple Personality Disorder
(MPD) (but now known as DID) which are re-evaluated by me in order to demonstrate the

simplicity of considering the possibility of an alternative diagnosis.

Purpose of this Thesis

This thesis will show that Myers’ scientific methodology provides a conceptual framework
for modern psychiatry to better understand the subjective experiences of its patients who
may be diagnosed with disorders that are resistant to traditional treatment methods. In
addition it is hoped that this thesis will contribute new knowledge to those working in
mental health services, in Christian and other religious ministries, in social science and
anthropological research and to those who find themselves in the front-line where the
consequences of misguided beliefs and ignorance can interfere with the correct diagnosis

and treatment of many vulnerable individuals.

This thesis argues that Spirit Release Therapy fits into a scientific model that incorporates
both the positivistic findings of the physical sciences, the transpersonal dimensions of
subjective spiritual experience and some of the theories that attempt to explain ‘psi’

phenomena.

| seek to demonstrate that a revised epistemology for Spirit Release Therapy can provide a
bridge of understanding where confusion, misunderstanding and misguided beliefs have
created gaps in scientific knowledge. This thesis will show that Myers’ model of mind and
his expanded theoretical framework can change the way we look at possession, exorcism
and mental health, and provide a foundation for practical research into the efficacy of SRT

as a valid form of intervention. But more than this; Myers’ insights and rigorous
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methodology have a profundity that mainstream psychology has yet to discover in what it

means to be human.

Spirit possession (attachment) and the methods of dealing with it are contemporary issues
that demand serious scientific research and academic study. For anyone who is presented
with the problem of identifying and dealing with negative spirit influence, whether they are
a health professional or a service user, this thesis presents an alternative approach that is

built on the theoretical concepts and experimental methods of Frederic Myers.
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PART I

Possession and Exorcism - Methods and Theories

In the first part of this thesis | will approach the topics of possession and exorcism from
contemporary perspectives in order to highlight the deficiencies in those perspectives and
bring into sharp focus those questions that remain unanswered by the social sciences, medical
science and mainstream psychology. | will focus on those problems and unanswered questions
that impact on our collective social understanding of possession, and more importantly impact
on the inability of medicine and psychology to heal the sick and suffering due to their lack of
knowledge and skill in responding to such phenomena. | will show in subsequent chapters how
the methods and theories of Frederic Myers are able to contribute to a more appropriate
integrated epistemology with a wider conceptual framework that is able to offer possible

answers to these questions and address the problems raised in this first part.
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CHAPTER 1

Social Science Observation and Interviewing in the UK and USA

Whether possession is a concept that only exists in the creative imagination of the
entertainment industry, the deluded imagination of the mentally ill, or the consensual beliefs
of a community, social science is able to adopt methods to assess the impact on society and
how its individual members are affected. Some individuals may be directly affected at great
cost and suffering to themselves and their loved ones, or they may be indifferent disbelievers
with no experience or knowledge of a spirit world or of spirit entities that possess people or
influence their health and behaviour. Everyone will have an opinion that is based on their
knowledge and experience or the lack of it, and collectively a community will have a
consensual belief or disbelief that guides their thoughts, feelings and behaviour when the topic
of possession is raised. Professor Eileen Barker, Chair and Honorary Director of INFORM’ 32

writes:

While social science cannot always know what The Truth is, it can be drawn upon to
inform people of certain things that are not the case.** Where minority religions and
alien beliefs and practices are concerned, suspicion, fear, ignorance and
misinformation are rife (Barker, 2009, p. 4).

The topic of possession has occupied a key position in the politics of church and state and the
judicial systems in the medieval and early modern periods of European history (Caciola, 2003;
Sluhovsky, 2007). There have been occasions in England and Europe when decisions concerning
possession have meant the difference between life and death for individuals accused of
witchcraft and collusion with the Devil (Sluhovsky, 2007, pp. 81-82). But how do ideas about
possession affect the way we live today? Does the subject have any importance at all apart
from being a source of inspiration for horror films? Is it ever reported in the news or is it neatly
sidestepped? How society is affected may be viewed through the methodological lens of the

sociologist or any other specialist social scientist, and it is through these lenses that we may be

2 INFORM’ — Information Network Focus on Religious Movements. http://www.inform.ac.uk (accessed
on 17 April 2010).

* This statement is guestionable. To suggest that social science, or any science can determine that some
things are not the case makes an assumption that knowledge is complete.
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able to gather some form of sociological foundation for an understanding of what possession is

and how society deals with it.

Contributions to La Fontaine’s edited collection The Devil’s Children by adepts of Positive
Possession (that which is invited by the host) are reviewed in Chapter 2, where | will begin with
Christina Harrington (2009), an historian of religion and practitioner of Wicca who invites
possession by the goddess, followed by Mercy Magbagbeola (2009) a psychiatric nurse and a

prophetess of the Celestial Church of Christ who invites possession by the Holy Spirit.

Conversely there are cases where religious exorcists have become possessed or damaged by
the demons they are trying to exorcise (Martin, 1976; Peck, 2005). There are others, whose
experiences have not yet been published, who have been adversely affected or possessed by
those entities that they are trying to help their patients deal with. It is hoped that further
contributions will be made in future by those practitioners who may be fearful of ‘coming-out’
by presenting their findings in peer reviewed journals and contributing to information data

bases on possession issues.

| begin this chapter with a quote from Eileen Barker in her introduction to La Fontaine’s The
Devil’s Children, (2009) where she elucidates the aims and objectives of the organisation
‘INFORM’ that was established at the London School of Economics in 1988. INFORM is
supported by all the mainstream Churches and the British Government, in helping to provide
information that is as reliable, balanced and as up-to-date as possible about minority religions,

faith movements and spiritual communities. Barker writes:

‘INFORM’ relies on the methodology of the social sciences to assess the accuracy and
objectivity of the data it gathers in its attempt to offer information that is more
dependable than that from other sources such as section of the media, some cult-
watching groups and the movements themselves, all of which may have an agenda
that tends to make them somewhat selective in their accounts (Barker, 2006, pp. 371-
395).

Methodological Agnosticism

Barker acknowledges that the social sciences have their limitations in that they have no
expertise, technologies or skills that allow them to judge theological or ethical claims.
However, this does not mean that they cannot use their methods to attempt to understand the

theological and ethical beliefs of those it studies. Barker highlights the observation that social
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science - indeed all science - can only describe and explain empirical or natural phenomena,
and has to remain ‘methodologically agnostic’ (ibid). Scientific enquiry, according to Barker, has
no way of telling whether a supernatural being can be responsible for any particular happening
- whether it be God, the Devil, angels or evil spirits - and it cannot cite these concepts as
independent variables. The fact that objective criteria that could be used as independent
variables are missing from investigations into supernatural phenomena has led, according to
Barker, to ‘methodological atheism’ where claims of possession are explained away as ‘cultural

expectation’ (ibid).

Disproving the Non-empirical

These methodological issues are no different to those that were the primary concern of
Frederic Myers and his colleagues at the Society for Psychical Research a hundred years ago,
and it is for this reason that Myers’ work is the focus of this thesis. One important scientific
guestion raised by the concept of possession I; ‘How can we determine the aetiology of
subjective phenomena when there is no identifiable independent variable that could be
attributable as causative?’ The point being made by Barker is a reinforcement of the notion
proposed by Karl Popper that empirical data by its very nature cannot be used to disprove a
non-empirical belief, and that the social sciences are more justified in trying to describe and
understand who believes what, rather than trying to judge the truth or falsity of spiritual
beliefs (Popper, 1963, pp. 33-34). For a spirit to be assigned as an independent variable, it is
necessary for its ontological existence to be validated, and this is where Myers’ conceptual

framework has its true value.

In order to gain a full understanding of the methods and theories of Myers it is necessary to
appreciate the value of the methods and theories that are in current use in the social sciences,
together with their deficiencies. Survey data can be quantified and categorised according to
common characteristics and features and then used for hypothesis testing. Failing that, it can
still be used for simple demographic data and descriptive statistics for later sociological and

cross-cultural comparisons, and in epidemiological ** studies.

** Epidemiology — the study of health events. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Epidemiology (Accessed
10/2/1012).
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My first example of this kind of social research methodology is the work of Eleanor Stobart, an
independent consultant and researcher. Her report referenced below (2009) was
commissioned by the Department for Education and Skills on child abuse linked to accusations

of possession and witchcraft and first published by HMSO (Stobart, 2006).

Stobart’s Survey of Children Accused of Witchcraft in England

A survey of reported cases of child abuse across England that are linked to accusations of
possession and exorcism has enabled Stobart to categorise recurring characteristics from the
raw data and identify emergent patterns and features (Stobart, 2009). Her research method
was to read case reports and discuss the cases with social workers, police, teachers and

voluntary workers connected with the cases.

Although Stobart does not claim that this data is a full account it does represent a “first
reconnaissance’ into the problem (ibid, p. 161), and there is sufficient data to enable the
identification of significant features of this form of child abuse, and to identify those steps that

are needed to address the problem.

The number of cases of child abuse linked to accusations of possession or witchcraft is very few
in relation to the total number of child abuse cases known to Social Services in England.
Stobart’s study revealed only 74 cases from January 2000 until her report was presented in
2006, of which 38 were analysed. This is a very small sample in comparison with the 72,100
child protection enquiries received by Social Services in the year 2003 — 2004 (ibid, p.151).
Stobart reports that there were 30,700 children placed on the child protection register in the
year 2004 — 2005 and she makes the comment that as awareness increases so more cases are
revealed. This suggests that the true incidence of children being accused of possession and

witchcraft could be significantly higher than has been revealed to date (ibid, p. 152).

Stobart has been able to classify her raw data into quantitative, tabulated statistics under the
headings of: age and gender of victims, UK region, ethnic origin, UK residency, religion,
involvement of place of worship, family structure, child differentiation characteristics, type of

accusation, type of abuse and outcomes (ibid, pp.151-172).

Among Stobart’s findings from the difficulties in tabulating some of the data, one of the most

notable features of the cases studied was the difficulty in understanding the relationships
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within these troubled families between the child and its caregivers. Children live with mothers,
fathers, aunts and uncles and it was difficult to establish exactly who was directly related to the
child. Some carers had several partners or were transient, and some appeared to have
polygamous marriages. The research suggests that children become more vulnerable to
accusations of possession or witchcraft when there is a change in family situation or if there is
no bond of affection between carer and child. Children who are marginalised by the family
group are often scapegoats and, as outsiders, they are blamed for troubles that affect the

family, such as unemployment, sickness or financial problems.

Stobart’s research reveals that carers often describe bad behaviour or ‘naughtiness’ as a sign of
possession. Such behaviour may include rebelliousness, disobedience, independence, defiance
and developing individuality. These behaviours are typical of disenfranchised or adopted
children, who feel isolated and disconnected from their caregivers (Verrier, 1993), but in ethnic
communities with a strong belief in possession and witchcraft there is a tendency to attribute
such behaviours with evil intent, not on the part of the child but of evil forces that use the child

as an instrument of evil (ibid, p. 163).

Stobart’s findings show that children with disabilities are often viewed as different and their
disability may be explained away as possession by their families. The disabilities identified in
Stobart’s sample of cases include epilepsy, stammering, deafness, learning disabilities, autism,

mental health issues and other life-limiting illness (ibid).

In 11 cases of the 38 there were concerns for the mental health of a carer. llinesses included
post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and schizophrenia. Three carers were sectioned
under the Mental Health Act. Although there is no legitimate excuse for the abuse inflicted on
children by their carers, Stobart points out that these carers genuinely believed the child to be
possessed by the ‘devil’ and that any violence is directed at the devil and not the child. These
carers believed that the child was not there anymore. This concept is difficult for public sector
professionals to understand and they further had difficulty in understanding how an adult
carer could be so fearful of the power of a child to be so ‘evil’ as to threaten the life of a carer.
Some would assume that anyone holding such a belief must be mentally ill. Whilst only three
of the carers were sectioned under the Mental Health Act all others were prosecuted as child

abusers (ibid, p. 167).
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The relationship between possession, mental health and criminal behaviour is complex and
confusing, and demands more attention than the limitations of this thesis will allow. In the
meantime, it may be worthwhile to note that where there is a belief in possession, there is a
possibility that the accuser is the one who is influenced by a spirit entity rather than the
accused. Projection is a psychological concept that has proven to yield positive results where
confusion reigns, especially in cases of ‘paranoid personality disorder’ (PPD) (Beck, Freeman,
Davis & et, 2004, p. 117) and ‘dissociative identity disorder’ (DID) (Phillips & Frederick, 1995, p.
203). A failure, however, to consider the possibility of spirit influence in unconscious
motivation to serious criminal behaviour inevitably leaves victims of negative spirit influence,
where genuine, in the long-term care of prisons and mental institutions with no prospect of
any release from their agony. Examples of the failure of authorities to acknowledge the signs of
negative spirit influence are provided (although not intentionally) by the forensic psychiatrist
Helen Morrison (2004) from the transcripts of her recorded interviews with notorious serial

killers.

In the case of John Wayne Gacy, a serial child killer, Morrison was invited by Gacy’s attorney to
give evidence for the defence of insanity. Gacy’s younger sister, Karen, in an interview with

Morrison stated:

| remember that once he passed out at the top of the stairs and didn’t remember who
he was when he came to. He was like someone who was drunk, but he wasn’t drunk.
Something in his voice was different. It was not his voice (ibid, p.82).

This evidence offered by Gacy’s sister suggests that Gacy had either an alter-ego (according to
the theories of DID), or was possessed by an entity other than his own. Together with many
other significant clues as to what motivated Gacy, this was either ignored or overlooked by

Morrison.

Consistent with Myers’ concept of the continuum of human experience (which | introduce
more fully in the next chapter), manifestations of spirit influence can vary between subtle
compulsions to take a particular course of action without any conscious comprehension of how
we are influenced, to the terrifying intrusion of loud voices in the head giving instructions. As
reported of Gacy by Morrison, ‘He heard a voice, a compelling, humbling voice that thundered

in his head, echoing loudly’ (Morrison, 2004, p. 134). Similarly with reference to the case of
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Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper, Morrison writes, ‘There is no doubt that Peter Sutcliffe

used the idea of commandments from God just to kill people’ (ibid, p.139).

Psychiatry assumes that hearing voices that give commands to commit crimes, diagnosed as
‘command hallucinations’ (Soothill, Rogers & Dolan, 2008, p. 446) is a symptom of
schizophrenia (APA, 1987, p. 312) and treatment usually involves the prescription of drugs to
overcome the voices. However, those psychiatrists who are familiar with Spirit Release
techniques such as Alan Sanderson (2003) and Andrew Powell (2005) are aware that the cure
for internal voices may not rest solely with medication, but require the release of the invading
spirit from the patient. In contrast, the following quotation from Morrison gives a clear and
unambiguous message that she believes that such voices are always the creations of a diseased
mind:

When these killers hear voices from God, what they’re really hearing is only their own
inner voice, imagined permutations of what’s in their own minds (Morrison, p.134).

The above statement by Morrison suggests that she had come across this concept many times
with many serial killers, but without knowledge of the possibility that these voices may

originate from an external source, she was unable to consider an alternative diagnosis.

The relationship between spirit possession, witchcraft, mental health and criminality is only
marginally referred to in Stobart’s study, where care givers have been found guilty of physically
abusing the child in order to drive out perceived demons, but it does open an avenue for
investigation that must wait until these concepts are taken seriously by dedicated researchers

and when funding is made available for serious further investigation. *

In summary, Stobart’s study highlights the problems with beliefs in possession in the identified
ethnic groups and offers recommendations to avoid negative outcomes. The abuse occurs
when violent forms of exorcism are attempted, and Stobart makes recommendations for public
service agencies to be in closer contact with those voluntary sector groups with which
immigrant families are more likely to turn when in need of help. When the exorcism is
attempted it is already too late. Schools and teachers are better positioned to become aware

of anything wrong before serious abuse occurs.

» Unfortunately, it is anticipated that the deeply entrenched attitudes and procedures in national
institutions such as the Judiciary, the Prison Service, Social Services and the National Health Service are
unlikely to support or approve research of this kind.
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Stobart acknowledges that it is not possible to change deep seated beliefs about possession
and witchcraft when they are an endemic factor in the culture and religious belief system. *°
However, education is available through The Churches’ Child Protection Advisory Service

(CCPAS)*” which provides literature and training on all aspects of child protection including

exorcism and gives guidance for best practice.

The African Caribbean Evangelical Alliance (ACEA)*® in partnership with Churches Together in
England (CTE) held a conference on black majority churches looking at a range of issues
including child protection and interaction with local authorities. The ACEA, Metropolitan Police,
Local Authorities and CCPAS held a conference on child protection, focussing particularly the

issue of accusations of possession and witchcraft towards children in particular.

Stobart recommends a centralised information system on all cases of reported abuse linked
with possession and witchcraft that can be accessed by all agencies including police and social
services, although she is not specific on how that data should be collected and presented as
routine. Her report recommends that places of worship need to have child protection policies

in place, together with procedures for best practice in deliverance or exorcism.

In order for a meaningful picture of possession and accusations of witchcraft to be produced,
data collection would need to conform to a defined format that enables the dissemination of
information in tabulated form for trend analysis and intervention efficacy. Below | have
constructed an example of how data can be tabulated even from the primitive personal
records of an interventionist; in this case the 18" century exorcist Father Johann Joseph
Gassner (Midelfort, 2005, p. 63). Although the data presented below could hardly be described
as rigorous or scientific, it does show some of the complaints that Father Gassner treated with
religious exorcism with a degree of success. ** What is important for my argument is that we,
as a society, need to know to what extent possession is a problem, and what are the resources
and recourses of action that are currently in use by various groups and individuals to deal with

it.

3 Conversely, it is difficult to change beliefs in those who have no personal experience of possession.
37 . . . . . . . .

Information and guidance on issues of child protection linked to accusations of possession and
exorcism are available from the CCPAS website at http://www..ccpas.co.uk/Spirit Possession.html
(accessed 17 April 2010).

%% ACEA website address: http://www.eauk.org (accessed 13 April 2010) It is unfortunate the ACEA has
suspended its operations due to lack of funds as a result of the economic recession.
% Gassner treated literally thousands of people, often in large groups (Midelfort, 2005, p. 80).
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Gassner’s cures in Klosterle: 1767-1769

Complaint Male Female Unknown Gender
Epilepsy 2 8 3
Sick 4 7 1
Chest & Heart 3 2 0
Fevers 7 7 Many
Blind 5 4
Deaf 0 1
Throat 0 1
Head and Face 2 5
Womb 0 1
Crippled, Lame 13 16
Cramps & Paralysis 1 2
Pains 4 1 2
Dead 0 1
Cancer 0 1
Mad 10 11
Stomach, Vomiting 1 2
Consumption 0 1
Marital impediment 1 1
Lockjaw 0 1
Leprosy 0 2
Could not eat 1 1
Unknown 1 0 62
Totals 56 76 70 plus two entries

listing ‘many’

Stobart had no contact with victims or perpetrators; information came solely from public
services and voluntary agencies connected with the cases. The views and opinions collected are

therefore representative of observers, and there are no expressed opinions, testimonies or
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beliefs of the victims, perpetrators of abuse, traditional ethnic healers or church ministers who
practice deliverance or exorcism. This inevitably produces a report that is biased by the
opinions, assumptions and beliefs of observers of the negative consequences of inappropriate
action against children accused of possession or witchcraft. Where the beliefs and assumptions
of observers make no provision for a belief in possession; it makes it extremely difficult, if not
impossible, to appreciate the levels of fear experienced by those who do feel threatened by
demonic forces. In contrast, if an observer were to become a participant and actually
experience what it feels like to be possessed by an external intelligence with evil intent, then
all assumptions and beliefs would change and the whole issue would be viewed from a
completely different epistemological perspective. However, modern secular epistemological
foundations have a strong tendency to prevent such ideas being considered. What | have
learned from Stobart’s study is that there is a conflict between belief systems with their

concomitant divergences in epistemology.

Stobart’s study was not designed to consider any theory about possession, other than to
present it as a factor in the cultural and religious belief system of those who were brought to
the attention of public services agencies due to their inappropriate attempts at exorcism. The
study therefore was only able to assess the characteristics and outcomes of the belief systems
of those families represented by the case samples. Stobart’s study therefore represents a
simple social science study that has no recourse to hypothesis testing. Observers of the
outcomes of belief systems and those whose beliefs are shaped by experience will inevitably
have difficulty in communicating and understanding what they observe and what they
experience with each other. Our epistemological foundations of knowledge are therefore

fundamental in our search for making sense of the possession phenomena.

To take us one step further into the efficacy of social science methods, Michael Cuneo’s study,
which | will now consider, has more depth and was conducted across a broader spectrum of
society. He employed a more detailed research methodology for examining possession. He
had more time than Stobart to interview exorcists and victims as well as observers and
commentators on the negative outcomes of inappropriate interventions, and was therefore
able to enhance the depth and accuracy of his study. Stobart’s study was deficient in
witnessing at first hand those procedures that were used by healers and ministers of religious

deliverance where the accused child was helped, and her study was biased by her emphasis on
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cases where the exorcism caused physical abuse and serious damage to the accused child. In
contrast, Cuneo’s study was able to report on the positive outcomes experienced by the
victims of possession by more appropriate interventions by experienced exorcists and

deliverance ministers.

Cuneo on the Impact of Entertainment on the Vulnerable in the
USA

Partly funded by the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, the anthropologist and
sociologist Michael Cuneo conducted research into the phenomenon of demonic possession in
North America during the 1970’s, 80’s and 1990’s (Cuneo, 2001). Cuneo highlights the public
paranoia created during the 1970’s by the publication of William Blatty’s book The Exorcist
(1971) followed by the film of the same title (1973), and by Malachi Martin’s book, Hostage to
the Devil which depicted in graphic detail five cases of alleged demonic possession in the

modern United States (Martin, 1976).

In order to negate any bias that may have been created in his mind by the dramatization of
Blatty and Martin’s works, Cuneo’s research method was to witness for himself actual exorcism
rituals performed by authorised and unauthorised Catholic exorcists, together with lay self-
appointed individuals and ministers of the Neo-Pentecostal and charismatic churches, and to
personally interview retired practitioners of exorcism and deliverance. The result of Cuneo’s
investigation is a more balanced overview than Stobart’s in that he highlighted both the
negative and positive outcomes of sensationalist reporting in the media and the social hysteria

created from the dramatization of reality for the benefit of the entertainment industry.

Cuneo discovered several factors that contributed to the peak of hysteria around satanism and
demonic possession in the 1970’s that was maintained and reinforced through the 80’s and
well into the 1990’s. Among them was the disturbing case of the murder of Sharon Tate by
Charles Manson and the release of the satanic film, Rosemary’s Baby by Roman Polanski

(1968).

In comparison to the cases examined in England by Stobart above, the American news media
exploited the fear associated with stories of satanic ritual abuse, whereas in England the news

media focussed on the failings of Social Services.
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Cuneo asserts that it was the entertainment industry in i’s over-dramatization of the notion of
demonic possession that drove people in their thousands to seek exorcism from the Catholic
Church and deliverance from Protestant Pentecostalism (ibid, p. 83). Neo-Pentecostal
churches responded with the introduction of deliverance rituals into their practices and the
Catholic Church, after strong denial and resistance, eventually succumbed to the pressure of
public demand acceded to an increase in the appointment of official exorcists (ibid, p. 258).
The church also, extraordinarily, acceded to permit the live broadcasting on April 22™ 1998 of

the exorcism of a sixteen year old girl (ibid).

Cuneo maintains that where the entertainment media were responsible for over-dramatization
which led to public paranoia, eventually it was responsible for the Catholic Church’s open
acknowledgement that, although rare, demonic possession was a reality and they had an
obligation to provide the solution where and when it was justified. Cuneo reports that the
Catholic Church openly acknowledged that demonic possession and exorcism are a real but
rare occurrence. Furthermore, his reporting on the experiences of ministers of deliverance in
the charismatic movement presents the view that interference from supernatural evil forces is
more common that most people would like to admit. It seems that the fear of demonic forces
can be justified if the resources to deal with it are known and made available. However, the

danger lies in creating mass hysteria and not providing the resources to deal with the panic.

A positive outcome some 20 years after the furore created by Blatty’s book, was that a true
and accurate account of the factual case of ‘Robbie Mannheim’, a 14 year-old boy, (on which
Blatty’s book and film were based) was written by investigative journalist Thomas Allen (1994).
Using the original journal written by an attendant Jesuit priest who was an eyewitness, Allen

produced a de-fictionalised account that was devoid of false drama or embellishments.

Some of Allen’s comments from the preface of the 2000 edition of the book are worthy of
note. For instance, he speaks of how the film The Exorcist reached deep into the unconscious
and stirred up ‘nameless fears’ in many who viewed it (Allen, 2000, p. ix). He further
comments that following a viewing of the film many people had to seek therapy to rid them of
fears they could not explain and psychiatrists were writing about cases of what they began

calling, ‘cinematic neurosis’ (ibid, p. ix-x).
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Thomas Allen’s observation revealed something that Michael Cuneo’s investigations failed to.
The cinematic dramatization of Blatty’s book seems to have touched a nerve in the psyche of
many otherwise rational human beings to the extent that it made them psychologically ill. This
is not just a good example of the very real effects of an idea *° imposed onto a suggestible
public. More than that this suggests that the fear-behaviour created is similar to the fear
exhibited by infant primates (chimpanzees) the very first time they see a snake. Thisis not a
learned fear but an instinctual one. The suggestion is that human beings have an instinctual

fear of the demonic, and this would go a long way to explain a compulsion for its fascination.

Cuneo makes it very clear in his assessment that the belief systems and ‘expectations’ of

people play an extremely important role in their perception and their experience. He writes:

Most people who seek out an exorcism are suffering from some psychological or
emotional problem that they’re convinced has been caused by demons. They believe
that demons are just as real, if not quite so obvious, as anything else in the world and
that only through an exorcism will their problem be illuminated and their
circumstances improved. They anticipate walking away from the exorcism with a new
lease on life. The person charged with performing the exorcism and the supporting cast
of friends, family members, and assistants anticipate the same thing. All parties to the
exorcism have an enormous investment in the affair: The want it to work, they expect
it to work, they pray for it to work. The symbolic universe they inhabit, with its shared
religious meanings and discourse, demands that it work. It doesn’t always work of
course, but often enough (if only temporarily) it seems to. And little wonder — exorcism
is a ritualised placebo, a placebo writ large, one that engages its participants on levels
to which more conventional therapeutic procedures could scarcely aspire (Cuneo,
2001, p. 278).

Recognition of the power of expectation does not originate with Cuneo’s observation.

Sluhovsky writes on the subject of exorcism in the European early-modern period:

No matter who performed the exorcism, they had to manipulate the power of the
sacred in a precise manner that corresponded to a number of verbal and performative
forms that satisfied their clients’ expectations. This helps us to understand why, once
an exorcist’s authority was established, exorcism rarely failed (Sluhovsky, 2007, p. 38).

The relationship between expectation and success is explored more fully later in this thesis,
together with Myers’ approach to dealing with it as a contamination factor in his research.

Myers considered very carefully the power of expectation and suggestion when conducting his

0 As this thesis progresses it will become apparent just how powerful an idea can be as a source of
creation or destruction.
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experiments and took steps to eliminate them as far as possible in his experimental methods,

as | shall explain more fully in Part Two.

Cuneo claims to have undertaken his research with the ‘open-minded Canadian scepticism’
(2001, p. 274) of the anthropologist who needed to understand the mass hysteria surrounding
demonic possession and exorcism. Having witnessed more than fifty exorcisms, it is interesting
that he was still unable to answer the definitive question of whether demons are real or
imagined. Cuneo claims to have been open-minded but sceptical about the prospect of

witnessing demonic possession and exorcism as they were portrayed in Blatty’s film:

| wasn’t expecting to encounter demons — especially not the ripsnorting, mind-blowing
demons of popular imagination — but | was entirely open to being surprised. If
something happened during an exorcism that defied rational explanation, that seemed
to reek of supernatural evil, | was committed to reporting it. Hell, | would have been
happy reporting it. But nothing happened — at least nothing startling, nothing that
reached out and grabbed me by the throat (Cuneo, 2001, p. 274).

It is my own opinion that Cuneo is making a fundamental error. Although he claims to be an
open-minded sceptic, he is still influenced by the popular misconception, reinforced by
dramatic entertainment, that all cases of possession are like those depicted in Blatty’s film and
others of the genre. Cases that are as dramatic as that depicted in The Exorcist are rare, though
the fact that this film was loosely based on a factual case shows that such cases do occur in the
real world. The case of ‘Anneliese Michel’ (Goodman, 2005) is another real-life case that has
been presented to the public in two films: The Exorcism of Emily Rose (Scott Derrickson, 2005)
and Requiem (Hans-Christian Schmidt, 2006). The point is this: just because a serious
researcher does not witness what he or she may expect to witness, does not mean to say that
it does not exist. There are a sufficient number of documented cases of demonic possession
on record to provide evidence for the phenomenon to be recognised as a significant event in
human experience (Caciola, 2003; Midelfort, 2005; Naegeli-Osjord, 1988; Sluhovsky, 2007).
How these phenomena are explained is another matter, and it is these explanations that
science should be concerned with. Those reported cases where the host’s body is disfigured
beyond the known laws of biology (that | cite in Chapter 3) strongly suggest that the

phenomenology of spirit possession is not purely psychological.

SRT practitioners do not usually have to deal with cases that are documented and classified as

contravening the laws of physics and biology as we currently know them, but they do
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encounter less dramatic cases that cause distress and suffering to their patients. Whether the
demons that plague their patients have ontological reality or are autogenic is open to scientific
scrutiny, and this is precisely where Myers’ methods are important. Cuneo was unable to verify
whether the demons that he witnessed being exorcised were real or imagined, and whether
the cure was exorcism or another form of psychological placebo. What does appear to be real,
however, was the fear in those who believed in their existence. With regard to many of those

who subjected themselves to therapeutic exorcism or deliverance, he writes:

Their depression lifted, their fears fled, their inner torments dissipated, their blues
melted away. | have no way of knowing how extensive this improvement was, or how
long lived. ...it"s quite possible that exorcism actually works, but it may have nothing to
do with driving out demons (Cuneo, 2001, p. 276).

Cuneo’s conclusions reinforce the opinions of scientists and mainstream psychiatrists that
possession is a form of psychological dysfunction and that exorcism is a placebo remedy. As |
commented earlier on the work of Stobart, raw data collected by observation and interview
can be categorised and tabulated to provide insights into trends in the incidence of cases and
their phenomenological characteristics. Cuneo’s work would have had more value if he had
compiled an efficacy table of the results of the exorcisms he had personally witnessed and

subjected them to statistical analysis.

Fear of the demonic was endemic in the Middle-Ages (Tuan 1980), and as a sociologist, Cuneo
reports that similar fear of the demonic reached levels of mass hysteria in the 1970’s and 80’s
in middle class America. What remains to be identified is the object of this fear. Is this fear
justified by the presence of a real demonic threat, or a projection of an inherent weakness in
the spiritual psychology of human mass consciousness? The answer to this question could, as
we shall see, lie within those findings of Myers that even he was astonished to uncover

through his rigorous research methodology.

There are other very important questions to consider here. For instance: can a person be
possessed by some spirit entity other than a devil or demon? Can a person be possessed by the
spirit of a deceased person, or by the conscious will of another living person, or by a self-
created demon as an instrument for self-punishment, or by a curse placed upon them by

another person who may be living or dead? There are ways of discovering the answers to these
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questions and during the course of this thesis | will explore the epistemological foundation that

is required to answer them with the help of Myers’ methods and theories.
Conflicts in Epistemology

The development of research methodology involves the incorporation of additional concepts
as well as expanded theories and the testing of hypotheses (Diesing, 1971). Cuneo’s study is
representative of an observational study that included the witnessing of exorcism and
deliverance rituals and interviewing in-depth those who experienced possession and those
who administered to it. Where Cuneo’s study fell short was in the fact that he remained an
observer. He was never a participant in the experience of being possessed or of being
subjected to exorcism or deliverance ministry. In short, his study lacked subjective experience.
Modern science claims to be objective and must therefore ignore subjectivity. However, in my
thesis | assert that experience is an essential component, not only in the quest for greater
understanding, but also in the accuracy of scientific research and analysis. My assertion is
reinforced by Diesing’s academic treatise on the Patterns of Discovery in the Social Sciences

(1971). On the process of developing an effective participant-observer method Diesing writes:

The procedure is, first, to become socialized into the system, to learn a set of roles and
normative elements, to form relationships, and thus to participate in the normal
routines and occasional crises of the system. If the system is small, the researcher can
gradually turn himself into an analogue of the system, so that he reacts as it reacts,
feels as it feels, thinks and evaluates as it does. The next step is to make this implicit
knowledge “personal knowledge” explicit. The researcher constructs hypotheses about
parts of the system out of the recurrent themes that come to his attention and tests
these hypotheses against a variety of data — what he sees, what others tell him, how
he reacts, and how others react to his probing actions. Many detailed hypotheses are
gradually combined into a model of the whole system, whose parts are tested by how
well they fit together and how well they agree with the data (Diesing, 1971, p. 6).

The social surveys of both Stobart and Cuneo lack the dimension of observer-participation as
briefly described above by Diesing, and it is for this reason that in the following chapter I give

careful consideration to the importance of the personal experience of possession.

With regard to the scientific study of psychological phenomena in general, the practice of
introspection that was espoused by William James, Carl Gustav Jung and others in the early
days of psychology’s developing methods was abandoned with the introduction of what was

perceived to be the more scientific method proposed by Watson (1913) of behaviourist
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observation. The adoption of the purely objective observation of human behaviour as a science
of psychology was one of Myers’ greatest criticisms of the development of psychology’s
scientific methods (Myers, 1903). This criticism was shared by James who declared that ‘all’
experience is subject to scientific scrutiny, which includes all subjective experience (James,

1902).

On the value of clinical experience with specific regard to spirit possession, the Swiss

psychiatrist Hans Naegeli-Osjord writes:

It should be emphasised that critics who lack any experience of their own are trained
only in the traditional sciences will have no valid basis for evaluating the phenomena of
possession and exorcism, but some will do it anyhow. Their belief in the widely
accepted “knowledge” provides enough motivation. | would like to provide some food
for thought: “In order to reach the source, one has to swim against the current.”
(Naegeli-Osjord, 1988, p.175).

The above statement may seem a little harsh towards mainstream science, but Naegeli-Osjord
is making a point of importance with his metaphor of going against the current. This metaphor
has a double meaning; to go against the current of mainstream opinion, and to move towards

the source of a problem rather than focus on symptoms.

By way of conclusion, it can be recognised that the principal objective of social science is to
appreciate and acknowledge (if not fully understand) the beliefs of a community towards
possession and the effects of such beliefs on individuals and communities. However, issues of
epistemology are fundamental to our understanding of the difficulty in accommodating others’
ideas and belief systems. Further study from other perspectives, which include the
participation and personal experience of the observer, will provide insights into the power of
these beliefs, and whether beliefs can be more fully understood in light of more detailed

scientific scrutiny.

In addition to recognising the belief system of a community, much more can be made of
sociology by following the example of its pioneer Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) who used
descriptive statistics to pose questions about what is happening in society to influence those
behaviours. Stobart was able to record the incidence of cases of children accused of witchcraft
being brought to the attention of the police and social services, and the family circumstances
that indicated those vulnerable children who are at most risk. In so doing, she also discovered

the differences in the number of cases of children being placed into care by social services from
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one year to another. The source of that information can be used for other studies where

descriptive statistics are useful to sociology.

Stobart was able to offer recommendations to government institutions, church authorities and
volunteer groups on how to approach the problem with preventative measures, and a

centralised database of reported cases.

There is no reason (apart from a lack of will) why data collection methods cannot be used to
record all incidences of reported possession and witchcraft in any ethnic group, or any church,
or any other selected group or section of the population. Just as Durkheim was able to ask
questions about trends in the incidence of suicide between Catholics and Protestants in France
in the 1800’s (1897), surely we too are able to record the cases of reported possession and
witchcraft in England or the USA in any given period for use in epidemiological studies.
Naturally a recognition of spirit possession, or at the very least a recognition that the term is
used by some sections of society is a prerequisite. To ignore the fact that the term may
justifiably be used in relation to beliefs, and to behaviours and experiences that are seriously
damaging to individuals and families, is to ignore an important dimension of human

experience.

Michael Cuneo did not make use of the data he collected on the cases of possession that he
witnessed in order to evaluate the efficacy of the treatments that they were subjected to. Even
if he had, in view of his own scepticism and his conclusion that exorcism is merely an exotic
form of placebo, would such data have any value other than as a descriptive statistic? Cuneo
was making an observation of religious exorcism and Pentecostal deliverance procedures, in
contrast to psychiatric approaches to treatment, by describing exorcism as a placebo. What
Cuneo did not do was to consider the practice in psychiatry of addressing the spiritual
dimension of human experience with a form of clinical spiritual cleansing that differs
dramatically from any form of exorcism or deliverance. What Cuneo would have been unaware
of was the clinical practice of Spirit Release Therapy. If he had known that, then, perhaps his
conclusions could have included more valuable information from a less sceptical and biased

position.

A further question for Cuneo’s study is: ‘How do the reported cases of possession compare

from one year to the next and what are the explanations, if any, for movements in trends?’
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These are questions that could be answered if all psychiatric practitioners in the UK and USA
were to submit reports on their cases and the outcome of their interventions, together with
reports submitted by churches and other institutions who administer to those suspected,
reported or found as being possessed. All that is required is an extension of Stobart’s
recommendations for accurate records to be kept by churches and clinics that treat reported
cases of suspected possession and related mental health problems. The greater the database
of information, the greater the value it has in showing growing and decreasing trends, and in
showing clusters of aetiology, intervention method and outcome. This type of social science
information, if handled correctly, can be used in much the same way as data collected from
clinical trials to evaluate the efficacy of drugs or other forms of medical or psychiatric
intervention. Again, | repeat, all that is required is acknowledgement that genuine spirit
possession is a sickness whether it is autogenic or veridical. As to whether it is autogenic (self-
created) or veridical (from an external source), Myers has a conceptual framework and method

that modern psychiatry can utilise.

Sociological studies are limited in the information they can provide because of the restrictions
on their ability to test hypotheses. Social science is essentially phenomenological and unable
to fully empathise with the meaning of beliefs and experiences unless the observer has similar

beliefs and experiences.

Stobart’s study shows the damage that can be done to children by inappropriate action by
caregivers who believe in witchcraft, and what Cuneo’s study shows is the power of belief,
expectation and suggestion on sections of society who he considered to be susceptible to the
power of dramatic entertainment. The concepts of belief, expectation and suggestion are
powerful contributors to human experience as observed personally by Cuneo and academically
by Sluhovsky above, and these concepts arise continuously throughout this thesis. Myers was
especially concerned with the power of belief, expectation and suggestion as contaminants in
his scientific research, and he took steps to eliminate them as far as possible in order to arrive
at scientifically robust outcomes and conclusions. The steps he took are explored in detail, with
examples, in Chapter 7 and 8. Meanwhile, in the chapter that follows, | examine the experience
of positive possession, when the host invites the possessing entity. | am introducing this in
order to enable those who experience possession to give their own testimony of the

experience, thereby contributing to a more balanced argument that may subsequently
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contribute to a wider understanding of the value of the subjective in the scientific and

academic study of the phenomenon of possession.
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CHAPTER 2

Conflicting Theories of Possession in Cross-Cultural Studies

In the previous chapter | examined the value of a simple social science method of analysing
data from a very small selected sample of child abuse cases from the population of England
conducted by Stobart (2009), and a wider social and cultural study of the impact of the
entertainment and news media on a wider cross-section of society in North America by Cuneo
(2001). The value of these forms of social study with specific application to the epidemiology of
possession is dependent on the type of data collected and on its categorisation and tabulation
for recognising trends, aetiology, diagnosis, intervention method and outcome. But in order for
this to work the concept of possession and related phenomena needs to be accepted as a
significant factor in the lives of many more people than is currently recognised by social

scientists and psychiatrists.

From the two studies cited in the previous chapter | was able to identify a difference in the
epistemological foundations between the observers and the subjects of observation that
prevented a fuller understanding of what it means to be possessed. The hypothesis is that the
belief system of the observer influences the deductive findings of the observer’s studies, and
that subsequent judgement and opinions formed are unable to capture the essence of the
experience of possession. In summary | have concluded that those who experience possession
believe its subjective reality while those who observe do not. Observers therefore try to arrive

at explanations that fit their own preconceived theoretical frames of reference.

In this chapter | focus on two specific examples of positive possession in England, where the
spirit entity is invited by the host for benevolent purposes. | will then take into consideration
the value of the subjective experience of the participant-observer as it is conceived in social
and cultural studies in order to determine whether or not it contributes to a scientific
knowledge of spirit possession, and, subsequently to ascertain whether this knowledge can be
accommodated into an expanded epistemology in line with the methods and theories of

Myers.
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Classification of Possession Typology and the Continuum

For Myers the continuity or uniformity of nature was one of the most fundamental principles
guiding scientific knowledge. Myers believed that all phenomena - mental and material,
normal and abnormal, commonplace and rare - are in some sense continuous, coherent, and
amenable to the rational, empirical methods of science. He further believed that scientific
knowledge would advance qualitatively only when scientists address all phenomena, and in

particular those that did not fit readily into prevailing views. Myers writes:

If nature is to be intelligible to our minds she must be continuous; her action must be
uniformitarian and not catastrophic (Myers, 1895, p. 22).

The phenomenology of possession can be seen on a progressive scale from the overtly
dramatic at one end of the scale to the much more subtle (to the degree that it is virtually
undetectable) at the other. Using his theory that everything in the universe exists on a
continuum, | hypothesise that possession has its own continuum, and correspondingly the
methods of dealing with it are on a continuum of correlation. This means that the method of
intervention, whether it be exorcism according to the Roman Catholic rite of exorcism, the
Rituale Romanum, ** or other less dramatic methods, needs to conform to the dictates of the
form of possession on the continuum. The key is to accurately diagnose the nature and degree
of the possession, which in traditional religious language is the art of discernment (Sluhovsky,
2007, p. 169; Caciola, 2003, p. 225; Baglio, 2009, p. 107), and this is precisely where the skills
and training of the Spirit Release Practitioner come into their own, as | shall be discussing in

Chapter 12, Psychiatry and Possession.

It is an essential requirement of scientific methodology to categorise and label all events,
processes and phenomena, but this gives the impression of the existence of discrete
phenomena. In this and the next chapter it has been necessary to categorise selected
possession phenomena, for example, positive (invited) and negative (uninvited) possession.

Within each division there are sub-categories that identify different types of possession, and

*1 The Rituale Romanum, the Roman Catholic Rite of Exorcism, originally set down in 1614, was updated
by the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) (Baglio, 2009, p. 15). A complete translation of the 1614
version from the original Latin, together with a full explanation is presented by Malachi Martin (1976,
pp. 459-472).
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each sub-division can be further sub-divided into grades of intensity. Ultimately the grades and

discrete sub-divisions coalesce into a continuum of human experience.

Myers conclusion that the ‘possession’ of a person’s thoughts by discarnate entities made
sense in arriving at an explanation for previously unexplained psychological phenomena (Myers
2003 p.1484). However, we who live our lives according to our sense perceptions of the
material world are surprised to learn that unseen forces have a continuous, variable and

fluctuating influence on our daily lives and experiences.

An example is the influence of the moon on the oceanic tides and the menstrual cycles of
women. * Many more examples could be listed here that are known to the physical sciences,
but Myers’ research revealed that there is more to influence us than can be detected using the
instruments of physics. Our susceptibility, vulnerability or resistance to the influence of the
spirit world is also on a continuum of individual differences, and it can be hypothesised that
the degree of intensity of the possession experience is partly dependent on the individual’s
strength or weakness in their own concept of self otherwise referred to as the ego —a

hypothesis suggested by Naegeli-Osjord (1988, p. 135).

Later in this chapter | broaden the scope of the enquiry to include examples from ethnographic
studies of religions from diverse geographical locations, where positive possession and soul-
loss (an alternative explanation for possession that | will explain later) are common factors in

the socio-cultural belief system of the whole community.

Positive Possession

Willing hosts see themselves as intermediaries between this world and the world of spiritual
beings and are appropriately named mediums by spiritualists (Crabtree, 1985, p. 63). They may
be controlled or possessed by discarnate human entities or other intelligent entities during the
rituals of some occult traditions. Participants may give themselves freely to be possessed by a
god or goddess, a process which may be referred to as ‘magical invocation’ (ibid) that is
practised in order to gain knowledge or power to promote personal growth or healing for

others.

2 http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.3109/00016348609158228/abstract. Accessed 2/7/11.
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Littlewood makes the distinction between voluntary and involuntary possession states (2009,
p. 29). He uses examples of voluntary possession states that are typical in Africa, such as Sar in
East Africa, Bori in West Africa, the Afro-Caribbean Santeria of Cuba, Trinidadian Shango,
Haitian Vodou,® and the Afro-Brazilian cults of Candomble and Umbanda. Each has its own
characteristic pattern of beliefs and practices when spirit entities are invited to interact with
the participants in the rituals. In contrast, involuntary possession is less standardised and the

experience is damaging in the course of everyday life, causing illness or madness (ibid, p.29).

Positive Possession in Wicca

Positive possession is not confined to tribal communities in what we in the West may see as
‘developing’ countries. In the UK, according to practising Wicca adherent Christina Harrington;
‘Wicca is a nature based initiatory religion with a theology centred around two cosmic deities
known as the Goddess and the God’ (Harrington, 2009, p. 103). Practitioners of the Wicca
religion believe in a largely benevolent spirit world, and they believe that the body of the
dedicated can be taken over and shared with the gods. Wicca therefore employs the practice

of deliberate possession — ‘not of demons, | stress, but of our gods’ (ibid).

Harrington’s first-hand experience of the ceremony of Drawing Down the Moon provides an
important perspective in gaining a fuller understanding of the subjective meaning and emotive
qualities of positive possession in contrast to a phenomenological approach which generally
avoids the central concerns of the society or group under scrutiny. Prior to her own possession
by the deity, Harrington describes the emotional connection with the high priestess as she

witnessed her first Drawing Down ceremony:

Once an initiate, | could attend the private secret rituals. As | recall, it was at the first
ritual after my initiation that | first saw what we call ‘the Drawing Down of the Moon’.
The high priestess of the group had the Goddess of Wicca called into her, and the
Goddess was made present in her body. In that possessed state, she spoke a beautiful
inspired speech that | recall as being poetic and deeply emotionally moving
(Harrington, 2009, p. 104).

The emotionally moving experience Harrington described above, whilst in the presence of one

who is possessed by a divine being, bears a strong resemblance with the emotions reported by

* Schmidt (2009, p. 91) reports that there are several spellings for Afro-Caribbean religious terms. For
example ‘Vodou’ can be written as Voodoo, Vodu, Wodu. According to Schmidt most scholars use the
Creole spelling of Vodou in order to distinguish it from the negative Hollywood portrayal as Voodoo.
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Bettina Schmidt (2009) on her personal participation in a possession ceremony with a group of
Afro-Caribbean migrants in New York. Schmidt’s report is relevant to our concerns here
because she says that she became ‘overwhelmed by this unfamiliar situation’ and didn’t quite

understand why (ibid, p. 92).

Schmidt acknowledges that despite her extensive experience as an anthropologist in observing
the possession of mediums in Puerto Rican Santeria she had never been permitted to
participate in ceremonies because of the dangers of becoming possessed by an Orisha (the
name for the divine entities in Santeria), and that ‘it would be difficult for me to get rid of one
if he/she possessed me’ (ibid, p. 91). The prospect of participating in a ceremony offered
Schmidt a unique opportunity, and she had been invited by a colleague to attend a ceremony

in a Vodou temple of a Haitian woman in New York.

Schmidt’s report, although promising to be informative with regard to the subjective
phenomena experienced through direct participation in a ceremony, leaves the reader
uninformed as to the emotional nature of her experience. Apart from feeling overwhelmed
when speaking with the mambo at the end of the ceremony, the only other reference to her
own subjective experience was this: ‘1 was touched by this experience when | left the temple

physically exhausted from the long night’ (ibid, p.92).

Schmidt’s explanation for her emotional experience was that it was in response to being
accepted as an outsider into a sacred environment (ibid, p. 93). This could be seen as a
cognitive deduction where the intellect takes precedence in order to arrive at a rational
explanation. Alternatively she could have explained it as an emotional reaction to being in the
presence of a divine being as Harrington does. Schmidt’s choice of explanation may give a clue
as to her own epistemology which may still be one of non-experience or non-belief in the
ontology of spirit beings. In contrast, Harrington goes on to describe her experience of inviting

the Goddess into herself, and of the need to be protected from negative spirit entities.

Preparations and Subjective Experience of Positive Possession

Harrington’s description of the preparations for her own initiation into the possession rite
draws attention to the principle of protection from unwelcome spirit agencies and to the

pantheistic nature of the religion:
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We met in a temple room, and there were about ten people present in a chalk marked
circle. The Wiccan circle — the sacred space that keeps out undesirable forces whilst
containing the power of the ceremony — had previously been blessed with consecrated
salt water, and protective guardian spirits were called forth to guard the rite. These
protective spirits act as sentinels of protection against any unwelcome supernatural
forces that might be about; and whilst for us the unseen realms are not believed to be
filled with evil forces, we do not want undesirable or incompatible presences in our
place of working, particularly when we are working with possession rites. In
Christianity these are the four archangels; the guardians of our tradition are ancestral
forces, also associated with the four elements of earth, air, fire and water (Harrington,
2009, p. 104).

Consecrating salt water with a blessing is the same formula used by the Christian Church for
producing holy water. The context of blessing the sacred circle with blessed salt water is
precisely the same as the use of holy water in protection and other sacraments in the Christian
Church. In all religions that believe in possession the precautions and rituals for protection
from unwanted or evil spirit interference is virtually universal, and according to the

experienced psychic Dion Fortune:

We live in the midst of invisible forces whose affects alone we perceive. We move
among invisible forms whose actions we very often do not perceive at all, though we
may be profoundly affected by them (Fortune, 2001, p. 3).

Fortune’s advice is offered to everyone who is unaware of the negative influences of a spirit
world and the destructive intentions of those who know how to use the black arts, but David
Ashworth’s warnings and methods of protection are directed specifically to the practitioner of
those complementary therapies that would be considered as a part of the ‘new age’ spiritual
movement (Ashworth, 2001). In contrast to Christian and other religious protection rituals, SRT
practitioners are not known for using holy water in their procedures or drawing circles or
pentagrams on the floor (although it is possible that some do). However, the precautions for
protection normally do include a procedure whereby the space being used for the release of
attached spirits from clients is declared in some way as a sacred space, usually with the
invocation of Divine Light (Hickman, 1994). Protection from negative spirit forces is a recurring
theme in all rituals that involve the intentional invocation of spirits, and is of prime importance

in the healing practices of Spirit Release Practitioners (Ashworth, 2001, p. 35).**

* With the intention of focussing on the methods and theories of Frederic Myers | am restricted in the
attention that | am able to direct to the serious concerns of other authors, but it is important to note
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A Common Characteristic - the Altered State

A recurring characteristic of all forms of possession, whether they are positive and invited or
negative and uninvited is the phenomenon of the altered state of consciousness. According to
Harrington: ‘Everyone in the ritual needs to be in a heightened state in order to be receptive to
the God’ (2009, p. 105). The importance of the altered state is relevant to the scientific
methods applied by Myers in his experiments with his subjects, and | shall explore his method

of using the altered state later in Chapter 7.

In an altered state of consciousness, the experience becomes more emotionally profound, and

it is this deep profound emotional quality that is missing from observers’ reports.

The connection between the Wicca experience of possession by the Goddess (the God for male
devotees) and mystical or transcendental experience as a heightened state is provided by

Harrington as she describes her participation in the ritual for the high priestess’ possession.

A serenity came upon me, and | was somehow at one with the whole cosmos. | saw a
woman | knew, a gracious and serene woman in her sixties; yet she was transformed;
she looked like herself, but was also infinite. And then she spoke these words, hers but
yet not hers. | was moved by a sense of being beyond the world.... | felt touched by the
most tender force imaginable, and | felt that whatever happened to me — for the rest
of my life — all would be well, for she was with me always. ...When it was over, the
priestess then became herself again (ibid).

Harrington’s own experience of being possessed by the goddess describes a deeper mystical

experience that incorporates a sense of being out of body:

| never felt that | was losing myself, but rather that the part of me that is caught up in
daily life linked to (and embraced into) a more still and eternal Me, which in turnis a
part of a divine universe. My consciousness pulled back into a night sky, so eventually |
was looking down at a young woman'’s body, and seeing her look at a man kneeling
before her. | saw all this through the eyes of a Goddess, not through personal eyes.
When | spoke the words of the Charge, the poetry came through me from a far greater
place than | had ever been able to imagine (ibid, p.107).

By Harrington’s description of her experience it can be appreciated that she did not experience
full possession whereby she loses all sense of herself as one would if they were completely
taken over by a possessing spirit. In contrast she experienced being herself and more than

herself and goes on to say:

here that the published works of both Dion Fortune and David Ashworth are essential reading for the
serious student of psychic and spiritual protection methods and procedures.
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If we get it right, the individual is at once themselves and something far, far beyond
themselves. As pantheists, we believe that this is really true about each person,
whether or not they are experiencing it consciously. Being part of a tradition where
one witnesses, and then participates in deity trance possession, gives us a ceremonial,
regular reminder of the fact that we believe in the sacredness of each individual. Surely
this is something that could only be described as a sacrament (ibid, p.108).

The interaction between host and the spirit entity can be seen on a continuum from subtle
mental influence in thought impressions, symbolism and ideas at one end; to full possession at
the other where the host relinquishes conscious control and the entity uses the body and mind

of the host in totality.

From a more objective perspective, the phenomenological characteristics of Harrington’s
experience point to a mediated ritual of organised religious practice that results in a mystical
experience of connection with a divine being. Her own description of something ineffable and
being in touch with something greater than herself offers clues that would classify her
experience as mystical. According to Underhill, ‘“True mysticism is active and practical, not
passive and theoretical. It is an organic life process, a something which the whole self does’
(Underhill, 2002, p. 81). It is for this reason that the study of mysticism has an important
contribution to make in explaining what Harrington is saying. Theories of mystical experience
play a central role in linking the practical application of Myers’ methods and theories with
William James’ philosophical approach to the scientific study of religion (James, 1902). Myers
did not believe that science was the only means of acquiring knowledge, but that
contemplation, revelation, mystical experience and intuition can produce profound truths

(Myers, 1900, p. 114).

Voluntary Possession in a Branch of Christianity

Mercy Magbagbeola, originally from Nigeria, is a social worker and mental health assessor
working with the English Social Services. She uses her knowledge of the beliefs and customs of
her native Nigeria, together with her gift of prophecy through possession by the Holy Spirit in
her work as a prophetess in the Celestial Church of Christ with the Nigerian community in a
district of London. Magbagbeola’s testimony of the experience of being an instrument of the
Holy Spirit offers an informative example of positive possession. In addition she has valuable
knowledge and experience of the profound belief systems held by many diaspora that originate

in African and Afro-Caribbean communities (Magbagbeola, 2009, pp. 109-113).
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Magbagbeola describes her gift as, ‘hearing messages from God, either as a clear vision or as

God speaking directly into my heart’ (Ibid, p. 109). She goes on to say that:

As Christians we are all filled with the Holy Spirit but possession, according to our faith,
is attributed to the Powers of Darkness or to affliction by a demonic power (ibid).

The relationship between possession and witchcraft is described by Magbagbeola according to

her own experiences and belief system:

A witch has demonic power as the human agent of Satan; some know about it, others
do not. But they cannot control it; they are controlled by it. Witchcraft may be handed
on from a senior generation; mothers may even give the power to practise witchcraft
to a child before they die if they have no one else to give it to. Children can be as
powerful as witches as adults, but sometimes if they are given the powers of witchcraft
it lies dormant until puberty. Witches use the power of darkness. Sickness that cannot
be healed, barrenness, working hard (like an elephant as we say) but getting nowhere
—all this can be caused by witchcraft. They plan evil by night but their actions are
carried out by day. Witches can use their power to affect specified places such as
Islington or more widely to affect London or even cause a natural catastrophe like a
tsunami (lbid, p.110).

It is unfortunate that statements like the one in the last sentence above are taken as evidence
that people like Magbagbeola are suffering from delusions in everything they say. There is a
tendency to discount every statement made by a person on the basis that it is supernatural
nonsense when just one statement stretches the imagination beyond the limits of
commonplace views of reality, so that the proverbial baby is subsequently thrown out with the
bathwater. Magbagbeola is in danger of leaving herself open to the theoretical claim that all

who experience such things are mentally ill, when she herself declares that:

If people show signs of thought disorders, that is their words do not make sense, even
in terms of their own culture, or what they say is quite impossible, then they are not
possessed and need psychiatric treatment (ibid).

If, by using her gift of discernment through the Holy Spirit, she has cause to believe that
someone is possessed, or rightly accused of witchcraft as she defines it, then the person
(sometimes a child) is brought to the appropriate place of worship where the remedy is

affected.

Only if children’s abnormal behaviour coincides with misfortune in their family are
children thought of as witches. Beating them will not change anything; only the power
of prayer, the power of the Word, the power of the Name and the blood of the Cross
could rid them of the evil (ibid, p.112).
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She continues:

The solution for those who are not mentally ill concerns God. The pastor will pray over
the prophet or prophetess who will receive the Holy Spirit which will descend upon
them and give them the solution which must be written down and carried out to the
letter (ibid).

When Magbagbeola describes her experience of communicating with the Holy Spirit for

guidance she is in effect describing her experience of an altered state of consciousness, or

trance:

If God wants me to see something, | will stop seeing you and | will see whatever it is
God wants me to see. Within that space of time, those two minutes, | will not know
what is happening around me, because | will be cut off from it. When the vision is over,
| will come round and | will be able to write down what God has revealed (ibid).

The perceived reality of her experience and the firmly grounded belief system of her

community is summarised in her statement:

This is our reality. It is not just gossip and it is not just odd ideas, it happens in people’s
lives (ibid, p.113).

The Celestial Church of Christ is a branch of a syncretistic religion that merges primitive tribal
beliefs with Christian theology. Even though Christian missionaries were able to introduce
Christianity to primitive peoples in Africa, they were often unable to replace primitive beliefs
with Christian doctrine, and consequently their original belief system became integrated with
Christian teaching. The result is a religion that still holds beliefs about spirits, witchcraft and
possession, but with Christian resolutions, rather than more primitive ones that involve witch
doctors or shamans. A similar thing could be said about our own traditions in the Anglican
Church. * It must therefore be acknowledged that religious beliefs and traditions, although
their origin may be lost to conscious thought, still persist in the collective consciousness of a
community. Littlewood, a psychiatrist with training in anthropology, is aware of the tensions

between these different discourses and advises physicians to be aware of them:

While treating the underlying major psychiatric condition, if any, the physician must
remain sensitive to the cultural issues, couched as they may be in a totally alien

** The celebration of Christmas and Easter for example are syncretistic of pagan rituals and Christian
teaching; and May Day in England is still celebrated as a continuation of the pagan celebration of the
rites of fertility.
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medium. It is unwise to directly contradict a patient’s or relative’s statements about
the reality of spirit possession, but instead to offer any psychiatric treatment (including
pharmaceutical drugs) as something which experience has taught the doctor to protect
against spirit attack (Littlewood, 2009, p. 34).

In order to get to the truth, whether a phenomenon of mental iliness or spirit possession, it is
important to take into consideration the epistemology of the culture concerned, together with
the epistemological outlook of the observer or commentator, and then consider the
hermeneutic interpretation of the phenomenology of the experience. Furthermore, the
contextual semantics used by respective parties in their interpretation of spirit possession

must be acknowledged.

Those theories that are likely to be applied to the experiences of both Harrington and
Magbagbeola would include the socio-cultural, auto-suggestion, hysteria and cognitive errors.
These theories are products of the positivistic scientific paradigm which discards the possibility
of the existence of a spiritual realm. The theories of Frederic Myers and William James
considered an alternative hypothesis that they sought to test, and they would attempt to
deduce whether the voices originated in a part of the subliminal self or the voice of an external

spirit entity.

Even without consideration of the methods and theories of Myers, modern psychology could
use the scientific methods it has at its disposal to test the efficacy of the methods of
discernment and resolution that are used by the Celestial Church of Christ and other healing
ministries in the treatment of alleged possession and witchcraft. All that is required, as | have
stated earlier, is to collect information on the diagnosis, the method of intervention and the
outcome — just as Gassner did in the 1700’s,* and just as all medical practitioners do with
accepted diseases and remedies. With particular regard to the methods of the Celestial Church
of Christ, the questions that | seek to explore in this thesis is how efficacious are the remedies
offered by the Holy Spirit (or whoever it is that speaks), and how can the efficacy of

interventions be measured?

The common theme in the invited practice of positive possession in both Wicca and the
Celestial church of Christ is the intention of asking for guidance from a higher source for

healing. It is this theme that raises another question that my thesis will address in Chapter 10. |

* See Table 1 in Chapter 1.
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also pose the question: what are the similarities between the ritual of Drawing Down the Moon
in Wicca and possession by the Holy spirit in the Celestial Church of Christ with those of Spirit
Release Therapy, with Christian Spiritualism and with the Spiritism methods used in the
institutionalised medicine of Brazil? It is my contention that it makes little difference whether
a person with the intention to heal his or her fellow human is a devotee of Wicca, Christianity,
Haitian Vodou, Spiritualism, Spiritism, or any other religious, mystical or spiritual tradition,
because there are common characteristics that can be identified to bring them all together as
spiritual healing practices. In addition to the intention of the healer and the host of a

possessing entity, the other significant characteristic is the altered state of consciousness.

There are mystical, cultural, sociological and psychiatric theories to explain both Harringon’s
and Magbagbeola’s beliefs and experiences, and these theories are applied just as readily to
other examples of positive possession in ethnographic studies of shamanism, which | will now

examine below.

Positive Possession and Social Dynamics

Various forms of possession have long played an important part in traditional religious beliefs
and practices in a wide variety of cultures (Lewis, 1942; Van Eck Duymaer van Twist, 2009;
Schmidt, 2009). We may choose any tribe, anywhere in the world and, in all probability, they
will have their beliefs in a spirit world and possession, with their concomitant traditions for

embracing benevolent spirits and for exorcising evil ones (Carus, 1900, p. 7).

We are reminded by Mulhern (2009, p. 38) that language presents us with a problem when
trying to make a cross-cultural comparison of spirit possession, because of the different terms
used to make sense of spirit entities and their interactions with human beings. The how, why
and where of spirit possession can also vary between cultures, within a given culture, and from
one historical period to another. Transposing differences in language and terminology from any
ethnic group into our own language: the taxonomy of possession in primitive cultures presents

particular challenges.

However, according to Mulhern, spirit possession is always to some extent an organised public
event with consensually agreed local beliefs about the relationship between natural and

supernatural worlds. It characteristically involves the public acknowledgement that an altered
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state of consciousness has occurred in an individual and that their body/mind has been

transformed by a disembodied spirit-being with an autonomous volition.

If the altered state is characteristic of all types of possession, including the positive possession
of the Wicca goddess as experienced by Harrington (2009) and the Holy Spirit by Magbagbeola
(2009), then an understanding of the relationship between altered states and the possession of
discarnate entities and the souls of the deceased is crucial. This relationship is fundamental in
the methods used by Myers in his search for answers to the question: ‘Does man have a soul’?
To quote Myers: ‘If in truth souls departed call to us it is to them that we shall listen most of all’

(Myers, 1903b, p. 35).

There is a conflict in their approaches to the study of possession between anthropologists, who
use social science methods, and psychiatrist / anthropologists, whose perspectives are altered

by their knowledge of medical science (Lewis, 2003, p. 160). Thus, Lewis asserts:

If there is one thing that traditionally unites most British social anthropologists it is
their fierce antagonism and their disregard for the psychological aspects of the social
phenomena which they study. In common with their intellectual ancestor Durkheim,
they seem to feel a positive obligation to relegate the scope of psychology to individual
abnormalities, and thus misrepresent it as a field of study which is generally irrelevant
to their preoccupations (ibid).

Lewis, in his critique of anthropologists, who study ecstatic and mystical experiences in
comparative religions, makes even more critical demarcations between researchers of
different persuasions. He is critical of anthropologists whose main interest has been ‘in the
expressive or theatrical aspect of possession; and they have frequently not even troubled to
ask themselves very closely what precisely was being ‘expressed’ — except of course a sense of

identity with a supernatural power’ (ibid, p.22). He further comments:

Nothing after all is easier than leaping to conclusions and projecting our own
ethnocentric psychological (or psychoanalytic) assumptions and interpretations on to
exotic evidence which may correspond only in superficial detail with apparently similar
data from our own culture (ibid).

The fixation with all that is dramatic in possession contrasts sharply with the social
anthropological approach to the study of witchcraft. In Lewis’ opinion it is within this corner of
comparative religion that the anthropologist focuses squarely on the social nexus in which

accusations of sorcery and witchcraft are made. It is here, according to Lewis, that the
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anthropologist passes beyond the beliefs to examine the incidence of accusations in different
social contexts, and is thus able to show convincingly how charges of witchcraft provide a
means of mystical attack on relationships fraught with tension where other means of conflict
resolution are inappropriate or unavailable. In Lewis’ estimation, it is possible to see the
accused witch as victim rather than bewitched subject, because anthropologists do not
generally believe in witchcraft themselves (ibid, p. 23). This is precisely where Stobart (2006)
stands in her report on the incidence of children who were rightly or wrongly accused of
witchcraft in England. The accused are seen as victims because the observers do not believe in
witchcraft or possession themselves, and this gives the same distorted and biased view that
any anthropologist will have in attempts to study any comparative religious experience from
either a phenomenological or psychiatric perspective. It is here, within either the positive or
negative belief systems of observers and experimental scientists alike that the bias occurs; and
it is here that Myers’ greatest concerns lay. He maintained that in order to get to the truth of
the matter it is important to ignore or to bypass the assumptions and preconceived ideas of
the researcher, and the term, ‘without prejudice or presuppositions of any kind’ is written into

the constitution of the Society for Psychical Research (1882, p. 4).
Similarly, according to the psychiatrist / anthropologist, Roland Littlewood:

Possession denotes a local belief that an individual has been entered by an alien spirit
or other superhuman force, which then controls the person or at least significantly
alters their actions and identity to a greater or lesser extent’ (2009, p. 23).

Littlewood’s model of possession is comprised of three elements, the first of which is the belief
in possession, the second element is an altered state of consciousness (ASC) that may be
experienced in isolation, and the third is a combination of the two which constitutes a
possession state (2009, p. 29). In Littlewood’s model a shamanic vision quest is likely to be a
trance, and the possession cults of Brazil or the Caribbean are likely to be classified as
possession trance (ibid). A possession belief by itself can be inconsequential and hardly affect
daily life at all. Littlewood’s deconstruction of the possession state into the two components
of belief and ASC, which combine into the third, does little to help in understanding the
phenomenology of the possession state, other than describing it as a form of socially accepted
ritual that is dependent on belief and an altered state. It is this compulsion within psychiatry to
deconstruct and classify that detracts from an understanding of the semantics and diversity of

spirit possession and shamanic journeying. My argument is that Myers’ concept of a continuum
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can better be applied to account for subtle variations in possession experiences. But more
importantly, Myers asserted that in order to get to the essentials of automatist phenomena,
one had to bypass the effect of belief systems. | will argue that Myers demonstrated that what
happens in the domain of spirit communication is not dependent on a belief system. The
importance of this aspect of Myers’ work is examined in Chapters 7 and 8 where | discuss his

experimental methods with hypnosis and their application to sensory automatisms.

Returning to the anthropological concept of social dynamics, according to Mulhern the
function of ritualised possession in the cultural idiom is to ‘exercise control, explore and
celebrate the deviant, possession-permitting ritual expressions of normally unthinkable
behaviour’ (2009, pp. 46-48). Lewis, in his treatise on Ecstatic Religion (2003, p. xiii), views
possession as a social rather than a culturally specific phenomenon, where he explores which
social categories of people are most vulnerable # to the voluntary invitation of possessing
spirits, and what social consequences follow. Lewis also examines ‘how the character of

possessing spirits relates to the social circumstances of the possessed’ (ibid, p. xiii).

Examples of this form of possession expressed as a social dynamic include, among the Waitaka
of Kenya, the experience of Saka which results from women being denied requests to their
husbands for something that the men typically regard as their prerogative (Harris, 1957, cited
by Littlewood 2009, p. 31). Described by Western observers as ‘hysteria’, the pattern of Saka
provides a social caricature of women as uncontrollable consumers, vulnerable, emotional and
out of control. The contrast with men is seen as a malady, and the cure is for the husband to
sponsor a public ceremony where his wife wears male clothing, or new clothes and this
inversion of normal behaviour may be seen by Westerners as a resolution of the conflict. From
the perspective of the local men Saka may be seen as an illness, but also as an attack by malign
spirits, and as a simple expression of women'’s social position and personality. According to
Littlewood, Western observers are more likely to see Saka in parallel with drug overdose as an

‘attention-seeking ploy’ (Littlewood, 2009, p. 32).

The above interpretations of positive possession are based on reports of anthropologist
observers who had no experience of participation in the ceremonies that were observed. As |

noted earlier in Chapter 1, Diesing (1971) advocates personal experience in forming

i Vulnerability to spirit possession is examined in Chapter 12.
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relationships with those being studied and experiencing the same phenomena that they do as

important for the social scientist.

According to Schmidt’s theoretical interpretation of her observations of Haitian Vodou and her

partial participation in a possession ceremony, she concludes that:

Vodou serves as an important function in the diaspora. It can signify home for first-
generation immigrants and its practitioners offer support in a hostile environment, but
it can also mark cultural or ethnic identity for succeeding generations whose home is
the diaspora’ (2009, p. 99).

Valuable as this may be to the scholar of traditional religions, what concerns us here is the
value of experience in an understanding of what it is to be possessed oneself. Harrington’s
description of the emotional experience of being in the presence of someone who is possessed
by a divine being is very similar to Schmidt’s in the terminology used. But their respective
explanations for the emotional experience are very different, and | am suggesting that the

differences in interpretation are the result of differences in epistemology.

The different theories espoused by anthropologists and psychiatrists betray their background

and training. But it is the experience of possession that | am searching for in the scientist, and
it is to this end that | shall now turn my attention to the benefits of the personal experience of
‘shamanic Journeying’, which is a practice of entering into an altered state of consciousness,

and then journeying into an alternate reality where spirit entities are purported to exist.

The Shamanic Journey & Soul Loss

Spirit possession is the most widely held mystical interpretation of trance and of other
associated conditions according to Lewis (2003, p. 40). The other major mystical theory is that
which attributes these states to the temporary absence of the victim’s soul, and is
consequently known in anthropology as ‘soul-loss’ (Littlewood, 2009, p. 29). Spirit possession
and/or soul-loss, (depending on the cultural interpretation) are the two principal mystical
explanations (Lewis, p. 57). Lewis reports that the culturally determined emphasis on soul-loss,
rather than spirit possession, is a strongly developed motif in many North American Indian
societies (ibid, p. 43). The psychologist and medical anthropologist Alberto Villoldo, reports on

soul-loss in traumatised children:
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Among Hispanic and Native American communities throughout the U.S., when children
suffer from Susto (fright), they are taken to a special place to retrieve the part of their
soul that was lost or taken from them (2005, p. xi).

Villoldo spent twenty five years studying the healing practices of the Amazon and Inca
shamans. His personal experiences of the traditional rites of passage of these indigenous
peoples, and of being trained in shamanic healing arts have enabled him to adapt and translate

these practices within a modern scientific context.

In his preface, Villoldo draws a parallel between the time taken to train a medical practitioner
in western medicine and a shamanic healer respectively. He has taken what he has learned
through practice under the guidance of respected shamanic healers, and translated its
principles and procedures into the modern language of Jungian psychology, where he applies
them in healing practice and written works. He declares that his practice is ‘extraordinarily
powerful and effective, and must only be used with the strongest code of ethics and integrity’

(2005, p. xi).

The Jungian scholar Leon Schlamm (2008, p. 110) reminds us that journeys into the shamanic

mythic realm through Jung’s concept of ‘active imagination’ can be a dangerous practice:

Jung was well aware that the practitioner of active imagination who was unable to
maintain a differentiated, self-reflective conscious point of view in the face of
unconscious visionary material would be vulnerable to mental illness: either in the
form of psychosis where consciousness is overwhelmed by unconscious visionary
materials; or in the form of conscious identification with numinous unconscious
contents leading to possession by them (Jung, 1916/1958).

Similarly, Villoldo draws a direct corollary between shamanic journeying and Jung’s active
imagination journeying into the unconscious, and it is not difficult to see why he emphasises
the importance of training for the shamanic journey with experienced master teachers. The act
of altering our state of awareness from the everyday normal consciousness to an altered state
that facilitates access to other realms can be spontaneous and unmediated in the vulnerable
person and can lead to mental disturbances or possession by archetypal unconscious contents,
as Jung warns. The continuum of vulnerability and susceptibility to spirit influence is discussed

in Chapter 12, where | examine the relationship between mental health and spirit possession.
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Villoldo is representative of those anthropologists and psychologists who have taken that all-
important step in developing cognitive, emotive and social relationships with those he studies,

in accordance with the ethnographic research ethos of Diesing (1971).

The consequence of Villoldo’s personal participation (not just in the life and culture of the
community, but also in the esoteric healing arts) is that he has taken what is of value and
applied it for his own benefit and the benefit of others in his own culture; and instead of
merely fulfilling the generally accepted role of an anthropologist or psychologist, he has
become a healer in the shamanic tradition — in other words a neo-shaman with a Jungian

perspective.

Scholars such as Kelly at a/ (2007a) and Adam Crabtreee (2009), have begun to recognise that
Jung’s concept of the ‘collective unconscious’ (Jung, 1959) was influenced by Myers’ concept
of the ‘Subliminal Self’ (Myers, 1903b, pp. 26-27), and that furthermore, the permeable
Subliminal Self is open to interaction with the wider collective unconscious. The
interconnection of human individual consciousness with the minds of others (known as
telepathy) is central to Myers’ theory of ‘sensory automatism’ (Myers, 1903b, p. 162), and
continues to be the subject of more recent research findings into the nature of consciousness,
which | will explore more fully in Chapters 10 and 11. Furthermore, the process of ‘active
imagination’ is relevant to this discussion, with respect to the theories and methods of Myers,
as a means of connecting with the collective unconscious and the subliminal self. In other
words, there are similarities between Jung’s process of active imagination and the principles
contained in the process of self-hypnosis. The phenomena associated with hypnosis, altered
states, mystical experiences, possession and soul loss are explored more fully in Chapter 7, and
it is my own contention that the primary differences between these inter-connected concepts
are in the terminology used by adherents and practitioners and in the induction method

adopted.

By way of a conclusion to this chapter, that introduced the value of personal experiences in
shamanic journeying and its relationship with Jung’s collective unconscious, | think it prudent
briefly to highlight the opinion of Lewis towards his work. This will help us to put the
anthropologist’s task into perspective and contrast it with the methodological perspective of

Frederic Myers:
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The anthropologist’s task is to discover what people believe in, and to relate their
beliefs operationally to other aspects of their culture and society. He has neither the
skills not the authority to pronounce upon the absolute ‘truth’ of ecstatic
manifestations in different cultures. Nor is it his business to assess whether other
people’s perceptions of divine truth are more or less compatible with those embodied
within his own religious heritage, whatever he may feel about the latter. Indeed |
would go further. Such judgements might be more fittingly left to the jurisdiction of
the powers which are held to inspire religious feeling. Certainly, at least, it is not for
the anthropologist to attempt to usurp the role of the gods whose worship he studies
(Lewis, 2003, p. 24).

Lewis’ sentiments regarding the role of the anthropologist are in sympathy with the comments
made by Barker (2009, p. 4) that | cited in chapter one. Both agree that social scientists are not
in a position to comment on the ‘truth’ of a religious belief — only that they can discover what
the belief is and how it affects a community’s social reality. Whether there are gods or demons
or whether there is an alternate reality is not for the anthropologist to judge. This leads to the
guestions: Who can say whether there are gods and demons, and how can we test the
hypothesis that there are? My response to these questions is that Myers’ experimental
methods and his particular emphasis on the need to bypass religious beliefs in order to
discover what truths lay beyond them can provide a possible answer. Myers valued the work of
anthropologists in bringing the rituals and beliefs of cultural groups to our attention, but he
was critical insofar as they failed to acknowledge what he saw as the greater value in their

work. Thus he writes:

The connection of anthropology with psychical research will be evident to any reader
who has acquainted himself with recent expositions of Primitive Man. He may think,
indeed, that the connection is too evident, and that we can hardly bring it into notice
without providing a good deal more than we desire. For us the creeds and customs of
savage races become better known, the part played by sorcery, divination, apparitions
becomes increasingly predominant. .... Certainly it was evident to me that the mass of
phenomena included under this title had, at any rate, a psycho-physical importance
which the existing works on the subject for the most part ignored (Myers, 1886, pp.
xliv-xIv).

It was Myers’ belief that the rituals of shamans of less technologically developed cultures than
our own were a valuable route of enquiry in the late 19" century, and it is my contention, in
agreement with Myers, that this avenue is still available to us today. Furthermore, it is through
understanding the relationship between the observed trance and shamanic healing that we
can gain a deeper understanding of those mystical or anomalous occurrences that ordinary

people experience in their everyday lives.
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According to the modern transpersonal psychology researcher Professor David Fontana, the
rapid technological developments of the past 300 years have progressively alienated modern
Western man from his biological and spiritual roots (Fontana, 2005, p. 13). He further
comments that living much closer to nature, and to three of the areas that linked humankind
to nature — birth, procreation and death —than the modern Westerner, people in less
developed cultures grow with an enhanced sensitivity to their environment (ibid). Fontana
reinforces the importance of experience by saying that, ‘sensitivity of this kind depends greatly
upon experience in order to develop a set of skills that can be applied to healing practices.
Without such experience the potential may be irretrievably lost’ (ibid, p.12). It is in agreement
with David Fontana, Paul Diesing (1971), Hans Naegeli-Osjord (1988) and William James (1912)
that | have persistently reinforced the importance of personal subjective experience in coming
to terms with, and understanding the concept of spirit possession. | would argue (in agreement
with too many others to reference here) that in the modern world we have become insulated
from our natural environment to the degree that we have relinquished our sensitivity to the

ultimate reality of the spiritual dimension.

We may think of this sensitivity in terms of a heightened ‘physical’ awareness because of the
physical sensations associated with emotions, such as ‘gut-feelings’ and ‘racing heart’. But,
according to Fontana (2005), the cultures concerned speak of ‘non-physical’ awareness, one
that renders them receptive to realities beyond normal ways of seeing and hearing. It is
thought that this awareness allows contact with the spirits of the dead, either through
apparitions or dreams. Particularly gifted individuals are able to make contact at will, even
travelling in some cases to the dimensions where these spirits are said to exist. ‘These gifted
individuals are known to Western anthropologists as shamans’ (Fontana, 2005, p. 13). There is
ample evidence that many respected anthropologists have taken this claim seriously, including
Joan Halifax, a medical anthropologist and author of scholarly research into the subject
including Shamanic Voices (Halifax, 1979), Felicitas Goodman who has written on the value of
shamanic ritual in accessing an alternate reality (1988) and Alberto Villoldo (2005). In addition,
David Peat (a theoretical physicist) expertly reconciles shamanism with natural science and
Jungian psychology. On the relationship between the experience of shamanic journeying and

Jung’s archetypes, he writes:
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Many of the symbols found in the indigenous science of the Americas (the tree, four
sacred directions, fire, serpent, bear, rock, sacred plants, sacred animals, worlds within
worlds, etc.), are shared by indigenous peoples across the earth and are found in
records left by the peoples of prehistoric times. The psychologist Carl Jung associated
these with archetypes of the collective unconscious, but to the native mind they are
not metaphors, images, representations, or archetypes. Rather they are reality itself
(Peat, 1996, p. 257).

Many of the concepts contained in Jungian psychology appear to have a direct relationship
with shamanism, mysticism and spirit possession, and it is with these observations in mind that
a greater understanding of these relationships may be of advantage to the modern Jungian
analyst or scholar. The influence of Frederic Myers on Jung’s concept of the collective
unconscious, and Jung’s personal experience of spirit release from his own home are examined

more closely in Chapter 6, Myer’s Model of Mind.

In this chapter | set out to demonstrate that the development of theories on spirit possession is
dependent on the perspective of the theorist, which in turn is influenced and dependent on an
epistemological foundation of first-hand experiential knowledge. Ethnographic
anthropologists, medical anthropologists, psychiatrists and psychologists will all have a
different epistemology that influences their interpretation of what they observe. When an
observer makes judgements that are based on a predetermined theory then an explanation for
possession phenomena will fit the theory accordingly. However, if the perspective is altered by
personal experience of possession then the epistemological foundation is altered and this in
turn facilitates a different theory. In this chapter | have shown that those who open themselves
to positive spirit possession often have a completely different perspective to those who merely
observe. Similarly, those who have been adversely affected by uninvited intrusion will have
their own perspective. In conclusion, and in order to drive the point home, the words of

psychologist Dion Fortune seem appropriate:

I think I may fairly claim to have practical, and not merely theoretical, qualifications for
the task. My attention was first drawn to psychology, and subsequently to occultism as
the real key to psychology, by the personal experience of a psychic attack that left me
with shattered health for a considerable period. | know for myself the peculiar horror
of such an experience, its insidiousness, its potency, and its disastrous effects on mind
and body (Fortune, 2001, p. xiv).

In the chapter that follows, | take a closer look at some of those reported cases of demonic

possession that defy the laws of physics and biology as we currently understand them. These

84



cases are seen through the eyes of witnesses and participants in the Catholic exorcism ritual
and offer the opportunity to question the validity of eye witness testimony, together with an

exploration of alternative hypotheses according to Myers’ conceptual framework.
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CHAPTER 3

Eye Witness Testimony - Is Seeing Believing?

In chapter one | have been critical of the deficiencies of surveys and interviews in social
sciences where the researchers have had no experience of possession phenomena themselves,
and | have suggested that subjective experience is critical in arriving at a less biased and more

informative interpretation of the concept of possession.

Chapter two introduced the value of personal participation in ethnographic studies in order to
take the gathering of meaningful information beyond the method of detached
phenomenology. Those anthropologists and psychologists who are prepared to surrender
themselves to the genuine experience of the culture they are studying run the risk of being
seduced by that culture and ‘going-native’ (a negative view), or of adopting genuinely
beneficial spiritual practices that can be shared with others in acts of psychological / spiritual

healing (the positive view).

The contribution made by personal experience to our respective epistemological foundation is
the subject of Chapter 4 - Beliefs in Possession — Epistemology and Empiricism. However,
before | reach that stage there is another point of view that must be considered if we are to
gain a broader understanding of possession: that of the eye-witness account of those
paranormal phenomena that defy the laws of physics and biology (as we currently understand
them). A tension is created when eye witnesses testify to paranormal or supernatural events
that defy the laws of physics and there is a tendency for consensus to lean towards those laws
for reassurance. But Frederic Myers asserted that nothing is paranormal — all is normal, and

that nothing is supernatural — all is natural. On the subject of abnormal phenomena he writes:

When we speak of an abnormal phenomenon we do not mean one which contravenes
natural laws, but one which exhibits them in an unusual or inexplicable form’ (Myers,
1885, p. 30).

Myers maintained a belief in the ultimate rationality of the interrelatedness of all phenomena,
mental and physical, and he attempted to forge a new perspective and broaden concepts by
continually examining assumptions, hypotheses and views contrary to those that prevailed.

Myers’ view therefore proffers the possibility that our knowledge of physics is incomplete, and
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in this chapter | look at some of those cases of possession that challenge the laws of physics in
order to illustrate the difficulties that physical reductionist science has in accommodating

them.

It was in chapter two that | introduced the continuum: one of the cornerstones of Myers’
scientific theories which states that all human experience can be seen on a progressive scale,
rather than as discrete phenomena. | used two examples in Chapter 2 of ‘positive’ possession
in order to illustrate the perceived benefits of inviting spirit entities to interact with the host,
and to suggest how the continuum of human experience can be applied to possession
phenomenology. In this chapter | show how the continuum can be applied to ‘negative’
possession, and how discrete categorisation of possession typology can be accommodated on
the scale of intensity. This will help to demonstrate the validity of Myers’ concept of continuity
in his proposal for an expanded naturalism that can accommodate all forms of possession into
a natural order. At the extreme end of the scale of intensity are those examples of demonic
possession that defy the known laws of physics and question the validity of eye-witness
testimony. In the case of ‘Anneliese Michel’, which was brought to court when the actions of
the exorcist were criminalised; priests, doctors, psychiatrists and an anthropologist were called
to give expert testimony on whether demonic possession was a genuine phenomenon, or
whether Anneliese was mentally ill (Goodman, 2005, pp. 177-199). One of the witnesses,
Father Adolf Rodewyk, gave testimony that he believed that Anneliese had been possessed,
and he ‘compared possession states with hypnotic ones, where the subject was without a will
of his/her own whilst the state lasted and entirely normal when the state was not present’ *®

(ibid, p. 189).%

The methods of discernment - that is the art of distinguishing whether a person is suffering
from some form of spirit interference or whether they are mentally ill - is introduced in this
chapter in order to demonstrate the difficulties that are presented to psychiatrists who lack the

knowledge and skills of discernment.

*® This one statement from an eye-witness provided the key that links possession with altered state
vulnerability. This was ignored in the case of Anneliese Michel, and is the central core of this thesis.

* The case of Anneliese Michel, as presented by Felicitas Goodman (2005), herself an experienced
anthropologist, is an example of how differing opinions, beliefs and perspectives, together with power
politics between church, the medical establishment, the law and the state can influence the outcome of
a legal process.
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| cite an example from the case files of the contemporary psychiatrist, M. Scott Peck (2005)
who witnessed and participated in the Roman Catholic rite of exorcism of two of his own
patients. First | cite the case of ‘Jersey’ in order to demonstrate difficulties in discernment, and
later in this chapter | introduce Peck’s second case, that of ‘Beccah’ to challenge eye-witness

testimony with several hypotheses according to Myers’ expanded framework.

A full and complete treatise on all the signs and indications for full diabolic possession, partial
diabolic possession and demonic possession, obsession, infestation, etc., as recorded in
theological / academic texts is far too great a task for this thesis. | am therefore only able to
present three examples (in addition to Peck’s) of case studies that are characteristic of

paranormal phenomena that defy the laws of physics as we currently understand them.

Categories of Possession on a Continuum

Father Johann Joseph Gassner (1727-1779), a Jesuit exorcist in 18" century Germany,
distinguished between two different types of illness: ‘natural’ ones that belonged to the realm
of the physician, and ‘preternatural’ ones which he divided into three separate categories: (a)
circumsessio - what appeared to be a natural illness but was caused by the devil; (b) obsession
- the effect of sorcery; and (c) possession — that is overt diabolical possession, the least
frequent of the three forms, and the most dramatic (Ellenberger, 1970, p. 55). In chapter one |
presented a chart of the illnesses categorised as (a) circumsessio that Gassner claimed were
healed by his method of exorcism by prayer and the authority of the name of Christ (Midelfort,
2005, p. 64). This leaves two remaining categories according to Gassner — obsession and
possession. But these remaining categories are not sufficient to accommodate the diversity of

alleged demonic afflictions.

In 1998, the Conference of Italian Bishops asked the International Association of Exorcists to
come up with a list of terms that could be used by everybody (Baglio, 2009, p. 46). The
categorisation they collectively agreed upon is: (1) infestation, (2) oppression, (3) obsession,
and (4) demonic possession. But exorcists also assert that the devil is most active in its capacity
to ‘tempt us to do what we do not want and what is not right’ (ibid, p.46). The so-called
‘ordinary’ activity of the devil is by far the most common according to Father Gabriel Amorth,

retired senior exorcist to the Vatican, who writes:
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...how great — and growing — is the demand for exorcists. ...First why is there such a
high demand for exorcists? Can we make the case that the demon is more active today
than in the past? Can we say that the incidence of demonic possession and other,
lesser, evil disturbances is on the rise? The answer to this and similar questions is a
decisive Yes. Rationalism, atheism — which is preached to the masses — and the
corruption that is a by-product of Western consumerism have all contributed to a
frightening decline in faith. This | can state with mathematical certainty: where faith
declines, superstition grows (Amorth, 1992, p. 12).

Temptation must therefore take its place in the categorisation of demonic activity, and | have
revised the graded list accordingly: (1) temptation, (2) infestation, (3) oppression, (4) obsession

and (5) diabolic and demonic possession.

In light of Myers’ continuum as a model, temptation could be seen as the thin end of the
wedge. As individuals with the power of volition (free will), each person has the choice of
permitting themselves to be tempted into dangerous practices or not. However, unless an
individual approaches their life according to strict moral teachings or religious dogma, (such as
Catholicism or Islam), it is unlikely that they would attribute any form of pain or suffering

resulting from foolish behaviour to the devil. This is the danger that Father Amorth speaks of.

Moving along the continuum, infestation is the presence of demonic activity in a location or
object, such as a haunted house. Phenomena can include unexplained sounds such as
footsteps and other mysterious noises, loud bangs, laughter, screams, dropping temperature,
objects disappearing suddenly and reappearing mysteriously in another part of the house.
Strange ‘presences’ can be felt, and can include offensive odours, interruption or malfunction
of electronic devices, pictures that mysteriously bang or fall off walls, doors and windows that
open and close on their own, dishes or other objects levitating and flying about the room
(Baglio, 2009, p. 47). According to Baglio the general agreement of exorcists is that infestation
is often caused by a curse, and the solution is usually for an exorcist to say prayers and to

celebrate the Mass on the site (Baglio, 2009, p. 48).

According to psychiatrist Hans Naegeli-Osjord (1988, p. 150), an infestation may cause the
victim to sometimes suffer physical torture, but more often there are physical disturbances in
the environment. These physical manifestations are often ascribed to poltergeist activity, but
whereas poltergeist activity usually lasts only for a short period, for the person experiencing

infestation, it may last for several years (Naegeli-Osjord, 1988, p. 151).
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Oppression, or psychic attack, can include mysterious blows to the body and strange signs or
letters appearing on the body (Baglio, 2009, p. 48). Baglio suggests that these afflictions are

generally aimed at people closest to God. Examples include Saint Catherine of Sienna (1347-
1380), Saint Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) and Saint Gemma Galgani (1878-1903) (ibid, pp.48-

49).

As in the Book of Job (1-42), victims of this kind of attack may also suffer in their work, health,
or relationships. The purpose of the demonic is supposedly to drive these people towards
isolation and despair so they may turn their back on God (Baglio, 2009, p. 49). Extreme
examples of oppression or psychic attack include cases of stigmata which is a phenomenon
that Myers took the time to investigate. He gives examples of stigmata and, through
experimental hypnosis, offers a scientific explanation for this phenomenon, which I will discuss

in Chapter 9.

Obsession, according to Baglio, (2009, p. 49) involves an intense and persistent attack on the
mind of the victim. These attacks can include random or obsessive thoughts that are often
quite absurd. Thoughts can be so intense that the victim may be unable to free himself from
them, or much more dangerously, that he may actually believe them to be true. For example,
he may be led to believe that loved ones who seek to comfort him and relieve him of his
symptoms, are conspiring against him. Paranoia can be the result of demonic obsession. Italian

exorcist Father Franscensco Bamonte notes:

Some are thoughts and impulses that urge people to harm others; some make people
think that a pact with Satan can get them out of their troubles or bring them success;
some are thoughts to profane the Eucharist, others are thoughts to drive one to suicide
(cited in Baglio, 2009, p. 49).

The use of the term obsession, as adopted by psychiatry in the diagnosis of Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder (APA, 1987), has its origins, according to Naegeli-Osjord, in ideas
described by Swedenborg as ‘imprisoned by false ideas’ (1988, p. 68). This degree of

possession is also named ‘harassment’ by Naegeli-Osjord (1988, p. 135), who asserts:

Harassment differs fundamentally from possession. Spirits of all kinds, but most
probably ‘poor souls’, and less frequently angel demons of cosmic-archetypal origin
appear to be involved. Elementals, for example spirits developed from ethereally
condensed images and emotional content may also occasionally take part. None of
these beings is capable of conquering the body of the victim, but they harass it at a
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distance, although nothing is measurable within the dimensions of transcendence
(ibid).
Naegeli-Osjord is of the opinion that the ego of the harassed person may provide a strong
enough defence to resist the onslaught of full possession from these lesser spirit forms. On

harassment he writes:

The harassed person does not inflict injuries on himself. He believes that he hears
voices in his environment, perceives odours and suffers irritating and sometimes
painful touches on the surface of his body. Inexplicable changes in his environment,
special displacements of household objects (telekinesis) cause him to firmly believe in
spirits which are external to his psychosomatic reality. The situation here resembles
what shall later be described as ‘infestation’ (Naegeli-Osjord, 1988, p. 137).

Naegeli-Osjord suggests that the incidence of harassment (obsession) is far greater than
possession, but in the past 150 years the incidence of both have decreased considerably,
probably due to the ego strengthening of individuals and increased intellectualisation in
Western nations (ibid, p.137). Although increased intellectual capacity and stronger egos may
provide increased protection from spirit influences, those with weak egos or other forms of
psychological or emotional predisposition are still vulnerable (and it is this vulnerability that is

discussed in Chapter 12).

Diabolic or demonic possession has been diagnosed by the Roman Catholic Church according to
specific criteria at different times in its history. Demonic possession was originally a catch-all
term that was used in pre-modern times to describe all sorts of both physiological and
psychological afflictions, the causes of which were not self-evidently organic, or afflictions that
failed to respond to standard naturalist medical cures (Sluhovsky, 2007, p. 14). Somatic
symptoms that signalled possible demonic possession have included unusual marks on the
skin, bloating and levitation (Caciola, 2003, p. 47), swelling of the body and limbs and acute
pains (Sluhovsky, 2007, p. 85).

%0 ‘35 far back as the life of Jesus himself a

According to the exorcist Malachi Martin (1976),
peculiar revulsion to symbols and truths of religion ** is always and without exception a mark of
the possessed person’ (ibid, p.13). Martin uses the word possessed only in one context — that

of diabolic possession. There are other supernormal phenomena according to Martin that are

*% Malachi Martin was author of Hostage to the Devil and mentor to M. Scott Peck, the psychiatrist who
conducted two exorcisms himself (Peck, 2005).
tis acknowledged that Martin is referring to the Christian religion.
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attributable to diabolical possession. These can include, but not always, an inexplicable stench,
freezing temperature, telepathic powers about religious or moral matters, a peculiarly unlined
or completely smooth or stretched skin, an unusual distortion of the face, or other physical and
behavioural transformations, possessed gravity - when the possessed person becomes
immovable, levitation - when the possessed floats in the air, violent smashing of furniture,
constant opening and closing of doors and tearing of fabric with no discernible causes (ibid,
p.13). All of these manifestations are in conflict with our understanding of the known laws of

physics, and always elicit incredulity when they are witnessed.

Naegeli-Osjord, one of the first modern psychiatrists to report cases of possession encountered
in contemporary clinical practice includes other supernormal phenomena that defy the known

laws of physics and human biological functioning:

Paranormal events include poltergeist phenomena of all kinds. In addition there are
smells of putrefaction and the stench of sulphur. In drastic cases, we encounter the
occurrence of manifestations from the body. Feathers, iron fragments, smelly fluids
emerge from the surfaces of the body or are vomited. The attack can occur
spontaneously, it can be announced, or it can be provoked by priests or exorcists
(Naegeli-Osjord, 1988, p. 31).

Baglio reports that diabolic possession is by far the most spectacular and the rarest. In a
diabolic possession the devil takes temporary control of a person’s body, speaking and acting
through it without the person’s knowledge or will. The control does not last indefinitely but
only during moments of crisis when the victim enters a trance like state. After the crisis passes,
the victim will rarely remember what has transpired. At times when the possessing demon is
not in control, it may be possible for the victim to go about his business as if nothing is wrong.
However, they can still be affected with obsessive thoughts of persecution, anxiety,

depression, hatred or thoughts of suicide (Baglio, 2009, p. 50).

During moments of crisis the devil may manifest in a variety of ways; including bodily

contortions that defy rational explanation, unnatural strength, knowledge of hidden things, or
speaking foreign languages. In some cases the devil may speak through the victim in an odd or
unnatural voice that is full of hate or rage (ibid, p.50). Paranormal phenomena may include the

appearance of misshapen bugs (with antennae or wings missing for example) (ibid, p.50).

Baglio points out that it is important to note that in the case of demonic possession the soul of

the victim is not possessed, just the body (ibid, p.50). According to the Catholic Church even a
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person who is in a state of grace could also be possessed as the lives of the saints bear
testimony. This raises the question as to what exactly happens to the soul whilst the body is
possessed and where does it go? Myers’ model of mind has having a permeable boundary, can
provide an answer, together with the concept of dissociation (see Chapter 6). The exception to
the soul remaining in a state of grace is when a person invites the possession and relinquishes
their soul to the devil. In that case the person becomes permanently possessed, ‘and is like a

demon walking on the earth’ (Baglio, 2009, p. 51).

Having introduced a typology of possession that may be accommodated on a continuum, it
now remains to determine how to differentiate between the subtle signs of possession at the

lower end of the scale and symptoms of mental illness.

Discernment and Alternative Diagnoses

According to Sicilian exorcist Father Matteo La Grua, the discernment of spirits is far more than

just an educated guess, and is not to be confused with intuition. Instead:

Discernment is one of the gifts that God gives to the faithful. It is like a ‘holy light’ that
comes from God and that allows those who receive it to see how God is present in all
things (cited by Baglio, 2009, p. 110).

The Bible lists discernment as one of the nine spiritual manifestations of the Holy Spirit,

mentioned in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians (1 Corinthians, 12: 8-10).

The practice of discerning spirits has a long history in the Christian tradition (Caciola, 2003;
Sluhovsky, 2007). For mystics such as Saint Ignatius of Loyola it was a way to understand the
impulses of the soul, which, he claimed, were influenced by either good angels, who desired
the soul to be filled with faith, hope, love and joy, or by demons who strive to impede our
spiritual advancement with temptations of sin and desperation (Baglio, 2009, p. 110). And
while it may sound simple, it is not, because in their cunning demons often disguise their
attacks, sometimes even appearing as angels of light (ibid, p.110). The best way to differentiate
between them, says Saint Ignatius, is to look at the end result of the action. If the message will
lead to selfishness, hatred, violence and such then its origin is Satan and should be resisted;

however, if the end result is for good then the source is God (ibid).
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The Rituale Romanum of 1614 gives three signs that indicate the possible presence of a
demon: abnormal strength, the ability to speak and understand a previously unknown

2 and the knowledge of hidden things (Baglio, 2009, p. 110). These signs can offer

language,’
some indication of demonic possession, but since they are not necessarily caused by the devil,
attention should be paid to other factors, especially in the realm of the moral and the spiritual.
Knowledge of hidden things is particularly troublesome, because spiritualists and others with a
gift for clairvoyance will have these abilities. Myers’ experiments with spiritualist mediums
were probably the most significant factor that led him to conclude that possession (in the
positive context) is a reality. The most common sign of the presence of the demonic, according

to Catholic doctrine, is aversion to the sacred or an inability to pray or speak the name of Jesus

or Mary, to go to mass or take communion (ibid, p.110).

In the experience of seasoned exorcists there is a negative correlation between people who
seek an exorcism and those who actually need it. According to Father Carmine De Filippis, a
Capuchin exorcist in modern Rome; ‘generally these people [who think they are possessed] are
a little unbalanced, or maybe scared by some books or a movie’ (cited by Baglio, 2009, p. 111).
Conversely numerous mental illnesses can be mistaken for possession, and it is for this reason
that exorcists should insist on a full psychiatric assessment before proceeding. Typically, an
exorcist will have a team of professionals, including a psychiatrist, a psychologist and possibly a
neurologist, whom he trusts to help with discernment (ibid, p.112). Not just any psychiatrist
will do, and collaboration is only possible when the medical or psychiatric expert is open to the
possibility of possession or obsession. It is of additional benefit if the psychiatrist is a Catholic
or at the very least a Christian. The reason for this is because, if a psychiatrist is not a Christian,
then there is a high probability that he/she is more likely to dismiss the possibility of

possession when it could be a correct diagnosis (ibid, p.112).

Dr. Richard Gallagher, an academic psychiatrist in the New York diocese says that the role of
the psychiatrist is to make sure that these phenomena do not have a natural explanation
before jumping to the preternatural or supernatural one (ibid, p.112). There are many
individuals that may become psychotic for one reason or another, and they may have
delusions, hallucinations and they may think that God, the devil, a spirit or aliens are

communicating with them and they really believe it (ibid, p.112). Gallagher claims that

52 .
Xenoglossia.
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instances of demonic possession are more straightforward than cases of mental illness. For
example, a pe