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“What happens when I die? 
Will I know my loved ones on the other side? 
Is there an “other side” and what is it like? 
Does heaven exist? 
What about reincarnation and soul mates? 
Is there an infinite knowledge in the universe that I can connect with and use to help make my life better here on 
earth, or am I just a random by-product of the chemical processes we call life? 
 
Human beings have been seeking answers to these questions throughout recorded history. Some of their answers 
are based on faith; some on scientific data; some on fantasy. But a few answers, very few, are based on the actual 
experience of tapping in to a realm beyond this physical world, where we can speak directly with energies we call 
‘spirits,’ and, more important, where we can connect directly with the highest level of universal and infinite love, 
wisdom, and light that we call God.” 
 
 
 
 
(Fragment of the ‘personal mission’ on the website of Char, an American medium – or ‘Spiritual 
Intuitive’ as she calls herself – particularly famous in the Netherlands). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Images front page (clockwise starting with the one above left): a mesmeric treatment; the lifting of a 
table during a spiritualistic séance; the experimental setting of Gerard Heymans’ investigation into 
telepathy; an experiment into telepathy with Joseph Banks Rhine’s Zener-cards; a test subject during a 
‘Ganzfeld’-experiment.  
 
See at the end of the bibliography for the origin of the images.  



 4 

Contents 
 
 
Foreword ....................................................................................................... 6 
 
 
Introduction .................................................................................................. 8 
 
 
Chapter One: The Historiography of Parapsychology ...................................... 13 

Insiders’ perspective ...................................................................................... 14 
The rich history of the SPR .............................................................................. 15 
The SPR and beyond ..................................................................................... 25 
Summing up the insiders’ perspective ................................................................... 32 

Kuhnian revolution ....................................................................................... 34 
Parapsychology as a scientific revolution................................................................ 35 
The first outsiders’ histories .............................................................................. 37 
Finalistic historical accounts ............................................................................. 43 
Summing up the Kuhnian revolution ................................................................... 47 

A Cultural turn ............................................................................................ 49 
The Victorian cultural context ........................................................................... 49 
The German and French cultural context ............................................................... 53 
The esoteric context ...................................................................................... 58 
The scientific context ..................................................................................... 61 
Summing up the cultural turn ........................................................................... 65 

Conclusions: outlining a new history .................................................................. 66 
 
 
Chapter Two: Parapsychology as Psychology .................................................. 69 

Psychology in parapsychology histories ............................................................... 70 
Abnormal or supernormal mediums ...................................................................... 71 
Recovering or discovering the unconsciousness .......................................................... 72 
Summing up psychology in parapsychological histories ................................................ 77 

The psychologists’ perspective .......................................................................... 78 
Biographies of James, Freud, Jung and Van Eeden ..................................................... 78 
Overviews of the history of abnormal and clinical psychology ......................................... 89 
Overviews of the general history of psychology ......................................................... 92 
Summing up the psychologists’ perspective .............................................................. 93 

Historical accounts of psychology ...................................................................... 96 
Interpretations of the history of psychology ............................................................. 96 
Methods for the investigation of the history of psychology ............................................ 102 
Summing up the historical accounts of psychology .................................................... 108 

Conclusions: proceeding to a new history ........................................................... 109 
 
 
Chapter Three: The Dutch Situation .............................................................. 112 

The Dutch fin de siècle .................................................................................. 113 
Crisis or synthesis? ....................................................................................... 114 
The individual socialism of ‘petites religions’ ......................................................... 116 



 5 

 
 
Medical ‘petites religions’ .............................................................................. 119 
The science in ‘les religions’ ............................................................................ 122 
The enchantment of the 20th century ................................................................... 124 
Summing up the Dutch fin de siècle .................................................................... 125 

The history of Dutch spiritualism ..................................................................... 127 
Animal magnetism and spiritualism .................................................................... 127 
A parapsychological perspective on spiritualism ....................................................... 129 
Spiritualistic religion ................................................................................... 132 
Theosophical spiritualism ............................................................................... 135 
The Dutch East-Indies and spiritualism ............................................................... 139 
The science in Dutch spiritualism ...................................................................... 143 
Summing up the history of Dutch spiritualism ........................................................ 145 

The History of Dutch Parapsychology ................................................................ 146 
The classical histories ................................................................................... 147 
The psychoanalytic perspective ......................................................................... 153 
A unique history ......................................................................................... 156 
New elements in the history of Dutch parapsychology ................................................ 158 
Summing up the history of Dutch parapsychology thus far ........................................... 163 

Conclusions: approaching a new history ............................................................. 165 
 
 
Chapter Four: Approaching the History of Dutch Parapsychology .................. 168 

Key periods in the history of parapsychology ....................................................... 171 
Prehistory of parapsychology............................................................................ 172 
Institutionalization ..................................................................................... 173 
The first private lecturers ............................................................................... 174 
The first professor in parapsychology ................................................................... 175 
The parapsychological laboratory ...................................................................... 176 

A contextual approach .................................................................................. 177 
Internal developments ................................................................................... 178 
The context of psychology ............................................................................... 180 
Broader scientific context ............................................................................... 183 
Social and cultural context ............................................................................. 184 
The international context ............................................................................... 185 
Summing up the contextual approach .................................................................. 187 

Several relevant themes ................................................................................. 190 
Disenchantment ......................................................................................... 190 
Substitute religion ....................................................................................... 190 
The complicated ‘petites religions’ ..................................................................... 191 
The boundaries of the (un)conscious .................................................................... 192 
Mirror of psychology .................................................................................... 193 
The marking as pseudoscience .......................................................................... 193 
Against natural science.................................................................................. 194 
The boundaries of reality ............................................................................... 195 
Some concluding remarks ............................................................................... 196 

 
 
Bibliography ............................................................................................... 197 



 6 

Foreword 

 

Forewords often illustrate the author’s personal fascination for the subject of the study 

undertaken. Especially in the case of psychical research, parapsychology and other 

related ‘obscure’ fields, I found the forewords to be intriguing. Whereas some authors 

hasten to state that they do not believe in the reality of any of the weird phenomena 

they address in their books, others claim that although they might be personally 

inclined towards the intriguing mix of science and religion it certainly did not 

influence their scholarly analysis.  

It is not surprising that these historians have felt the need to formulate their 

own positions in their foreword. I have personally experienced that it is not only in the 

reading of the material that you can find yourself wondering whether paranormal 

phenomena could be ‘real’ or not, it is also something your friends and family will 

continuously ask of you. At one of these instances, when I was interrogated about my 

personal opinion, I suddenly remembered how I had come into contact with 

parapsychology for the first time. Several years ago I attended a public lecture about 

parapsychology given by Hans Gerding – the director of the Parapsychological 

Institute in Utrecht and professor in metaphysics at the University of Leiden. He held 

a passionate plea for more scholarly attention for parapsychology, because there were 

so many possible intriguing areas that could be investigated. His arguments were 

persuasive, but it was obvious that his plea would never be answered. He was a 

representative of a marginal scientific field, an individual arguing passionately for a 

seemingly lost cause. It was the personal conviction of this parapsychologist that 

struck me the most. The reality of paranormal phenomena may be highly contested, 

but the belief in them is at often times very real – just as the pressing need several 

intellectuals have felt and feel to scientifically investigate them. It is this that has 

fascinated me ever since: the profound personal desire of researchers to scientifically 

investigate the reality of paranormal phenomena.   

I would like to thank several people who have contributed to the realization of 

this thesis. This is first and foremost my supervisor and professor in the history of 

psychiatry, Joost Vijselaar. Without his guidance I would probably still be pondering 

aimlessly about the fin de siècle and juggling desperately with all the grand themes 

associated with parapsychology. His guidance became especially important when a 
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job opportunity suddenly became available to me. Joost Vijselaar’s flexibility and 

support have made it possible to finish this thesis in the limited amount of time left. I 

hope that in the future I can grand his (and mine) wish to carry out some of the 

investigations suggested in this thesis. I want to thank Ruud Abma for his willingness 

to be the second reader of this thesis. In fact, his lectures about the boundaries of the 

social sciences during the first year of my bachelor have awakened my interest in the 

history of science. His reading of this master thesis constitutes a true ‘full circle 

moment’ – as Oprah would say.       

Here I would also like to thank my parents who have given me the opportunity 

to pursue my interests – even if it led to a field as obscure as parapsychology and to a 

master programme whose title proved impossible to remember. With this thesis I hope 

to finally give them, and my brother and sister, something tangible. A thank you to 

my friends is also in order: thank you for understanding my disappearance of the 

social radar in the last couple of months. Lastly, I want to give my thanks to Kees. His 

enduring trust in my abilities has been my fuel at crucial times.  
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Introduction 

 
 
The public fascination for paranormal phenomena has a long history. In the Middle 

Ages – and even before than – the world was thought to be filled with witches, curses 

and spirits. The belief in spirits is still persistent nowadays, as the popularity of 

mediums such as Char and Derek Ogilvie exemplifies. Interestingly, these two 

American and Irish mediums are very popular in the Netherlands. 

 The scientific investigation of these phenomena, however, has a somewhat 

shorter history. Psychical research and parapsychology are concerned with the 

scientific investigation of those phenomena alleged to be ‘paranormal’.1 The contested 

phenomena which were and are investigated by psychical researchers and 

parapsychologists are usually negatively defined as those events which have not been 

explained yet by science.2 It includes phenomena such as telepathy, communications 

with ghosts and spirits and psychokinesis – the movement of small or large obstacles 

with the ‘power of mind’.  

The official, institutional beginning of psychical research is usually associated 

with the foundation of the Society for Psychical Research (SPR) in London in 1882. 

Non-institutional ‘scientific’ research into paranormal phenomena had already started 

in the 18th century, when Franz Anton Mesmer (1743-1815) introduced his theory of 

animal magnetism with the central idea of a fluid that could be redirected by the 

stroking of hands and in this way cure diseases. One of Mesmer’s followers, the 

Marquis de Puységur (1751-1825), discovered he could induce a trancelike state in his 

patients. He referred to this state as somnambulism, later to be known as hypnotism. 

In their trance, somnambulists were capable of extraordinary things such as the 

reading of other people’s minds or the predicting of the future. 

Halfway during the 19th century spiritualism became the successor of 

mesmerism in stimulating the research of paranormal phenomena. Spiritualism refers 

to the conviction that gifted individuals – mediums – are capable of communication 

with the deceased. Spiritualism was not the only movement at the end of the 19th 

                                           
1 The term ‘paranormal’ is used rather anachronistically here. The term emerged as late as the 1920s. 
However, because of the familiarity of the concept to contemporaneous  readers the word will be used 
throughout this thesis.  
2 See for example Beloff, John, Parapsychology: a concise history. (London: Athlone Press, 1993) 12.   
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century related to the ‘occult’, or ‘hidden wisdom’. Theosophy – a metaphysical and 

religious philosophy claiming that all religions are concerned with the betterment of 

the human race – was another crucial movement within the broader context of 

occultism.3  

The spiritualistic mediums were the first subjects of psychical researchers. As 

psychical research progressed into the 20th century the research partly turned away 

from these mediums. Especially the researches of Joseph Banks Rhine in the 1930s 

with the use of Zener-cards turned the attention from mediums to more statistical and 

empirical experiments. With Rhine the era of scientific parapsychology begins. First 

introduced by the German philosopher Max Dessoir (1867-1947) in 1889, Rhine 

revived the term parapsychology in the 1930s to refer to what was previously known 

as psychical research. The experiments of Rhine appeared very promising and it was 

hoped that parapsychology would soon become a respected scientific discipline. But it 

turned out to be very difficult to really ‘prove’ the existence of evasive paranormal 

phenomena. Despite the development of different experimental methods to investigate 

paranormal phenomena – such as ‘Ganzfeld’-experiments – parapsychologists’ 

struggle for scientific acceptance continued throughout the 20th century. Nowadays, 

few academic places are to be found where research into paranormal phenomena is an 

accepted enterprise.  

The ‘Division of Perceptual Studies’ at the University of Virginia and the 

‘Veritas Laboratory’ of the University of Arizona are the most noteworthy places of 

parapsychological research in the United States. In Europe it is especially in the 

United Kingdom that parapsychology is still to be found at universities. The ‘Koestler 

Parapsychology Unit’ of the University of Edinburgh and the ‘Parapsychology 

Research Unit’ of the Liverpool Hope University are currently active. At the 

University of Northampton it is the ‘Centre for the Study of Anomalous Psychological 

Processes’ (CSAPP) that concentrates on the study of parapsychological experiences 

and phenomena. Usually these research institutes consist out of small groups of 

people interested in parapsychology and their output is rather small. There are also a 

considerable amount of privately funded institutes investigating phenomena in the 

field of parapsychology. However, a lack of funding is a problem for both 

                                           
3 The relations between mesmerism, spiritualism, theosophy, occultism and psychical research is a 
theme that will reoccur throughout this thesis. 
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academically related and independent research organs resulting currently in a scarce 

amount of parapsychological research.4   

 

The Netherlands hold a unique position in the international history of parapsychology. 

Almost four decades after the formation of the original English Society for Psychical 

Research in 1882, in 1920 a Dutch version (‘Studievereniging voor Psychical 

Research’) was founded. The first Dutch professor in psychology Gerardus Heymans 

(1857-1930) was the society’s first president. Together with the psychiatrist Weinberg 

and another pioneering psychologist Brugmans, Heymans had undertaken largely in 

1920 a sophisticated research into telepathy with a student named Van Dam. Within 

the international field of parapsychology these experiments were at that time (and 

even today) regarded as an excellent example of a successful and eloquent scientific 

investigation into paranormal phenomena. Moreover, viewed internationally, Dutch 

parapsychologists obtained academic positions very early on. In 1932 Paul Dietz 

(1878-1953) became an unsalaried university lecturer at the University Leiden and in 

1933 Wilhelm Tenhaeff (1894-1981) acquired a similar position at Utrecht 

University. Although these positions were unpaid for, this changed after the Second 

World War. In 1951 Tenhaeff was appointed as a salaried lecturer at Utrecht 

University and from 1953 onwards he held the first chair in parapsychology in the 

world at the same university. Tenhaeff remained on this chair until 1978 when he was 

succeeded by Henri Van Praag (1916-1988). Tenhaeff was a controversial figure. Not 

only were his investigations with his favourite medium Gerard Croiset contested, he 

refused to give up his chair in parapsychology for over a decade when the Utrecht 

University asked him to in 1964. Because of the refusal of Tenhaeff to give up his 

chair, the Utrecht University initiated a second chair in 1974 and appointed the Swede 

M.U. Johnson as professor in parapsychology. This led to a unique situation: from 

1974 to 1986 the Utrecht University had two professors in parapsychology and two 

corresponding research institutes. The second chair and the accompanying institute 

were an integral part of the psychological institute of Utrecht University. In 1989 this 

Parapsychological Laboratory was abolished because of budget cuts. After the first 

chair had been vacant from 1986 to 1991, Dick Bierman became professor in 

parapsychology at the Utrecht University. In 2007 the chair was transferred to the 

                                           
4 The website of the Parapsychological Association (PA) provides an overview of these institutes: 
http://www.parapsych.org/psi_research_laboratories.html.  

http://www.parapsych.org/psi_research_laboratories.html
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University of Humanistics where its name was changed to ‘the Heymans’ chair in 

exceptional experiences’. Just as in other countries, Dutch parapsychology seems to 

be steadily loosing its academic ground in the 21st century. 

 Despite its uniqueness historians have hardly investigated the intriguing 

history of Dutch parapsychology. In his writings on Heymans the professor in the 

history of psychology Douwe Draaisma has dealt with some aspects of this history. 

And the psychologist Wim Kramer has been able to retrieve several important facts in 

the history of Dutch parapsychology. A detailed historical analysis of Dutch 

parapsychology, however, remains to be written. There are numerous, not yet 

investigated, primary sources to be consulted which makes it possible to investigate 

the unique history of Dutch parapsychology. The international history of 

parapsychology and the exceptional position of the Netherlands therein should not be 

forgotten.  

 

This thesis is one of the first steps to be undertaken to map the history of Dutch 

parapsychology. Before a profound historical analysis can be made first a 

historiographical orientation is necessary to determine what is known about the 

international and Dutch developments in parapsychology. Furthermore, such an 

orientation can suggest how an investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology 

can be executed and provide a framework for future researches. This thesis will 

suggest several directions for such an investigation and will point out which grand 

themes a historical analysis of Dutch parapsychology could address. 

Three steps will be made before these suggestions are given in the final fourth 

chapter. In the first chapter the question will be addressed what has been written 

internationally about the history of psychical research, parapsychology and related 

movements. Three different traditions in this historiography will be distinguished in 

the discussion of the theories, themes, methods and interpretations historians have 

employed thus far.  

In the second chapter a preliminary investigation of the mutual relation 

between parapsychology and psychology will be made. It will turn out that at the end 

of the 19th century, psychical researchers and (pioneer) psychologists were very much 

interested in the unconscious. Additionally, parapsychologists and psychologists seem 

to share an emphasis upon the experimental method in their researches. In this second 

chapter it will also be discussed which visions and interpretations have been attributed 
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to psychical research and parapsychology in the historiography of psychology. It will 

be demonstrated that the scientific research into paranormal phenomena has largely 

disappeared out of the histories of psychology. Lastly, in this chapter, several methods 

employed by historians of psychology will be discussed that might be useful for the 

investigation of the history of parapsychology. 

In the third chapter the focus will be entirely on the Dutch situation. In this 

chapter the literature about the history of Dutch parapsychology will be discussed 

while taken into account its important ancestors – animal magnetism and spiritualism. 

Since the origins of Dutch parapsychology are situated in the cultural context of the 

fin de siècle, the Dutch historiography of this period will be discussed as well. 

 In the final fourth chapter suggestions will be made for a research programme 

about the history of Dutch parapsychology. These options for historical investigation 

will be firmly grounded in the large amount of primary sources available. In this 

chapter it will be emphasized that the most important task of the historian should be to 

try to save the detailed history of Dutch parapsychology from oblivion. 
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Chapter One 

The Historiography of Parapsychology 

 

 
“The German usage of ‘parapsychology’ for the general field seems a little more generally appropriate than the 

others, if we do not use the prefix as implying that psychical research is outside the field of psychology – but 

simply that it is ‘beside’ psychology in the older and narrower conception.” 

 

(J.B. Rhine, Extra-Sensory Perception (Boston 1934) 19.) 

 

 

 

How is the history of parapsychology to be interpreted? Is it the story of a ‘pseudo-

science’ or does the practice of parapsychological research reflect similar problems as 

in any other scientific enterprise? Is its development inherently related to the 

insecurities of the fin de siècle or is its survival far into the 20th century a sign of the 

persistence of the most vital and permanent questions of concern to humanity? What 

is the historical relevance of parapsychology and psychical research?   

Through the discussion of important historical and several 

sociological studies on parapsychology, its ancestor psychical research and related 

movements such as animal magnetism and spiritualism, this first chapter will 

demonstrate how these and related questions have been answered thus far. It will be 

argued that although the historiography of psychical research and parapsychology has 

resulted in several intriguing studies, a number of vital issues has largely been 

disregarded. Issues that might shed some new light on the questions stated above. In 

this chapter a general outline of a new approach to investigate the history of 

parapsychology shall be sketched and this outline will be followed through in the 

subsequent chapters. 

In this chapter it shall be illustrated that although recent histories have 

provided valuable insights in the history of a contested science such as 

parapsychology, the focus has largely been on the religious, political and social 
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context in which the research of paranormal phenomena originated. What is currently 

lacking is an analysis of the scientific context in which psychical research emerged in 

the 19th century and in which parapsychology had to maintain itself in the 20th 

century. This chapter pleads for a history of parapsychology focusing on the – much 

neglected – 20th century and emphasizing the – largely disregarded – complex relation 

between parapsychology and ‘mainstream’ psychology. Such a history will show the 

influence of social and contextual factors on the acceptance of a scientific field, 

without elapsing into fascinating but also sometimes opaque cultural histories of the 

subject.     

The studies dealt with in this chapter are divided into three sections. The first 

section discusses how psychical researchers and parapsychologists have interpreted 

the history of their research themselves. They mainly show the persistent discussions 

regarding the validity of the results brought forth by the research into paranormal 

phenomena. While identifying the most important figures and defining moments in 

parapsychology, this first section will also serve as an introduction to the history of 

parapsychology. The second section discusses the interests of historians and 

sociologists to investigate psychical research and parapsychology as a deviant and 

potential revolutionary science. In their studies these first outsiders underline the 

social character of science. The third section deals with those historians who believe 

psychical research and parapsychology to represent certain crucial aspects of the 

cultural context in which they surfaced. 

 

 

Insiders’ perspective 

Following a familiar pattern in the depiction of the history of a discipline, the first to 

write a historical overview of the research into supernatural or paranormal phenomena 

were the persons who were actively involved within these researches themselves.5 

This did not automatically lead to merely positive accounts of the research. Sceptical 

insiders’ perspectives were present from the beginning as well. Discussions about the 

existence of paranormal phenomena seem to have begun at the same moment the 

phenomena were believed to occur and have not ceased to stop ever since. The first 

                                           
5 The first histories of scientific disciplines such as physics or psychology are often written by 
physicists or psychologists themselves as well. 
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internal histories were mostly concerned with the difficulties of finding proof for 

paranormal phenomena. These histories often had a task to fulfil – to either refute or 

to support the research into paranormal phenomena. Furthermore, these insiders’ 

histories nicely illustrate who psychical researchers and parapsychologists themselves 

believe to be the most important figures in the history of psychical research and 

parapsychology. Simultaneously they provide a general outline of the emergence of 

psychical research at the end of the 19th century.  

In the insiders’ histories the British SPR plays an important role. Therefore, 

first those insiders’ histories will be discussed that mainly deal with the formative 

period of this society. Subsequently a ‘concise history’ of parapsychology up until the 

20th century shall be examined more closely to demonstrate the more recent 

developments. 

 

The rich history of the SPR 

The British Society for Psychical Research was founded in 1882. Nevertheless, the 

next authors try to demonstrate that the roots of psychical research can be traced back 

as far as to the Middle Ages or even to Antiquity. But no matter how far back they 

situate the origins of psychical research; all these insiders agree that animal 

magnetism and spiritualism contributed majorly to the foundation of the British SPR. 

Here the writings of Frank Podmore, Trevor Henry Hall, Eric John Dingwall, Alan 

Gauld and Brian Inglis will be attended to. All these authors were at a certain point 

themselves active members of the British SPR.  

 

Podmore and the difficulties of fraud  

The first – self acclaimed – historian of psychical research was the British author and 

well-known psychical researcher Frank Podmore (1856-1910). During his classical 

education at Pembroke College, Oxford University, Podmore had some paranormal 

experiences himself.6 This led him to a belief in the survival of and communication 

with the dead. Podmore became a member of the British SPR right at the beginning in 

1882 and remained a central figure of this society until he died in a drowning accident 

in 1910. Over the years, he became more and more sceptical regarding the results of 

                                           
6 What these experiences consisted of exactly I was not able to retrieve. But his introduction to the 
medium Henry Slade (1835-1905) in 1876 certainly has something to do with it. 
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psychical research and eventually he was convinced that most mediums were 

fraudulent. 

Besides contributing to the important publication Phantasms of the Living 

(1886) 7 together with the renowned psychical researchers Frederic Myers (1843-

1901) and Edmund Gurney (1847-1888), Podmore has written extensively about one 

of the most important ancestors of psychical research: spiritualism. In his two-volume 

book Modern Spiritualism: A history and a criticism, published in 1902 on his own 

account, Podmore gives an overview of the – predominantly English – history of 

spiritualism.8  

Both volumes consist out of two books. The first book deals with the belief in 

the survival of death in mediaeval times (especially within witchcraft) up to the 

popularity of mesmerism and somnambulism until halfway in the 19th century in 

England, Germany and France. The second book regards the birth of spiritualism in 

America, surrounding the Fox sisters. Modern spiritualism has a specific birthplace 

and date: Hydesville in the state of New York on the 31st of March 1848. It was on 

this day and in this little town that the sisters Margaret and Kate Fox – 12 and 15 

years old at that time – claimed to have discovered the reason for the mysterious 

rapping that had occurred in their house ever since the Fox family moved there in 

1847. At the last day of March 1848 the sisters started to ask questions which would 

be answered correctly through the rapping. This led the Fox family to the conclusion 

that a spirit was producing the sounds.9 The experiences of the Fox sisters resulted in 

a rapid spreading of spiritualistic happenings through America and also 

internationally.  

Podmore’s third book gives an overview of the spiritualistic happenings in 

England. He claims that although the rise of spiritualism in England was profoundly 

influenced by its popularity in the United States, England’s own tradition in animal 

magnetism had actually laid the foundation for the acceptance of American 

spiritualism in England in the early 1950s. In this book on spiritualism in England, 

Podmore discusses in quite detail numerous important mediums. Thereby he 

distinguishes between ‘physical’ and ‘mental’ mediums. Whereas physical mediums 
                                           
7 Phantasms of the Living consists out of 2 volumes discussing hundreds of cases regarding paranormal 
experiences. E. Gurney, F.W.H. Myers and F. Podmore, Phantasms of the Living (London 1886). 
8 Reprinted in 1963 as: F. Podmore, Mediums of the Nineteen Century (New York 1963). 
9 The reality of the rapping was disputed as early as 1851 when it was concluded by Dr. Austin Flint, 
Dr. Charles A. Lee, and Dr. C. B. Coventry of the University of Buffalo that the Fox sisters produced 
the sounds with their knee and finger joints. 
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are capable of making inexplicable changes in the physical world (such as levitation 

of furniture or themselves and the manifestation of phantoms), mental mediums are 

merely able to read thoughts or to prescribe remedies for illnesses.  In the final, fourth 

book that deals with the problems of mediumship, it turns out that Podmore believes 

that most physical mediums were fraudulent. It is only possible to determine whether 

mediums commit fraud or not through thorough investigations. It is in England that 

this happens for the first time – the beginning of psychical research.  

 

Thus, Podmore has sketched the development of psychical research by grounding the 

occurrence of paranormal phenomena in the Middle Ages, continuing to animal 

magnetism and somnambulism which led to some preliminary scientific investigations 

and the discovery of mediumistic abilities. Psychical research really kicked off with 

the arrival of American spiritualism in England, where spiritualistic séances could be 

easily combined with the practices of animal magnetism. Unfortunately – according to 

Podmore – ever since its origination, psychical research has been consumed mainly 

with detecting instances of fraud by spiritualistic mediums. 

Through his historical overview Podmore wanted to determine whether the 

evidence justified the spiritualistic claim for the “(…) agency of the spirits of dead 

men and women”10. Podmore particularly doubted the talents of the physical 

mediums. At the end of his historical survey Podmore concludes: “As regards to the 

historical testimony of the transmission of thought and clairvoyance, I have already 

recorded my personal conviction that it amounts to very little. (...) It is only because 

of the accumulation, in recent years, both by observation and by direct experiment, of 

facts pointing in the same direction, that we can feel justified in regarding the matter 

as an open question.”11 In other words: the history of spiritualism has made Podmore 

rather sceptical of the investigations, but contemporary psychical research appears to 

be more promising. 

The historian Janet Oppenheim takes Podmore’s “caution regarding the 

physical manifestations of spiritualism” to be “very nearly (…) an obsession”.12 

Oppenheim might exaggerate this a bit, just as the scepticism of Podmore is often 

exaggerated. Surely he was highly critical of physical manifestations, but nonetheless 
                                           
10 F. Podmore, Modern Spiritualism: A History and a Criticism (London 1902) XI.   
11 Ibidem, 361. 
12 J. Oppenheim, The Other World: Spiritualism and Psychical Research in England 1850-1914 
(Cambridge 1985) 147.   
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throughout his life he kept a firm belief in the reality of telepathy – a conviction 

which was mainly fed by the promising results with the medium Leonora Piper (1859-

1950).13 Podmore’s writings still are very useful resources to study the history of 

psychical research in its early days. Apart from that, Podmore has nicely illustrated 

the difficulties concerning the evaluation of the evidence of psychical research – 

especially those researches which are concerned with the investigation of physical 

mediums.    

 

Hall and the questionable reputations of the psychical researchers 

Sixty years later – in the 1960s, when psychical research had changed drastically 

through the years – the surveyor Trevor H. Hall (1910-) criticizes psychical 

research(ers) on a more personal level. Hall was trained in psychical research himself 

at Trinity College in Cambridge, but he was especially interested in stage magic. In 

1957 he had compiled A Bibliography of Books on Conjuring in English from 1580 to 

1850. He also contributed several articles on the history of psychical research to the 

Journal of Parapsychology. His most controversial books were published in 1962 and 

1964 respectively.  

In The Spiritualists: The Story of Florence Cook and William Crookes of 

1962, Hall states that he does not eschew to “dig up the dirt”.14 He elaborates on the 

affair Florence Cook (1856-1904) supposedly had with the psychical researcher and 

renowned physicist William Crookes (1832-1919). Crookes is an important figure in 

the history of psychical research. He was immersed in psychical research from an 

early stage onwards and he was a celebrated physicist at the same time.15 The medium 

Florence Cook could, in trance, materialize a spiritual being: Katie King. The 

existence of this materialization was highly contested. In 1873 and 1874 Crookes 

experimented with Cook to determine whether Katie King was a fraudulent artefact or 

not. Crookes openly claimed the realness of the materializations Cook produced. Hall 

argues in his book that Crookes was very much infatuated with the beautiful medium 

and therefore he deliberately disguised her obvious fraud.  
                                           
13 Podmore, Modern Spiritualism, 348-361. The medium Piper will be referred to throughout this 
thesis. 
14 T.H. Hall, The Spiritualists: The Story of Florence Cook and William Crookes (New York 1962). 
T.H. Hall, The Strange Case of Edmund Gurney (London 1964).   
15 Most noteworthy are his inventions of the radiometer (a device for measuring the power of 
electromagnetic radiation) and the spinthariscope (a device for observing individual nuclear 
disintegrations). 
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In 1964 Hall published The Strange Case of Edmund Gurney. In this book, 

Hall discusses the suspicious death of the well-known psychical researcher Gurney in 

1888. Gurney’s death is an obvious case of suicide to Hall. He argues that Gurney – 

whose melancholic life revolved around psychical research – could not deal with the 

disappointment of yet another fraudulent trick of the hypnotist George Albert Smith 

he experimented with. Gurney’s death was no accident according to Hall – he 

intentionally took an overdose of chloroform. Hall believes that Gurney’s suicide was 

covered up by the SPR to minimize the damage it could do to psychical research 

itself.  

In these two writings Hall focuses upon the history of the British SPR. The 

first couple of decades after its foundation in 1882 are the “golden age” of 

spiritualism, Hall claims, and therefore the most interesting to investigate.16 This 

important era in the history of psychical research, however, is not at all free of 

scandals – according to Hall. 

 

Podmore has questioned the sincerity of the (physical) mediums and Hall has tried to 

demonstrate that psychical researchers themselves actively contribute to acts of fraud. 

Hall regarded himself as a detective, determined to uncover the truth of psychical 

research. The fact that he was interested in stage magic, might partly explain his 

fascination for fraud and trickery in psychical research. But, in his books of 1962 and 

1964 Hall has done more than merely reveal cases of fraud – he discredited two of the 

most important psychical researchers in the early period of the SPR. Crookes was 

both a psychical researcher and a respected physicist, which gave (and perhaps gives) 

psychical research a scientific character. Gurney was the one who actually wrote the 

encyclopaedic work Phantasms of the Living, to which Podmore and Myers also 

contributed. Gurney was also the editor of the Proceedings of the SPR. With his death 

in 1888, the SPR lost a productive and important psychical researcher. By discrediting 

these important figures, these ‘heroes’, Hall has also discredited the SPR and 

psychical research in general. This might have been just his aim. Being a former 

member of the SPR, Hall’s harsh criticisms might very well have been related to 

internal polemics of this society during the 1960s.17  

 

                                           
16 Hall, The Spiritualists, IX. 
17 This is suggested in: R. Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy 1870-1901 (Oxford 2002) 75. 
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Dingwall and the international developments  

Hall’s close friend and a psychical researcher himself, Eric J. Dingwall (1891-1986) 

has also written extensively about the history of spiritualism and psychical research. 

Dingwall had obtained a PhD in anthropology and he became interested in paranormal 

phenomena as a young man. In the 1920s and 1930s he travelled through Europe to 

investigate several international mediums. He was both involved in the American 

Society for Psychical Research (ASPR) – founded in 1885 – and the British SPR 

during certain periods in his life.    

In 1950 his Very Peculiar People: Portrait Studies in the Queer, the Abnormal 

and the Uncanny was published. This book consists out of biographical essays of a 

varied group of mystics throughout history: the Swedish theologian and mystic 

Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772); the German Dominican Johann Jetzer (1483-

1515); the Italian Saint Mary Magdalene de’Pazzi (1566-1607); the Dutch freethinker 

Hadrian Beverland (1650-1712) and the Italian physical medium Eusapia Palladino 

(1854-1918). In all these international cases of mysticism in different centuries, 

Dingwall argues, there have been discussions regarding the reality of the phenomena 

these persons claimed to have experienced. Dingwall attributes this general confusion 

to the education of the researchers: ‘[s]ince there is no training to be obtained in 

psychical research it follows that there are hardly any reliable psychical researchers. 

(…) The result is that from century to century we go floundering on in a morass of 

doubt, fraud, imbecility and incompetence.”18 Dingwall is tended towards scepticism, 

but he does not disregard the possibility of the existence of paranormal phenomena 

altogether. His criticisms are mainly pointed at the inadequacies of the research that 

has been performed thus far. 

In the 1960s Dingwall edited the four volumes of Abnormal Hypnotic 

Phenomena: A Survey of Nineteenth Century Cases (1967-1968), a publication 

sponsored by the Parapsychology Foundation of New York.19 These volumes map the 

paranormal experiences of mesmerized subjects during the 19th century in an 

impressive number of countries: France, Belgium, The Netherlands, Germany, 

Scandinavia, Russia, Poland, Italy, Spain, Portugal, Latin-America, The United States 

of America and Great Britain. The parts on France (in volume 1); Spain, Portugal and 

                                           
18 E.J. Dingwall, Very Peculiar People Portrait Studies in the Queer, the Abnormal and the Uncanny 
(New York 1962) 208. The 1962 edition is a reprint of the one published in 1950. 
19 E.J. Dingwall (ed.), Abnormal Hypnotic Phenomena (Churchill 1967). 
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Latin-America (in volume 2); and Great Britain (in volume 4) are written by 

Dingwall. George Zorab (1898-1990) has written the section on Belgium and The 

Netherlands, in the third chapter of this thesis Zorab’s account of the paranormal 

phenomena in these countries will reappear. The four volumes list an impressive 

amount of paranormal phenomena during the 19th century in various countries; it 

lacks, however, a synthesis. Nonetheless, Abnormal Hypnotic Phenomena is a highly 

valuable source of information – especially since it alludes to the situation in countries 

often forgotten in the history of mesmerism. 

This can be regarded as the most important contribution of Dingwall; the fact 

that he regards spiritualism and psychical research as international developments. 

Contrary to other authors, such as Podmore and Dingwall but also subsequent authors, 

he does not believe Great-Britain is the sole interesting place where research into 

paranormal phenomena took place.  

 

Podmore, Hall and Dingwall have not a priori dismissed the reality of paranormal 

phenomena itself. However, they have questioned the sincerity of the persons who 

witness or produce them. It is important to note that the ways in which insiders of the 

field felt the need to discuss the history of psychical research revolves around one of 

the most central issues in its historiography – the interrelated problem of identifying 

proof and fraud. Furthermore, their choice of which psychical researchers to discuss is 

an indication of who are – to them – the most important figures in its history. 

 

Gauld and the restoration of the reputations of psychical researchers 

The discrediting of the persons involved in psychical research – most notable by Hall 

– prompted the psychologist and former president of the SPR, Alan Gauld (1932-), to 

give his own interpretations in The Founders of Psychical Research (1968).20 In an 

intimate portrayal of three key figures of the SPR – Henry Sidgwick (1838-1900), 

Edmund Gurney and Frederic Myers – Gauld aims to show that these figures were 

respectable researchers indeed.  

He discusses their lives and works in two parts. In the first part Gauld focuses 

upon ‘the origins and founders of psychical research’ and in the second part ‘the work 

of the early psychical researchers’ is the central theme. Gauld starts off in the first part 
                                           
20 A. Gauld, The Founders of Psychical Research (Michigan 1968). His book on hypnotism is also very 
informative: A. Gauld, A History of Hypnotism (Cambridge 1995).    
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by sketching the popularity of American spiritualism in the 1850s and 1860s, which 

Gauld relates directly to the religious doubts occupying the minds of people in this 

period. These doubts were not distinctly American, Gauld states: “Sidgwick's own 

career illustrates the religious doubts and difficulties which troubled many of his 

contemporaries and successors.” And: “Few of these reluctant doubters were content 

to rest in unbelief. Many of them sought, and not a few obtained, answers to their 

doubts.”21 Sidgwick, Myers and Gurney believed they could find a solution to their 

religious doubts in psychical research.  

In the 1860s and 1870s – through the popular séances of the influential 

medium Daniel Dunglas Home (1833-1886) – spiritualism became popular in 

England as well. The experiments into spiritualism undertaken by Crookes inspired 

others to follow his example. In 1874 the informal ‘Sidgwick group’ was formed, 

under the instigation of Myers. Even though the results of the first investigations 

appear rather disappointing, Gauld argues that the Sidgwick group was successful in 

producing “(…) facts which strongly suggest that not all manifestations of personality 

can be understood within the accepted framework of biological science.”22 Gauld ends 

the first part of his book with the founding of the SPR in 1882. The establishment of 

the SPR was an idea of a British professor in physics – W.F. Barrett (1844-1925) – 

and several prominent spiritualists. Myers and Gurney were only willing to participate 

if Sidgwick was made president of the new society. Eventually this wish was granted 

and in 1882 Sidgwick became the first president of the British SPR. 

In the second part of his book, Gauld describes the situation from 1882 until 

the death of Myers in 1901. Phantasms of the Living, which was published in 1886, 

was one of the milestones of this period, according to Gauld. It is also in this period 

that the researchers were confronted with the often fraudulent tricks of physical 

mediums. Mental mediums proved to be more trustworthy, especially the American 

medium Leonora Piper. The first experiments with Piper were performed by the 

pioneering psychologist William James (1842-1910). The psychical researcher 

Richard Hodgson (1855-1905) took over these experiments in 1887, when he was sent 

to Boston in the United States to serve as the secretary of the American Society for 

Psychical Research (ASPR). The ASPR was co-founded, in fact, by William James in 

1885. Hodgson was born in Melbourne, Australia, and moved in 1878 to Cambridge 

                                           
21 Gauld, The Founders, 47 & 65. 
22 Ibidem, 355. 
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to finish his legal studies. He became involved in psychical research at Cambridge 

University. Perhaps his legal training made him very aware of fraud and trickery; in 

1885 Hodgson wrote a devastating report of the psychical abilities of the theosophist 

Helena Blavatsky (1831-1891) and he was one of the first to become convinced of the 

fraud of the Italian medium Eusapidia Palladino (1854-1918).  

Hodgson was not able to find any proof of fraud in his investigations on Piper 

in America. In order to investigate the medium Piper under even more stringent 

conditions, Hodgson decided to send her to England in 1889. She was investigated by 

Myers and the famous physicist and psychical researcher Oliver Lodge (1851-1940). 

Piper has convinced all of her researchers – William James, Richard Hodgson, Oliver 

Lodge and Frederic Myers – of the reality of her communications with the dead. This 

makes her, in Gauld’s opinion, one of the most important mediums in the history of 

psychical research.  

Gauld proceeds to another milestone in the history of psychical research: the 

posthumously publication of Myers’ Human Personality and the Survival of Bodily 

Death in 1903. In this book, Myers postulates his idea of the subliminal self. The 

contents of this book had already been published as separate articles in the 

Proceedings of the Society for Psychical Research between 1891 and 1895. Gauld 

believes that Myers’ sophisticated theory appealed to the both groups in the SPR who 

either believed or did not believe in the existence of spirits. The framework of the 

subliminal self will be discussed in further detail in the second chapter, but it refers to 

the idea that we are aware of only a fraction of our consciousness and that it is 

possible to obtain information in a non-sensory way through the unconscious 

subliminal self. 

At the beginning of the 20th century the most important first members of the 

SPR had died: Sidgwick in 1900, Myers in 1901 and Hodgson in 1905. It is Gauld’s 

conviction that if Gurney had not died in 1888 and still had lived in the 1920s, he 

would have been able to make psychical research more respectable in the eyes of 

orthodox psychology. 

 

Gauld has tried to defend his psychical researchers against the claims made by his 

predecessors: psychical researchers were respectable and successful indeed. Gauld 

claimed that this success can be shown through the production of facts that are 
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impossible to fit within ‘regular’ science. This is a persistent theme also to be 

identified in the writings of Brian Inglis, who will be discussed next. 

 

Inglis and the struggle against mainstream science 

The Irish journalist and former member of the SPR, Brian Inglis (1916-1993), has 

written a two-volume overview of the history of the ‘supernatural’ from ancient times 

up to 1939.23 The first volume Natural and Supernatural: A History of the 

Paranormal from Earliest Times to 1914 was published in 1977 and the second 

Science and Parascience: A History of the Paranormal, 1914-1939 was published in 

1984. Inglis died before he could write the planned third volume, which would discuss 

the most recent developments. Inglis obtained a PhD in history from the Trinity 

College in Dublin in 1948 and became a member of the SPR in the 1960s. His 

mistrust of scientific dogma had led him to psychical research.24 

 Distinguishing between mental paranormal phenomena and those paranormal 

phenomena that involved matter, in the first volume Inglis retraces numerous 

instances of these phenomena in ‘Tribal Communities’ (part 1), in Christianity (part 2) 

and in the period ‘From the Renaissance to the Age of Reason’ (part 3). Inglis turns to 

the first investigations of paranormal phenomena in his discussion of ‘Mesmerism’ 

(part 4), ‘Spiritualism’ (part 5) and ‘Psychical Research’ (part 6) before concluding 

the first volume with ‘The Society of Psychical Research’ (part 7) and ‘Psychical 

Research in Decline’ (part 8). Inglis argues in this first volume that ‘supernatural’ or 

paranormal phenomena have occurred throughout history, but it was only with the rise 

of mesmerism in the 18th century that these phenomena became subject of scientific 

investigation. This pioneering research of mesmerists was institutionalized by the 

founders of the British SPR.  

Inglis’ first volume was criticised for being biased and uncritical in identifying 

historical instances of paranormal phenomena. Therefore, Inglis starts off his second 

volume with the statement that he wants to “(…) accept the evidence for the 

paranormal on precisely the same basis” as he would “(…) accept the evidence for, 

say, meteorites or lightning.”25 The second volume deals with the development of the 

                                           
23 B. Inglis, Natural and Supernatural: A History of the Paranormal from Earliest Times to 1914 
(London 1977). B. Inglis, Science and Parascience: A History of the Paranormal, 1914-1939 (London 
1984).   
24 Inglis, Natural and Supernatural, 8. 
25 Inglis, Science and Parascience, 11. 
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scientific investigations of paranormal phenomena from 1914 until 1939; focussing 

mainly on the SPR and English psychical researchers. Inglis’ criticism of the research 

in this period is rather harsh. Inglis feels that “(…) psychical research had taken a 

wrong turning, in seeking academic recognition if it meant losing contact with the 

general public; an understandable but disastrous error of strategy which vitiated much 

of the valuable research undertaken between the wars, and unfairly destroyed the 

reputation of some of the most dedicated researchers.”26 By obeying to the rules of the 

scientific community “the researchers had to introduce controls of a rigour which no 

other academic discipline was asked to accept”27 and this made for Inglis viable 

psychical research nearly impossible.28 Parapsychology – Inglis seems to argue – is a 

field of investigation that by definition does not fit within the existing scientific 

paradigm. This makes acceptance of the phenomena by the scientific community very 

difficult, especially if the researchers have to obey to the stringent rules set out by 

orthodox scientists.  

 

Podmore, Hall and Dingwall seem to have been concerned mainly with the question 

of fraud. In the case of Hall this led to the discrediting of two important figures of the 

history of the British SPR, which prompted Gauld to write an account of the history of 

the society himself. Just as Gauld, Inglis stressed that psychical research was on a 

quest against orthodox materialistic science. Nearly all historical accounts have 

underlined that paranormal phenomena have always been around. But all these 

authors have claimed that the rise of animal magnetism in the 18th century and 

spiritualism in the 19th century have profoundly contributed to the rise of psychical 

research at the end of the 19th century.  

 

The SPR and beyond 

Inglis is the only author discussed thus far, who mentions the developments of 

psychical research and parapsychology in the 20th century. However, his overview 

ends in 1939 already. The history of an insider that will be examined here sums up the 

                                           
26 Inglis, Science and Parascience, 341. 
27 Ibidem. 
28 An interesting and balanced sceptical account of the standards for research into paranormal 
phenomena is: R. Hyman, The Elusive Quarry: A Scientific Appraisal of Psychical Research (Buffalo 
1989). Ray Hyman is a Professor Emeritus in Psychology and together with Paul Kurtz the founder of 
the sceptical association CSICOP. 



 26 

intriguing developments of parapsychological research after the Second World War. 

This study will be discussed in detail since overviews of the developments in 

parapsychology after 1940 are scarce and this study can serve as an introduction to 

important happenings in the field of parapsychology in the 20th century – a century in 

the history of parapsychology which has not been examined extensively by historians 

yet, as will be argued further on in this chapter. 

 

Beloff and developments after the Second World War 

The most recent comprehensive history of parapsychology by an insider is the book 

Parapsychology: A Concise History written in 1993 by the renowned British 

parapsychologist John Beloff (1920-2006). Trained as a psychologist and philosopher 

at the University of London, Beloff became a senior lecturer in psychology at the 

University of Edinburgh in 1956, where he had the opportunity to perform researches 

in the domain of parapsychology himself.29 From 1974 until 1976 he was president of 

the British SPR and in 1972 and 1982 he functioned as president for the American 

Parapsychological Association.  

In his overview of the history of parapsychology, Beloff states – reminiscent 

of Inglis and other insiders – that “there was, presumably, never a time when people 

were not concerned with phenomena that we would now call ‘paranormal’.”30 But 

before the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century there was no distinction 

between ‘normal’ and ‘paranormal’, Beloff states. Beloff starts off his historical 

survey by discussing the “enchanted boundary” that was formed during the Scientific 

Revolution of the 17th century. Before the 17th century no demarcation was made 

between phenomena worthy of scientific investigation and those phenomena that were 

not, because no such thing as ‘science’ existed just than. But in the Scientific 

Revolution suddenly a border was formed that labelled certain events as supernormal 

and others as normal; and thus, to follow Beloff’s words, an enchanted boundary 

emerged.    

Beloff defines parapsychology as a “challenge to the existing world view” 

which “could not have arisen before the Age of Enlightenment.”31 Mesmer is regarded 

by Beloff as the first parapsychologist, since he was the first to be placed outside of 
                                           
29 The University of Edinburgh was and is one of the few places in Europe where it still is possible to 
do research into parapsychology. See introduction. 
30 J. Beloff, Parapsychology: a concise history (London 1993) IX.   
31 Ibidem, IX. 
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the orthodox sciences. Beloff believes that “parapsychology can best be understood” 

as a scientific discipline “challenging the mechanistic and reductionistic implications 

of official science by reaffirming the autonomy of mind”.32 Beloff’s discussion of the 

history of parapsychology is centred on this juxtaposition of parapsychology and 

official science.  

He first discusses ‘The mesmeric era’ which he regards as a forerunner of 

parapsychology for it brought forth “a procedure (…) for eliciting paranormal powers 

under controlled conditions of observation” through the somnambulistic state.33 

Beloff continues to examine the two-fold importance of spiritualism for the history of 

parapsychology: “First, it revived the age-old question of life after death in an 

empirically testable form. Secondly, from the séance-room there issued a steady 

stream of puzzling phenomena, much of it of a physical nature, which (…) cried out 

for impartial investigation.”34 This culminated in the founding of the SPR in 1882, 

which remained the centre of parapsychological research until the 1930s. The various 

experiments of the SPR in this period are discussed in detail by Beloff. He stresses 

that, despite the difficulties to truly control the circumstances in which mediums were 

tested, these first psychical researchers were conservative and very careful in their 

conclusions.   

Discussing the history of parapsychology in the 1930s, Beloff turns to the 

United States – and to Joseph Banks Rhine (1895-1980) in particular. Rhine’s 

“distrust of spontaneous and mediumistic phenomena” turned him towards an 

experimental approach that “would allow the experimenter, rather than the subject, to 

dictate what conditions are to prevail.”35 This resulted in the famous experiments with 

Zener-cards, which were thought to be able to statistically prove the reality of Extra 

Sensory Perception – the term Rhine introduced to refer to mental paranormal 

phenomena. Zener-cards refer to a deck of cards consisting out of twenty-five cards 

with five different symbols. These cards make it possible to statistically research the 

telepathic or predictive talents of a research subject by either enquiring at each card 

which symbol the experimenter is looking at or by asking the subject which card will 

be drawn next. With a chance rate of twenty percent it is expected that research 

subjects on average guess five out of the twenty-five cards correct. Anything 

                                           
32 Beloff, Parapsychology, 12.   
33 Ibidem, 17. 
34 Ibidem, 38. 
35 Ibidem, 130. 
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significantly above this chance rate could suggest ‘extra sensory perception’, as Rhine 

would call it. The cards had been developed by the perceptual psychologist Karl 

Zener (1903-1963) in collaboration with Rhine. It will be demonstrated throughout 

this thesis that the work of Rhine is often interpreted as a breaking point in the history 

of parapsychology, because he transferred the research into paranormal phenomena 

from the séance room to the scientific laboratory. 

In his final chapter, Beloff turns to the ‘Recent developments’. Even though 

Beloff claims that after Rhine experimental parapsychology remained an American 

enterprise, he shows that in other countries ‘state of the art’ parapsychology is also to 

be found. He discusses the German parapsychologist and Rhine’s friend Hans Bender 

(1907-1991), who succeeded in 1950 in setting up a privately funded Institut für 

Grenzgebiete der Psychologie und Psychohygiene (IGPP). Bender obtained from 

1954 until 1975 a chair in ‘the frontier areas of psychology and mental health’ at the 

University of Freiburg.  

Next, Beloff sketches the Dutch history with W.H.C. Tenhaeff (1894-1981) as 

extraordinary professor at Utrecht University in parapsychology from 1953 onwards 

and the establishment of a full chair in parapsychology, occupied by Martin Johnson 

at the department of psychology of Utrecht University in 1974. The third Dutch 

parapsychologist mentioned by Beloff here is Sybo Schouten, one of the employees of 

Johnson. Beloff tentatively suggests that “perhaps the fact that all educated Dutch 

know English made it easier for American-style parapsychology [experimental 

psychology] to permeate the Netherlands.”36  

In 1985 a chair in parapsychology was established at the University of 

Edinburgh. The American Robert Morris, educated by Rhine, was the first so-called 

Koestler Professor. The author Arthur Koestler (1905-1983) had a personal interest in 

the investigation of paranormal phenomena and “had bequeathed his entire estate for 

this purpose.”37  

Beloff continues to discuss the field of parapsychology in the Soviet Union 

and Eastern Europe. It is his conviction that “whereas, in the West parapsychology 

had been largely driven by the desire to confound materialism or reductionism, Soviet 

and East European parapsychology seems to have been inspired by the hope of 

finding new kinds of matter and/or energy that would extend, rather than challenge, 

                                           
36 Beloff, Parapsychology, 155. 
37 Ibidem. As Beloff states on p. 279 n. 6, he was himself executor of the Koestler Estate. 



 29 

the existing scientific world view.”38 The word ‘psychotronics’ was used in these 

countries instead of ‘parapsychology’ to refer to the research into paranormal 

phenomena. Once the communist regime is dismantled in China – just as it has in the 

Soviet Union – Beloff believes that the Chinese contribution might “profoundly alter 

the course of parapsychological history”, because of the strong roots parapsychology 

would be able to find in Chinese teachings.39  

Beloff provides a valuable overview of the research subjects of 

parapsychology in the ‘post-Rhine era’. One of the areas of research is what Beloff 

calls ‘free response ESP’, this includes the investigations of dreams by the American 

psychiatrists Montague Ullman and Stanley Krippner between 1964 and 1972, the so-

called ‘Ganzfeld’ experiments as set up by the American parapsychologist Charles 

Honorton from 1974 until 1989, and experiments with gifted subjects able of remote 

viewing by the young American physicists Russell Targ and Hal Puthoff in the early 

1970s. The important and renowned Ganzfeld-experiments refer to an experimental 

setting in which the test subject is deprived of all sensory perceptions. The ears would 

be covered with headphones producing white noise, the eyes were shielded with 

halves of a ping pong ball while the room would be lit with red light and the test 

subject would be lied down on a very soft chair. In another room a second test subject 

would be asked to look at a picture and try to send the image thereof telepathically to 

the first test subject. After a certain period of time, the first subject would be 

presented four different pictures – of which one is the actual picture the second test 

subject had looked at – and asked to point out the correct picture. The results of a 

series of Ganzfeld-experiments could be related to the chance rate of twenty-five 

percent. The results of these experiments often seemed to differ significantly from 

chance.40  

In the early 1970s research into micro psychokinesis (micro-PK) was initiated 

by the German physicist Helmut Schmidt. Micro-PK is contrasted to the macro 

psychokinesis (macro-PK) produced by physical mediums in séances or by poltergeist 

happenings. Whereas macro-PK is a spectacular happening with chairs or tables 

flying through the room, micro-PK “is detectable only by due statistical analysis 

                                           
38 Beloff, Parapsychology, 158. 
39 Ibidem, 161. 
40 Parapsychologists claim that overall the outcome of these Ganzfeld-experiments demonstrate a 
success rate of thirty-two percent.  
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covering a large number of trials.”41 In experiments on micro-PK the question is 

raised whether it is possible to intentionally alter the outcomes of (e.g.) dice-tossing 

tests or of random-event generators (REG). Schmidt was the first parapsychologist to 

produce such a REG.  He designed ‘Schmidt machine’ to test for precognition. In the 

original machine, radioactive strontium 90 was connected to a Geiger counter which 

would trigger randomly one out of four lights. Schmidt would ask the test subjects to 

predict which of the four lights would be lit next. Since it was difficult to determine 

whether the subjects were predicting or directing the outcome of the machine, 

Schmidt decided to set up the experiments in order to measure micro psychokinesis. 

To Beloff: “Schmidt is, perhaps, the nearest thing to a genius which the science of 

experimental parapsychology has yet produced.”42  

Modern parapsychology is still concerned with “the age-old question of an 

after-life”, Beloff claims.43 The American psychiatrist Raymond Moody introduced 

near-death experience (NDE) as a concept in 1975. Individuals such as the American 

professor in psychology Kenneth Ring, the cardiologist Michael Sabom and George 

Gallup collected in the 1970s and 1980s the experiences of individuals who claimed 

to have experienced a near death experience. Beloff states that whether or not these 

phenomena are real or not are still matters of dispute.44 It was only in the 1960s that 

the idea of reincarnation became a research subject for modern parapsychologists. 

Most noteworthy the Americans Morey Bernstein and Ian Stevenson investigated 

individuals who claimed to be reincarnated.  

Beloff ends his chapter on the recent developments with an overview of the 

dominant philosophical perspectives. He thereby distinguishes between ‘physical and 

quasi-physical theories’ and ‘transcendental theories’. The most important (quasi-

)physical theory according to Beloff, is the ‘observational theory’. This theory was 

launched in 1978 by Brian Millar in the European Journal of Parapsychology in the 

article ‘The observational theories: a primer’. Millar’s observational theory is based 

upon the Copenhagen interpretation of quantum physics which assumes that “the 

observer plays a critical role with respect to the things being observed.”45 On a 

quantum level, before matter is observed it is in an indeterminate state and only “once 

                                           
41 Beloff, Parapsychology, 171. 
42 Ibidem, 172. 
43 Ibidem, 200. 
44 Ibidem, 205. 
45 Ibidem, 216. 
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a measurement or observation has been performed, the particles in question assume a 

determinate value.”46 Normally it is not possible for individuals to intentionally 

influence the indeterminate state of particles, but “Observation Theory (OT) starts 

from the postulate that some observers, i.e. those who are to be called ‘psi sources’, 

can exert a statistical bias on what is observed given a series of such observations.”47 

Beloff states that this theory has evoked “for some reason a specially keen response 

from the new generation of Dutch parapsychologists.” Brian Millar himself worked 

for Utrecht University and the Dutch parapsychologists J.M. Houtkooper and Dick 

Bierman were very much inspired by the observational theory. 

In his discussion of transcendental theories, Beloff mentions two theories in 

particular: the theory of synchronity and radical dualism. The idea of synchronity 

originates from C.G. Jung’s essay of 1952 entitled ‘Synchronity: An acausal 

connecting principle’. Synchronity refers to the idea that in simultaneous events 

something more is going on than mere coincidence. Beloff believes “it fulfils a need 

when we are confronted by those cases which cannot easily be assimilated to ‘psi’ and 

yet suggest something more significant than ‘mere coincidence’.” Because of its 

problematical explanatory value, the contribution of the theory of synchronity lies in 

the fact that it has “given a new impetus to the study of spontaneous phenomena”48, 

Beloff argues.  

Beloff himself is more inclined towards the theory of radical dualism. This 

dualism is the opposite of the dominant doctrines of the 20th century – such as 

epiphenomenalism, behaviourism, materialism and functionalism – that tried “to 

reduce mind to a nullity.”49 To Beloff, these doctrines are untenable once psi 

phenomena are taken into account. It is the conviction of radical dualists – of which 

Beloff is one – that paranormal phenomena can not be reduced to any physical 

manifestation and therefore the mind exists in separation from the body. Although 

Beloff believes that radical dualism – or dualist interactionism as it is also called – is 

“clearly falsifiable”, the theory (just as the idea of synchronity) has not inspired an 

experimental program. Beloff’s own inclination towards radical dualism might 

explain his earlier mentioned definition of parapsychology as a science that will 

reaffirm the autonomy of mind against the mechanistic and reductionistic mainstream 

                                           
46 Beloff, Parapsychology, 218. 
47Ibidem, 218. 
48 Ibidem, 222. 
49 Ibidem, 223. 
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science. Beloff presents parapsychologists as brave pioneers who “will challenge our 

assumptions about the world, and about what can or cannot happen therein, for a long 

time to come.”50 

 

Beloff has stressed in his overview that paranormal phenomena have always been 

around. It was only in 18th century mesmerism that the phenomena were beginning to 

be investigated scientifically and from that moment on psychical research or 

parapsychology has been outside mainstream science. Spiritualistic phenomena of the 

19th century did not only revive the age-old question of life after death but it also 

produced phenomena begging for an explanation. This is when psychical research 

really takes off. This historical account of psychical research seems to reflect to a 

large extent the opinions of the authors discussed previously. Where Beloff has 

differed from the other authors is in his detailed description of the developments after 

1940. His description has demonstrated that the method, subjects and theoretical 

interpretation of parapsychological research all have undergone some intriguing 

developments in the second half of the 20th century.  

 

Summing up the insiders’ perspective 

It has been demonstrated that the British SPR holds a dominant position in the 

insiders’ histories. The psychical researchers Willam Crookes, Edmund Gurney, 

Frederic Myers, Henry Sidgwick and the mediums Leonara Piper, Florence Cook and 

Eusapia Palladino (amongst others) arise as principal figures of the insiders’ histories 

and they were all involved – in one way or the other – with the British SPR. 

 In determining the roots of psychical research Podmore, Dingwall, Inglis and 

Beloff have all stated explicitly that paranormal phenomena were always around in 

human history. But the first great impulse for the scientific investigation of these 

phenomena came in the 18th century with the rise of animal magnetism. It seems the 

importance of animal magnetism, according to these insider historians, is twofold: 

first, it led to the first scientific investigations of paranormal phenomena and 

secondly, the extraordinary abilities of somnambulists paved the way for spiritualistic 

mediums. The popularity of 19th century spiritualism is the second big impetus on the 

emergence of psychical research. Spiritualism did not only revive the age-old question 

                                           
50 Beloff, Parapsychology, 234. 
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of life after death, but it also produced inexplicable phenomena demanding an 

explanation. Thus, insiders’ historians have argued, the British Society for Psychical 

Research was founded in the heyday of spiritualism in 1882.  

For the first insiders – most notably for Podmore, Hall and Dingwall – an 

important issue seems to have been the question of fraud. Especially physical 

mediums often appeared to be fraudulent – such as Florence Cook. The mental 

abilities of mediums as Leonora Piper were less contested and therefore psychical 

researchers increasingly started to focus upon the abilities of these mental mediums. 

The allegations of Hall against the important psychical research Crookes and Gurney 

made Gauld decide to write a historical account of several important SPR-members 

himself.  

The most important issue that occupies the historical accounts of Gauld, Inglis 

and Beloff does not seem to have been the question of fraud but the difficult relation 

of psychical research and parapsychology with mainstream science. All three these 

authors have claimed that the research of paranormal phenomena has never been part 

of orthodox science. According to them it should remain an outsider, for the goal of 

parapsychology is to correct materialist reductionist science. 

 Furthermore, it is interesting to note that the majority of the insiders’ 

historians focus on the British history of psychical research. Two exceptions have to 

be made: Dingwall and Beloff. Dingwall has addressed in his writings the 

international developments as well, most noteworthy in 18th century animal 

magnetism. And Beloff has dealt with the international developments in 

parapsychology after the Second World War.  

Beloff is also the only insider historian discussed here who has examined the 

developments in the 20th century extensively. The centre of psychical research and 

parapsychology in the 1930s is to be found in the United States. Although Inglis in his 

emphasis on the English situation seems to have been downplaying the importance of 

the research undertaken by Rhine, Beloff has demonstrated that Rhine’s experiments 

are to be regarded as a breaking point in the history of parapsychology. Rhine decided 

to quit investigating possibly fraudulent mediums in séances and instead transferred 

the paranormal phenomena to the parapsychological laboratory. Beloff’s illustration 

of the recent developments (up to the early 1990s) has indicated that Rhine’s 

experimental parapsychology influenced the investigation of paranormal phenomena 
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internationally. In the 20th century, Beloff has demonstrated, different methods, 

subjects and theories emerged in parapsychology.  

A last important conclusion has to be drawn; Gauld has referred to a theme 

that will recur time and again in the outsiders’ histories to be discussed next – the 

religious doubts of psychical researchers. In the subsequent section it will be shown 

that for the first historians who have paid attention to psychical research and 

parapsychology, this is one of the most important themes.   

 Now it is time to turn to these first histories written by outsiders. The moment 

historians and sociologists turned to the investigation of psychical research and 

parapsychology can be situated in the 1960s, when Thomas Kuhn published his 

influential study about revolutions in science.51
 

 

 

Kuhnian revolution 

The importance of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions by Thomas Kuhn – which 

was published first in 1962 – is threefold for the history of psychical research and 

parapsychology. Firstly, Kuhn’s ideas – regarding the puzzle solving activities of 

‘normal’ science and its unsolvable anomalies – provided parapsychologists with a 

framework to explain the difficult acceptance of parapsychology by ‘mainstream’ 

scientists. For example, Inglis states in the first part of his history of psychical 

research that: “(…) Kuhn’s theme offered a way out of the dilemma posed by the 

rejection of the supernatural”. 52 Secondly, Kuhn’s highly influential study made 

historians perceive ‘pseudosciences’ such as mesmerism, spiritualism, psychical 

research and parapsychology differently. Kuhn’s understanding of scientific 

revolutions seemed to show the inherent historical context of what constitutes normal 

science and what. Finally, a more radical interpretation of Kuhn’s ideas gave a 

considerable impulse to the scholarly field dedicated to the investigation of the social 

circumstances of scientific practice – the sociology of science.53  

                                           
51 T. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago 1964). 
52 Inglis, Natural and Supernatural, 12-13.  
53 The founding father of sociology of science is Robert K. Merton who argued as early as 1938 in his 
dissertation Science, Technology and Society in Seventeenth-Century England that the scientific 
revolution of the 17th and 18th century is closely related to the rise of Protestantism – a thesis later to be 
known as the Merton-thesis. His dissertation was published as a book in 1970: R.K. Merton, Science, 
Technology and Society in Seventeenth-Century England (New York 1970).   
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 As the sociologist Roy Wallis states in 1979 in his editorial of the volume On 

the Margins of Science: The Social Construction of Rejected Knowledge, full 

appreciation of the social nature of science had only emerged recently. Usually, 

Wallis states: “Logical and the technical procedures of the substantive scientific field 

were believed to provide not only a complete justification but also a sufficient 

justification, for the current content of scientific knowledge.”54 With a more radical 

interpretation of Kuhn’s argument for the ‘trivial’ conditions that constitute science in 

different periods, sociologists turned to study scientific practices. Sociologists of 

science were specifically interested in ‘the margins of science’ for it seemed to show 

the explicit social factors that are inherent to the demarcation between science and 

non-science.  

In this section first an example of such a sociological investigation of science 

will be discussed before two of the first extensive outsiders’ histories shall be 

examined. These two first historical accounts show numerous important themes and 

issues regarding the history of psychical research and parapsychology. This section 

will conclude with two more finalistic historical studies that, nevertheless, provide 

some relevant perspectives upon the history of psychical research and 

parapsychology.   

 

Parapsychology as a scientific revolution 

Parapsychology provided for sociologists of science a highly intriguing case study – it 

might offer the opportunity to live-witness a scientific revolution. This is what Harry 

Collins and Trevor Pinch were hoping to experience during their sociological 

fieldwork of the parapsychological experiments with mini-Gellers55. Quoting Kuhn’s 

work they claim that hopefully their fieldwork “would provide an opportunity for the 

first contemporaneous study of a potential revolution in science”.56 Both witnessing 

and performing experiments on six kids claiming to be able to bend spoons 

paranormally, Collins and Pinch concluded that five out of the six kids were proven to 

                                           
54 R. Wallis (ed.), On the margins of science: the social construction of rejected knowledge (Keele 
1979) 5.   
55 Mini-Gellers were kids who in the 1970s, following the popular and well-known medium Uri Geller, 
seemed to be able to bend spoons with their minds themselves. Collins and Pinch refer to the 
phenomenon as Paranormal Metal Bending (PMB).  
56 H.M. Collins and T.J. Pinch, Frames of Meaning: the social construction of extraordinary science 
(London 1982) IX.   



 36 

be cheating. The sixth did not succeed in bending the spoon at all.57 A scientific 

revolution did not seem to be at hand.  

The experiment was set up quite ingeniously. The children’s ability to bend 

spoons with their ‘minds’ was tested in an observation room. Sitting behind a table the 

children were asked to bend a spoon while two dummy observers and a dummy 

camera were situated in front of them. The children were unaware that these observers 

and camera were part of the experimental setting. The two real observers were seated 

behind a one-way mirror – on the left side of the child. One of the observers took 

photographs of the experiment and a video camera recorded the whole session.58        

The relevance of Pinch and Collins’ Frames of Meaning of 1982 – in which 

they discuss the experiments in great detail – lies in their conclusion of “(…) the 

inability of experiments in themselves to legislate for the existence of any natural 

phenomenon”.59 They might be overstating this by referring to ‘any natural 

phenomena’, but their study does show quite convincingly the difficulties of 

experiments with paranormal phenomena. This is illustrated best by their depiction of 

the interpretation of photographs and video footage for finding evidence of fraud. 

During the experiments the observers were often quickly convinced of the fraudulent 

acts of the children, but when the footage was closely examined it appeared difficult 

to pin-point the exact moment the child had bent the spoon by physical force. 

Furthermore, personal convictions of the witnesses could influence the consideration 

of the evidence.60  

Collins and Pinch claim that their descriptions of the experiments investigating 

paranormal metal bending “(…) show the way that what counts as evidence of 

cheating becomes ‘negotiated’ during discussions.”61 In this way parapsychological 

research – any experimental research according to the strong conclusion of Collins 

and Pinch – emerges as essentially a social practice.  

 

Collins and Pinch have written an intriguing account of a sociological fieldwork 

providing a new approach to investigate the problem of fraud in psychical research 

and parapsychology. Perhaps it is not only that research subjects or researchers 
                                           
57 As stated on p. 108 the sixth subject was Annie. The results of Annie are given on p. 105: “No 
bending at all took place during this session.” (Collins & Pinch, Frames of Meaning). 
58 Collins & Pinch, Frames of Meaning, 90 shows an illustration of the experimental setting. 
59 Ibidem, 126. 
60 Ibidem, 115-117. On these pages several interesting discussions of the footage are reproduced. 
61 Ibidem, 117. 
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themselves can be fraudulent but it is also something inherent to experimental settings 

that makes it difficult to determine whether paranormal phenomena exist or not. Even 

if it is possible to question the objectiveness of Collins and Pinch, their study can be 

regarded as a valuable demonstration of the difficulties surrounding proof and fraud in 

parapsychological research. 62 The social character of scientific practice and the social 

construction of knowledge might even suggest that discussions about the reality of 

paranormal phenomena have endured until the present day because experimental 

results are not always as conclusive as one would expect.  

 

The first outsiders’ histories 

Collins and Pinch have analysed contemporary parapsychology sociologically. The 

first to consider marginal sciences such as psychical research and parapsychology 

worthy of historical investigation were Frank Miller Turner and Robert Laurence 

Moore. Together, but most notably Moore, they allude to nearly all important themes 

to be detected in historical accounts of outsiders regarding psychical research and 

parapsychology.  

 

Turner and psychical research between science and religion 

As the title of his book already indicates, Turner’s study of 1974 Between Science and 

Religion: The Reaction to Scientific Naturalism in Late Victorian England illustrates 

in six biographical essays how Victorian Englishmen tried to reconcile the loss of the 

certainty of comforting Christianity and the unappealing cold world produced by 

scientific naturalism – a recurring theme also touched upon by some of the internal 

historians discussed in the previous section. Psychical research was perceived as a 

way to bind these two seemingly extremes together and to find a way out of moral 

disintegration. This is one of the most persistent interpretations throughout the 

secondary literature on the history of psychical research and parapsychology.  

                                           
62 Because their analysis of paranormal phenomena has not been entirely sceptical, critics have accused 
them of unscientific work. (Wallis, On the Margins of Science, 263.) Collins and Pinch themselves try 
to remain scholarly agnostic: “The authors do not know whether paranormal metal bending is 'real' or 
not – nor, as sociologists, do they care. It would make not one jot of difference to the analysis.” 
(Collins & Pinch, Frames of Meaning, 184.) However, ponderings such as whether the “unfavourable 
experimental set-up” “had really given the ‘phenomena’ a chance to appear”, might suggest that 
Collins and Pinch have not entirely given up the hope of witnessing a scientific revolution in their own 
lifetimes (Ibidem, 111). Furthermore, the basic claim of their study that parapsychological research is 
the same as any other scientific research could indicate apologetics. 
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Most of the insiders dealt with in the previous section, make preliminary 

remarks about the dominance of scientific naturalism at the end of the 19th century 

and interpret psychical research and its successor parapsychology as a reaction to this.  

Besides the physiologist George John Romanes (1848-1894), the novelist Samuel 

Butler (1838-1902) and the artist James Ward 1(769-1859), Turner discusses the 

important psychical researchers Henry Sidgwick and Frederic Myers and the 

spiritualist Alfred Russel Wallace (1823-1913). Turner anachronistically argues that 

these six figures knew that fields of science “(…) as Toulmin, Kuhn, Gillispie, and 

Barber have since argued, are conditioned by scientific and sometimes nonscientific 

presuppositions and by professional practices”.63  

 

Turner has made the idea that psychical researchers were concerned with losing to 

science the moral upheld until than by Christianity, the focus of his study. This is a 

theme that is to be found throughout most of the historical studies that discuss 

parapsychology and psychical research and later historians often refer to this 

authoritative study of Tuner. However, Turner’s statement that psychical researchers 

realised the limits of science seems to be somewhat inaccurate. One could argue just 

as easily that psychical researchers had a huge confidence in the scientific method: it 

could even prove supernatural phenomena. It is this ambivalent position towards 

science of psychical researchers that recurs – amongst many other important themes – 

in Moore’s study as well. 

 

Laurence Moore and the refutation of mainstream science 

The idea of parapsychology in between science and religion is also one of the central 

themes in Moore’s classic of 1977 In Search of White Crows: Spiritualism, 

Parapsychology and American Culture. The American historian R. Laurence Moore 

sketches in his book the development of American parapsychology from its 

spiritualistic roots at the end of the 19th century until the scientific developments of 

the 1960s.  In his introduction Moore states that spiritualism and psychical research 

provided a “(…) reasonable solution to the problem of how to accommodate religious 

                                           
63 F.M. Turner, Between Science and Religion: the Reaction to Scientific Naturalism in Late Victorian 
England (New Haven 1974) 252.   
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and scientific interests”.64 Moore stresses the importance of studying the seemingly 

‘irrational’ within history and underlines the deservedly academic attention it has 

received from the 1960s onwards. Moore hereby refers to the influence of Kuhn – 

who demonstrated that what is regarded as rational or scientific changes over time. 

For the historical accounts of science this meant, for example, that Newton’s interests 

in alchemy and other occult studies is no longer regarded as “superfluous to his 

scientific discoveries”65 but are to be placed in the historical and cultural context of 

Newton’s time. For Moore this sufficiently justifies the historical study of deviant 

beliefs such as spiritualism and psychical research, especially when these beliefs 

represented almost a “numerical majority”.66  

In his study Moore touches upon several persistent themes in the 

historiography of psychical research, apart from the interpretation of psychical 

research as in between science and religion. Moore’s central thesis alludes precisely to 

the ambivalent character of psychical research towards science: it was “(…) an 

attempt to undermine the assumptions of natural science using the methods of natural 

science”.67 In the first part of his study Moore discusses spiritualism: “Spiritualism 

was at once a reaction to what it conceived of as materialistic science” and at the same 

time “the most absurd product of the set of assumptions we call positivism.”68 Moore 

discusses the popularity of spiritualism in the United States from the 1840s onwards 

and the often hostile reaction of Christian orthodoxy to it. In the 1870s the Protestant 

church regarded spiritualism more liberally, perhaps because spiritualism turned out 

to be quite disorganised and therefore it did not seem to pose a genuine threat to 

Christian faith.69  

Subsequently, Moore addresses another central theme of spiritualism: the 

profound interest of spiritualists in social reform. Moore believes it is obvious that for 

spiritualists: “Their theoretical commitment to progressive change in the realm of 

ideas led naturally to a practical interest in various schemes of social improvement.”70 

Thus, a shared interest in the realisation of reform brought spiritualists and socialists 

                                           
64 R.L. Moore, In Search of White Crows: Spiritualism, Parapsychology, and American Culture 
(Oxford 1977) XII.   
65 Moore, In Search of White Crows, XII. 
66 Ibidem, XIII. 
67 Ibidem, 238. 
68 Ibidem, 38. 
69 Jansen as will be discussed in chapter three holds a different interpretation of the liberal stance 
towards spiritualism by Protestants in the Netherlands. 
70 Moore, In Search of White Crows, 70. 
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together. But Moore states that “despite their popular image as radicals, spiritualist 

leaders were guilty of talking more than they acted.”71 Moore believes that ultimately 

spiritualists were more interested in personal consolation than in helping others.  

At the end of his discussion on spiritualism Moore attends to a final crucial 

aspect of spiritualism – the profound feminine character. Not all mediums were 

female, but the act of mediumship was regarded as a highly feminine activity with its 

emphasis upon sensitivity and passivity. Besides the temptations of travel and sexual 

adventure, Moore believes “that in the personalities of the spirits the trance mediums 

found outlets for “unexpressed and inexpressible desires.”72 In any case, it was one of 

the few career opportunities women could pursue in the 19th century and it was 

probably most attractive to those women who were not satisfied with their own lives – 

and because of the marginalized position of women in the 19th century this meant that 

mediumship could allure to a significant number of women.    

The second part of Moore’s study – which is concentrated upon American 

psychical research – starts off by relating psychical research to the development of 

American academic psychology. Moore states that both neurologists and psychical 

researchers were interested in mediumship: neurologists because they interpreted it as 

a serious medical problem and the psychical researchers because they wanted to 

investigate whether mediums were fraudulent or not. Moore claims that at the end of 

the 19th century both psychical research and abnormal psychology were concerned 

with the investigation of the unconscious.  

The development of psychical research in America was closely related to 

William James, the pioneering American psychologist. As has been stated, James was 

one of the founders of the ASPR in 1885. After the turn of the century James Hervey 

Hyslop (1854-1920) became the most important figure of American psychical 

research. His rather uncritical defence of the spiritualistic hypothesis and his 

dictatorial leadership of the ASPR led to a widening between psychical research and 

psychology. Freud’s theories – which according to Moore eliminated any 

transcendental connections of the unconscious – also contributed to the broadening of 

this gap. But Moore thinks “Hyslop’s shortcomings are worth emphasizing because 

psychical researchers, much in the manner of 19th century spiritualists, have too often 

blamed everything but their own actions for their failure to win scientific 

                                           
71 Moore, In Search of White Crows, 83. 
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acceptance.”73 Psychologists interested in the workings of the unconscious mind had 

enough problems to make their ideas scientifically respectable without associating 

themselves with such a rickety field as psychical research. 

After the First World War the ASPR was thoroughly divided by the 

manifestations of the physical medium Mrs. LeRoi G. Crandon (1888-1941) – or 

Margary, as she was publicly known. The ASPR was divided by psychical researchers 

who enjoyed a good show with flying tables as provided by Margary and those 

researchers who aimed to investigate mediums under controlled circumstances. In the 

ASPR this eventually led to the resignation of the critical psychical researcher Walter 

Franklin Prince (1863-1964), together with Gardner Murphy (1895-1979) and Elwood 

Worchester (1862-1940). In 1925 these three renowned researchers began their own 

society: the Boston Society for Psychical Research.  

A new impetus to the divided field of American psychical research was given 

by Rhine in the 1930s, as Moore argues in correspondence to Beloff. Rhine wanted to 

get rid of unreliable mediums and their uncontrollable spontaneous phenomena, but 

“if ESP started fading as soon as it was studied – then Rhine’s laboratory was a 

questionable advance over the medium’s parlor.”74 It appeared nearly impossible to 

design a truly repeatable experiment proving paranormal phenomena. Rhine’s 

investigations were first very successful, but the success rates of his experiments 

dropped rapidly and drastically. 

Because Rhine had trouble gaining acceptance of the scientific community, he 

focused on popular writings. The indifference of orthodox scientists towards Rhine’s 

work might be related to the fact that Rhine’s experiments lacked a serious theoretical 

framework. According to Moore this stems from the fact that “the whole search for 

psi went on precisely to challenge existing general theories of science – not because 

those laws ran into difficulty in the laboratory but because parapsychologists believed 

that they threatened morality.”75 Parapsychologists were not interested in theory, they 

were interested in morality. Moore is of the opinion that Rhine was very much an old-

fashioned product of the 19th century, for his plea against materialism and mechanism 
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evaporated once the new physics of Einstein arrived. For Rhine’s successors a new 

enemy had emerged: scientism.76  

American parapsychologists of the post-Rhinean era encountered two related 

problems they had to deal with: they believed Rhine’s experiments were too 

restrictive and unimaginative and secondly they were of the opinion that 

parapsychology paid too much attention to scientific procedures and methods in 

general. This led to a profound eclectic and tolerant American parapsychology after 

World War II. Even though in 1969 parapsychology was accepted as a member of the 

American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS), it was not generally 

accepted as a science. It was too disorganized, centred outside universities, too much 

associated with fraud and it had produced too little progress to be taken seriously, as 

Moore sums it up. This led some parapsychologists to openly admit that perhaps 

paranormal phenomena or psi phenomena were beyond the scope of science, 

something which their critics had always accused parapsychologists of. Moore 

concludes that “behind whatever parapsychologists said or even whatever they 

thought was their real wish to preserve a realm of human experience beyond all 

scientific categories and beyond all rational comprehension.”77 Spiritualists and 

parapsychologists did not succeed in distancing themselves from occultism, Moore 

states. Moore believes this is due to the fact that the task of spiritualism and 

parapsychology “was to correct the analytical categories of modern science” and “not 

to mimic them”.78 Parapsychology did not succeed at this task and therefore it 

remained occult. 

 

In his authoritative study, Moore touches upon many crucial themes. One of them has 

been worked out in detail by Turner; psychical research as a solution to console the 

doubts about Christian faith while simultaneously accepting the challenges of science. 

But there are several more important themes Moore has pointed out in his important 

study: the interaction between spiritualism and psychical research, the ambivalent 

stance towards science of both spiritualism and psychical research, the connection 

between spiritualism and social reform, the feminine character of mediumship, the 

intertwinement of (abnormal)l psychology and psychical research, the turn away from 

                                           
76 Moore, In Search of White Crows, 203. 
77 Ibidem, 220. 
78 Ibidem, 224. 
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mediums to empirical research as exemplified by Rhine, the hidden occult strand of 

parapsychology to refute materialistic science and the reluctance of mainstream 

science to accept psychical research.  

Although Moore’s important study alludes to numerous relevant 

interpretations of psychical research, he considers spiritualism and psychical research 

to be one and the same enterprise. Moore claims that both make use of scientific 

methods and the scientific language to prove the existence of the paranormal in order 

to correct the basic materialistic principles of natural science. However, since Moore 

does not explicitly states what constituted science in these days it does not become 

clear what is precisely meant by the scientific ‘methods’ and scientific ‘language’ 

both psychical research and spiritualism are claimed to have used. Therefore his – 

nonetheless valuable – study remains quite one-dimensional.  

 

Finalistic historical accounts 

Although historians such as Turner and Moore truly attempt to situate the subject of 

psychical research in its own cultural and historical context, not every historian in the 

1980s is concerned with this or succeeds at the attempt. Mauskopf and McVaugh 

provide a more or less finalistic account of the developments of America experimental 

parapsychology in the 1930s and Oppenheim seems to exhibit a straightforwardly 

finalistic approach by referencing to psychical research as a ‘pseudoscience’ in her 

study on Victorian spiritualism and psychical research. 

 

Mauskopf & McVaugh and experimental parapsychology 

As (assistant) professors in history at Duke University, Seymour H. Mauskopf and 

Michael R. McVaugh were in a luxurious position to study the pioneer of 

experimental psychical research and the advocate of the term parapsychology – 

Joseph Banks Rhine. Mauskopf and McVaugh’s The Elusive Science: Origins of 

Experimental Psychical Research (1980) is one of the key publications to examine the 

history of 20th century parapsychology. It discusses in detail American 

parapsychology in the 1930s. 

Rhine’s academic career being closely tied to Duke University, Mauskopf and 

McVaugh were able to investigate – for the first time – the extensive 

parapsychological archives at this university. Mauskopf and McVaugh explicitly 
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elaborate on the developments within history of science that made ‘presentistic’ 

representations of scientific activity unacceptable and in reference to Kuhn they 

underline the social, institutional and cultural influences on the development of 

science. However, in their study the authors themselves mainly focus on internal 

developments in the field and take the development of the experimental approach in 

parapsychology as a finalistic starting point.  

Mauskopf and McVaugh claim “that during the quarter-century after 1915 

psychical research was transformed from what had been a rather disorganized amateur 

activity (…) into a more coherently structured professional and research enterprise 

and began to gain (…) a degree of toleration from psychologists and other scientists”. 

It is Mauskopf’s and McVaugh’s conviction that “the activity of J. Rhine at Duke was 

critical in bringing about this transformation.”79   

Besides Rhine the American psychologist William McDougall (1871-1938) is 

a central figure in the The Elusive Science. McDougall was personally interested in 

psychical research but maintained a professional hesitation. In 1926 McDougall 

transfers from Harvard University to Duke, where he would work together with 

Joseph Rhine and his wife Louise Rhine. Whereas Joseph Rhine would focus upon the 

experimental exploration of paranormal phenomena, Louis Rhine would collect the 

recordings of spontaneous experiences of the paranormal. Joseph Rhine was educated 

as a botanist, but his personal religious doubts led him to the direction of psychical 

research. Rhine argued for testing religious claims using modern science: “it would be 

better to know, than to hope or to trust in authority.”80 Rhine looked for a scientific 

method to test paranormal phenomena which resulted in the development of the 

Zener-cards in 1930. The highly successful results of the experiments with Zener-

cards were reported in Rhine’s famous and influential book Extra Sensory Perception 

of 1934, which revolutionized psychical research according to Mauskopf and 

McVaugh for providing the field with a research paradigm revolving around 

experiments. 

Even if by the end of the 1930s Rhine had provided parapsychology with 

several characteristics of a real science – such as a scientific community, common 

problems, a research tradition and a research technique – genuine scientific 
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acceptance nevertheless remained problematic. Parapsychology still lacked a model or 

theory and Rhine’s spectacular results proved hard to reproduce. During the 1930s 

academic psychologists generally “reserved judgment until further information was 

available.”81   

In their epilogue the authors conclude that parapsychology is still awaiting 

scientific acceptance. The problem of obtaining acceptance is related by Mauskopf 

and McVaugh to the difficulties of producing convincing experimental results and the 

isolated position of parapsychologists (through e.g. a separate journal and the work in 

private institutes). However, according to the authors, the quantitative experimental 

approach remained important and it provided the field of psychical research with a 

unifying disciplinary self-consciousness that transformed psychical research into 

parapsychology.   

In their description of the history of American parapsychology in the 1930s, 

Mauskopf and McVaugh are predominantly positive about Rhine and his 

experimental approach. The authors appear rather finalistic in the importance they 

ascribe to the quantitative approach in parapsychology. But this positive evaluation 

can only partially meet the approval of Joseph Rhine and Louise Rhine – judging by 

the afterword they have written for The Elusive Science. The Rhines believe 

Mauskopf and McVaugh are too gloomy. They argue that internal progress has been 

made and – reminiscent of the insiders’ plea for a position outside orthodox science – 

parapsychologists themselves are not preoccupied with acceptance by the scientific 

community. But the Rhines do not want to judge the authors too harshly since “it is 

necessary to remember that these authors recognized that they were beginners in 

parapsychology. Being such, it was perhaps inevitable that the treatment they would 

give the topic of the content and development of the field would be inadequate.”82  

 

Mauskopf and McVaugh have provided a valuable detailed history of an important 

turning point in the history of parapsychology as personified by Rhine who himself is 

a representative of the religious doubts that troubled psychical researchers. Rhine 

definitely played an important role in establishing a quantitative experimental 

approach for the investigation of paranormal phenomena. Furthermore, Mauskopf and 

McVaugh have truly focused upon the scientific development of the field, 

                                           
81 Mauskopf & McVaugh, The Elusive Science, 272. 
82 Ibidem, 309-310. 



 46 

demonstrating the difficulties of gaining scientific acceptance even when the field had 

obtained several characteristics of a scientific discipline. Nevertheless, perhaps 

Mauskopf and McVaugh’s close involvement with Duke University and the Rhines 

made an impartial interpretation of this period difficult, which has resulted in a more 

or less finalistic account of the importance of Rhine’s experiments.   

 

Oppenheim and pseudoscience 

Another study that has also chosen a rather finalistic approach of the history of 

psychical research is entitled The Other World: Spiritualism and Psychical Research 

in England, 1850-1914 and has been written by the historian of the Victorian era Janet 

Oppenheim in 1985. Where Moore provided the first full outsiders’ account of the 

history of the development of psychical research and parapsychology in the United 

States, Oppenheim has focused her investigations upon the British situation.  

The Other World is divided into three parts, entitled ‘the setting’, ‘a surrogate 

faith’ and ‘a pseudoscience’. Oppenheim familiarly positions psychical research in 

between science and religion. The setting is created by the mediums who served as 

“the catalysts” in the “troubled relations of science and religion” and “it was upon 

their [the mediums’] shoulders that the fondest hopes and deepest longings of 

thousands of spiritualists rested”.83  

 In the second part of Oppenheim’s study – on surrogate faith – it is obvious 

that it is her conviction that psychical researchers can not be regarded as scientists: “It 

was not the voice of detached scientific inquiry that spoke through these men.”84 

Psychical researchers were merely more intellectual spiritualists, even though “the 

distance (…) must be measured in intellectual light-years.”85 Oppenheim argues that 

spiritualism, theosophy and psychical research were all instances of surrogate faith 

believing “they had the means to annihilate once and for all the unholy alliance of 

atheism and materialism” through the “secret weapon” of “demonstration or proof”.86 

Her interpretation of psychical research as a surrogate faith is also reflected by 

Oppenheim’s depiction of psychical research as a ‘pseudoscience’. She parallels 

psychical researchers with other ‘pseudoscientists’ such as phrenologists and 
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mesmerists stating that “some of their proposed solutions may, in time, seem 

prophetic; others must always, no doubt, appear absurd.”87  

 

Just as Moore’s In Search of White Crowes has done for the American situation, 

Oppenheim has produced a useful, well researched and comprehensive account of the 

earliest days of psychical research in Great-Britain. However, contrary to Moore, 

Oppenheim has understood psychical research to be a ‘pseudoscience’ and in this 

respect she provides her reader with a finalistic account of the history of psychical 

research. 

In her study Oppenheim has alluded to two important themes. First of all, her 

study is an example of the prevalent interpretation of psychical research as being in 

between science and religion. It is obvious that to Oppenheim psychical research is 

not so much a science as it is a surrogate faith. The relation between psychical 

research and spiritualism is a second important theme in her research; to Oppenheim 

psychical researchers were just more intellectual spiritualists. 

 

Summing up the Kuhnian revolution 

Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions has contributed, from the 1960s 

onwards, to inspire sociologists and historians to explore the contemporary practice 

and historical developments of psychical research and parapsychology. Precisely 

because it was deviant, psychical research and parapsychology were believed to be 

worth investigating. After all, Kuhn had shown that what at one point is regarded as 

anomalous in science, the next moment can be a representative of orthodox science. 

Authors such as Collins and Pinch, Moore and Mauskopf and McVaugh explicitly 

refer to Kuhn’s work. 

The most persistent theme of these first outsiders’ histories seems to be the 

positioning of psychical research and parapsychology in between science and religion. 

Psychical researchers, these authors argued, suffered from religious doubts they 

wanted to console in psychical research. Because of the diminishment of traditional 

Christian faith and the rise of materialism people turned to spiritualism and psychical 

research to save human morality. To some historians this does not necessarily 

diminish the scientific character of the research – as Turner and Mauskopf and 
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McVaugh have claimed – but others do think this seriously harmed the enterprise – 

most notably Moore and Oppenheim.  

Moore and Oppenheim have explicitly acknowledged the interaction between 

spiritualism and psychical research. They seem to believe psychical research and 

spiritualism are in essence two of a kind: they use scientific methods to validate their 

religious beliefs. It is most notable Moore who has added several important 

connotations to spiritualism: the relation between spiritualism and social reform and 

the profound feminine character of spiritualism. These are themes that will recur in 

the final section of this chapter when the most recent historical accounts of psychical 

research, parapsychology and related fields are discussed. A final important theme 

addressed by Moore – that will be discussed extensively in the next chapter of this 

thesis – is the connection between psychology and psychical research.  

Part of Moore’s study has also been the difficult scientific acceptance of 

psychical research and parapsychology. This has been worked out in most detail by 

Mauskopf and McVaugh. They have focused upon the experimental approach for 

parapsychological research that emerged in the 1930s through the investigations of 

J.B. Rhine. Their emphasis upon the experimental method is an important theme. In 

their sociological fieldwork, Collins and Pinch have also investigated the 

experimental approach of parapsychological research. They seem to suggest that this 

experimental approach could be contributing to the never-ending debate about the 

reality of paranormal phenomena. This is an interesting conclusion that might suggest 

that the social construction of the observation of paranormal phenomena is an 

important one.   

 Several of the themes that were distinguished in these first outsiders’ histories 

will also appear in the final section where more recent cultural histories are discussed. 

These cultural histories – as will be demonstrated – do not so much discuss 

mesmerism, spiritualism and psychical research because they are thought to be 

interesting oddities but because they are very much part of the emergence of modern 

culture. 
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A Cultural turn 

In 1989 a volume of essays entitled The New Cultural History appeared, with 

American historian on French culture – Lynn Hunt – as its editor. This volume is 

illustrative of the broadening of subjects that were explored historically and 

sociologically from the 1980s onwards under the influence of recent social and 

literary theories. It is not only possible to situate for example 19th century parades and 

Renaissance works of art in their appropriate cultural and social context, but 

‘scientific’ products such as 16th century medical writings can also be interpreted 

culturally.88 In the ‘sequel’ Beyond the Cultural Turn, published 10 years later, the 

difficulties associated with this postmodern deconstructionist approach – such as 

extreme relativism – are discussed.89  

A cultural turn is also reflected in the scholarly attention devoted to ‘fringe 

sciences’ such as spiritualism, mesmerism, psychical research and parapsychology in 

the last two decades. In this section first several cultural histories will be discussed 

that situate these movements in their national context in Great-Britain, Germany and 

France respectively. Subsequently, the work of those historians will be discussed that 

have tried to situate psychical research and related currents in their esoteric and, 

lastly, in their scientific context. 

 

The Victorian cultural context 

Queen Victoria reigned the United Kingdom from 1837 to 1901. It was a period of 

major social changes and great upheaval. It is, as should be clear by now, also the 

period wherein spiritualism emerged and psychical research developed. For cultural 

historians the Victorian period is an interesting field for investigation. Two American 

scholars will be discussed next, who have studied mesmerism, spiritualism and 

occultism in general during Victorian times in the United Kingdom. 

 

 

                                           
88 See Ryan, Mary ‘The American Parade: Representations of the Nineteenth-Century Social Order’, p. 
113 -153 for the discussion on parades, Starn, Randolph ‘Seeing Culture in a Room for a Renaissance 
Prince’, p. 205-232 for the culture interpretation of Renaissance painting and Laqueur, Thomas W. 
‘Bodies, Details, and the Humanitarian Narrative’, p. 176-204 for the analysis of medical writings. 
(Pages refer to: L.A. Hunt (ed.), The new cultural history (Los Angeles 1989).   
89 V.E. Bonnel and L. Hunt (eds.), Beyond the Cultural Turn: New Directions in the Study of Society 
and Culture (Berkeley 1999).   
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Winter and the importance of mesmerism 

In 1998 Alison Winter was one of the first cultural historians to write in her 

Mesmerized: the powers of mind in Victorian Britain about mesmerism as something 

essential to Victorian culture from the 1830s up until the 1860s, instead as an 

interesting but marginal oddity.90 Winter aims to argue that “(…) mesmerism was not 

only ubiquitous but challenging within Victorian culture”.91 Mesmerism was first of 

all challenging science, because “[w]hat counted as a proper science or as a 

“scientific” practice, remained open to dispute”.92 What previously discussed scholars 

took for granted, namely a fixed idea of established heterodox science, is interpreted 

by Winter as a problematic starting point: “(…) we must not presuppose the existence 

of a scientific or medical orthodoxy to explain why mesmerism did not become 

established; the very constitution of this orthodoxy was at issue”.93 In this sense, 

Winter clearly dissociates herself from the presentistic account of ‘pseudosciences’ 

and convincingly shows that mesmerism was very much part of Victorian culture.  

But Winter goes even further than this in her study; she continues to argue that 

mesmerism was central to emerging modern ideas of ‘human interaction’. The 

practice of mesmerism raised questions about “authority, influence, and 

communication.”94 Winter tends to be stretching the argument in her attempt to show 

how “mesmerism provides a window onto how Victorians portrayed relations in their 

own society”.95 Nevertheless, with her admirable research and her original thesis 

Winter has written one of the most comprehensive scholarly studies on the history of 

mesmerism in Victorian times thus far.  

 

Winter has convincingly shown that the practice of mesmerism was very much part of 

the general culture of the Victorian era and should not be regarded as a deviant 

marginality. Furthermore, Winter has rightly pointed out to be careful to presuppose a 

                                           
90 In 1968 Robert Darnton showed some of the centrality of mesmerism for the broader culture of 
France by arguing that mesmerism was important to the radical thought that led to the French 
revolution in 1848. However, Darnton still regards mesmerism as a ‘pseudoscience’ very much part of 
romanticism. (R. Darnton, Mesmerism and the End of the Enlightenment in France (Cambridge 1968).) 
Hanegraaff has remarked that Darnton’s study mimics other studies, most notably: F. Podmore, 
Mesmerism and Christian Science: A Short History of Mental Healing (London 1909).  (See: W.J. 
Hanegraaff, New Age Religion and Western Culture (Leiden 1996) 430 n. 76.)   
91 A. Winter, Mesmerized: Powers of Mind in Victorian Britain (Chicago 1998) 5.   
92 Ibidem, 6. 
93 Ibidem. 
94 Ibidem, 306. 
95 Ibidem, 8. 
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distinction between orthodox science and (seemingly) deviant practices as mesmerism 

– at the end of the 19th century this distinction was yet to be made. To assume that in 

this period it was already clear what constituted science and what not, is to approach 

the history of mesmerism (and spiritualism and psychical research for that matter) too 

finalistically.  

 

Owen and the feminine self 

In 1989 the British historian Alex Owen has contributed to the understanding of the 

cultural context of spiritualism in The Darkened Room: Women, Power and 

Spiritualism in Late Victorian Britain. Owen rightly states that: “Despite a recent 

upsurge of interest in Victorian spiritualism, comparatively little has been written on 

the subject and it has often been considered only in conjunction with its uneasy 

travelling companion, psychical research.”96 The conjunction of spiritualism with 

psychical research is an uneasy one for: “It long ago became clear that the validity of 

spiritualist claims could not be satisfactorily addressed by the investigative tools of 

scientific empiricism. Nineteenth century psychical researchers (…) insisted upon a 

battery of restrictions during séances which invariably succeeded either in confirming 

their suspicions of fraudulence or rendering the medium inert and silent.”97 

But the interpretation of the relation between spiritualism and psychical 

research is not one of the central themes in Owens study; instead she focuses upon   

the ideas of femininity of this period to understand the popularity of spiritualistic 

mediumship at the end of the 19th century amongst women. Owen argues that in 

Victorian times women were regarded as passive, frail, passionless and as moral and 

spiritual superior to men. Mediumship entailed all these feminine aspects and 

therefore a lot of women became mediums. But being a medium gave women a more 

or less public position – something which was not ascribed to women at the end of the 

19th century in England. In other words, Victorian women employed something highly 

feminine as mediumship to obtain a more emancipated public position. In this sense 

Owen claims that: “Victorian spiritualism was another of the hidden or forgotten 

factors in women’s long struggle for increased effectiveness, status and autonomy.”98  
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Owen is mostly concerned with “the meaning and significance of female 

spiritualist practice” and not so much with “women’s involvement in spiritualist 

culture per se.”99 Perhaps this makes Owen’s study lack a firm foundation which can 

result in sometimes farfetched and evasive analyses. This is shown, for example, 

when she states that: “(…) it could be said that mediums used powerlessness to 

achieve and wield power – particularly over men.”100 Nevertheless Owen has 

produced a much needed analysis of an issue central to spiritualism – the obvious fact 

that most mediums were female.  

In 2004 Owen continues her historical investigation of occult movements in 

The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the Culture of the Modern. Here 

Owen ascribes a grand task to occultism: “(…) occultism alone (…) seemed (…) to 

offer the synthesized answers that religion, science, and philosophy in isolation could 

not provide.”101  

Owen suggests an answer to how psychical research might have been 

connected to science and religion simultaneously, by invoking a third party – the 

modern self. In Owen’s words: “Occultism (…) was  (…) deeply involved in an 

elaboration of the self that worked to reconcile the secular and spiritual”.102 Occultism 

was very much part of emerging ideas of a subjective self, and therefore it was 

certainly not anti-modern but very modern indeed. Through her emphasis on the ‘self’ 

Owen connects psychical research, occultism and psychology.103 

 

Through her studies on spiritualism and occultism in general, Owen has shown how 

these currents were culturally embedded through their involvement in the 

emancipation of women and through their contributions to the discovery of the 

modern subjective self. It is especially in her second study – The Place of 

Enchantment – that Owen specifically addresses psychical research and links this 

research to the emerging discipline of psychology.  

Nevertheless, Owen’s study probably could have benefited from a more 

thorough analysis of the circulation of ideas regarding the self in this period. It still 
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remains rather unclear how occultists and psychical researchers contributed to the 

emergence of the modern idea of self. Just as her The Darkened Room, Owen’s The 

Place of Enchantment seems to suffer from a preoccupation with grand theoretical 

concepts that without being firmly grounded in a more practical context makes the 

analyses perhaps needlessly opaque. But even so, both Winter and Owen have shown 

quite convincingly that mesmerism, spiritualism and occultism in general can be 

considered as characteristic of the emerging modern culture instead of as deviant.          

 

The German and French cultural context 

In cultural studies of the history of mesmerism, spiritualism, psychical research and 

parapsychology, the British Victorian culture has received the most attention. But a 

growing number of specific cultural histories outside the Anglo-Saxon world have 

been published in recent years as well.  

In 2001 the Dutch historian Joost Vijselaar has given in his De Magnetische 

Geest a social and cultural analysis of the importance of mesmerism in the Dutch 

culture compared to the situation in France, Germany and Great-Britain between 1770 

and 1830. Because of its emphasis on the Dutch situation, this study will be discussed 

extensively in chapter three. In this section two studies of cultural historians will be 

discussed that cover the history of occultism in Germany and France respectively. 

 

Treitel and the German context 

Corinna Treitel – a historian at Washington University – claims in her study A Science 

for the Soul: Occultism and the Genesis of the German Modern of 2004 that ‘occult’ 

practices were very central to German culture.104 Treitel begins with a discussion of 

Karl Friedrich Zöllner’s sittings with the spiritualist medium Henry Slade which gave 

lead to “the first major controversy of the modern German occult movement” in 

1878.105 Slade was able to produce knots in a sealed cord, which to Zöllner proved the 

reality of the fourth dimension. According to Zöllner spirits ‘lived’ in the fourth 

dimension and were able to produce knots in a cord that could not be tied in a regular 

                                           
104 Another excellent study of the role of occultism in general and spiritualism in particular in Germany 
is: D. Sawicki, Leben mit den Toten: Geisterglauben und die Entstehung des Spiritismus in 
Deutschland 1770-1900 (Paderbron 2002). 
105 C. Treitel, A Science for the Soul: Occultism and the Genesis of the German Modern (Baltimore 
2004) 3. 
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third dimension. This intriguing introduction leads Treitel to her central question: 

“How are we to understand the rapid growth of this movement [German occultism] 

from the 1870s to the 1940s?”106  

Treitel discusses extensively in her study several people who were profoundly 

interested in the occult, such as the psychiatrist Albert von Schrenck-Notzing (1862-

1929), the theosophical leader Franz Hartmann (1838-1912), the founder of 

anthroposophy Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) and the philosophy professor Max 

Dessoir. In her discussion of these figures Treitel demonstrates the importance of 

occultism for the German culture in this period.  

Treitel links the popularity of occultism to the profound changes inherent to 

modernization. Treitel states: “If the popular occult movement belonged to this larger 

spectrum of German attempts to elaborate ‘alternative modernities,’ it also had one 

distinctive feature. This was its embrace of a primarily psychological solution to the 

problem of modernity (…).”107 So, Treitel seems to reflect Owen in her emphasis on 

the ideas of self and subjectivity that were prevalent in occultism.  

But even if Treitel’s thesis does not sound entirely new, for the German 

situation her interpretation is remarkable because previous scholars often have drawn 

a connection between occultism and Nazism. As Treitel puts it: “According to this 

school of thought, irrationalist philosophies of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, including occultism helped to clear a path for Hitler’s rise to power and 

grounded his barbarous campaign to create a racially pure and powerful Germany.”108  

This line of thought was put forward most influentially in 1961 by George 

Mosse. A key role herein is played by Ariosophy, an occult movement whose main 

objective it was to investigate the history of ‘blond’ and ‘dark’ races on the premise 

that the Aryan race was superior. Without downplaying the overlap between the 

occult and the ‘völkisch’, Treitel aims to argue that the link between occultism and 

Nazism is not as straightforward as it often is presented. For example, after 1937 the 

Nazi regime became increasingly hostile to occult practices.109 

 

                                           
106 Treitel, A Science for the Soul, 7. 
107 Ibidem, 51. 
108 Ibidem, 25. 
109 Ibidem, 220-225. It is interesting to note that in the Netherlands during de war the Germans have 
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Treitel has written an intriguing historical account of occultism in its German cultural 

context. In her analysis, she has emphasized – reminiscent of Owen – the connection 

between occultism and psychology in its emphasis upon the subjective self. 

Furthermore, Treitel has convincingly nuanced the connection between occultism and 

Nazist ideologies.     

 

Monroe and the French context 

The French situation is discussed in 2008 by the American historian John Warne 

Monroe in his Laboratories of Faith: Mesmerism, Spiritism and Occultism in Modern 

France. Monroe believes that mesmerism, spiritualism and occultism can all be 

situated in between science and religion during the political turbulent times of modern 

France after 1848. The interrelated movements Monroe discusses – mesmerism, 

spiritualism and occultism – surfaced in this period, because: “The more prestige 

scientific standards of empirical proof acquired, these thinkers and believers argued, 

the less convincing faith seemed as a way of knowing.” And therefore: “The religious 

seekers (…) sought to resolve this crisis by inventing new ‘sciences of God,’ 

approaches to the beyond capable of turning faith into fact by providing empirical 

evidence for metaphysical propositions.”110  

It is interesting to note that Monroe emphasizes the importance of psychology: 

“Instead of deriving their approach from the physical sciences, [French] late-century 

seekers tended to look to the nascent science of psychology, especially the new 

conceptions of multivalent human consciousness elaborated by thinkers such as Pierre 

Janet, Frederic W.H. Myers, and Theodore Flournoy.”111 Myers and Flournoy were 

both very much involved in psychical research and Monroe believes them to be 

representative of psychological thinking. The resemblance between psychology and 

psychical research changed over time, Monroe claims: “During this early period, 

many psychologists considered psychical research (…) to be a legitimate, if 

controversial, branch of their field. By 1930, however, psychical research had lost 

much of the intellectual prestige it had once enjoyed.”112  

Monroe believes that his study “(…) allows us to see the gradual emergence of 

the heterodox ideas an practices that remain such durable features of contemporary 
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French society.”113 In other words, to Monroe the French fin de siècle illustrates the 

rise of individualism and diversity that is characteristic of 20th and 21st century 

spiritual thinking.  

Monroe starts off his study by describing the arrival of American Modern 

Spiritualism in France in 1853. The arrival of American spiritualism in France is 

given an exact date: April 20, 1853. It is on this date that the magazine Constitutionell 

published a story on flying tables in Bremen, Germany. This prompted French 

citizens to organize their own séances and report on their own experiences of 

inexplicable phenomena.  

Monroe mentions how a member of the Académie des sciences, Marc Séguin – 

inventor of the wooden railway tie and the suspension bridge – had written about his 

experiments during séances. Séguin’s writings were read to the Académie in May 

1853 and this led to the formation of a commission of three members: Ernes Chevreul, 

Jean-Baptiste Boussingault and Jacques Babinet to investigate the spiritualistic 

phenomena.  These investigators “shifted their attention from phenomenon to 

observer.”114 Imagination and suggestion were thought to be crucial in the production 

of inexplicable phenomena. Following the historians of science Lorraine Daston and 

Peter Galison, Monroe believes that this shift – from phenomenon to observer – is an 

indication of the increasing moral power ‘objectivity’ acquired from the 1830s 

onwards. 

Monroe continues to sketch the developments of mesmerism in the first half of 

the 19th century, in order to show how it was severely changed through the 

incorporation of American spiritualism. Therapeutic mesmerists did not want to 

associate themselves with spiritualism, for it could harm their acceptance by the 

scientific community. But spiritualist mesmerists were a majority and “served as the 

foundation for Spiritism.”115 

The emergence of Spiritism makes the French history of spiritualism a unique 

one. Monroe discusses in detail the rise and fall in the 1860s and 1870s of this 

religious practice which is closely associated with the name Allan Kardec. His real 

name was Hippolyte Léon Dénizard Rivail (1804-1896) and his ideas severely altered 

the nature of séances. Whereas in the 1850s French séances were obscure yet 
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spectacular happenings with furniture moving back and forth in a dark room, in the 

1860s the medium served to produce written messages in a well lit room. In his book 

Le Livre des Esprits, Rivail provided the French spiritualists with a philosophy that 

embraced spirits without excluding Christian faith. Combined with a practical 

dimension of society meetings, the holding of séances and the performance of 

automatic writing, Kardec’s sober Spiritism appealed to many French spiritualists. In 

1875 the popularity of Spritism diminished when the photographer Edouard Buguet 

and the American medium Alfred Firman were convicted for the production of false 

photographs of spirits.   

In the fifth and final chapter Monroe deals with psychical research explicitly. 

He discusses Théodore Flournoy’s study in 1896 of the medium Hélène Smith as 

written down in his Des Indes à la planète Mars. Flournoy was a professor at the 

University of Geneva and the founder of one of the first laboratories in Europe 

dedicated to experimental psychology. Smith was a medium who claimed to receive 

Martian messages. Monroe claims it was Flournoy’s conviction that “(…) the best 

way to save Europeans from the harmful consequences of their own unmet spiritual 

needs would be to foster psychical research, encouraging its development as an 

institutionally recognized subfield of experimental psychology.”116 Psychical research 

had started in France in 1891 with the founding of a new journal: Annnales des 

sciences psychiques with the doctor Xavier Dariex as its edito. The journal was 

supported by a variety of medical doctors and academics, such as Charles Richet. 

Even though professional psychical research remained a rather slim enterprise in 

France, psychical research was regarded as a legitimate branch of science and could 

count on the support of Pierre Janet. The support psychical research received from 

eminent psychologists and psychiatrists is interpreted by Monroe to revolve around 

the idea of consciousness.  

 

Monroe has produced an authoritative overview of mesmerism, spiritualism and 

occultism in France. It is important to note that Monroe has made a distinction 

between American or English spiritualism and French Spiritism. Whereas spiritualists 

would be interested in the investigation of spiritualistic phenomena, for Spiritists their 
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belief in spirits resembled more something like a religion.117 The common 

interpretation of psychical research, spiritualism and occultism as substitute religion is 

a predominant theme in Monroe’s study. Another important theme is Monroe’s 

emphasis on psychology. Not only did psychical research and the pioneering 

discipline of psychology share a common interest in the (un)consciousness, but 

important psychologists as Janet, Richet and Flournoy were themselves actively 

involved in psychical research. 

 Whereas Winter and Owen have produced important accounts of the Victorian 

context of mesmerism, spiritualism and occultism; Treitel and Monroe have done so 

for the German and French situation. Their discussions have illustrated that different 

countries show similarities, but also that there are unique national characteristics – 

such as the connection between the occult and Nazism in Germany and the rise of a 

specific form of spiritualism – Allan Kardec’ Spiritism – in France. 

 

The esoteric context 

Apart from a national cultural context, mesmerism, spiritualism, psychical research 

and occultism can also be situated in their esoteric or scientific contexts. Before the 

scientific context will be discussed, first the esoteric will be examined shortly. 

As is illustrated by several historical studies, the roots of psychical research 

and parapsychology are usually situated in the 18th century (mesmerism) and the 19th 

century (spiritualism). Several of the insiders’ historians have gone back as far as the 

Middle Ages to demonstrate that the occurrence of paranormal phenomena is of all 

times. But it could also be argued that occultism is a representative of a Western 

tradition that has endured from the beginning of our era. This is what has been argued 

in the last couple of decades by those historians of religion that are concerned with the 

history of western esotericism.  

 

 

 

                                           
117 In this thesis the word ‘spiritualism’ is used for the 19th century general belief that the souls of the 
deceased survive a bodily death and that it is possible to communicate with them. The word ‘spiritism’ 
is reserved specifically for the variation of spiritualism as thought out by Allan Kardec. In the third 
chapter of this thesis, on the discussion of Dutch spiritualism, it will turn out that this distinction is an 
important one in investigation of the history of spiritualism in the Netherlands.  
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A tradition of western esotericism 

Historians of religion have only recently developed scholarly interest in the 

movements at the end of the 19th century that developed in between science and 

religion. Some examples include: Wouter J. Hanegraaff’s New Age Religion and 

Western Culture (1996), Olav Hammer’s Claiming Knowledge (2001) and Catherine 

L. Albanese’s A Republic of Mind and Spirit (2007). These studies relate the 

emergence of occultist sciences – of which psychical research can be regarded as a 

representative – to the western esoteric tradition. Western esotericism is described as 

“a third element in Western culture in addition to Greek rationality and biblical faith” 

and it is “a tradition of inner enlightenment as a revelatory experience bringing 

knowledge of one’s true self in an encounter with the ground of being.”118 Hence, 

esotericism refers to a direct, personal experience of the divine. 

 Western esotericism had been a marginalized subject in the history of religion. 

In 1965 the first chair in this subject was established at the University of Paris, 

occupied by the important historian of religion Antoine Faivre from 1979 until his 

emirate in 2001. In 1999 a second chair in western esotericism was founded at the 

University of Amsterdam and Wouter Hanegraaff has been professor in Hermetic 

philosophy and related currents ever since. In the 1960s sociologists were mainly 

interested in western esotericism as a counterweight to science. Because it was 

different, an anomaly, it was regarded as a catalyst for modernization. It was Faivre 

who argued against these interpretations of western esotericism as an oddity. He has 

claimed that esotericism in the west had its own history. Gnostic religious movements 

have been present in western cultures from antiquity onwards. Gnosticism is a 

difficult, heterodox concept that on the one hand refers to an extreme dualism 

between the good world of God and the evil materialistic world and on the other hand 

it refers to inner knowledge, an intuitive insight in the nature of the world, the self and 

God.  

Hanegraaff argues that from the fourth century onwards Gnosticists had to 

guard themselves against heterodox Christian church, because the church objected to 

the negative Gnostic interpretations of a world created by God.119 Hanegraaff situates 

the historical beginning of the western esoteric tradition in 1462-1463 when the 
                                           
118 A. McCalla, ‘Review Article: Anton Faivre and the Study of Esotericism’, Religion 31 (2001) 435-
450: 435. 
119 W.J. Hanegraaff, ‘Esoterie, occultisme en (neo)gnostiek: historische en inhoudelijke verbanden’, 
Religieuze Bewegingen in Nederland 25 (1992) 1-28: 3. 
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Corpus Hermeticum was translated by the Italian intellectual Marsilio Ficino. Gnosis 

remained the core of the hermetical writings and practices. Occultism as it emerged in 

the 19th century is interpreted by the historians of western esotericism as a 

continuation of western esotericism, albeit with several typical scientific elements of 

the 19th century. In the 19th century occultists had not only to defend themselves 

against heterodox church, but also against heterodox science. 

 

Hammer and the strategy of scientism 

Relevant for a history of psychical research and parapsychology is Olav Hammer’s 

Claiming Knowledge: Strategies of Epistemology from Theosophy to the New Age. In 

this study, published in 2001, the Swedish historian of religion Hammer distinguishes 

three discursive strategies employed by occultists to convince their audience of the 

reality of the phenomena they claimed to have experienced. The first strategy 

Hammer discusses is the construction of a tradition. The second, most importantly, is 

a strategy that refers to rationality and science. And the third, is the use of narratives 

of personal experience. The second strategy is defined by Hammer as ‘scientism’: 

“Scientism is the active positioning of one’s own claims in relation to the 

manifestations of any academic scientific discipline, including, but not limited to, the 

use of technical devices, scientific terminology, mathematical calculations, theories, 

references and stylistic features – without, however, the use of methods generally 

approved within the scientific community, and without subsequent social acceptance 

of these manifestations by the mainstream of the scientific community through e.g. 

peer reviewed publication in academic journals.”120  

 

Historians of western esotericism have alluded to some interesting themes of 

occultism, by situating it in a western esoteric tradition. Occultism is interpreted as a 

specific kind of western esotericism, with an emphasis upon scientific elements. 

Hammer has argued that occultists used science as a strategy to gain acceptance. But 

it is interesting to note that Hammer appears to interpret here science as something 

rather unproblematic – the technical devices, terminology, calculations were all 

available and ready to be used by occultists. However – as is also argued by Winter in 

her study of Victorian mesmerism – it should be kept in mind that at the end of the 
                                           
120 O. Hammer, Claiming Knowledge: Strategies of Epistemology from Theosophy to the New Age 
(Leiden 2004) 206. 
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19th century what constituted science and what not was still highly debated and 

therefore it is difficult to straightforwardly argue that occultism ‘employed’ several 

characteristics of science.  

 

The scientific context 

The history of psychical research and parapsychology has received little attention by 

historians of science. One very important exception is the historian of science Richard 

Noakes. Before his writings and his perspective on the historiography of psychical 

research and parapsychology will be examined in length, first a study will be 

discussed that focuses upon a scientific concept of psychical research – telepathy. 

Even though this study is written by a historian of literature, his method provides a 

valuable approach to investigate the scientific history of psychical research and 

parapsychology. 

 

Luckhurst and telepathy 

In The Invention of Telepathy of 2002 Roger Luckhurst wonders how a couple of 

seemingly “fringe figures” such as psychical researchers could produce such a 

successful term as telepathy. The word telepathy was coined by the important 

psychical researcher Frederic Myers in 1882 and is still in use nowadays. In 

answering his research question Luckhurst relies heavily on the ideas of postmodern 

intellectuals such as Latour and Derrida. Firstly he aims to demonstrate how the 

scientific concept of telepathy tied together in a ‘knot’ “diverse social, cultural, and 

scientific resources”.121 Luckhurst identifies telepathy as a “hybrid object”122 that 

entangles notions “from wireless telegraphy to hypnotic rapport, from imperial 

federationalism to the petit mal of the hysteric.”123 Thus, the concept of telepathy was 

not only influenced by debates in physics about the nature of forces between sources 

and receivers – such as wireless waves or sensitive flames – but also by the 

troublesome interpretation of puzzling psychological phenomena as the trance-state. 

In the second part of his study Luckhurst aims to show how the concept of 

telepathy came to be used in the matrix of the broader culture. He analyses the use of 

                                           
121 Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 3.  
122 Ibidem. 
123 Ibidem. 
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telepathy in, for example, popular journalism and Gothic fiction. By picking one 

scientific concept, telepathy, Luckhurst touches upon most of the central aspects of 

psychical research and parapsychology. He not only demonstrates how a concept such 

as telepathy emerged in a certain scientific context – influenced by both discoveries in 

physics and the emerging science of psychology – but Luckhurst also illustrates nicely 

how such a parapsychological concept as telepathy influenced and was both 

influenced by Victorian culture through his analysis of the literary use of telepathy.  

 

Luckhurst’s analysis of a specific parapsychological concept as telepathy seems to 

have provided psychical research with a more tangible cultural history than (e.g.) 

Winter and Owen have offered. Even so – being a historian of literature and because 

of his reliance on postmodern thinkers – Luckhurst is in the substantial part of his 

book concerned with the metaphorical use of the concept of telepathy. This makes his 

research at some points somewhat evasive. But Luckhurst’s study is an important 

contribution to the interpretations of the history of psychical research and 

parapsychology and he points to numerous interesting fields to pursue research in. 

Especially Luckhurst’s focus upon telepathy as a crucial subject of inquiry for 

psychical research is an inspiring one. Luckhurst rightly claims: “There is another 

history to write which would trace the transformation of telepathy into first ESP, then 

‘Ganzfeld’researches in the 1960s, and then new categories of ‘Exceptional Human 

Experiences’ in the 1980s and 1990s.”124 Indeed, such a history could very well map 

the scientific development of psychical research and parapsychology in 

correspondence with the appropriate cultural context. 

 

Richard J. Noakes and the importance of natural science 

The historian of science Richard J. Noakes has himself investigated the history of the 

scientific development of psychical research, particularly at the end of the 19th 

century. In his essays on the spiritualist interests of telegraph engineer Cromwell 

Fleetwood Varley and the physicist William Fletcher Barrett respectively, Noakes 

convincingly and elegantly demonstrates how natural science and spiritualism were 

very much intertwined at the end of the 19th century. Noakes stresses “(…) the 

importance of problematizing the ‘science’ practised by scientific investigators of 

                                           
124 Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 277. 
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spiritualism”.125 It is according to Noakes not justified to interpret the transition from 

physics to psychical research by certain physicists such as Barret “(…) as one from an 

orthodox, secure and naturalistic physics to heterodox, risky and metaphysically-

tainted psychical research”.126  

As a specialist in the history of psychical research and parapsychology Noakes 

has written in 2008 a historiographical essay on the subject in the British Journal of 

the Society of Psychical Research entitled ‘The Historiography of Psychical Research: 

Lessons from Histories of the Sciences’. Following a similar pattern for discussing the 

historiography of psychical research as evolving from an insiders’ perspective to an 

outsiders’ interpretation as has been presented in this chapter,127 Noakes pleas that 

historians of science are best suited to successfully investigate the history of psychical 

research.  

Historians of science will provide the most valuable analyses – Noakes argues 

– because of their profound eclecticism. By looking at anthropological, sociological 

and geographical factors the historian of science should not try “to understand why 

anyone ever took psychical research and ancestral enterprises seriously, but to 

understand how and why they came to be demarcated from other scientific practices 

as ‘pseudo-scientific’.”128 This is a valuable point – it is an issue that has not been 

addressed by anyone directly thus far. Noakes rightly states that “(…) what historians 

need to do is to understand why it [psychical research] has not commanded the 

consensus enjoyed by other sciences.”129  

Although Noakes plea is persuasive and he does point into an interesting 

direction to non-judgmentally investigate the history of psychical research which 

could convincingly elucidate the profound social character of science, two important 

critical remarks can be made.  

Firstly, Noakes rightly acknowledges that an analysis of the scientific context 

of psychical research is needed to “(…) complement the range of excellent historical 

studies of the religious, political and social contexts” but he merely refers to the 

                                           
125 R.J. Noakes, ‘Telegraphy is an occult art: Cromwell Fleetwood Varley and the diffusion of 
electricity to the other world’, British Journal for the History of Science 32 (1999) 421-459: 423.  
126 R. Noakes, ‘The "bridge which is between physical and psychical research": William Fletcher 
Barrett, sensitive flames, and Spiritualism’, History of Science 42 (2004) 419-464: 455.   
127 To a certain extent Noakes uses other literature and therefore his article could be read as 
complementary to this chapter.  
128 R. Noakes, ‘The Historiography of Psychical Research: Lessons From Histories of the Sciences’, 
Journal of the Society for Psychical Research 72.2 (2008) 65-85: 74.   
129 Ibidem, 75. 
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“natural-scientific background”.130 Noakes’ focus is mainly on the ‘hard sciences’, 

especially on physics. Even though this is very much part of the scientific background 

of psychical research, when the focus is upon the demarcation between science and 

pseudoscience the scientific background of psychology could be just as important. 

Especially in the 20th century the complex relation between psychology and 

parapsychology probably contributed to the branding of parapsychology as a 

pseudoscience.131  

Secondly, Noakes rightly appreciates the excellence of historical studies on the 

religious, political and social contexts of psychical research but these studies are 

themselves not unproblematic. As is shown in the discussion of Winter’s, Owen’s and 

Luckhurst’s work, cultural analyses sometimes tend to result in evasive and over-

analyzing contextualisation. When the historian of science is going to study the 

scientific context of psychical research or parapsychology, he or she should be aware 

of this pitfall.  

 

The specific scientific context of psychical research and parapsychology has been 

hardly analysed thus far. Luckhurst and Noakes are two valuable exceptions. In his 

analysis of the parapsychological concept of telepathy, Luckhurst has provided a 

promising approach to study the history of psychical research and parapsychology 

through the investigation of its changing research subjects. Noakes has pointed out 

rightly that the religious, political and social contexts of the history of psychical 

research have received ample attention in comparison to the scientific context. Noakes 

has underlined that in the 19th century a distinction between science and pseudo-

science did not exist just than. It is the task of the historian of science to try to explain 

why psychical research ended up in the realm of pseudo-science, Noakes has claimed. 

But it is important not to only look at the natural-scientific context – as Noakes seems 

to have argued – but also at the context constituted by the pioneering scientific 

discipline of psychology. 

  

                                           
130 Noakes, Historiography, 72. 
131 Even though pioneering psychologists at the end of the nineteenth century such as Wiliam James 
and in the Netherlands Gerardus Heymans were interested or actively involved in psychical research, as 
time progressed the academic discipline of psychology distanced itself from the research into the 
paranormal in order to gain scientific credibility. These and related issues will be worked out in further 
detail in the next chapter. 
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Summing up the cultural turn 

The first historians and sociologists who have investigated the history of psychical 

research, seemed to have been interested in this subject precisely because it was 

deviant. Deviant enterprises such as psychical research, spiritualism and mesmerism 

deserved scholarly attention, they argued. The cultural historians that have been 

discussed in this section, however, all claim that psychical research in particular and 

occultism in general were not oddities – they were central to the culture in which they 

emerge and address key issues of modernism. Some historians of religion – most 

notably Hammer – even claim that occultism is a continuation of an ancient-old 

western esoteric tradition with a new aspect; an instrumentalist use of science. 

 But several cultural historians, most explicitly Winter and Noakes, have 

argued that a demarcation between science and non- or pseudo-science did not exist 

just yet at the end of the 19th century. Therefore, the question can be raised whether 

occultists were actually using science or if they thought they were doing science. 

According to Noakes, the right question the historian of science should ask is how 

psychical research came be regarded as a pseudo-science and failed to obtain 

scientific recognition and acceptance. Noakes has pleaded for an investigation of the 

scientific context of psychical research after the religious, political and social context 

has been examined quite extensively. Noakes’ emphasis has hereby been on the 

natural-scientific context, but numerous cultural historians have pointed out the 

connection between psychical research and the pioneering discipline of psychology.   

 Perhaps Luckhurst has presented with his study of the parapsychological 

concept of telepathy an interesting approach to investigate the scientific history of 

psychical research and parapsychology. An analysis of the changing research subject 

of psychical research and parapsychology – from telepathy to ESP, to Ganzfeld, to 

exceptional human experiences – might provide a valuable method to investigate its 

history. Perhaps the focus should thereby be on scientific sources instead of on 

literary sources, as Luckhurst has done. Metaphorical and conceptual analyses often 

can result in rather evasive and opaque analyses, as the work of Winter and Owen also 

has shown. 
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Conclusions: outlining a new history 

In this chapter the historical accounts of psychical research, parapsychology and other 

related movements have been discussed – written by insiders; historians and 

sociologists of the 1970s and 1980s; and by cultural historians of the last couple of 

decades. These three different groups have all approached the history of psychical 

research and parapsychology from a different angle. 

 The insiders were mostly concerned with the history of the British Society for 

Psychical Research, its main representatives and the problems of detecting fraud. In 

the 1970s and 1980s historians and sociologists were inspired by Kuhn’s conceptions 

of revolutions in science to investigate psychical research and parapsychology. 

Precisely because these scientific practices were deviant, these authors claimed, 

psychical research and parapsychology were worthy of investigation. Cultural 

historians, however, understood psychical research and parapsychology to be very 

much part of the culture in which they arose. The demarcation between science and 

non-science was not yet clear at the end of the 19th century. Psychical research and 

parapsychology were very much part of this process of demarcation, cultural 

historians have argued.  

 Despite the vast difference in their approach of the history of psychical 

research and parapsychology, several common themes can be identified in the 

histories discussed thus far. The first theme that emerges right from the accounts 

insiders have provided of the history of psychical research is the problem of proving 

paranormal phenomena. This is very much related to the detection of fraud. Secondly, 

nearly all histories allude to the complex interaction between animal magnetism, 

spiritualism and psychical research. How the relation between these enterprises should 

be interpreted is not altogether clear, but that there is a connection is acknowledged by 

the majority of the historians. The third theme, perhaps the most predominant one to 

be recognised in a majority of histories, is the interpretation of psychical research as a 

substitute religion. When Christianity lost its firm position at the end of the 19th 

century under the influence of the rise of scientific naturalism, several people turned 

to psychical research to conserve their belief in something transcendental by proving 

this belief scientifically. A fourth issue to be identified in several histories is closely 

related to the attempt of psychical researchers to prove their religious convictions – 

the stance against natural science and materialism. Psychical researchers and 
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parapsychologists, several historians have claimed, tried to correct natural science 

through proving scientifically that the natural world was not solely materialistic but 

essentially spiritual. A fifth important point is that especially spiritualists were not 

only involved in scientific or philosophical reform, but also in social reform. Perhaps 

their involvement was mainly passive, but the profound feminine character of 

spiritualistic mediums may have actually contributed to social reform. The sixth 

important aspect that can be identified in the different histories is the intriguing 

relation between psychology and psychical research. Several historians refer to the 

important role psychical research has played in the exploration of the unconscious or 

the discovery of the subjective self. 

 It is sixth and final theme that will be pursued further in the next chapter. 

Noakes has rightly argued that what currently is lacking in the historiography of 

psychical research and parapsychology is a thorough historical analysis of the 

scientific context. But whereas Noakes underlines the importance of the natural-

scientific context, the psychological context might be just as important. The 

psychological context is particularly relevant when, as Noakes has argued, it should 

be the aim of the historian of science to try to answer the question as to why psychical 

research and parapsychology came to be regarded as pseudo-sciences. Since at the end 

of the 19th century the demarcation between science and non-science had yet to be 

established, it is probable that the labelling of psychical research and parapsychology 

as pseudo-sciences occurred mainly in the 20th century. Under the influence of Rhine 

it could be argued that psychical research turned its focus in the 20th century more to 

the discipline of psychology than to any of the natural sciences. Thus, to investigate 

the marking of parapsychology as a pseudo-science it might be valuable to investigate 

the psychological context in the 20th century – especially since the majority of the 

historians have concentrated their historical analysis upon Anglo-Saxon countries at 

the end of the 19th century up until the First World War.  

The extensive discussion of the developments in parapsychology of the 20th 

century through the work of Beloff has shown that parapsychology is defined in the 

20th century by an intriguing succession of different research methods, research 

subjects and theoretical interpretations. Luckhurst has suggested that it would be well 

worth investigating the developments within parapsychological research from 

telepathy to ESP to Ganzfeld to ‘exceptional human experiences’. If, contrary to 

Luckhurst’s literary analysis of telepathy, such an investigation would be firmly 
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grounded in scientific sources a solid cultural and scientific history of parapsychology 

could be written.  

Such a history might also be able to shed some new light upon the other 

relevant themes mentioned here. This will be worked out in further detail in the fourth 

and final chapter. First the relation between parapsychology and psychology will be 

examined in detail in the next chapter, eventually suggesting a more detailed approach 

to investigate the history of Dutch parapsychology. 
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Chapter Two 

Parapsychology as Psychology 

 

“The ‘conscious Self’ of each of us – the empirical, the supraliminal Self, as I should prefer to say – does not 

comprise the whole of the consciousness, or of the faculty within us. There exists a more comprehensive 

consciousness, a profounder faculty, which for the most part remains potential only so far as regards the life of 

earth, but which reasserts itself in its plenitude after the liberating change of death.” 

 

(F. Myers, Human Personality and Its Survival of Bodily Death (New York 1903) 26.) 

 

 

 

In the previous chapter it has been argued that the scientific context of the history of 

psychical research and parapsychology has received little attention by historians thus 

far. It is probable that in this scientific context psychology plays a significant part – 

especially in the 20th century. The history of Dutch parapsychology is situated largely 

in the as yet by historians largely overlooked 20th century. But before it can be 

convincingly argued that the relation between parapsychology and psychology might 

be a valuable approach to investigate the history of Dutch parapsychology, first it will 

be closely examined how historians have interpreted this relation thus far.  

This chapter will begin to discuss the interpretations of the psychological 

context by those historians who have written explicitly about the history of psychical 

research and parapsychology. This will demonstrate that the interaction between 

psychical research and psychology at the end of the 19th century is taken by these 

scholars to revolve around the concepts of consciousness and unconsciousness. 

Therefore, abnormal psychology and psychical research appear to be very much 

related.  

Subsequently, the biographies will be discussed of those – pioneering – 

clinical psychologists who were actively involved or interested in psychical research 

and parapsychology themselves. Next, in the same section, several recent ‘insider’ 

overviews of the history of clinical, abnormal and general psychology will be looked 

at to determine whether the involvement of these eminent psychologists in psychical 

research is acknowledged by psychologists. The biographers often argue that the 
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psychologist whose life and work they have examined were more personally 

interested in the research of paranormal phenomena than professionally. This seems to 

correspond to the fact that the interests of psychologists in psychical research and 

parapsychology are scarcely discussed in psychologists’ overviews of the history of 

psychology – a mere personal fascination of important psychologists for paranormal 

phenomena is not worth mentioning.  

The final section of this chapter will consider firstly how historians of 

psychology have interpreted psychical research and parapsychology. Arguing that 

especially the relation between parapsychology and experimental psychology is an 

interesting one, this section will conclude with several studies on the history of 

psychology that provide valuable methods to investigate the history of Dutch 

parapsychology.  

Throughout this chapter both international and Dutch literature will be 

discussed. Furthermore, this chapter does not aim to provide a definite analysis of the 

relation between psychology and parapsychology. The overall purpose of this chapter 

is to demonstrate that the relation between psychology and parapsychology is an 

intriguing one and worth investigating. 

 

 

Psychology in parapsychology histories  

When historians discuss the history of psychical research and its relevance or relation 

towards the – upcoming – science of psychology, they usually mention two factors. 

On the one hand this is the hostility of psychologists towards the research performed 

by psychical researchers and on the other hand, more extensively, the resemblance of 

Frederic Myers’ theory of the subliminal self to other ideas emerging in the field of 

abnormal or clinical psychology at the end of the 19th century. Both Myers’ idea of 

the subliminal self and the emerging ideas of abnormal and clinical psychology are 

associated with the ‘discovery of the unconscious’ – to use the words of Henri 

Ellenberger whose work be discussed in this section as well.  

 In this section it will be illustrated first how historians of psychical research 

and parapsychology have situated the interaction between investigations of 

paranormal phenomena and (abnormal) psychology around the exploration of the 
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unconscious. Next, it will be discussed how this quest can be situated in the broader 

cultural context of the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th.  

 

Abnormal or supernormal mediums 

In his In Search for White Crows Moore has argued that three interpretations of the 

extraordinary phenomena performed by mediums can be distinguished at the end of 

the 19th century: fraud, illness and the possibility of some supernormal entity – such 

as spirits.132 Nearly all intellectuals took the possibility of fraud into account, but 

those who believed that there might be something more to mediums than just swindle, 

either regarded them as intriguing patients – as psychologists did – or as gifted 

individuals – the interpretation of psychical researchers. In their different 

understanding of mediums, pioneering clinical psychologists and psychical 

researchers had more in common than is evident at first sight. At least, this is what is 

claimed by historians of psychical research and parapsychology when they argue that 

at the end of the 19th century the concepts of both ‘supernormal’ and ‘abnormal’ 

shared important characteristics. 

 

Myers and the subliminal self 

The similarity mainly revolves around the theory of the subliminal self, according to 

most historians. The idea of the subliminal self was coined by the psychical researcher 

Frederic Myers in the 1890s. Myers was one of the founders of the British SPR and 

was one of its main figures, as is also mentioned in the previous chapter. Myers was 

trained as a classic scholar and possessed the literary gift of a poet. When Myers 

turned his back on his religious roots, he maintained a firm hope in the existence of an 

immortal human soul. He wanted to find empirical evidence to validate this belief. His 

most significant contribution is Human Personality and Its Survival of Bodily Death 

which appeared in 1903, two years after his death.  

As was shown in the discussion of Luckhurst’s The Invention of Telepathy, the 

word ‘telepathy’ was thought up by Myers in 1882 and is still in wide use nowadays. 

The majority of historians on psychical research seem to award a similar status to 

Myers’ idea of the ‘subliminal self’. Myers wanted with this theory to do justice to the 

complexity of the human personality. According to Myers, “the stream of 
                                           
132 Moore, In Search of White Crows, 135-138. 
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consciousness in which we habitually live”133 is not the only one. There is a 

consciousness that is below the normal waking self and Myers called this 

consciousness ‘subliminal’. Myers referred to the consciousness we normally function 

in as ‘supraliminal’. Both the subliminal and the supraliminal self are crucial elements 

of our personality. The subliminal self could obtain information the supraliminal 

could not, for it was not restricted to mere sensory perceptions. The subliminal self 

could use channels such as telepathy and clairvoyance to receive messages and 

through the use of (e.g.) automatic speech, automatic writing, table tilts, 

hallucinations, crystal visions and even dreams, the supraliminal self could become 

aware of this subliminal knowledge. 

Several historians discussed in the previous chapter – Moore, Turner, 

Oppenheim, Luckhurst, Owen, Treitel and Monroe – have attempted to demonstrate 

how Myers’ theory of the subliminal self resembled the ideas of contemporary 

abnormal and clinical psychologists or psychiatrists. They explicitly refer to the 

correspondences between Myers’ theory and the theory of other well-known 

psychologists such as James, Janet, Freud and Jung. Myers’ theory of the subliminal 

self is claimed to be very much part of the discovery of the unconscious. Myers was 

influenced by James’ ideas regarding the stream of unconsciousness. And Janet’s 

ideas of the subconscious and Freud’s ideas of the unconscious are placed on par with 

the subliminal self. Jung, who extended the idea of the unconscious to a communal 

concept in his ‘collective unconsciousness’, is mentioned in connection to Myers as 

well. It is argued that Myers and these famous psychologists essentially shared the 

same ideas. This exploration of ideas about the conscious and unconscious is 

inherently linked to the cultural context at the end of the 19th century and beginning of 

the twentieth.  

 

Recovering or discovering the unconsciousness 

The shared interests of psychical researchers and pioneering clinical psychologists 

and psychiatrists can be situated in the broader context of the researches into the 

human mind which led to emerging ideas about multiple personality, the 

consciousness and the unconsciousness. This broader context will be illustrated by 

                                           
133 Luckhurst, The Invention of Telepathy, 108. 
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looking into two classics: H. Stuart Hughes Consciousness and Society: The 

Reorientation of European Social Thought 1890-1913 (1958) and Henri F. 

Ellenberger’s The Discovery of the Unconscious: The History and Evolution of 

Dynamic Psychiatry (1970). 

 

Hughes and the recovery of the unconsciousness 

Stuart Hughes’ influential intellectual history on “general social thought in the period 

roughly from 1890 to 1930” focuses on “the original ‘heartland’ of Western society: 

France, Germany (including Austria), and Italy.”134 In his book, Hughes argues that in 

these countries and in this period several genius thinkers emerged “who established 

the styles of thought that are still our own.”135 Social intellectuals such as Durkheim, 

Weber and Freud – to name several important figures discussed by Hughes – can not 

conjunctly be defined as ‘neo-romantics’ or ‘irrationalists’. They “were concerned 

with the irrational only to exorcise it. By probing into it, they sought ways to tame it, 

to canalize it for constructive human purposes.”136 The best way to describe the 

correspondence between these figures is to think of them as revolting against 

positivism. By positivism these innovators meant: “(…) the whole tendency to discuss 

human behavior in terms of analogies drawn from natural science.”137   

 This revolt against positivism was a matter of “cultural re-evaluation”, 

according to Hughes, which “while concerned with common problems, had a different 

tone and character in each of the major national communities of Western and Central 

Europe.”138 Hughes situates one of these common problems in Marxism: “Basically 

Marxism was to figure in the intellectual renovation of the 1890’s as an aberrant, and 

particularly insidious, form of the reigning cult of positivism. (…) To come to terms 

with Marxism, then, was the first and most obvious task confronting the intellectual 

innovators of the 1890’s.”139 Of the ideas that emerged in different countries against 

this background, the “most basic, perhaps, and the key to all the others was the new 

interest in the problem of consciousness and the role of the unconscious.”140 The other 

                                           
134 H.S. Hughes, Consciousness and Society: The Reorientation of European Social Thought 1890-1930 
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135 Ibidem, 18. 
136 Ibidem, 35-36. 
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138 Ibidem, 42. 
139 Ibidem. 
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prevalent ideas in this period revolved around “the question of the meaning of time 

and duration”, the “problem of the nature of knowledge” and “the whole basis of 

political discussion”. The underlying problem of consciousness and therefore all the 

other issues of the 1890s, stem from the fact that “it was no longer what actually 

existed that seemed most important: it was what men thought existed.”141 

 Hughes has devoted the fourth chapter of his book to what he calls ‘the 

recovery of the unconscious’. In this chapter he discusses the works of Bergson, Freud 

and Jung. Discussing the first two ‘geniuses’ sympathetically, Hughes can not 

stomach Jung’s confused thinking: “The best we can do is to conclude that Jung is a 

mystagogue who first erupted on the intellectual scene in the incongruous guise of a 

man of science and follower of Freud.”142 Jung is not so much part of the innovators 

of the 1890s, he is interpreted by Hughes as a reactionary. Hughes believes that Jung 

did not want to ‘exorcise’ the irrational, he merely restated what mystics always had 

claimed to know: “Basically it is a doctrine of moral and spiritual uplift.”143  

 Even though psychical researchers were very much interested in the 

unconscious – as exemplified best by Myers’ theory of the subliminal self – and even 

though in psychical investigations questions regarding the subjectivity of knowledge 

were persistent – especially in experiments with mediums, Hughes does not discuss 

any psychical researchers. He does not give any reasons for this himself but perhaps 

the reason can be found in the fact that psychical researchers often wished to retrieve 

something transcendental in their research. The intellectuals discussed by Hughes 

very much wanted to eliminate, or at least confine, the occult. And when this was not 

their aim, as in the case of Jung, Hughes is not all too sure of their brilliance. The 

solutions of Freud, Weber and Durkheim seem to have been more favourable to 

Hughes than the directions in which psychical researchers sought theirs answers. This 

might be because he had a personal inclination towards Freud, but also because 

Hughes is concerned with those social theories that were still relevant during the 

1950s when he wrote his book. Psychical researchers did not provide the 

contemporary world with influential theories. Perhaps because of his finalistic and 

biased approach Hughes has chosen not discuss any psychical researchers. And even 

if he discusses those intellectuals who were interested indeed in psychical research, 
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Hughes either does not mention their research into paranormal phenomena – as in the 

case of William James – or he emphasizes the irrational and reactionary character of 

their thinking – as in the case of Carl Jung.    

 

Ellenberger and the discovery of the unconsciousness 

Whereas Hughes talks about the ‘recovery’ of the unconscious in (the emerging 

discipline of) psychology, Ellenberger in his classic of 1970 refers to The Discovery 

of the Unconscious in dynamic psychiatry. In his extensive discussion of the history 

of dynamic psychiatry, Ellenberger argues that “a continuous chain can be 

demonstrated between exorcism and magnetism, magnetism and hypnotism, 

hypnotism and the great modern dynamic systems.”144 Ellenberger refers with ‘the 

great modern dynamic systems’ to those ideas as developed by Janet, Freud, Adler 

and Jung. The emphasis of Ellenberger’s research is on the period between 1775 and 

1945. After having discussed the origin of dynamic psychiatry in primitive medicine, 

Ellenberger states that: “The emergence of dynamic psychiatry can be traced to the 

year 1775, to a clash between the physician Mesmer and the exorcist Gassner.”145 

Mesmer was the first to develop “a scientific theory and a universal medical therapy” 

that could compete with the practice of exorcism.146  

Between 1775 and 1900 the first dynamic psychiatry emerged, with hypnotism 

– as discovered by the mesmerist Pueységur – as the “the via regia to the 

unconscious.” In this period “a new model of the human mind was evolved (…) based 

on the duality of conscious and unconscious psychism”, which culminated in the idea 

of multiple personalities. Psychotherapy in this period was very much associated with 

hypnotism and suggestion and the rapport between patient and magnetizer or 

hypnotist was essential. 147  

Before Ellenberger turns to his original and refreshing discussions of the 

dynamic systems of Janet, Freud, Adler and Jung – first he discusses the “social 

factors” and the “philosophical, scientific and cultural trends” that have determined 

the rise of the first dynamic psychiatry and have influenced the emergence of the 
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second wave of dynamic psychiatry.148 The changing position of the social classes 

contributed to the first dynamic psychiatry: “The overthrow of the aristocracy and the 

subsequent rise of the bourgeoisie resulted in the propagation of a more authoritarian 

way of individual and collective psychotherapy, the hypnotic suggestion.”  

Furthermore, the cultural trend of Romanticism has influenced dynamic 

psychiatry greatly: “Romantic philosophy and psychiatry exerted a particularly great 

influence on dynamic psychiatry.” Lastly, all the social and cultural changes in the 

19th century “also found an expression in the form of neuroses, of which new types 

developed: neurasthenia and phobias, bringing with them the need for new methods of 

psychotherapy.” 149  

It is in the depiction by Ellenberger of those factors that directly led to the 

second dynamic psychiatry, that the emergence of psychical research is mentioned. 

Not only Nietzsche’s work, the Neo-Romanticism of the Fin de Siècle, the rise of 

academic psychiatry, the acknowledgement of sexual pathology or the study of 

dreams resulted in the ‘great modern psychodynamic systems’ of Janet, Fraud, Adler 

and Jung. It was also the intellectual exploration of the concept of the unconscious in 

the last decades of the 19th century that influenced significantly the psychodynamic 

ideas of these modern psychodynamic psychiatrists. The intellectual exploration of the 

unconscious was undertaken, amongst others, by psychical researchers. 

It is here that Ellenberger alludes to the importance of Myers: “Myers was thus 

not only a parapsychologist, but also one of the great systematisers of the notion of 

the unconscious mind.”150 His notion of the subliminal self is taken by Ellenberger to 

be very sophisticated and Myers has ended up in Ellenberger’s overview as one of the 

intellectuals that have demonstrated several aspects of the unconscious. The same 

goes for Flournoy, who had investigated the medium Hélène Smith and he related the 

messages Smith claimed to receive from the planet Mars to her “unconscious 

forgotten memories.”151 Ellenberger sums up four different aspects of the unconscious 

that had been demonstrated at the end of the 19th century: the conservative aspect, the 

dissolutive, the creative and the mythopoetic aspect to all of which Myers and 

Flournoy have contributed.  
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The conservative functions of the unconscious refer to the storage of memories 

not consciously remembered, but those memories could suddenly re-emerge – for 

example – under hypnosis. The dissolutive aspect of the unconscious exists out of two 

phenomena: repetitive actions that were once conscious but have become automatic 

(such as habits) and the dissociative parts of the personality that interfere with normal 

processes (such as in posthypnotic suggestion). The creative function of the 

unconscious can be manifested in art and dreams. Mythopoetic is a term coined by 

Myers and the mythopoetic function of the unconscious is somewhat reminiscent of 

the creative function. It refers to a middle region of the subliminal self where fictions 

and myths are continuously created. These fictions and myths can appear in dreams, 

but can also be manifested during somnambulism, hypnosis and during a medium’s 

trance. Ellenberger associates Flournoy with the exploration of the conservative, 

creative and mythopoetic aspect of the unconscious and he links Myers mainly to the 

investigation of the dissolutive and creative facets of the unconscious.152   

 

Summing up psychology in parapsychological histories 

Nearly all historians on psychical research and parapsychology refer to Ellenberger in 

their discussion of the relation between parapsychology and psychology.153 It seems 

that Ellenberger has provided historians of psychical research and parapsychology 

with a solid foundation to argue that psychical researchers not only shared an interest 

in the unconscious with important psychologists, but also that psychical researchers 

have contributed to the development of (aspects of) the concept of the unconscious.  

The unconscious, according to Hughes, was the central problem of a severely 

changing society at the end of the 19th century. Those who were revolting against 

positivism tried to provide solutions to the interrelated problems surrounding the 

unconscious. Interestingly enough, Hughes does not refer explicitly to psychical 

researchers. Apparently, in his eyes, these intellectuals did not provide any concepts 

or theories which have stood the test of time. 

                                           
152 Ellenberger, The Discovery of the Unconscious, 317-318. 
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Ellenberger, on the other hand, does refer to the influence of psychical 

researchers upon the emergence of ideas about the unconscious. Psychical researchers 

such as Myers and Theodore were very much involved in the exploration of the 

problem of the unconscious and this directly links them to important psychologists 

such as Janet, Freud and Jung. Without Myers’ and Flournoy’s contributions 

regarding the mythopoetic, creative and dissolutive aspects of the unconscious, the 

grand psychodynamic systems of Janet, Freud and Jung would not have emerged, 

Ellenberger seems to claim.   

 But is this relation between psychical research and (abnormal) psychology 

also acknowledged from the perspective of psychology? This is the question that will 

be tried to be answered in the next section.  

 

 

The psychologists’ perspective 

As was pointed out in the introduction of the previous section, in their discussion of 

the interaction between psychical researchers and psychologists, historians of 

psychical research and parapsychology do not only refer to their common interest in 

the unconscious but also to the reluctance of several psychologists to accept the 

investigation of paranormal phenomena. This section will demonstrate to what extent 

psychology has accepted psychical research and parapsychology in its own history. 

First several biographies of those (pioneering) psychologists will be discussed that 

formed the nucleus of the investigation of the unconscious and successively general 

overviews written by psychologists themselves of the history of psychology will be 

checked upon any references to psychical research or parapsychology. 

 

Biographies of James, Freud, Jung and Van Eeden 

In histories of psychical research or parapsychology it is frequently pointed out that 

renowned psychologists at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th – 

such as Pierre Janet, William James, Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung – themselves 

participated actively in psychical research. Often these historians refer to the fact that 

Janet and Myers performed investigations together in 1886 on Léonie, a girl who 
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could be hypnotized at a distance.154 And Freud’s membership of the SPR, his interest 

in telepathy and his remark that “(i)f I had my life to live over again I should devote 

myself to psychical research rather than to psychoanalysis” is eagerly used to show 

the similarities between psychical research and renowned psychologists.155   

 The French philosopher Pierre Janet (1859-1947) investigated hypnotism and 

hysteria. He introduced the words subconscious and dissociation into psychological 

terminology. He believed that hysterical symptoms are a result of unconscious painful 

experiences and because of the dissociation of these memories the patient is 

tormented by them. 

 William James (1842-1910) is usually presented as the patron of psychical 

research and parapsychology by historians of psychical research and parapsychology. 

Not only was James himself profoundly interested in psychical research and did he 

investigate mediums such as Leonora Piper, he was also one of the founders of ASPR. 

Simultaneously, James was and is recognised as an eminent philosopher and 

psychologist.156 James’ involvement in psychical research and parapsychology is used 

– most notably by the historians Moore, Oppenheim, Luckhurst and Turner – to 

demonstrate that psychology and psychical research were very much intertwined at 

the end of the 19th century. Furthermore, James’ acceptance of certain ideas and 

theories prevalent in psychical research, is claimed to have given the discipline a 

boost in its credentials.157 James also was the psychologist who recognised the value 

of Myers’ subliminal self right away: “Frederic Myers will always be remembered in 

psychology as the pioneer who staked out a vast track of mental wilderness and 

planted the flag of genuine science upon it.”158 

 James was not the only psychologists who claimed to recognise the inherent 

value of Myers’ ideas. Théodore Flournoy (1854-1920) situated the importance of 

Myers’ ideas on the same level as the revolutionizing ideas of Darwin and 

Copernicus.159 Flournoy was a professor of psychology at the University of Geneva 

and his book of 1899 on his interactions with the medium Hélène Smith – with its 

English title From India to the Planet Mars – is well-known. Flournoy was able to 
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retrace “the complex components of her messages, including those supposedly 

delivered in the Martian language, (…) to childhood memories.”160 However, 

Flournoy did not shy away from psychical research and highly appreciated Myers’ 

theory of the subliminal self. 

 Flournoy’s and Janet’s lives have not received extensive biographical attention 

yet, but James, Freud and Jung have been described extensively by several 

biographers.161 The biographies of these last three important figures in psychology 

will be closely examined to find out how the relation between psychology and 

psychical research or parapsychology is interpreted from the perspective of 

psychology. It will turn out that a recurring theme in all these biographies is an 

intriguing interaction between the personal beliefs of these psychologists and their 

scientific standards regarding paranormal phenomena. All these psychologists were 

personally interested in psychical research and parapsychology, but whether they 

would also publicly and professionally demonstrate this interest seems to depend on 

their personal perspective on what constitutes science and the harm they thought it 

could do to their academic career. 

 The Netherlands have their own ‘heroes of psychology’ who were interested 

and even involved in psychical research at the turn of the 19th century. Two of the 

most prominent heroes were the contemporaries Frederik van Eeden (1860-1932) and 

Gerard Heymans (1857-1930). Frederik van Eeden was a pioneering psychiatrist and 

well-known author. He was the first Dutchman actively interested in the work of the 

British SPR. Through international congresses Van Eeden got into contact with 

Frederic Myers. In 1901 and 1913 Van Eeden gave lectures for the British SPR, 

regarding spiritualism and dreams respectively. Van Eeden was profoundly interested 

in spiritualism and psychical research. This interest is also to be recognized in his 

literary work.162  
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the poem Lied en schijn van wezen (1895) and Paul’s ontwaken (1913) show an active 
parapsychological interest, according to Van Dongen & Gerding. 
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Gerard Heymans was a pioneering psychologist and philosopher. He was the 

first president of the Dutch Society for Psychical Research, established in 1920. In 

that same year Heymans undertook one of the most famous experiments in telepathy 

in The Netherlands, together with the psychiatrist Weinberg and another pioneering 

psychologist Brugmans. In this sophisticated experiment, performed in Heymans’ 

laboratory which was set up in 1892 as the first laboratory in The Netherlands, the 

student Van Dam would be asked to point out the field on a chessboard which the 

experimenter had in mind. According to Heymans, Weinberg and Brugmans the 

results were highly significant. In 1925 Heymans – together with Brugmans and 

Wiersma – withdrew himself from the Dutch SPR because he believed the research of 

the society was no longer scientific enough.  

The Dutch historian of psychology – Douwe Draaisma – has written 

extensively on Heymans. In his writings on Heymans, Draaisma presents an important 

analysis of the importance of psychical research and parapsychology for the 

development of the academic field of psychology. Therefore, Draaisma’s description 

of Heymans will not be discussed in this biographical section, but in the next section 

which will discuss the current interpretations by historians of psychology of the 

research into the paranormal.  

  In this biographical section, successively the active interests of James, Freud, 

Jung and Van Eeden in psychical research and parapsychology will be examined as 

reflected in their respective biographies.  

  

William James 

James’s profound interest in psychical research is discussed in considerable length by 

his biographers. In these discussions, a distinction is usually made between his 

personal and scientific interests because it could be harmful to his professional career 

to be openly favourable towards this contested area of research. In his biography 

William James: Life and Thought published in 1986, Gerald E. Myers – not related to 

Frederic Myers – states hereof: “(…) he clearly wanted to believe in occult 

speculations, but he could not entirely desert his scientific self and accordingly had to 

remain sceptical.”163 James had to remain sceptical as a scientist for it is clear to 

Myers that: “Psychical research has won over neither the scientific community nor the 
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popular mind.”164 Luckily for his biographer, even though James was personally very 

interested in research into paranormal phenomena he seemed to have kept his 

professional distance. Myers shows James’ professional scientific stance by quoting 

his doubts regarding the powers of the medium Mrs. Leonora Piper, whom James 

worked extensively with in 1885 and stayed in close contact with until his death in 

1910.  

Myers relates abnormal psychology to psychical research in the same manner 

as the historians of psychical research and parapsychology have done – through the 

unconscious. In his chapter entitled ‘Self’, Myers devotes an entire section to 

‘Abnormal Psychology and Psychical Research’. In this section, James’ interest in 

psychical research seems to revolve around the subliminal self. James had always 

thought that mankind continuously lives in only one specific part of ‘the stream of 

consciousness’, while other consciousnesses are present simultaneously. James 

discerned proof of his perspective on the (un)conscious both in the investigations of 

abnormal psychology and in psychical research. James spoke highly favourably of the 

effort of his lifelong friend Frederic Myers to accommodate all different forms of 

consciousness in one comprehensive model of the self.  

Twelve years later in 1998, the professor of English literature Linda Simon 

takes in her Genuine Reality: A Life of William James a different approach. Not only 

does Frederic Myers’ subliminal self not play a major role in her interpretation of 

James’ interest in psychical research, she also does not contrast James’ personal 

beliefs with certain scientific standards. Through the summing up of the names of 

renowned scientists who were involved in the American Society for Psychical 

Research – co-founded by William James in 1884 – Simon convincingly shows that: 

“Psychical research was hardly at the fringe of intellectual activity among educated 

men and women.”165 Simon goes even further by stating that: “To scientific men such 

as James, psychic phenomena were no less ‘real’ than invisible natural forces – 

gravity or electricity, for example – and no less worthy of intellectual inquiry.”166  

Contrary to Gerald E. Myers, Simon is not of the opinion that a scientist such 

as James had to be sceptical towards paranormal phenomena. Perhaps her background 
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in cultural history makes Simon less perceptive to a finalistic approach of psychical 

research than Myers.  

Simon illustrates also more extensively than Myers, James’ personal 

fascination with psychical research. She associates James’ interest in the spiritual 

world with his “religious longings”167, and, more importantly, with his wife Alice 

Gibbens. Not only did Alice’s struggle with the death of their son in 1885 encourage 

James to seek contact with the spiritual world, the mediumistic talents of Alice herself 

contributed to James’ curiosity about mediums and psychical research as well. It is in 

this context that Simon can claim: “It seems no coincidence that a few months after 

Herman’s [their son’s] death the Jameses became vigorously involved with a medium 

who, Alice believed, could keep alive her connection with her lost child.”168 This 

medium was Mrs. Leonora Piper.  

Whereas Myers in his biography on James emphasizes familiarly that both 

psychical researchers and abnormal psychologists were attempting to uncover the 

unconscious, Simon stresses that James’ personal inclination towards psychical 

research was an accepted scientific tendency – psychical research was hardly a fringe 

science at the end of the 19th century.    

 

Sigmund Freud 

An ambivalent stance towards psychical research seems much more obvious with 

Freud than with James.  

In his third and last biographical volume on Freud, Freud’s follower and first 

biographer – Ernest Jones – has devoted an entire chapter to Freud’s relation towards 

occultism. The much quoted statement of Freud that “If I had my life to live over 

again I should devote myself to psychical research rather than to psycho-analysis” 

was brought into the open in this chapter in 1957.169 Freud’s own denial of this 

statement, seems to reflect his ambivalent stance towards psychical research.  

In 1921 Freud was invited by Hereward Carrington to become co-editor of a 

periodical on occultism. Carrington related to George Lawton eight years later, in 

1929, that in his declination of this invitation Freud had said that he would rather have 

devoted his life to psychical research than to psychoanalysis. Lawton, disbelieving, 
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wrote to Freud immediately to ask whether this was true. In his reply Freud denied 

that he had ever said such a thing. However, later on Jones was able to obtain a copy 

of Freud’s letter to Carrington to determine that “the passage in question certainly 

occurs in it.”170 Jones believes that in Freud’s mind “[t]he wish to believe fought hard 

with the warning to disbelieve.”171 

 Jones continues to demonstrate that in his personal life Freud’s wish to believe 

in the occult was prominent, but that in Freud’s published writings a warning to 

disbelieve was dominant. In his personal life Freud did not shy away from interpreting 

his dreams as containing prophecies about the forthcoming deaths of his sons, 

conducting small experiments in telepathy with his daughter or avoiding any numbers 

that he thought could induce bad luck.172 Both personally and publicly Freud was 

most disposed towards the idea of telepathy. Jones states hereof: “So he [Freud] felt 

intuitively that telepathy might be the kernel of truth in this obscure field [of 

occultism].”173  

In papers such as ‘Psycho-Analysis and Telepathy’ (1921), ‘The Occult 

Significance of Dreams’ (1925), ‘Dreams and Telepathy’ (1922) and ‘Dreams and 

Occultism’ (1932) Freud would discuss dreams or situations wherein telepathy could 

have played a role. According to Jones in these papers Freud would claim “(…) that 

he had no convictions in the matter, but again suggested that telepathy might be the 

kernel of truth that had become surrounded by fantastic occult beliefs.”174 

In his authoritative biography Freud: A Life of Our Time (1988) Peter Gay’s 

few remarks on Freud’s interest in psychical research in general and telepathy in 

particular, seem to be based largely on  Jones’ chapter on Freud and occultism. More 

than Jones, Gay underlines the difficulties surrounding marginal sciences. Regarding 

psychical research Gay claims that “the evidence was at best inconclusive” and “there 

was danger in a psychoanalyst’s openly accepting telepathy as worthy of serious 

investigation.”175 Freud himself “found telepathy fascinating (..) because his 

preoccupation with it reminded him, though on a reduced scale, of (…) when he had 
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stood up against public obloquy as the discoverer of psychoanalysis.”176 Just as Freud 

had to fight for the scientific and public acceptance of his psychoanalytic theories, 

psychical researchers had to convince the scientific community and the general public 

of the value of their research into paranormal phenomena. 

  

As with James, the biographers of Freud make a distinction between a personal and a 

scientific interest in psychical research. More so than James, it seems, Freud was 

well-aware of the harm an overt display of affection towards such a contested field as 

psychical research could do to one’s scientific reputation. Maybe the scientific climate 

was less tolerant towards such scientific enterprises in the beginning of the 20th 

century than it had been at the end of the 19th century and, perhaps more importantly, 

Freud’s psychoanalysis already had to endure severe criticisms without him being 

associated with paranormal phenomena. This might explain why Freud would expose 

his interests in paranormal phenomena more in private relations than in academic 

writings.   

 

Carl Gustav Jung 

Whereas Freud’s interest into the paranormal was rather latent and he tried not to 

show it too overtly, Carl Gustav Jung followed an entirely different route. Many 

biographies of Jung have been written and although all of them acknowledge Jung’s 

profound interest in the occult, most biographers tend to view Jung’s interest in 

paranormal phenomena as rather unscientific and uncritical. 

Frank McLynn, in his biography on Jung of 1996, states that Jung was 

fulfilling the occult hopes of Freud: “Jung sometimes went too far when investigating 

the occult and the preternatural, but he was merely living out Freud’s sometimes 

expressed wish that he himself could have taken that route.”177 McLynn reaches this 

conclusion in his chapter provokingly called ‘The New Age Guru’ on Jung’s lifelong 

interest in parapsychology and the occult.178 In his younger years Jung – inspired by 

Flournoy – undertook séances himself with his cousins. “In the 1930s Jung still 

believed that the explanation for wraiths, phantasms, ghouls and other spirits was 

psychological”, but from the 1950s onwards Jung hesitated between psychological 
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and objective explanations of spirit phenomena.179 In the 1950s Jung turned more and 

more to paranormal phenomena feeling as though this was “the one ‘life task’ he had 

not really solved.”180 He was not only interested in mediums, he also corresponded 

extensively with Rhine, he was fascinated by astrology, interested in unidentified 

flying objects and he appeared to have hoped that his idea of ‘synchronity’ could be 

the one concept to explain it all. McLynn explains: “In its simplest manifestation, 

synchronity involved the coincidence of a psychic state with a corresponding and 

more or less simultaneous external event taking place outside the observer’s field of 

perception, at a distance, and only verifiable afterwards.”181 Not only with his idea of 

synchronity Jung has given an impulse to 20th century parapsychology – as is evident 

from Beloff’s account of the history of parapsychology – also his perception of the 

collective unconsciousness has had a considerable impact on the investigations of 

parapsychologists.  

 

For his biographers it seems difficult to clearly separate Jung’s personal fascination 

with the occult from his scientific interest in paranormal phenomena. This appears not 

to be a problem for Jung himself. Even though he did not live in a period – as James 

did – where more renowned scientific men occupied themselves with parapsychology, 

Jung certainly did not think it necessary – as Freud did – to openly distance himself 

from such research and keep his interest merely private. For Jung paranormal 

phenomena and parapsychology are very much in the centre of scientific 

investigation. This makes it sometimes hard for his biographers to take his interests 

seriously. This is not only exemplified in McLynn’s biography of Jung. In On Jung of 

1990, Anthony Stevens contradicts Jung’s interests in the paranormal with Freud, who 

according to him only had appropriate contempt for paranormal phenomena and In A 

Life of Jung of 2002 Jung’s biographer Ronald Hayman wonders whether it is even 

worth telling Jung’s scientific uses of the concept of synchronity.182  

 

Frederik van Eeden 

The most complete biography of Frederik van Eeden is written by Jan Fontijn in two 

parts. The first part, Tweespalt, was published in 1990 and describes Van Eeden’s life 
                                           
179 McLynn, Jung, 487-488. 
180 Ibidem. 
181 Ibidem, 496. 
182 R. Hayman, A Life of Jung (London 1999) 417; and A. Stevens, On Jung (New Jersey 1990) 24. 
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until the turn of the century and the second part of 1996, Trots Verbrijzeld, deals with 

his life from 1901 until his death in 1932.183  

In both parts Fontijn has devoted one chapter to Van Eeden’s interest in 

spiritualism and psychical research. Before 1901 Van Eeden’s preoccupation with 

psychical research is taken by Fontijn to be quite harmless. However, after 1901 

Fontijn believes that Van Eeden’s growing interest in spiritualism is a disturbing sign 

of serious mental deterioration. In the chapter ‘Tussen Geloof en Wetenschap’184 in 

the first part of the biography of Van Eeden, Fontijn clearly interprets Van Eeden’s 

occult interests as a substitute religion through the explicit quoting of Turner’s study 

Between Science and Religion. Furthermore, to Van Eeden, the study of the psyche  

should not be left solely to pure natural scientists. They could do no justice to the 

complex subject of human experience. Artistic and philosophical qualities were a 

prerequisite to study the human psyche, just as the willingness to study everything 

that might gain insight into the secrets of human experience – such as psychical 

research. According to Fontijn, parapsychology and spiritualism bridged Van Eeden’s 

religious longings and scientific conscience.185 Before 1901 – according to Fontijn – 

Van Eeden did uphold his scientific principles. Fontijn retraces the critical stance of 

Van Eeden towards psychical research in his letters to Frederic Myers. Van Eeden 

accuses Myers of mending real science and ‘mystic science’ together: “You follow 

two aims and apply two methods, who are absolutely uncongruous, hence error and 

confusion.”186 But, according to Fontijn, as years progressed this border became 

harder to guard for Van Eeden himself as well.  

In the second part of his biography on Van Eeden, Fontijn draws a straight 

line between the death of Van Eeden’s son in 1913 and Van Eeden’s ‘Hernieuwde 

Obsessie voor het Spiritisme’187. This resembles Linda Simon’s description of 

William James’ growing interest in psychical research after the death of his own son. 

It is in this period that the “devastating consequences” of Van Eeden’s interest in 

spiritualism emerges, according to Fontijn.188 More and more uncritically Van Eeden 

gets involved in séances and spiritualistic circles. To Fontijn this is a clear sign of a 

progressing form of madness, because it is obvious – for Fontijn – that the mediums 
                                           
183 To translate the titles in English: part one is called ‘Discord’ and the second part ‘Shattered Pride’. 
184 ‘Between Science and Religion’. 
185 J. Fontijn, Tweespalt: Het Leven van Frederik van Eeden tot 1901 (Amsterdam 1990) 248. 
186 Ibidem, 256. 
187 ‘Renewed Obsession for Spiritism’. 
188 J. Fontijn, Trots Verbrijzeld: Het Leven van Frederik van Eeden vanaf 1901 (Amsterdam 1996) 419. 
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Van Eeden worked with were fraudulent. 189 In 1922 Van Eeden converts to 

Catholicism and his spiritualistic interests decrease. 

In the second part of his life Van Eeden was not so much interested in 

research into spiritualistic phenomena, but more in the reality of a life after death. His 

preoccupation with spiritualism was scientific only until the death of his son in 1913, 

or so it appears. Van Eeden’s religious longings alone do not seem sufficient to 

explain his scientific interest in psychical phenomena before 1913. His ideas about 

what science should be is crucial to understand why he would want to be involved in 

psychical research in the first place. Later in his life his scientific curiosity diminished 

and his interest in spirits became more personal. This is when his religious longings 

might provide a sufficient explanation for his interest in spiritualism, but when he was 

actively interested in psychical research his scientific ideas are just as crucial to 

understand his involvement in psychical research. 

Van Eeden is an intriguing figure. Historians of the Dutch fin de siècle never 

seem to forget to refer to him. In a sense, Van Eeden’s eclectic interests seem to 

encapsulate all the preoccupations of Dutch intellectuals during the fin de siècle. Not 

only was Van Eeden interested in spiritualism and psychical research, as a psychiatrist 

he was also intrigued by psychoanalysis and he was concerned with social reform – as 

his founding of the colony ‘Walden’ nicely illustrates. In the third chapter, which will 

discuss in detail the historiography of Dutch parapsychology, Van Eeden will recur.   

 

From the standpoint of historians of psychical research there is an obvious link 

between psychical research and abnormal psychology through the exploration of the 

unconscious. Several distinguished psychologists were interested in psychical 

research, as the biographers of James, Freud, Jung and Van Eeden have shown. In the 

interpretation of the interest of these psychologists in psychical research, their 

biographers usually distinguishes a personally fascination from a public or 

professional display thereof. Nevertheless, nearly all biographers do not shy away 

from referring to the interest of psychologists in the investigation of paranormal 

phenomena. It will be demonstrated next that in overviews of the history of 

psychology the investigation of paranormal phenomena is hardly referred to – even 

                                           
189 Fontijn consulted a neuropsychologist to determine from which illness Van Eeden might have 
suffered. The neuropsychologist Frans Gilson thinks Van Eeden might have suffered from 
Binswanger’s disease. (Fontijn, Trots Verbrijzeld, 540). 



 89 

though prominent (pioneering) psychologists were actively interested or involved in 

psychical research or parapsychology.  

 

Overviews of the history of abnormal and clinical psychology 

In this subsection the representation of psychical research and parapsychology will be 

examined in recent overviews of the history of psychology – written by psychologists 

themselves. Firstly, overviews of abnormal psychology will be discussed and then the 

more general overviews of the history of psychology. 

 

Abnormal psychologists and their interest in paranormal phenomena 

In several handbooks on the history of abnormal or clinical psychology published in 

the last two decades, hardly any reference to Frederic Myers or to his idea of the 

subliminal self is to be found.190 It appears that both James and Flournoy were 

mistaken to expect that Frederic Myers would obtain for himself a firm position in the 

history of psychology. When psychical research or parapsychology are mentioned in 

these handbooks it either is intended to show how psychology tried to distance itself 

from this type of research or they are mentioned in relation to specific psychologists. 

In the discussion of James, Flournoy and McDougall is almost impossible to ignore 

their involvement in psychical research or parapsychology.  

John Reisman mentions in his A History of Clinical Psychology of 1991 “(…) 

the desperate effort to disassociate psychology from what were claimed to be 

supernatural phenomena (…)”.191 Reisman straightforwardly explains McDougall’s 

interest in psychical research and his efforts to help Rhine as sheer altruism: “(…) 

simply because they [psychical researchers] were unpopular (…) he felt they deserved 

an opportunity to be heard.”192 When Flournoy and James are discussed, their 

interests in and research of mediums is shortly mentioned. In the discussion of the 

unconscious and the subconscious, Janet and Freud are the key characters and no 

mention is made of Myers’ ideas regarding the subliminal self. It appears that, for 

                                           
190 The three handbooks used here are: J.M. Reisman, A History of Clinical Psychology (New York 
1991); T.E. Weckowicz and H.P. Liebel-Weckowicz, A history of great ideas in abnormal psychology 
(Amsterdam 1990) and A.R. Getzfeld, Essentials of Abnormal Psychology (San Francisco 2006). 
191 Reisman, Clinical Psychology, 159. 
192 Ibidem, 171. 
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Reisman, Myers’ subliminal self did not contribute to our contemporary 

understanding of the unconscious.  

 

The importance of mesmerism and hypnotism 

What all these authors do acknowledge, however, is the importance of mesmerism 

and hypnotism in the development of ideas regarding the unconscious mind and 

concerning therapeutic innovations. In Essentials of Abnormal Psychology of 2006 

Andrew Getzfeld believes that: “Breuer, following Anton Mesmer’s work, discovered 

that in some their symptoms eased or disappeared once his patients discussed their 

past with him in a safe environment without censure and while under hypnosis.”193 

And Thaddeus Weckowicz and Helen Liebel-Weckowicz state in their History of 

Great Ideas in Abnormal Psychology of 1990 after a short discussion of Flournoy’s 

research into the medium Helene Smith that: “Thus, we may conclude that the 

historical roots of the modern psycho-dynamic theories of mental illness lay in 

mesmerism and in its offspring, hypnotism.”194 

As discussed in the previous section, the development from mesmerism to 

psychotherapy is the central theme of Ellenberger’s The Discovery of the 

Unconscious. But this idea was already put forward by Janet himself, when he 

experimented with hypnotism to develop his ideas of the unconscious. Ever since 

Janet has pointed out the relevance of mesmerism for the development of 

psychotherapy, this perspective has been reiterated in many historical accounts of 

mesmerism or psychotherapy. Although the rather linear and presentistic 

representation of the development from mesmerism to modern therapeutic ideas and 

practices has endured severe criticism, it still has not lost its appeal – as the discussed 

handbooks show.195 

It is also the central thesis in From Mesmer to Freud: Magnetic Sleep and the 

Roots of Psychological Healing written in 1993 by the Canadian psychotherapist 

                                           
193 Getzfeld, Essentials, 6. 
194 Weckowicz & Liebel-Weckowicz, Abnormal Psychology, 118. This book is part of the series 
‘Advances in Psychology’, edited by the renowned Dutch psychologist Piet Vroon. 
195 For criticism on this thesis see: J. Vijselaar, De magnetische geest: het dierlijk magnetisme 1770-
1830 (Nijmegen 2001). Even though his study appeared in 2001, in 2006 the idea of a linear 
development from mesmerism to modern therapeutics is still accepted as the handbook by Getzfeld 
illustrates. 
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Adam Crabtree.196 In a rather loose and intuitive manner Crabtree claims that: 

“Psychological healing, as it is understood today, had its start with the discovery of 

magnetic sleep in 1784.”197 Crabtree claims that mesmerism and hypnosis resulted in 

a new paradigm – the alternate-consciousness paradigm – in which ideas about the 

unconscious could emerge resulting (for example) in the concept of multiple 

personality disorder. When describing the theories emerging in this new paradigm, 

Crabtree does not only discuss the ideas of Janet and Freud but also of Myers. 

Crabtree argues that “(…) Myers was the first (and arguably the only) worker to 

employ it [the new paradigm] as the foundation for a comprehensive psychological 

system that had a place for all the data of human experience, from the commonplace 

to the sublime.”198     

 

Whereas Ellenberger and Crabtree do ascribe a certain role to psychical research in 

the development from mesmerism to dynamic psychotherapy, the authors of the 

handbooks on the history of abnormal or clinical psychology hardly mention it. How 

did mesmerism – even in its, to some extent, erroneous way – end up in handbook 

histories of abnormal of clinical psychology and psychical research did not? It seems 

probable that whereas mesmerists or magnetizers claimed to be able to cure people, 

psychical researchers did claim nothing of that sort. To take Myers as example, for 

him the interplay between the subliminal and supraliminal self was not problematic – 

it was not pathological. Janet and Freud used their theories of the subconscious or 

unconscious to be able to eventually cure people. Myers had another starting point; he 

wanted to understand the occurrences of paranormal phenomena and in the end prove 

the existence of an immortal soul. This means that Myers’ ideas did not contribute to 

the evolvement of therapies or cures and therefore Myers was not credited with a 

place in the handbook history of clinical and abnormal psychology. Even though the 

abnormal and supernormal tend to overlap at the end of the 19th century, there is a 

vast difference between considering phenomena as pathological or not. Perhaps in this 

period, both pioneering clinical psychologists and psychical researches were revolting 

against science in their exploration of the unconscious. But contrary to the 
                                           
196 A similar position can also be found in the bibliography he published five years earlier on the 
subject: A. Crabtree, Animal Magnetism, Early Hypnotism, and Psychical Research, 1766-1925: an 
annotated bibliography (White Plains 1988). 
197 A. Crabtree, From Mesmer to Freud: Magnetic Sleep and the Roots of Psychological Healing (New 
Heaven 1993) VII. 
198 Ibidem, 328. 
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psychologists, psychical researchers were not interested in ‘exorcising’ the irrational – 

they wanted to capture it. 

 Thus, it can be concluded psychical research and parapsychology are awarded 

a very minor position in the history of abnormal and clinical psychology. Is this also 

the case for histories of psychology in general? 

 

Overviews of the general history of psychology 

Starting with the handbook A History of Scientific Psychology written in 1970 for 

psychology students by the American psychologist David Ballin Klein, things appear 

quite promising. Klein’s focus is upon experimental psychology – which he refers to 

as ‘scientific psychology’ – but he believes that the philosophical foundations of 

psychology are nevertheless important. To Klein experimental psychology is the ‘real’ 

psychology and it emerged out of philosophical psychology: “(…) experimental 

psychology did not involve a drastic divorce from philosophical psychology. There 

was continuity of development.”199 Even though Klein does not mention Frederic 

Myers or Joseph Banks Rhine and he does not bring up the interest of William James 

or Carl Jung in psychical research and parapsychology, he does discuss psychical 

research and parapsychology in general. Klein is not tempted to disregard the whole 

field altogether, instead he advices “(…) to suspend judgment regarding the existence 

and nature of extrasensory perception and related phenomena.”200 

 Some 25 years later it seems that psychologists had suspended their judgment 

long enough and they appear to have come to the conclusion that psychical research 

and parapsychology have not produced any noteworthy results. In the sixth edition of 

their widely used handbook A History of Modern Psychology of 1995 the American 

psychologists Duane and Sydney Schultz try to  “(…) recount the history of 

psychology in terms of its great ideas and schools of thought.” Therefore, they are 

interested “(…) in the developing sequence of ideas that has defined psychology's 

subject matter, methods, and goals.” 201 It is obvious that to the Schultzes psychical 

research and parapsychology are not relevant in this respect. 

                                           
199 D. Klein, A History of Scientific Psychology: Its Origins and Philosophical Backgrounds (New 
York/London 1970) 24. 
200 Ibidem, 184. 
201 D.P. Schultz and S.E. Schultz, A History of Modern Psychology (Orlando 1995) III. 
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 The same goes for another American psychologist, Thomas Hardy Leahey. In 

the third edition of his A History of Modern Psychology of 2001 not a single reference 

to psychical research or parapsychology is to be found. Even though he is aware of 

new historiographical developments in writing the history of a scientific discipline 

Leahey feels “(…) the greatest affinity for the traditional history of ideas” and 

throughout his handbook he will be “(…) focusing on the leading ideas in 

psychological thought and aiming to instruct the young psychologist in the use of 

reason in psychology.”202  

 

Although more than a few renowned scientists were interested or even actively 

involved in psychical research, this certainly did not make psychical research one of 

the ‘leading ideas’ in psychology. In the eyes of psychologists psychical research and 

parapsychology have always remained in the margins. Even though psychical research 

got the attention of more than a few renowned scientists at the end of the 19th century 

and throughout the 20th century, this does not necessarily mean that it has to end up in 

handbooks for students. Even though it is never stated directly it could be argued that 

because these handbooks are used to teach students ‘the use of reason’ in psychology, 

the authors believe that mentioning the research into spirits and paranormal 

phenomena could do serious harm to the presumably ‘reasonable’ character of 

psychology. Therefore, it is more surprising to see that psychical research and 

parapsychology are referred to in the handbook of 1970 than that is not mentioned at 

all in the handbooks of a later date.203 It would be interesting to try to relate this 

disappearance of psychical research and parapsychology out of psychological 

handbook to the changing cultural context in these periods. Perhaps the cultural and 

scientific climate of the 1970s was more welcoming to investigations into paranormal 

phenomena than the 1990s.   

 

Summing up the psychologists’ perspective  

The discussed biographies on James, Freud, Jung and Van Eeden have demonstrated 

how the interests of these renowned (pioneering) psychologists in psychical research 
                                           
202 T.H. Leahey, A History of Modern Psychology: Third Edition (New Jersey  2001) 29. 
203 Also in the history of psychology as written in Dutch by the lecturer in this subject Louis Boon no 
reference is made to parapsychology or psychical research. L. Boon, Geschiedenis van de Psychologie 
(Meppel 1982).   
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and parapsychology are interpreted from the standpoint of psychology. In all 

biographies a distinction is made – or is tried to be made – between the psychologists’ 

personal, private interest in paranormal phenomena and their professional, public 

display thereof.  

Whereas James was privately and publicly interested in psychical research, he 

did maintain a critical stance and he was surrounded by other renowned scientists. 

Freud was mainly privately interested in psychical research and did expose only a 

moderate professional interest in paranormal phenomena. Jung was both personally 

and professionally highly interested in paranormal phenomena. Contrary to James, 

Jung stood rather alone in the academic landscape (but not in the broader cultural 

climate) and would tend to be rather uncritically about parapsychology and 

paranormal phenomena. Van Eeden seemed to have been mainly scientifically 

interested in psychical research in the first part of his life. Resembling something of a 

‘revolt against positivism’, Van Eeden believed that natural science could not 

contribute sufficiently to the investigation of the mysteries of life. Later in his life, 

especially after the death of his son in 1913, Van Eeden’s interest in psychical 

research was more of a personal nature and he became more uncritical in his meetings 

with mediums.  

One of the most persistent interpretations of the history of psychical research 

is to situate the interests of psychical research as a quest for a substitute religion. 

Although this might parallel the beliefs and needs of psychical researchers and those 

psychologists interested in paranormal phenomena on a merely personal level, this 

interpretation is probably not sufficient to explain why psychical researchers were 

willing to pursue a scientific career in this research. The biographies of James, Freud, 

Jung and Van Eeden show that they all had a personal inclination towards psychical 

research or parapsychology and often this can be interpreted as a quest for a substitute 

religion. But some of these psychologists were more open about their interests than 

others. Their personal ideas about what constitutes science and the cultural context in 

which these psychologists had to work as scientists seems to influence whether they 

were willing to act out their interests professionally or not. Thus, a personal quest for 

a substitute religion is not enough to turn someone into a psychical researcher. Ideas 

about science and encouraging cultural or social circumstances are also contributing 

factors.      
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Whereas the biographers generally do not hesitate to refer to the inclination 

towards psychical research of important psychologists, the overviews of the history of 

psychology are less revealing. In the overviews of abnormal and clinical psychology 

psychical research is not mentioned in relevance to ideas about the unconscious, 

Perhaps this is because psychical researchers did not regard paranormal experiences 

as pathological and therefore psychical research did not result in any relevant 

directions for cures or remedies. Mesmerism, however, does emerge in these histories 

of abnormal and clinical psychology because mesmeristic practices are generally 

regarded as the first instances of psychotherapy. 

But even if the ideas of psychical researchers have not stand the test of time or 

have not turned out to be therapeutically useful, this does not automatically mean that 

it is justified to leave psychical research and parapsychology out of the histories of 

psychology altogether. The close resemblance of psychical researchers to clinical 

psychologists at the end of the 19th century in their investigations into the unconscious 

shows that the relation between parapsychology and psychology is more complex than 

what handbook histories of abnormal psychology with their easy dismissal of the 

whole discipline try to provide their audience with.  

In handbooks of the history of general psychology, psychical research and 

parapsychology are also hardly mentioned. In the 1970s the investigation of 

paranormal phenomena is shortly referred to, but in the 1990s not a single reference is 

to be found. This seems to suggest that perhaps the cultural circumstances of a certain 

period determine to what extent the demarcation between parapsychology and 

psychology is emphasized. But in general, psychical research and parapsychology are 

left out in handbooks that discuss the history of psychology for future psychologists. 

Notwithstanding the elimination of parapsychology out of the handbook 

history of psychology, psychology and parapsychology do seem to have something 

else in common besides a shared interest in the unconscious: the use of experiments in 

research. Ever since the emergence of psychical research at the end of the 19th 

century, psychical researchers and parapsychologists have tried to obtain solid results. 

In their quest for ‘facts’ and ‘proof’, researchers into the paranormal have turned more 

and more towards a controllable experimental setting. Maybe the relation between 

parapsychology and experimental psychology is just as important as the relation 

between parapsychology and abnormal psychology. This theme will be explored 

further in the final section, when outsiders’ histories of psychology will be discussed. 
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Historical accounts of psychology 

In the previous section historical overviews of psychology were discussed that are 

written by insiders, by psychologists themselves. But how was and is the history of 

psychology interpreted by historians? Is there a place for psychical research and 

parapsychology in it? And what kinds of methods do historians of psychology use that 

could also be used to study the history of parapsychology? These are the questions 

that will be tried to be answered and by answering them the relevance of the 

experimental method to both psychology and parapsychology will become more clear. 

 

Interpretations of the history of psychology 

The historiography of psychology shows a classic development and resembles largely 

the historiography of parapsychology as elaborated on in the first chapter. Until the 

1960s the history of psychology has been written by psychologists themselves. First, 

the classical internal history of psychology by Edwin Boring will be discussed, 

underlining the importance of the experimental method in psychology. Then Mitchell 

Ash’s overview of themes in the histories of psychology will be examined, alluding to 

several shared themes of psychology and parapsychology. Despite their similarities, 

psychologists have often tried to distance themselves from psychical research and 

parapsychology. Historians have paid considerable attention to this issue, but it can be 

questioned how successful psychologists have been in this attempt. 

 

Boring’s classical history 

Until the 1960s the model history of psychology had been Edwin Boring’s A History 

of Experimental Psychology, of which the first edition appeared in 1929 and the 

second edition in 1950. For Boring ‘real’ psychology took place in laboratories. 

Experimental psychology was superior to its competitors such as abnormal, 

educational and philosophical psychology. In the end, all psychological research had 

to contribute to the production of solid facts. The only valid psychology is “(…) the 

psychology of the generalized, human, normal, adult mind as revealed in the 

psychological laboratory.”204 

                                           
204 E.G. Boring, A History of Experimental Psychology (Michigan 1929) X. 
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Boring does not mention psychical research in any way throughout his 

historical overview. However, as Mauskopf and McVaugh have demonstrated, Boring 

was not as opposed towards psychical research as one would maybe be inclined to 

think. As long as psychical researchers took the experimental route in investigating 

paranormal phenomena, Boring would be prepared to examine the results.205 Boring 

was more critical about the statistical methods used by psychical researchers and 

parapsychologists than he was about the objects and phenomena they chose to 

investigate.  

Boring was very critical of the use of statistics. Not only when it came to 

psychical research, but also regarding ‘mainstream’ experimental psychology. In his 

paper ‘Statistical Frequencies as Dynamic Equilibria’ of 1941, Boring uses Rhine’s 

researches as an example of the erroneous use of statistics: “The barrenness of recent 

research on extrasensory perception has thus been due, I think, to the failure of Rhine 

and his associates to become interested in the nature of shuffling [of cards].”206 

According to Boring, parapsychologists take something just as mysterious as 

extrasensory perception – chance – to be the foundation of their research method. And 

perhaps the shuffling of the cards was performed poorly and was not purely chance-

related at all.  

 

Thus the fact that no solid results are produced in parapsychology is not necessarily 

due to the non-existence of the phenomena but might be ascribed to the wrong use of 

statistical methods, according to Boring. Even though he does not discuss psychical 

research or parapsychology directly in his overview of experimental psychology, 

Boring himself was willing to examine the results of the investigation into paranormal 

phenomena as long as the research followed the rules of the experimental method. 

 

Ash and the common threads in the history of psychology 

Boring’s A History of Experimental Psychology has reigned as the history of 

psychology until the 1960s when – under a Kuhnian influence – the Whiggish 

                                           
205 As Mauskopf and McVaugh show, Boring was interested in the results of a rather sophisticated 
experiment into telepathy involving (regular) card guessing undertaken by McDougall’s graduate 
student George H. Estabrooks at Harvard in 1925. Boring even tried to help Estabrooks with getting his 
article of the experiment published in a regular psychological journal. Boring withdrew from this once 
Estabrooks decided to publish his article in the bulletin of the Boston Society for Psychical Research. 
(Source: Mauskopf & McVaugh, The Elusive Science, 67-69.) 
206 E.G. Boring, History, Psychology, and Science: Selected Papers (New York/London 1963) 239. 
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interpretation of the history of psychology as solely an experimental one was severely 

criticised. In 1965 the Journal of the History of Behavioural Sciences and the first 

truly historical studies into the subject appeared.207 Subfields as social psychology 

and, more extensively, the psychology of intelligence and individual differences 

became subjects for historical analysis. 208 

The Austrian professor in history Mitchell G. Ash gives in the 2002 volume 

The Modern Social Sciences an overview of “(…) a broad shift in the historiography 

of psychology over the past twenty years, from the achievements of important figures 

and the history of psychological systems and theories to the social and cultural 

relations of psychological thought and practice.”209 Ash distinguishes three common 

threads in the historiography of psychology from the 1980s until most recent times. 

 The first common thread, according to Ash, is that the efforts of psychologists 

“(…) to establish scientific and professional autonomy have never completely 

succeeded.” The second common thread in the historical literature on psychology is 

that “(…) psychology as a science and that of the psychological profession are 

inseparable.” And the final common thread identified by Ash is: “(…) the contents of 

both the discipline and the profession have varied according to particular social and 

cultural circumstances (…).”210  

In relating these common threads to the field of parapsychology, it seems that 

two of them are applicable to the history of parapsychology as well. It should be noted 

however that for parapsychology the interplay between science and profession has not 

been as important as for psychology. To a far lesser extent parapsychologists have 

tried to make a professional practice out of parapsychology – parapsychologists have 

been concerned chiefly with the scientific investigation of paranormal phenomena. 

But, just as psychologists, parapsychologists have never completely succeeded in 

gaining scientific autonomy. Parapsychology has encountered perhaps even more 

difficulties in gaining scientific autonomy and has met more problems in their 

struggle for scientific acceptance, but to a certain degree the fields of psychology and 

                                           
207 R.M. Young, ‘Scholarship and the History of the Behavioural Sciences’, History of Science (1966) 
1-51. 
208 The latter is a subfield of psychology that is the most extensively and polemically studied. See e.g. 
S.J. Gould, The Mismeasure of Man (New York 1981); M.M. Sokal, Psychological Testing and 
American Society 1890-1930 (New Brunswick 1987); and more recently; J. Carson, The Measure of 
Merit: Talents, Intelligence and Inequality in the French and American Republics 1750-1914 (New 
Jersey 2007). 
209 T. Porter and D. Ross (eds.), The Modern Social Science (Cambridge 2002) 251. 
210 Ibidem, 252. 
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parapsychology had to deal with similar issues. Secondly, just as within psychology 

the research subjects of parapsychology have varied in accordance to particular social 

and cultural circumstances – again, maybe even more straightforwardly so in the field 

of parapsychology than in the field of psychology. As Luckhurst has pointed out 

rightly, the object of parapsychology has changed from mediums to telepathy to ESP 

to Ganzfeld to exceptional human experiences. Probably these profound alterations of 

the research subject within parapsychology can only be properly understood by 

situating the internal developments in the appropriate scientific and cultural context.  

 But there is a third resemblance between parapsychology and psychology that 

is explicitly mentioned by Ash. He sums up several common features of the ‘new’ 

psychology emerging at the end of the 19th century, such as the quest for objectivity 

and physiological analogies. A third common characteristic of the new psychology 

and parapsychology is the emphasis upon experiments. Ash states that “(…) 

laboratory psychologists shared it [the experimental method] with a rather different 

research community, the spiritualists and psychical researchers.”211 This seems to 

suggest that psychology and parapsychology are not only connected through abnormal 

psychology, but also by experimental psychology.  

 

Thus, it is possible to distinguish several common themes in the history of both 

psychology and parapsychology: a struggle for scientific autonomy, the influence of 

social and cultural circumstances upon the content of the discipline and an emphasis 

upon the experimental method. However, the ‘new’ psychologists at the end of the 

19th and beginning of the 20th century tried to distance themselves from psychical 

researchers. They did so by upholding a more restrictive experimental approach that 

included solely those topics “(…) that could be addressed by the natural scientific 

methods and apparatus then available.”212 Psychologists claimed that the paranormal 

could not be investigated by these methods and that psychical research was therefore 

not a legitimate branch of science. Several historians of psychology discuss this 

demarcation between psychology and psychical research as well – such as Marilyn 

Marshall, Deborah J. Coon and Douwe Draaisma. 
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Demarcating psychology from psychical research 

Fechner specialist Marilyn Marshall deals in the volume Wundt Studies with Wundt’s 

struggle with psychical research in her ‘Wundt, Spiritism and the Assumptions of 

Science’. In this article Marshall shows how Wundt – in a discussion about the 

automatic writer Henry Slade – discredits the ‘facts’ produced by psychical research. 

Wundt claims that spiritualism could lead to a prominence of subjective 'facts', 

whereas he himself aimed to found a scientific psychology on “the objective facts of 

immediate experience”.213 According to Wundt scientific facts can only be established 

on trustworthiness and authority. Spiritualism and psychical research lacked both. 

The historian Deborah J. Coon in her article ‘Testing the Limits of Sense and 

Science’ straightforwardly argues that “(…) psychologists used their battles with 

spiritualists to legitimize psychology as a science and create a new role for themselves 

as guardians of the scientific worldview.”214 Coon addresses specifically the 

American setting between 1880 en 1920. Psychology found psychical research in its 

territory, where it even used the same terms such as ‘psychological’ or ‘experimental’ 

to refer to research into paranormal phenomena.215 In order to obtain scientific 

credibility, she claims, psychology had to eliminate psychical research from its 

domain through the demonstration of its own methodological superiority.  

 The Dutch professor in the history of psychology, Douwe Draaisma, follows a 

similar line of argument in his work. As was stated previously, Draaisma has written 

extensively about the pioneering Dutch psychologist Gerard Heymans without 

neglecting his profound interest in psychical research and parapsychology. In the 

volume Een laboratorium voor de ziel: Gerard Heymans en het begin van de 

experimentele psychologie216, Draaisma has written an article called ‘De Witte Kraai 

van Heymans’.217 In it Draaisma deals extensively with Heymans’ experiments in 

telepathy in 1920 and the discussions about the results, which was even the centre of a 

                                           
213 W.G. Bringmann and R.D. Tweney (eds.), Wundt Studies (Toronto 1980) 166/167. 
214 D.J. Coon, ‘Testing the Limits of Sense and Science: American Experimental Psychologists Combat 
Spiritualism, 1880-1920’, American Psychologist  47 (1992) 143-151: 143. 
215 For the double uses of the terms ‘experimental’, ‘psychological’ and ‘psychical’ see: Coon, Testing 
the Limits, 145 and: Porter & Ross, Modern Social Sciences, 261. At the end of the 19th century these 
terms often referred to both psychology and psychical research. 
216 ‘A laboratory for the soul: Gerard Heymans and the beginning of experimental psychology’. 
217 ‘The white crow of Heymans’. The title is a reference to William James. 
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polemic between sceptics and parapsychologists as late as the 1980s.218 Draaisma 

replicated the experiment himself in 1979, with negative result.  

Draaisma interprets parapsychology as a marginal activity throughout its 

history. One notable exception, however, has been the formative years of psychology. 

Draaisma states that Heymans shared his interest in telepathy, spiritualism and 

psychical research with other noteworthy pioneering psychologists such as Gustav 

Fechner (1801-1887), Alfred Binet (1857-1911), Pierre Janet, Francis Galton (1822-

1911) and William James. According to Draaisma, shortly after this period 

parapsychology has been manoeuvred into the margins of science which it never has 

succeeded to surpass ever since. With all his capacities, Heymans, similar other 

renowned psychologists of this period, has tried to spare parapsychology this 

unfortunate fate.219 

 In his De Geest in Getal published in 1988 Draaisma provides short 

biographies of Galton, Fechner, Wundt, James, Binet and Heymans.220 All these 

pioneer psychologists have immersed themselves in one way or another in research of 

paranormal phenomena or, in the case of Wundt, have tried to oppose this research. 

Not surprisingly Draaisma has devoted the concluding chapter of this study to the 

relation of psychology with spiritualism. In this chapter Draaisma argues that 

psychologists “have argued over the heads of mediums about the foundations of 

psychology”221 at the end of the 19th century.  

 Here Draaisma situates James and Wundt opposite of each other. James tried 

to include psychical research into the domain of psychology by referring to its clinical 

connection. Wundt, however, wanted to exclude psychical research by demonstrating 

that the experimental method was just not as applicable to paranormal phenomena as 

it was to other research subjects. With mediums it was difficult to determine whether 

he or she was the testee or the experimenter, since it was impossible to truly control 

all the experimental circumstances. Draaisma claims that since the Wundtian 

interpretation of experimental psychology has been the most prominent in 

psychology, therefore parapsychology became a marginalized science. Especially, 
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since psychology needed to distance itself from suspicious researches into paranormal 

phenomena in order to gain scientific acceptance itself.  

 

Draaisma’s writings on the interest of Heymans in telepathy and the interest of 

psychologists in psychical research in general are highly valuable. Draaisma has 

pointed out correctly the helpful correspondence between psychical research and 

clinical or abnormal psychology and the more problematic similarity through the 

experimental method. However, the relation between parapsychology and psychology 

is more complicated than Draaisma has presented it. Parapsychology was not as 

straightforwardly marginalized by psychology as it appears in Draaisma’s depiction of 

its history. In the Netherlands, parapsychology succeeded in gaining academic ground 

from the 1930s onward. Furthermore, parapsychologists have explored the 

experimental approach in studying paranormal phenomena which eventually led to a – 

more or less – acceptance of its method by psychologists in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Even though parapsychology might have been a marginal science by numbers in the 

20th century, the scientific marginality of its research object, subject and method has 

been a fluctuating one throughout the 20th century. It could also be questioned to what 

extend psychology has succeeded in demarcating itself from psychical research and 

parapsychology in other countries, such as Germany and the United States about 

which the historians Marshall and Coon have written.  

 Thus perhaps the demarcation of psychology from psychical research and 

parapsychology has not entirely succeeded and both scientific disciplines have more 

in common than that they are different. It was demonstrated that psychology and 

psychical research did not only share an emphasis on the experimental method, but 

also a difficult struggle for scientific autonomy. The malleability to social and cultural 

factors is something the histories of psychology and parapsychology also seem to 

have had in common. Which methods do historians of psychology employ to 

investigate this? The methods of these studies might be applicable to an investigation 

of the history of parapsychology as well.  

 

Methods for the investigation of the history of psychology 

Since this thesis is aimed at the development of suggestions to study the history of 

parapsychology in the Netherlands, the studies that will be discussed next are almost 
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exclusively focused on the history of Dutch psychology. In the Netherlands the 

history of psychology is a somewhat marginalized field of study itself. At the 

university of Groningen, where Draaisma is extraordinary professor in the history of 

psychology, a small nucleus of scholars specialized in the subject is to be found. 

Because of their methodological relevance, two studies of scholars from the 

University of Groningen will be discussed. But before these studies are discussed, 

first a very important international historical investigation of psychology will be 

examined in detail.  

 

Danziger and the social construction of psychological knowledge 

There is one international publication that cannot be left unattended when discussing 

the cultural and social aspects of psychological investigation. The in 1990 published 

study Constructing the Subject by the social psychologist Kurt Danziger is perhaps 

the most innovative study that has appeared in the historiography of psychology. 

Using insights from the field of the sociology of science, Danziger analyses the – 

hitherto overlooked – profound social construction of psychological research and, 

therefore, of psychological knowledge. Danziger investigates the formative years of 

the scientific discipline of psychology in several western countries, from the end of 

the 19th century until the beginning of World War II. Although his analysis sometimes 

lacks clarity, it is a praiseworthy and authoritative study of which several points are 

valid for investigations of the history of parapsychology.  

First of all, the method used by Danziger to investigate the changing research 

practices in psychology is highly valuable. He grounds his analysis on a careful 

examination of “published research reports in recognized scientific journals”.222 These 

research reports provide information about what was perceived as ‘data’, how these 

data were produced and how it was thought that the results should be published. 

Through the examination of research reports in intervals of several years, a “pattern of 

variation” appears.223 This method is also of value for the history of parapsychology, 

since research practices, subjects and objects have changed severely during its history. 

By closely examining the research reports of psychical research and parapsychology it 
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can be established when these changes occurred precisely and what constituted them 

by situating them in the appropriate social and cultural contexts. 

The main thesis of Danziger’s Constructing the Subject is that within 

psychology: “Concern with questions of methodological orthodoxy often takes the 

place of concern about theoretical orthodoxy when research or its results are discussed 

and evaluated.”224 Danziger calls this ‘methodolatry’. To obtain scientific credibility, 

psychologists turned to quantification. Since the human mind did not lend itself 

automatically for quantification, psychologists were forced to construct categories to 

lay upon it. Danziger rightly claims that these categories are essentially and 

necessarily socially constructed. Quantification of research into psychological 

categories was further established by statistics. Danziger argues: “Individuals were 

now characterized not by anything actually observed to be going on in their minds or 

organisms but by their deviation from the statistical norm established for the 

population with which they had been aggregated.”225 

Danziger’s central point is relevant to the history of parapsychology, because 

parapsychology has been just as much preoccupied with method, quantification and 

statistics as psychology. Maybe even more so, since it was difficult for 

parapsychologists to obtain solid evidence and turned to quantification to try to find 

more conclusive results. And perhaps parapsychological subjects are even more 

socially constructed than the research subjects of psychology since paranormal 

phenomena are so evasive – to say the least. Furthermore, parapsychology possibly 

had to fight harder for scientific acceptance than psychology which made 

parapsychologists very aware of their own methodological uses. In order to withstand 

severe criticisms, parapsychologists tried to make sure that their method was very 

robust. At times, this could turn parapsychologists into fiercer ‘methodolaters’ than 

psychologists themselves. 

The similar ways in which psychology and parapsychology tried to gain 

scientific respect, could very well be a running theme in an analysis of the history of 

parapsychology. This comparison between psychology and parapsychology is also 

noticed by Danziger in his single statement about parapsychology: “There is nothing 

more inimical to a field’s success as a source of valued knowledge than the suspicion 

that it is able to supply no more than a duplication of what ‘everyone’ knows anyway 
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or, worse, a reinforcement of popular superstitions. The ‘soft’ areas of psychology and 

parapsychology have always had to contend this problem.”226  

 

In his investigation of the history of psychology, Danziger stresses the emphasis upon 

the experimental and statistical method within the discipline. This is something which 

might be applicable to the history of parapsychology as well. Danziger has analysed 

the history of psychology through research reports, this is a highly valuable method to 

investigate the scientific development of a field and could be very beneficial to 

approach the history of parapsychology as well. 

 

Dehue and the changing rules of Dutch psychology 

Trudy Dehue, nowadays professor in theory and history of psychology at the 

University Groningen, raises in her dissertation De Regels van het Vak: Nederlandse 

Psychologen en hun Methodologie 1900-1985 of 1990  the valid question how to 

interpret the changing perception of scientific rules in psychology. The ideas about 

what constitutes valid scientific research have altered during the 20th century within 

Dutch psychology. Dehue claims that methodology is exceedingly important for 

psychology not only because the discipline wanted to resemble the natural sciences as 

much as possible, but also because psychologists had a social role to fulfil and 

because a sound methodology would give psychology its rationale.227 In four 

chronological case studies – on graphology, phenomenology, clinical psychology and 

the importance of prediction – Dehue investigates the changing methodology of 

psychology by placing them in a social context.    

 Dehue’s study is a very interesting one and gives some excellent clues on how 

to analyse the history of parapsychology. Several of the case studies are fields of 

investigation that operated mostly in the margins of psychology, but were accepted at 

certain points. Graphology, for example, was an accepted means to psychologically 

evaluate prospective employees until the 1950s, but afterwards it rapidly lost its 

scientific ground. Dehue convincingly shows that graphology was congruent with the 

practices concerning career counselling and employee selection. Due to the growing 

professionalization there was a growing demand of such counselling and selection 
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practices. Until the 1950s these practices had the character of guidance by a spiritual 

mentor, much like a minister, and graphology would be accepted in this context. 

However, by the 1950s the number of educated people had grown and in combination 

with other social factors the necessity grew to demarcate the practices of counsellors 

and selectors from the general public. Graphology could no longer be maintained in 

this context. Parapsychology has never succeeded in obtaining a social or practical 

role, however the example of graphology explains how the changing position of 

parapsychology as a marginal science can be clarified in a social and cultural context.  

Dehue follows the same procedure in her discussion of phenomenology. 

Phenomenology was an accepted psychological direction at universities in the 1950s – 

especially at Utrecht University – but in the 1960s it had to endure harsh criticisms. 

Dehue argues that phenomenology was intertwined with (personalist) socialism and 

herein universities were thought of as institutes that should educate scholars into 

directing citizens. Utrecht University could apparently relate to this conception and 

within this context phenomenology could end up in the centre of academic 

psychology at this university.   

 

Although Dehue’s explanation of social factors that contributed or harmed the 

academic acceptation of ‘marginal sciences’ is inspiring, it can be questioned how 

much is truly explained by it. At times Dehue’s references to social circumstances is 

rather opaque, for example when she straightforwardly refers to ‘the welfare state’ or 

‘the pillarization’ as explanations. Nevertheless, her study of the changing 

methodologies of 20th century of Dutch psychology is praiseworthy and provides a 

useful framework to study the history of parapsychology in its social and cultural 

context. Also the way she deals in her dissertation with case studies is something to 

bear in mind. It might very well be that this is an appropriate way to analyse the 

history of parapsychology as well. In the next chapter, it will be shown that there are 

several specific periods in the history of Dutch parapsychology that are especially 

worth focusing on and they might turn out to be excellent case studies to found an 

analysis on. 
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Derksen and the rhetoric of demarcation of Dutch psychology 

A final study worth mentioning, also written at the University of Groningen, is 

Maarten Derksen’s dissertation Wij psychologen: Retorica en Demarcatie in de 

Geschiedenis van de Nederlandse Psychologie of 1997. Derksen provides a case study 

of the concepts related to the term ‘boundary-work’ as developed by the sociologist 

Thomas Gieryn. This boundary-work refers to the socially constructed creation of 

division between different fields of knowledge.228 The central problem for 

psychologists, according to Derksen, is that they have to demarcate between 

psychological knowledge and common sense knowledge, but in doing this 

psychologists have to use common sense concepts. What rhetoric do psychologists 

use in this context? Derksen attempts to answer this question by – just as Dehue – 

concentrating on case studies. In discussing Gerard Heymans, psychotechnology and 

Johannes Linschoten (1924-1964) (an influential Dutch psychologist who argued for a 

psychological method derived from natural science), Derksen discusses the work of 

demarcation that can be identified in these three cases. Through analyses of 

publications that specifically deal with the demarcation of psychology – such as 

inaugural lectures or books on methodology – Derksen is looking for ‘common 

places’ that psychologists used to argue for psychology as an independent scientific 

discipline. Following Gieryn, Derksen claims that it takes work to demarcate a 

scientific discipline and the boundaries of a scientific discipline do work themselves 

as well. This work is characterized by a necessity to demarcate on one hand and by 

need to form alliances on the other. Derksen claims that a new field of scientific 

investigation needs to prove that it produces unique and relevant knowledge, while at 

the same time the ‘new’ scientists have to legitimize this isolation and keep the 

boundaries open for collaboration. Several tools can be used to achieve this. Derksen 

focuses on the use of language as ‘common places’. These are rhetoric concepts that 

demarcate psychology as a scientific discipline while at the same time maintaining a 

connection with the general public.229 

 Derksen identifies two common places used in psychologists’ rhetoric for 

demarcation. These are: ‘common sense’ and ‘confusion’. Psychologists argue that 
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they share with the general public an interest in the “psychological essence”. But, 

psychologists have transferred psychological research into a systematized form of 

knowledge in order to transcend the delusions that can be a result of common sense 

psychology. Psychologists claim that is necessary to have a scientific discipline of 

psychology by referring to another common place: confusion. The utter chaos of daily 

life needs to be systematically analysed. This can only be done by a serious, scientific 

discipline of psychology. In this sense, psychologists treat common sense psychology 

as a form of pseudo-psychology.  

 

Even though Derksen’s study seems to lack to a certain extent a sound historical 

analysis, his interpretation of demarcation rhetoric points out several relevant issues 

for investigating the history parapsychology. Parapsychology has attempted 

throughout its history to gain academic acceptance. Did parapsychologists argue for a 

separate scientific discipline? Or did they want to be incorporated by psychology or 

other fields of science? To what extent did parapsychologists demarcate themselves 

from ‘common sense parapsychologists’?  What common places did they use? And 

what rhetoric was used in discussions between psychologists and parapsychologists?  

Useful sources to investigate the rhetoric of parapsychology can be found in 

the plentiful utterances in the popular media. Parapsychologists have sought, 

throughout their history, public attention to argue for the rationale of their discipline. 

And perhaps the general public was sometimes less hostile towards their research 

programme than the scientific community. The rhetoric used in these cases is well 

worth investigating and could provide valuable insight in the marginal position of 

parapsychology as a scientific discipline and its relation towards psychology. 

 

Summing up the historical accounts of psychology 

It can be argued that psychology and parapsychology share an emphasis on the 

experimental method in their histories. This is exemplified firstly by Edwin Boring 

who has written the reigning history on psychology for over many decades. Although 

he does not refer directly to psychical research and parapsychology in his A History of 

Experimental Psychology, Boring did not object to research into paranormal 

phenomena as such. As long as the investigations were methodologically rigid, he was 

prepared to consider the results.      
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Ash has pointed out explicitly that psychologists working in laboratories at the 

end of the 19th century, shared their experimental methods with psychical researchers. 

Furthermore, Ash’s work seems to demonstrate that parapsychology and psychology 

have a struggle for scientific acceptance and malleability to social or cultural 

influences in common. The struggle for scientific acceptance might explain why 

psychologists were aiming to distance themselves from the dubious research into 

paranormal phenomena by psychical researchers. 

 This is how the historians Marshall, Coon and Draaisma interpret the relation 

between the ‘new’ psychology and psychical research at the end of the 19th century. 

Psychologists aimed to show that mediums or paranormal phenomena were not suited 

for experimental investigation. In this way, these new psychologists could shield the 

experimental method from dubious research into the spiritual realm and try to gain 

scientific acceptance. But it can be questioned to what extent psychologists have 

succeeded at this. 

 Because of the alleged similarities between psychology and parapsychology it 

is possible to look for relevant methods to study the history of psychology that could 

also be employed for the history of parapsychology. Danziger, in his interesting 

emphasis upon the methodolatry of psychology, has used the research reports of 

psychology to investigate the scientific developments. Dehue has investigated some 

interesting case studies in the history of Dutch psychology to expose the social and 

cultural circumstances that have influenced the discipline. And, lastly, Derksen has 

emphasized yet another important characteristic of the history of psychology and 

perhaps of parapsychology: the use rhetoric to gain scientific acceptance. 

 

 

Conclusions: proceeding to a new history 

This chapter has dealt with a diverse range of subjects concerning the relation 

between parapsychology and psychology. It started with the finding that in the 

histories concerning psychical research, usually parapsychology and psychology were 

linked through abnormal psychology. This has been argued by historians through 

referring to Myers’ idea of the subliminal self and illustrating how his concept 

corresponds with ideas regarding the unconsciousness of several famous 

psychologists. Hughes has demonstrated and Ellenberger has underlined that the 
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exploration of the unconscious was one of the most crucial aspects of the fin de siècle 

culture. This exploration was directly related to a revolt against positivism, according 

to Hughes. Whereas Hughes does not address psychicalers research directly, 

Ellenberger awards them a crucial role in the discovery of the unconscious. Thus it 

can be concluded that both psychical researchers and pioneering clinical psychologists 

as James, Freud, Jung and Van Eeden were concerned with a similar issue – the 

unconscious and the boundaries thereof. 

Next, the biographies of these famous psychologists were discussed to 

examine how from the perspective of psychology their relation towards psychical 

research was interpreted. It was shown that the interplay between personal ideas and 

scientific convictions in a specific cultural context determines whether these 

psychologists would be open about their interests in paranormal phenomena, or not. It 

was argued that to interpret their interest into psychical research and parapsychology 

as purely a quest for a substitute religion is not a sufficient explanation.  

In consulting several handbooks of the history of psychology it appeared that 

Myers was not awarded with the important position in the history of psychology as 

James and Flournoy had thought. Psychical research and parapsychology are awarded 

a marginal position in these handbooks. Even though mesmerism did end up in the 

handbook histories of abnormal psychology, this can not be said of psychical research 

and parapsychology. It could be argued that this is related to the non-pathological 

character of psychical research and because psychology wants to dissociate itself from 

contested research of the paranormal in order to maintain scientific respect. However, 

it is argued that these preface histories might hint at another link between 

parapsychology and psychology: the experimental method.  

It was shown that Boring, the author of the most authoritative history of 

psychology of the first half of the 20th century, was not opposed to psychical research 

and parapsychology as such. As long as they employed the experimental method, he 

was prepared to examine the results. The relevance of the experimental method to 

both psychology and parapsychology is further elaborated on by the historian Ash. 

Besides their struggle for scientific autonomy and their malleability towards social 

and cultural factors, parapsychology and psychology shared (especially at the end of 

the 19th century) a preference for experiments. It is shown that historians of 

psychology have mainly focused on the attempts of psychology to eliminate 

parapsychology from its experimental territory. Draaisma has argued, for example, 
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that psychologists demarcated their science from spiritualism over the heads of 

mediums at the end of the 19th century. Draaisma claims that parapsychology was 

doomed to remain in the margins of science ever since. It is argued here that this 

representation of the history of parapsychology is too simple. In the 20th century 

parapsychology has emerged from the margins of science several times and the 

demarcation of psychology on the expense of parapsychology could not prevent 

parapsychology from obtaining academic ground in the Netherlands.     

Danziger’s Constructing the Subject is discussed as a study that presents a 

highly useful methodology for investigation of the history of parapsychology. By 

studying research reports Danziger has demonstrated how social and cultural factors 

have influenced psychological research. Especially since parapsychologists, maybe 

even more so than psychologists, have always attempted throughout its history to 

make their research as methodologically sound as possible and because their research 

subject – paranormal phenomena – are possibly very much socially constructed, 

Danziger’s method seems to be a valuable one. On the basis of parapsychological 

research reports a profound analysis could be made of the change of the research 

subject – for example from telepathy to ESP and from Ganzfeld to PSI. 

 Lastly, two studies of the history of Dutch psychology are discussed that 

provide helpful tools to investigate the history of Dutch parapsychology. Dehue gives 

a nice example of how by using case studies changing methodologies of a scientific 

discipline can be situated in their cultural context and Derksen shows how the rhetoric 

surrounding scientific demarcation can be approached. 

 When studying the history of parapsychology in the context of psychology an 

analysis should firstly try to focus on the changing (experimental) method by situating 

these developments in the appropriate social and cultural circumstances. Secondly, the 

struggle for scientific autonomy should be studied by analysing the rhetoric used by 

parapsychologists and psychologists to demarcate their own scientific discipline. But 

before a specific method for analysing the history of Dutch parapsychology can be 

thought through, it is necessary to turn to the secondary literature of this history. What 

has been written specifically about Dutch parapsychology thus far and which defining 

moments can be identified in its history? 
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Chapter Three 

The Dutch Situation 

 

“During the second half of the eighteenth century educated classes in the Netherlands were already well acquainted 

with the possibility of the existence of paranormal phenomena and interesting and sometimes even heated 

discussions can be noted in the literature of the time pro and con the reality of these phenomena and their bearing 

on the generally accepted philosophical and religious view of life (…)” 

 

(G. Zorab in: Dingwall, E.J. (ed.), Abnormal Hypnotic Phenomena, Volume II (Churchill 1967) 51) 

 

 

  

In 1967 the Dutch parapsychologist George Zorab has written an overview of 

‘abnormal hypnotic phenomena’ in Belgium and the Netherlands during the 19th 

century, for the series of the same name edited by Eric J. Dingwall. It might perhaps 

be surprising that the down-to-earth Dutch were involved in hypnotism and the 

production of inexplicable phenomena in the 19th century, but Zorab has produced a 

considerable list of the occurrences of such phenomena during this period and 

thereafter. 

 This chapter will sketch the development of the scientific investigation of 

paranormal phenomena in the Netherlands as it has been discussed in several 

historical accounts. Only a few historical overviews of Dutch parapsychology have 

been written, therefore in this chapter also those historical accounts of the Dutch fin 

de siècle in general and of spiritualism in particular will be closely examined. 

 The relevance of the fin de siècle for the history of Dutch parapsychology can 

be found in the fact that this period served as the breeding ground for parapsychology. 

It is in this period one of the most important ancestors of psychical research and 

parapsychology emerges – spiritualism. In the first section of this chapter the 

historical interpretations of the Dutch fin de siècle will be discussed, suggesting a 

complex intertwinement between all kinds of (quasi-)religious movements – amongst 

them spiritualism – at the end of the 19th century. 

 In the second section of this chapter, historical accounts of Dutch spiritualism 

will be examined. It will be demonstrated that the relation between spiritualism and 
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animal magnetism and between spiritualism and theosophy are important aspects of 

these historical accounts. Interestingly, the Dutch East-Indies figure quite prominently 

in these histories of Dutch spiritualism. But most important for a history of 

parapsychology, is an emphasis upon the scientific aspects of spiritualism. The second 

section would not be complete without discussing the scientific aspirations of Dutch 

spiritualism. 

 The third section, finally, will examine the historical overviews of Dutch 

parapsychology. It is especially this third section that will provide a short but 

informative overview of important events in the history of Dutch parapsychology. 

 The chapter will conclude with the pointing out of important themes and 

aspects for an investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology. After this has 

been done, it is time to combine the findings of the previous chapters in multiple 

suggestions on how to investigate the history of Dutch parapsychology – this is what 

will happen in the fourth and final chapter. 

 

 

The Dutch fin de siècle  

As has become increasingly clear in this thesis, one of the most important ancestors of 

parapsychology is spiritualism. Spiritualism emerged in the 19th century and is very 

much part of the ‘fin de siècle’. Writings about the history of Dutch spiritualism and 

parapsychology are rather scarce. However, historians have discussed the Dutch fin de 

siècle quite extensively in the last couple of decades. And since spiritualism is 

representative of the fin de siècle, first the historical analyses of the Dutch fin de 

siècle will be examined before the historical interpretation of Dutch spiritualism will 

be discussed.    

 Interpretations of the Dutch fin de siècle revolve around the analysis the Dutch 

historian Jan Romein has made of this period in the 1960s. His interpretation will be 

discussed first before several reactions to his opinions by cultural historians are 

referred to. 
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Crisis or synthesis? 

The core of discussions about the interpretation of the Dutch fin de siècle is Jan 

Romein’s very influential Op het Breukvlak van Twee Eeuwen230 published in 1967. 

In two volumes Romein discusses 42 fields that exemplify the abrupt changes that 

took place at the turn of the 19th century, from alternations in society to 

transformations regarding science and religion. According to Romein, the end of the 

19th century is a period where life in all its facets changed dramatically. Romein does 

not focus exclusively on the Netherlands at the end of the 19th century, but his 

monumental work has substantially influenced those scholars concerned with the 

Dutch fin de siècle. 

 Particularly important for a subject as parapsychology has been Romein’s 

chapter on the eclectic group of ‘petites religions’ which emerged during the fin de 

siècle.231 In the chapter tentatively called ‘A hundred and one prophets’ Romein 

equates spiritualism and theosophy with, amongst others, homeopathy, vegetarianism, 

pacifism, anti-vivisectionism and with an admiration of Tolstoy.232 Following a 

Marxist interpretation Romein believes that these ‘small faiths’ expressed the bad 

consciousness of the higher class. Because of the social problems of that period, this 

dominant class was no longer convinced of the legitimacy of its dominion. Yet its 

power was still unthreatened and this made it possible for the members of the upper 

class to safely acknowledge their own shortcomings.233 According to Romein, the 

peace and prosperity before 1914 made it possible to lose oneself in “idealistic 

extravagances”.234 The ‘petites religions’ were defined – Romein believes – by the 

desire to upgrade man and humanity, to eliminate the ‘lower’ (the evil) and to 

establish common brotherhood. That Romein takes the ancestors of parapsychology to 

be part of these movements is shown by his statement that during this period the 

number of treatises on what later came to be known as ‘parapsychology’ are 

countless.235 It is obvious from his chapter that Romein is not quite sure what to make 

                                           
230 In 1978 Romein’s monumental work was translated with the title: The Watershed of Two Eras. 
231 As mentioned in: A. Kluveld, Reis door de Hel der Onschuldigen: De Expressieve Politiek van de 
Nederlandse Anti-vivisectionisten, 1890-1940  (Amsterdam 2000) 17 n. 2. Romein did not come up 
with concept of ‘petites religions’ himself, he derived it from Jules Bois Les Petites Religions de Paris 
(1894). Romein states this himself in: J. Romein, Op het Breukvlak van Twee Eeuwen (Leiden 1967) 
220. 
232 Romein, Breukvlak, 225. 
233 Ibidem, 228. 
234 Ibidem, 219. 
235 Ibidem, 219. 
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of these numerous and diverse small movements. They mainly seem to annoy him 

when he states that this intangible yet ubiquitous idealism tends to be “pathological” 

and “inhumane”.236 This is where Romein recognizes a link between these small faiths 

and Adolf Hitler’s Nazism.237  

 It is interesting to see that Romein takes the fin de siècle as a breaking point, 

as a time of crisis. But, at the same time, he connects the emergence of the diverse 

group of small faiths to the peaceful and prosperous circumstances at the end of the 

19th century. The historian Ernst Heinrich Kossmann, on the other hand, is of the 

opinion in his De Lage Landen 1780/1980 – published in 1986 – that in the fin de 

siècle authors, scientists and religious people were looking for a synthesis.238  

Kossmann does not directly refer to spiritualism, theosophy, anti-vivisectionism or 

vegetarianism, instead he mentions Marxism, spinozism, neothomism, psychic 

monism, Hegelianism, anarchism and symbolism as several of the most prominent 

(philosophical) movements of this period.  

Contrary to Romein, Kossmann does not think people wanted a synthesis to 

escape crisis. In a period were the economic circumstances were excellent, Kossmann 

does not recognize many factors contributing to insecurity. He defines the Dutch fin 

de siècle as an optimistic, alive and constructive period.239 The different ways in 

which Dutch people at the end of the 19th century shaped their syntheses should be 

interpreted as passing trends, Kossmann believes. They are no signs of a crisis or of a 

profound fracture; they exemplify the confident manners in which people would 

enthusiastically express their ideas of synthesis. These experimental ideas were 

temporarily, they faded. They disappeared when the Dutch and European confidence 

was broken by World War I. Romein had also marked the end of ‘petites religions’ in 

1914 – this is when idealism crashed on reality.  

 

Thus, the Dutch fin de siècle can be both interpreted as a time of crisis and as a period 

of synthesis. Despite their differences, both Romein and Kossmann do not think it 

necessary to take the ‘petites religions’ too seriously. Romein because these small 

movements were irrational and ‘sick’ and Kossmann because they were just trends 

that would disappear eventually anyway. Romein believes the small faiths of the fin 

                                           
236 Romein, Breukvlak, 225. “ziekelijks” and “onmenselijks’.  
237 Ibidem, 226. 
238 E.H. Kossmann, De Lage Landen, 1780-1980 (Amsterdam 1986). ‘The Low Countries, 1780/1980’.  
239 E. Kossmann, ‘Romeins Breukvlak en de Nederlandse Geschiedenis’, BMGN (1991) 652-658. 
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de siècle are a representation of the guilty feelings of the higher class towards those 

who were principally hurt by the social evils of the period – the lower classes. 

Kossmann does not criticize the profound social character of Romein’s analysis, he 

merely comments upon Romein’s pessimistic portrayal of the fin de siècle. It will be 

illustrated that many of the historians who have investigated the Dutch fin de siècle 

after Kossmann tend to concentrate upon Romein’s socialist interpretation of the fin 

de siècle. 

 

The individual socialism of ‘petites religions’ 

In 1991 the professor in history Piet de Rooy published an article called Een hevig 

gewarrel. Humanitair idealisme en socialisme in Nederland rond de eeuwwisseling.240 

In this article De Rooy criticises Romein’s idea of the small faiths. Unfortunately De 

Rooy does not discuss spiritualism directly. But since he is as a specialist in the 

cultural history of the Netherlands in the 19th century, De Rooy’s analysis of 

Romein’s work is authoritative and well worth discussing. The historian Amanda 

Kluveld has taken De Rooy’s interpretation of Romein as the starting point of her 

dissertation on anti-vivisectionism. Her work will be discussed here shortly as well.  

 

De Rooy and humanitarian idealism 

De Rooy thinks Romein’s analysis of the ‘petites religions’ is peculiarly ambivalent. 

Firstly, Romein situates these religions in the higher classes, whereas Romein’s own 

discussion of this period shows that these movements appealed to all classes. 

Secondly, Romein has difficulty with interpreting the relation between these 

metaphysical oriented movements and groups of social reformers. Romein seems to 

ignore the fact that often people were interested and active in both. The important 

Dutch socialist politician Pieter Jelles Troelstra (1860-1930) for example – just as a 

lot of socialistic workers – was very much interested in spiritualism. And thirdly, De 

Rooy believes that Romein’s small faiths are highly heterogeneous. Romein believes 

them merely to share a certain amount of civilian anarchism.  

De Rooy believes it to be Romein’s conviction that although socialism and the 

‘petites religions’ emerged from the same idealistic motives, the small faiths were 

                                           
240 ‘A fierce whirling. Humanitarian idealism and socialism in the Netherlands during the turn of the 
century’.  
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doomed to be defeated by a much more sophisticated theory and a much more 

practical battle as to be found in socialism.241 This is why the profound socialist 

Romein depicts small faiths in such a negative manner. De Rooy accuses Romein of a 

Whig-interpretation of socialism underlying his analysis of the small faiths.   

De Rooy thinks Romein is treating the small faiths too harshly. Similar to the 

socialists, followers of the ‘petites religions’ wanted social improvement. They were 

merely using a different method than the socialists. Socialists wanted to improve 

social circumstances on a public and political level. People involved in the small 

faiths, however, doubted whether politics could truly change the nature of man. It was 

in the inherent evil human nature that the real problem of social evils could be found.  

Following the idea of ‘Lebensreform ist Selbstreform’, the small faiths would focus 

on individual conversion. Multiplied by millions this would in the end result in a 

natural and humane society.242  

At first the socialists would take this approach as decadent and disturbing, but 

eventually the socialist movement realised that these believers could be recruited 

easily for the socialist cause. De Rooy shows that Van Eeden was eventually adopted 

by the socialist Saks as a “little brother, even though a weird brother.”243 Interestingly, 

by ending his article with this statement, De Rooy seems to reduce ‘petites religions’ 

again to its relevance for socialism. Socialism and the small faiths were similar in 

their aim for social improvement – De Rooy seems to argue – socialism just needed 

some time to acknowledge their kinship.  

 

Kluveld and expressive politics 

This last point is noticed by Amanda Kluveld. In her dissertation on Dutch anti-

vivisectionism, Reis door de hel der onschuldigen (1999) 244; Kluveld takes the 

criticism of De Rooy regarding Romein’s Whiggish interpretation of the ‘petites 

religions’ as a starting point. Following De Rooy, Kluveld identifies a winners-losers 

paradigm surrounding small faiths: with socialism being the winner and a small faith 

as anti-vivisectionism being the loser. Acknowledging this, Kluveld convincingly 

                                           
241 P. de Rooy, ‘Een Hevig Gewarrel. Humanitair Idealisme en Socialisme in Nederland rond de 
Eeuwwisseling’, BMGN (1991) 625-640: 626. 
242 De Rooy, ‘Een Hevig Gewarrel’, 639. Perhaps the individual character of this quest for social 
reform, reflects De Rooy’s own experiences in the 1970s when something similar was occurring. 
243 Ibidem, 640. ‘broertje toch al is het een rare broeder’ 
244 ‘Journey through the hell of the innocent’. 
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argues that something else has contributed to the winners-losers paradigm as well: an 

implicit appreciation of instrumentality and a rejection of expressiveness.245 With an 

appreciation of instrumentality Kluveld refers to the judging of ‘political’ groups or 

movements solely on its results. For Dutch anti-vivisectionists it was more important 

to bring the question of animal testing out in the open than to get the government to 

ban these experiments by law.246  

This stance is exemplified by the most important Dutch anti-vivisectionist and 

leader of the Dutch anti-vivisection movement: Felix Ortt (1866-1955). Ortt was not 

only a central figure in the movement of anti-vivisectionism; he was also very much 

interested in spiritualism. He was one of the first members of the Dutch SPR and his 

monistic philosophy – called ‘pneumat-energetic monism’ – was profoundly 

spiritualistic in character for it presupposed the survival of the spirits of the dead.247 

As a kind of scientific Jesus and an anarchist follower of Tolstoy, Ortt did not believe 

in any laws banning vivisection but instead he wanted to give the right example others 

could follow.248 Expressive politics were more important for anti-vivisectionists 

during the fin de siècle than to achieve ‘rock hard’ results. Labelling the Dutch anti-

vivisectionists during the fin de siècle as losers is by judging them on results they 

never aimed to reach.  

 

De Rooy and Kluveld have convincingly pointed out the winner-loser paradigm in 

interpreting the socialist goals of the ‘petites religions’. And although Kluveld only 

discusses anti-vivisectionism, perhaps other ‘petites religions’ – such as spiritualism – 

can also be accounted for on their practice as expressive politics. The interpretations 

of De Rooy and Kluveld have inspired other Dutch historians in their discussion of 

the fin de siècle, as will be shown next. 

 

                                           
245 Kluveld, Reis door de Hel, 16. 
246 Although Kluveld does not use the word, the kind of politics she discusses as exemplified by anti-
vivisectionism could also be regarded as ‘getuigenispolitek’. 
247 Chapter 6 of Kluveld’s dissertation is almost entirely devoted to Ortt’s scientific ideas: Kluveld, 
Reis door de Hel, 113-129. 
248 Ibidem, 101. 
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Medical ‘petites religions’ 

In the introduction of a special issue on medical ‘petites religions’ in the journal De 

Negentiende Eeuw249, the historians Henk te Velde en Frank Huisman echo in 2001 

the same positions as Kluveld in her dissertation. Te Velde and Huisman also place 

Romein’s perception of the small faiths in a winners-losers paradigm and they too 

emphasize the expressive politics of these movements.250 Huisman and Te Velde 

believe that the small faiths can be linked to an insecure yet vital society looking for 

new forms of science and politics.251 Te Velde and Huisman underline the anarchistic 

character of these movements. To the followers of the small faiths the laws of their 

own consciousness were more important than the laws of the government and in 

science they would not be too concerned with the axioms of natural science and 

preferred invisible forces such as the ‘magnetic fluid’ or ‘world energy’. What small 

faiths had in common, according to Huisman and Te Velde, is this quest for new ways 

of politics and a new demarcation of domains of knowledge. Thereby they challenged 

their contemporaries to determine their own stance towards these issues.252 Several 

authors contributed to this theme number on small faiths to either underpin the 

arguments put forward by Te Velde and Huisman or to further nuance the idea of  

Romein’s ‘petites religions’. The emphasis is on medical small faiths – successively 

anti-vivisectionism (Amanda Kluveld), animal magnetism (Willem de Blécourt), 

vegetarianism (Hugo Röling) and homeopathy (Marijke Gijswijt-Hofstra) are 

discussed. 

 

Kluveld and anti-vivisectionism 

In her contribution, again on anti-vivisectionism, Kluveld exemplifies how ‘small 

believers’ and especially Felix Ortt aimed to achieve harmony in science, religion and 

humanitarian idealism. Kluveld argues that at the foundation of the emergence of 

small faiths a profound crisis of religion is to be found. The scientific discoveries and 

the social problems caused serious doubt in an almighty God. This reflects a familiar 

argument and Kluveld illustrates convincingly the explicit role of social problems in 

these feelings of religious doubt. Ortt tried to eliminate his feelings of doubt and 

                                           
249 ‘The Nineteenth Century’ 
250 F. Huisman and H. te Velde, ‘Op Zoek naar Nieuwe Vormen in Wetenschap en Politiek: De 
‘medische’ kleine geloven’, Documentatieblad De Negentiende Eeuw 25 (2001) 129-136: 132. 
251 Huisman & Te Velde, ‘Medische kleine geloven’, 133. 
252 Ibidem, 135. 
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insecurity by establishing an encompassing harmony. Therefore he developed a 

pneumat-energetic monistic and Christian-anarchistic view of the world founded on 

the principle of Love. To achieve this harmony in practice Ortt even set up a 

Christian-anarchistic colony in Blaricum in 1900.253 In this way, Kluveld shows the 

importance of social issues in these small faiths.  

 

De Blécourt and animal magnetism 

The historical anthropologist Willem de Blécourt argues that the ‘petites religions’ 

should be regarded as movements of renewal. This seems to echo, to a certain extent, 

Kossmann’s opinion that the Dutch fin de siècle can be defined as an accumulation of 

trends. However, by defining them as movements of renewal De Blécourt situates the 

small faiths in the centre of fin de siècle culture. These movements were not marginal, 

they contributed significantly to society, he claims. De Blécourt argues that animal 

magnetism – which has a long history but changed drastically during the fin de siècle 

under the influence of spiritualism and feminism – should be regarded as a movement 

of renewal that helped women to gain more equivalent positions in society to men. 

This thesis resembles Owen’s study on spiritualistic mediums, who has argued in The 

Darkened Room that women used the Victorian concept of feminism to employ 

spiritualism for their own purposes. De Blécourt believes that the moment when 

women succeeded in obtaining certain rights – such as the right to vote – animal 

magnetism lost its aspect of renewal and therefore its appeal to women.254  

 

Röling and vegetarianism 

Hugo Röling is a historical pedagogue and his contribution on vegetarianism in The 

Netherlands is noteworthy mainly because of his method to investigate the subject. 

Even though the history of vegetarianism goes back to antiquity, the Dutch magazine 

on vegetarianism – De Vegetarische Bode255 – was founded during the fin de siècle in 

1894. By examining the articles and arguments in the magazine, Röling shows that 

first a vegetarian diet was promoted by arguments regarding health and ethics. Later, 

the arguments had a more ethic-pacifist character. A vegetarian diet would lead to 

                                           
253 A. Kluveld, ‘Felix Ortt: De kleine geloven als brug tussen wetenschap en geloof’, Documentatieblad 
De Negentiende Eeuw 25 (2001) 137-146. 
254 W. de Blécourt, ‘De Macht van de Vrouwelijke Hand: De feminisering van het magnetisme rond 
1900’, Documentatieblad De Negentiende Eeuw 25 (2001)147-160. 
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inner peace and inner refinement, which in the end would result in a better society. 

The magazine also exemplifies the individual and idealistic character of vegetarianism 

since only a few members were willing to actively contribute to the spreading of 

vegetarian ideas.256   

 

Gijswijt-Hofstra and homeopathy 

Finally, Marijke Gijswijt-Hofstra – a professor in social and cultural history – 

expresses in her contribution on homeopathy convincing criticism on the concept of 

‘petites religions’.257 Gijswijt-Hofstra claims that Jan Romein uses a rather vague 

criterion to determine whether a movement is a ‘petites religions’ or not: namely its 

occult character. Because Romein does not provide a definition of ‘occult’, it is rather 

easy to lump together everything that is suspect in Romein’s eyes. Besides an 

emphasis on the occult, Gijswijt-Hofstra identifies two characteristics that Romein 

seems to believe are crucial for ‘petites religions’: a religious character and a certain 

level of humanitarian-idealism. Gijswijt-Hofstra argues that none of these 

characteristics can be identified convincingly in homeopathy. This underlines her 

main point, namely that the clustering of homeopathy and other movements is 

difficult: their diversity should not be underestimated.258  

Even though Gijswijt-Hofstra provides some valid characteristics to evaluate 

whether a certain movement could be deemed a ‘petite religion’ or not, her discussion 

of the religious aspects of homeopathy is a little puzzling. Gijswijt-Hofstra seems to 

argue that with science being the counterbalance of religion, the fact that a chair in 

pharmacology at the University of Leiden was almost taken by a homeopath in 1903 

provides sufficient proof that homeopathy did not have a profound religious 

character.259 However – as has been argued time and again – the fin de siècle and its 

small faiths are defined by an intertwinement of religion and science and whether or 

not it was (almost) welcomed at universities is perhaps not a good measure of its 

scientific or religious level. A strong distinction between science and religion did not 

exist just than.  
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It appears that De Rooy has started in 1991 the criticism on Romein’s socialist 

interpretation of the ‘petites religions’ of the fin de siècle. De Rooy argued that 

Romein interpreted the small faiths in such a negative manner, because Romein 

favoured socialism. De Rooy believes that both socialism and the ‘petites religions’ 

wanted social improvement, but whereas socialism tried to achieve this collectively 

the small faiths attempted this on an individual level. 

 Kluveld has extended the criticism on the losers-winners paradigm as 

employed by Romein, by arguing that the fact that the small faith of anti-

vivisectionism did not result in any tangible changes of laws or policies does not 

automatically mark anti-vivisectionism as a ‘loser’. An implicit appreciation of 

instrumental politics and a rejection of expressive politics renders the ‘petites 

religions’ too negatively.   

 The anarchistic character of the social reform advocated by small faiths is also 

recognized by Huisman and Te Velde. It is De Blécourt who most straightforwardly 

identifies a ‘petite religion’ such as animal magnetism as an instrument for the social 

betterment of women. 

 In the special issue of De Negentiende Eeuw, Huisman and Te Velde and 

Kluveld already allude to the relevance of the ‘petites religions’ for the demarcation 

of knowledge in science and religion. But it is Gijswijt-Hofstra who in her profound 

criticism on the clustering of ‘petites religions’ unwittingly touches upon a relevant 

albeit hitherto disregarded aspect of the ‘petites religions’ – its scientific character. 

Perhaps one of the most important characteristics of the small faith that can be 

regarded as one of the most important ancestors of parapsychology – spiritualism – is 

its emphasis on science. At least this is what attracted the attention of the professor of 

modern Dutch literature – Mary Kemperink – when she shortly discusses spiritualism 

in her analysis of the Dutch fin de siècle.  

 

The science in ‘les religions’ 

A potentially revealing way to detect feelings of hope and despair in a society during 

a certain period is through the examination of the art of that period, if one is willing to 
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accept that artistic utterances can reflect the condition of a culture.260 In her book of 

2001, Mary Kemperink investigates the Dutch fin de siècle by looking into the 

literature that was published during this period. In 292 texts of Dutch literature that 

appeared between 1885 and 1910, Kemperink identifies nine important themes in 

Dutch literature: nature, city, race, class, gender, science, religion, art and the artist.261  

In her chapter on religion Kemperink shortly discusses spiritualism. 

Kemperink notices several characteristics of Dutch spiritualism in the Dutch fin de 

siècle literature: spiritualism was open to the faithful of all denominations, 

spiritualists were anti-materialistic and they were very idealistic in their upholding of 

high social aims. This last characteristic of spiritualism seems to reflect the social and 

political interpretations of the ‘petites religions’ as discussed previously. However, 

throughout her discussion of spiritualism Kemperink emphasises the scientific 

aspirations of spiritualism. Not only do spiritualists tend to compare spiritualistic 

phenomena to scientific discoveries, they also stress that it is possible to scientifically 

investigate the spiritual world.262  

The Dutch fin de siècle does not emerge as an optimistic and peaceful period 

in Kemperink’s Het Verloren Paradijs263. The literature of this period seems to show 

a culture wherein people were hunted by fears, changes and insecurities: the fear for 

degeneration, the fear for revolution, the changing position of women, doubts about 

the scope of science and a need for a replacement of Christianity.264  

Kemperink’s interpretation of the fin de siècle seems to resemble substantially 

the interpretations of cultural historians such as Romein, Kossmann and De Rooy. 

Kemperink identifies four crucial intellectual dimensions that define the Dutch fin de 

siècle: the idea of evolution, an anti-modern criticism of culture, a longing for 

metaphysics and a profound dualism. This resulted in an intense inner division – 

according to Kemperink – that made individuals long passionately for unity and 

harmony.265 Thus, Kemperink seems to underline Romein’s interpretation of the fin 

de siècle as a period of crisis.  

                                           
260 As was shown in the first chapter of this thesis the ‘cultural turn’ as launched by cultural historians 
such as Lynn Hunt underlines that different sources can be used for historical research, including 
paintings and literature. 
261 M.G. Kemperink, Het Verloren Paradijs: De Nederlandse Literatuur en Cultuur van het Fin de 
Siècle (Amsterdam 2001) 349. 
262 Kemperink, Het Verloren Paradijs, 268 and 270. 
263 ‘The Lost Paradise’ 
264 Kemperink, Het Verloren Paradijs, 337-341. 
265 Ibidem, 343-345. 
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 At the very end of her book Kemperink makes an important comment on these 

themes in literature signalling crisis, indicating again the importance of science for the 

fin de siècle. Kemperink states that the abovementioned themes are not exclusive 

aspects of the fin de siècle. Themes such as race, class and a longing for metaphysics 

have been present in literature in earlier times as well. But, Kemperink argues, from 

the 1880s onwards ideas in literature regarding these themes got a scientific basis. 

Biomedical theories, sociological concepts and discoveries in physics profoundly 

reshaped the foundation of fears and longings that were not necessarily new 

themselves.266 This is an important point, which seems to indicate that it might be 

beneficial to approach the ‘petites religions’ from the viewpoint angle of history of 

science as well. 

 

In her analysis of the Dutch fin de siècle, Kemperink has pointed out that several of 

the issues that concerned the minds of people during this period were not new 

themselves. What was new, however, was the emphasis upon scientific aspects of 

these themes. Kemperink has shown that the issues concerning the minds of the Dutch 

at the end of the 19th century were also present in earlier periods. But did the issues of 

the fin de siècle also persist later on, in the 20th century?  

 

The enchantment of the 20th century 

Both Romein and Kossmann have argued that ‘extravagant idealisms’ and ‘frivolous 

trends’ – as they defined the ‘petites religions’ – disappeared with the beginning of 

World War I. This seems to reflect Max Weber’s idea of ‘Entzauberung’, a concept 

which he first used in 1913 and on which he elaborated further in 1917. Are the small 

faiths to be interpreted as the last convulsions of a rapidly disenchanting world? And 

how valuable is it therefore to regard the developments of parapsychology in the 20th 

century as directly related to the ‘petites religions’ of the fin de siècle?  

The already mentioned professor Gijswijt-Hofstra partly answers these and 

related questions in 1997 during her inaugural lecture Vragen bij een onttoverde 

wereld 267. Gijswijt-Hofstra identifies Weber’s definition of a disenchanted world as a 

world without secretive and incalculable powers and forces.268 This is an extremely 
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wide definition, but Gijswijt-Hofstra believes ‘magic’ is the key concept here. 

Following the anthropologist Jan van Baal, magic is defined as: “(...) all those acts 

and spells directed towards furthering a certain aim by employing another reality than 

the empirically determinable one, in which process this other reality is not 

independently active but is an instrument manipulated by the active person.”269 Using 

this definition Gijswijt-Hofstra examines the extent of de-enchantment in four areas: 

the subscription of illness to magic, magical healing in general, magical healing in 

churches and the ideas about health and illness in new religious movements and occult 

currents.  

This leads Gijswijt-Hofstra to the conclusion that it is difficult to define the 

20th century as disenchanted. It might be enchanted differently than before, but it is 

certainly not a disenchanted world. The amount of ‘new religious movements’ and 

occultist tendencies throughout the 20th century make it questionable whether ‘petites 

religions’ are merely representatives of the fin de siècle diminishing in the 20th 

century.270  

 

Gijswijt-Hofstra’s analysis seems to indicate that it could be justified to investigate 

the development of ‘petites religions’ and related groups into the 20th century and 

after the First World War – such as in the case of parapsychology. The roots of 

parapsychology can not only be related to the ‘petites religions’ of the 19th century, 

but its quest for scientific acceptance in the 20th century might very well be influenced 

by movements such as ‘New Age’. Research undertaken from this angle could not 

only directly situate the history of parapsychology in its appropriate cultural contexts, 

but could also provide interesting perspectives upon the supposedly disenchanted or 

perhaps re-enchanted modern times. 

 

Summing up the Dutch fin de siècle  

In several histories of the Dutch fin de siècle spiritualism is regarded as one of the 

many alternative, ‘small faiths’ that originated at the end of the 19th century. This 

interpretation of ‘petites religion’ derives from the influential historian Jan Romein. 
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Nearly all subsequent histories that have been discussed react directly to Romein’s 

notion of the fin de siècle. Romein’s concept of the ‘petites religions’ and a majority 

of the reactions by other historians underline the political and social aspirations of 

these faiths. Although these are important and intriguing aspects of spiritualism and 

related movements, perhaps the similarities of the ‘petites religions’ should not be 

overstated and especially in the case of spiritualism the scientific aspect of it is 

probably highly important – in particular when one aims to write a history of Dutch 

parapsychology. It has been argued that whereas the historians Romein, Kossmann, 

De Rooy, Kluveld, Huisman, Te Velde and De Blécourt mainly emphasize the social 

and political aspects of the ‘petites religions’, the historians Kemperink and Gijswijt-

Hofstra respectively stress the scientific character of spiritualism and question the 

validity of Romein’s notion. Furthermore, Gijswijt-Hofstra has demonstrated that the 

eclectic spiritual groups of the end of the 19th century did not diminish in the 20th 

century. This suggests that it would be a valuable approach to relate the history of 

parapsychology not only to the ‘petites religions’ of the 19th century, but also to (for 

example) the New Age beliefs of the 20th century.  

The emphasis on the scientific aspects of ‘petites religions’ in general and 

spiritualism in particular has not been discussed in great detail by historians thus far. 

Perhaps the followers of the small faiths had a specific aim for their use of science. 

They were generally concerned with phenomena that were (and are) not generally 

accepted by ‘mainstream science’. It could be valuable to investigate the ‘petites 

religions’ upon the following characteristic: the use of scientific methods and 

language in order to (or at least try to) scientifically prove a priori accepted yet 

controversial phenomena – whether this is the injustice of animal testing or eating, the 

homeopathic similia-principle, a magnetic fluid or the existence of spirits. This could 

provide a valuable angle to investigate the heterogeneous group of ‘petites religions’: 

not merely as signs of a religious crisis, as extravagant occult movements or as 

humanitarian idealistic groups but also as part of a scientific practice. This would 

certainly appear to be a useful angle to investigate the development of an enterprise 

rooted in the ‘petites religions’ of the fin de siècle and reaching for maturity as a 

scientific discipline in the 20th century – parapsychology.  

 But before the history of Dutch parapsychology is discussed, first it is time to 

turn to the history of a ‘petite religion’ which is one of the specific ancestors of Dutch 

parapsychology: Dutch spiritualism. To what extent has the history of Dutch 
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spiritualism been discussed thus far? How is its history interpreted? And how much 

attention have historians devoted to the scientific aspects of spiritualism? These and 

related questions will be tried to be answered next. 

 

 

The history of Dutch spiritualism 

It is difficult to regard the Netherlands as one of the most mystical countries in the 

world. Renowned for their down-to-earth mentality, it might perhaps come as a 

surprise that the Dutch were actively interested in something as transcendental as 

spiritualism at the end of the 19th century. Maybe this is why the history of Dutch 

spiritualism has been discussed only fragmentarily by historians thus far. Several 

historians that will be discussed next, point out that a coherent history of Dutch 

spiritualism still remains to be written.271 

 In this section it will be shown that historical accounts of Dutch spiritualism 

have addressed several important relations of spiritualism: towards animal magnetism, 

Protestantism, theosophy and towards the Dutch East-Indies. But before these 

intriguing studies of the history of Dutch spiritualism are discussed, first a well-

researched Dutch history of the ancestor of both spiritualism and parapsychology will 

be discussed – animal magnetism.  

 

Animal magnetism and spiritualism 

Animal magnetism can not only be regarded as one of the forerunners of 

parapsychology, it can also be considered as the ancestor of spiritualism. The history 

of Dutch animal magnetism has quite recently been investigated thoroughly. Before 

four interpretations of the historical account of Dutch spiritualism are considered 

successively, first this history of Dutch animal magnetism will be examined in order 

to begin to understand the complicated relation between animal magnetism, 

spiritualism and parapsychology in the Netherlands. 

 The dissertation of the cultural historian Joost Vijselaar – currently professor 

in the history of psychiatry – is the first truly scholarly attempt to map the history of 
                                           
271 For example: C. Ackers, Het Regent Steenen: De Sprituele Erfenis van Nederlands-Indië 
(Amsterdam 2007) 307 n. 1; and L. Vermeer, ‘Als de tafel danst, dan wankelt de wetenschap’: de 
relatie tussen spiritisme en wetenschap in Nederland rond 1900’, Gewina (2007) 26-43: 28 n. 11. 
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animal magnetism in the Netherlands. In his well-researched De Magnetische Geest 

published in 2001, Vijselaar has succeeded at this attempt. In his study Vijselaar 

compares the reception of animal magnetism in France, Germany, England and the 

Netherlands between 1770 and 1830. One of his main arguments is that mesmerism 

and somnambulism can not be regarded as the predecessors of psychotherapy, as 

authorities such as Ellenberger and others have argued. With its emphasis on a 

magnetic fluid, animal magnetism should be regarded as the result of prevalent 

scientific ideas of the 18th century reflecting interpretations of gravity, light, warmth, 

electricity and magnetism.272 Therefore, and because the mesmeric treatment does not 

include any form of conversation whatsoever, mesmerism can better be interpreted as 

‘iatrophysical’ than as psychological, Vijselaar argues.273    

 Vijselaar’s discussion of the reception of animal magnetism in the Netherlands 

is not only the first of its kind. It also suggests how the connection between animal 

magnetism and spiritualism in the Netherlands can be understood. Before 1790 the 

practice of animal magnetism occurred only incidentally in the Netherlands, mainly in 

The Hague and Rotterdam. Dutch intellectuals favoured a strong empirical Baconian 

approach of science which left little room for the suggestive practice of animal 

magnetism. After 1800 the Dutch intellectual milieu was more appreciative of animal 

magnetism. Vijselaar believes this can be linked to the Dutch orientation upon 

German science in this period. Until 1820, when the popularity of animal magnetism 

in the Netherlands diminished because of a combination of internal and external 

factors, the Dutch intellectuals tried to incorporate animal magnetism in empirical 

science. At least, this is how the situation can be described in Groningen. In 

Amsterdam animal magnetism was approached more as a natural philosophy. 

 Just as in Germany – and later on in England as well – a third, less overt, 

variant of animal magnetism can be distinguished in the Netherlands from 1800 until 

1820 besides an empirical and a natural-philosophical interpretation of animal 

magnetism. This spiritualistic variation of animal magnetism mainly received support 

from the general public and it adhered to the idea that somnambulistic phenomena 

proved the existence of an immortal soul. In this sense, animal magnetism could be 

used to support contested religious dogmas.274 The poet and lawyer Willem Bilderdijk 

                                           
272 Vijselaar, De Magnetische Geest, 497. 
273 Ibidem, 69. 
274 Ibidem, 505. 
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(1756-1831) was the only prominent Dutchman who openly admitted his belief in a 

spiritual world. Even though Bilderdijk would publicly distance himself from the 

indecent practices of mesmerism his ideas do resemble the foundations of animal 

magnetism – Vijselaar argues. The dominion of mind over matter, the omnipotence of 

the will and the independence and eternity of the soul were not only thought to be 

reflected in somnambulism by those who adhered to a spiritual variation of animal 

magnetism, these were also convictions that were very dear to Bilderdijk.275     

 

Vijselaar’s impressive study suggests how the relation between animal magnetism and 

spiritualism can be understood: a specific variation of animal magnetism interpreted 

somnambulistic phenomena as signs of an immortal soul. This interpretation seems to 

have laid the foundation for the reception of spiritualism some forty years later. A 

history of Dutch spiritualism might very well begin where Vijselaar’s study has ended 

in order to shed more light upon the interaction between animal magnetism and 

spiritualism. Derk Jansen, who will be discussed later on in this section, has partly 

discussed the period after what has been investigated by Vijselaar. The comparative 

method employed in Vijselaar’s study of the reception of animal magnetism could be 

valuable to research the history of Dutch spiritualism and parapsychology as well. In 

any case, this history of Dutch animal magnetism indicates that in the Netherlands a 

local tradition of esotericism can be distinguished. This is important to bear in mind 

when the importance of the Dutch East-Indies for the reception of spiritualism in the 

Netherlands is discussed later on in this section. But since Dutch spiritualism is 

regarded here in relation to the history of Dutch parapsychology, first a 

comprehensive history of Dutch spiritualism from the perspective of a 

parapsychologist will be discussed. 

 

A parapsychological perspective on spiritualism 

The important parapsychologist Wilhelm Tenhaeff (1894-1981) has given a short 

comprehensive overview of the history of spiritualism in the Netherlands in his book 

Het Spiritisme, which was first published in 1936 and has seen its final and sixth 

edition in 1972. Tenhaeff became a private lecturer at Utrecht University in 1933 and 

                                           
275 Vijselaar, De Magnetische Geest, 432-440. The cultural historian Joris van Eijnatten has studied the 
ideas of Bilderdijk in: J. van Eijnatten, Hogere Sferen: De Ideeënwereld van Willem Bilderdijk (1756-
1831) (Hilversum 1998). 
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in 1953 he was appointed the first extraordinary chair in parapsychology in the world 

at the same university. Until his emirate in 1978 Tenhaeff has influenced greatly the 

field of parapsychology in the Netherlands.  

Tenhaeff’s profound involvement in parapsychology most likely explains why 

he regards spiritualism as a part of the history of parapsychology. He discusses the 

history of spiritualism internationally and in the Netherlands specifically by judging 

spiritualists on their disposition for a scientific approach. Tenhaeff defines 

spiritualism as “the doctrine (the belief) that human personality continues to exist 

after death and that the deceased are able under certain conditions to get into contact 

with the earthlings (the bereaved).”276  

In reference to Charles Richet, Tenhaeff subdivides the history of spiritualism 

into four periods: an ancient mythical period, a ‘magnetic’ period, a spiritualistic 

period and a scientific period. 277 Tenhaeff believes that the scientific period of 

research into parapsychology was initiated in 1870 when William Crookes began his 

experiments on the medium Daniel Dunglas Home.278 In his discussion on the history 

of Dutch spiritualism, Tenhaeff concentrates upon the second half of the 19th century. 

It is Tenhaeff’s conviction that the emergence of experimental psychology from the 

1860s onwards has contributed significantly to the development of spiritualism into a 

scientific parapsychology.279  

 The popularity of spiritualism in the second half of the 19th century in the 

Netherlands is linked directly to mesmerism by Tenhaeff. He believes that 

spiritualism could flourish on the foundations laid by mesmerists.280 It is in this 

context that he speaks of ‘mesmerising spiritualists’ and ‘séancing mesmerists’ such 

as J. Revius, A. Hoek, H.G. Becht and M.S. Polak.281 Tenhaeff discusses the founding 

of several spiritualistic magazines; by the minister S.F.W. Roorda van Eysinga 

(Spiritistisch Tijdschrift in 1872) and by the important female spiritist E. van Calcar 

(Op de grenzen van twee werelden in 1877). J.S. Göbel, A.J. Riko and P. Huet are 

                                           
276 W.H.C. Tenhaeff, Het Spiritisme (Den Haag 1972) 11: “Onder Spiritisme hebben wij te verstaan de 
leer (het geloof) dat de menselijke persoonlijkheid na de dood blijft voortbestaan en dat de overledenen 
onder bepaalde omstandigheden met de aardbewoners (de nabestaanden) in verbinding kunnen treden.” 
277 For this subdivision of different periods in the history of spiritualism, Tenhaeff refers to the Traité 
de Metapsychique (1922) of the French physiologist Charles Richet (1850-1935). Richet is briefly 
mentioned in chapter 2, in the discussion of Monroe’s Laboratories of Faith. 
278 Tenhaeff, Spiritisme, 46. 
279 Ibidem, 53-55. Tenhaeff identifies Fechner as the one who contributed significantly to the rise of 
experimental psychology. 
280 Ibidem, 39. 
281 Ibidem, 40. 
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identified as influential spiritualists. Tenhaeff also explicitly refers to several 

theologians who became convinced spiritualists.282 Tenhaeff gives a highly positive 

interpretation of the critical spiritualist H.N. de Fremery. Tenhaeff argues that De 

Fremery was one of the first to “correctly” identify spiritualism as “a 

parapsychological problem”.283 But without a psychological education, Tenhaeff 

claims, it is impossible to do any work as a researcher that would have a chance of 

being accepted scientifically. Tenhaeff takes De Fremery, together with Van Eeden, 

as the founders of parapsychology in the Netherlands.  

 Tenhaeff also shortly refers to the founding of several spiritualistic societies in 

the Netherlands. In 1869 in Amsterdam a spiritualistic society was established under 

the name of ‘Veritas’ and “around 1890”284 a spiritualistic society called ‘Harmonia’ 

was set up as an umbrella organization for all spiritualists in the Netherlands. 

Tenhaeff discusses at length the life and ideas of Felix Ortt. As already mentioned in 

the previous section of this chapter, Ortt was profoundly interested in spiritualism. 

Tenhaeff illustrates Ortt’s spiritualistic interests by mentioning that Ortt was the editor 

in chief for the magazine published by Harmonia (Spiritistische Bladen) from 1946 

until 1956.  

Disapprovingly Tenhaeff concludes that for the majority of Dutch (and 

international) spiritualists “scientific reflection”285 on the existence of spirits was 

seriously lacking. Tenhaeff believes that, presenting a finalistic interpretation of the 

history of spiritualism, it is the biggest mistake of most spiritualists that they are not 

willing to regard spiritualism as a legitimate part of parapsychology.286 Tenhaeff 

makes a distinction between those spiritualists who regard spiritualism as a gift from 

God (e.g. E. van Calcar) and those spiritualists who believe the spirit-hypothesis to be 

a valid parapsychological hypothesis to model scientific experiments on.287  

 

In concordance with Vijselaar’s previously discussed history of animal magnetism in 

the Netherlands, Tenhaeff refers to the foundations laid by mesmerism in his 

interpretation of the history of Dutch spiritualism. Furthermore, it is obvious that 
                                           
282 Tenhaeff mentions Van der Pot, Meyer, Hattink, Beversluis, Van IJsendijk and Hille Ris Lambers. 
(Tenhaeff, Spiritisme, 42). 
283 Ibidem, 43. 
284 Ibidem, 42: “Omstreeks het jaar 1890.” 
285 Ibidem, 46: “Wetenschappelijke bezinning.” 
286 Ibidem ,47: “Het is de grote fout van het merendeel der spiritisten dat zij het spiritisme niet als een 
onderdeel der parapsychologische problematiek vermogen te zien.” 
287 Ibidem, 308 n. 14. 
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Tenhaeff has taken a rather biased approach regarding the history of Dutch 

spiritualism. He favourably discusses those spiritualists who were willing to examine 

their ideas in a scientific manner. Thus, Tenhaeff makes a distinction between critical 

spiritualists and those spiritualists who were mere believers. This distinction will 

reoccur in the histories of Dutch spiritualism yet to follow. Thirdly, it is interesting to 

note that Tenhaeff emphasizes the importance of psychology for a scientific approach 

of spiritualism. Without a proper psychological education, Tenhaeff claims, it is 

impossible to investigate spiritualistic phenomena in a truly scientific manner. 

Fourthly, Tenhaeff discusses two Dutch spiritualistic organisations: Veritas and 

Harmonia. As the succeeding historians will point out, Tenhaeff ignores another 

spiritualistic organisation established in 1859 – Oromase. And it will turn out that 

Tenhaeff is not the only one who hardly discusses the only spiritualistic organisation 

that is still in existence nowadays – Harmonia. Lastly, Tenhaeff pays considerable 

attention to several theologians who were interested in spiritualism. It is this specific 

aspect of the history of Dutch spiritualism that has been studied extensively by the 

historian that will be discussed next. 

 

Spiritualistic religion 

As Tenhaeff pointed out, quite a few Dutch theologians were interested in 

spiritualism. In his dissertation of 1994 Op Zoek naar Nieuwe Zekerheid the 

theologian Derk Jansen has studied the relation between Protestantism and 

spiritualism from 1858 until 1888.288 In his research Jansen focuses upon a specific 

kind of Protestantism, known as the ‘Groninger richting’.289 This Protestant 

movement was initiated by several theologians associated with the University of 

Groningen. They wanted a Protestant revival by emphasizing the unity of all the 

different Protestant churches. Dogmatic disputes were unimportant to them; their goal 

was to transcend these differences by helping people to become true Christians.    

In reference to Romein’s discussion of the ‘petites religions’, Jansen argues 

that these Protestants were aiming to save their Christian faith from harsh modern 

criticisms. These Protestants tried – mainly in the three decades between 1860 and 

1890 – to use spiritualism to prove that miracles, resurrection and the eternal afterlife 

                                           
288 ‘Looking for new security’. 
289 ‘Groningen direction’. 
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were no outmoded, inexplicable and impossible delusions.290 They were looking for a 

new security to found their Christian beliefs on in uncertain times.  

Just as Tenhaeff, Jansen distinguishes between those spiritualists that regard 

spiritualists as a divine revelation and those that wanted to scientifically investigate 

the existence of spirits. Jansen makes this distinction more absolute by reserving the 

term ‘spiritism’ for the first group and ‘spiritualism’ for the second.291 Jansen’s focus 

is on what he refers to as Christian spiritualism: the instrumental use of spiritualism 

for the sake of Protestantism.  

As Jansen points out himself as well (but only half-way in the book), his 

dissertation appears to be a Dutch case study of the idea of Christian spiritualism 

coined in Janet Oppenheim’s The Other World. Oppenheim has devoted an entire 

section in her book to ‘Christian spiritualism’, stating that: “Christian spiritualism is 

no contradiction in terms.”292 Jansen, in his study, quotes Oppenheim himself: “There 

was no doubt in their minds that spiritualism strengthened Christianity, not only 

proving once and for all the reality of life after death, but further more, in doing so, 

supporting the entire structure of Christian dogma.”293  

After having identified several pioneers such as Swedenborg, Mesmer and 

Dutch pioneers such as Willem Bilderdijk, Jansen continues to discuss Christian 

spiritualism as reflected in the magazines founded by the Groninger Protestants – 

Waarheid in Liefde and Geloof en Vrijheid. Several important theologians from the 

‘Groninger richting’ were: Petrus Hofstede de Groot, Thoden van Velzen, Rutgers van 

der Loeff, Damma Pierre Marie Huet, Martinus Beversluis. Jansen also refers to Elise 

van Calcar as a Christian spiritualist. All of the spiritualistic oriented theologians 

mentioned by Tenhaeff are to be found in Jansen’s study. Jansen’s Christian 

spiritualists often wrote extensively about their Christian interest in spiritualism and 

regularly they would actively participate in séances, but they would generally not 

perform any experiments themselves.  

Because Jansen discusses the lives of so many theologians, his dissertation is 

often rather opaque and at times difficult to read. However, with his research he 

convincingly shows how a specific group of Dutch Protestant theologians – the 
                                           
290 D. Jansen, Op zoek naar nieuwe zekerheid: negentiende-eeuwse protestanten en het spiritisme 
(Groningen 1994) 227. 
291 Ibidem, 3. 
292 Oppenheim, The Other World, 67. Oppenheim’s authoritative study has been discussed in more 
detail in the first chapter of this thesis. 
293 Jansen, Nieuwe Zekerheid, 77. Original emphasis. 
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‘Groningers’ – was profoundly interested in spiritualism and this brings an important 

aspect of the history of Dutch spiritualism out in the open for the first time. 

Furthermore, Jansen addresses several important issues that have not been mentioned 

by Tenhaeff in any way. 

Firstly, Jansen points out the importance of the visit medium Daniel Douglas 

Home (1833-1886) paid to the Netherlands for the introduction of spiritualism in the 

Netherlands. Home came to the Netherlands in 1858 and gave several spectacular 

séances in The Hague and Amsterdam, including at the royal court. Jansen identifies 

this visit of Home as the beginning of Dutch spiritualism and therefore the year 1858 

is the starting point of his dissertation. Home was brought to the Netherlands by J.N. 

Tiedeman. Tiedeman was a former resident of the Dutch East-Indies and very 

interested in mediums and spiritualism. This shows another important factor of the 

history of Dutch spiritualism put forward by Jansen and something that will be 

elaborated on further by the historians Bax and Ackers: the importance of the East-

Indies for the acceptance of spiritualism in the Netherlands. 

Jansen links the importance of the East-Indies directly to a spiritualistic society 

utterly ignored by Tenhaeff: Oromase.294 This society was founded in 1859 and the 

first meeting was visited by twelve people. Of these twelve people at least eight had 

direct connections to the East-Indies.295 New members of Oromase could often be 

linked to the East-Indies as well. Oromase is according to Jansen the first Dutch 

organisation that tried to scientifically investigate spiritualistic phenomena. Because 

of a lack of positive results and because of discussions about the research between 

magnetizers (physicians) and spiritualists, Jansen argues, this spiritualistic 

organisation only lasted a year. In 1869 Oromase began a second life and this time 

Oromase-II lasted ten times longer until 1879. Just as Oromase-I, in Oromase-II the 

emphasis was on the scientific investigation of spiritualistic phenomena. Similar to 

Oromase-I, several members of Oromase-II were related to the Dutch East Indies. The 

members of both Oromase-I and Oromase-II were from the civilized class.   

 

It is interesting to note that Jansen ends his dissertation in 1888, the same year that the 

spiritualistic society Harmonia would be established. It appears that the history of 

                                           
294 Jansen, Nieuwe Zekerheid, 81 n. 113: the name ‘Oromase’ is a derivative of ‘Oromazes’ or 
‘Oromasdes’, Greek names for ‘Ormuzd’, the Persian God of Light. 
295 Ibidem, 82. 
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Harmonia has yet to be written. The last three historical studies of Dutch spiritualism 

that will be discussed, also do not discuss this important spiritualistic organisation. 

Jansen has attended to a number of crucial elements of the history of Dutch 

spiritualism. Besides thoroughly examining the spiritualistic interests of a specific 

group of Dutch Protestants, Jansen touches upon the importance of D.D. Home and 

the East-Indies for the acceptance of spiritualism in the Netherlands. He also rightly 

places the first Dutch spiritualistic organisation – Oromase – in the history of Dutch 

spiritualism. The importance of the Dutch East-Indies and Oromase for the reception 

of spiritualism in the Netherlands has been studied in more detail as will be shown 

later in this section. Jansen suggests that Oromase-I only lasted a year because of 

fierce discussions between those spiritualists that adhered to animal magnetism 

(usually physicians) and those that did not. This seems to underline a connection 

between animal magnetism and spiritualism identified by Tenhaeff and alluded to by 

Vijselaar. A final important issue is the distinction Jansen has made between critical 

and non-critical spiritualists as ‘spiritualists’ and ‘spiritists’. It is this distinction 

which is criticised in the next historical study when the relevance of Dutch 

spiritualism for the history of Dutch theosophy is discussed.   

 

Theosophical spiritualism 

The art historian Marty Bax examines in 2006 in her authoritative study Het web der 

schepping296 the relation between theosophy and art in the Netherlands between 1880 

and 1920. Using a multi-disciplinary approach, Bax maps theosophical art through 

individual case studies and empirical material such as membership lists. She looks 

into theosophical aspects of both paintings and of applied arts, including architecture. 

The work of the painters Herman Heijenbrock (1871-1948) and Janus de Winter 

(1882-951) show definite theosophical elements, but not as a sophisticatedly as the 

theosophical art theory developed and put into practice by Piet Mondriaan (1872-

1944). Regarding the applied arts – and architecture in particular – Bax’ discussion of 

the theosophical elements in the work of the famous architect Hein Berlage is truly 

original and convincing. After reading her book one will never look in the same way 

at the ‘Beurs van Berlage’ in Amsterdam. With her well researched study, Bax awards 

a central position to theosophy in the Dutch culture of the fin de siècle. 

                                           
296 ‘The web of creation’. The edition of 2006 is an adaptation of her dissertation of 2003.  
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 For the historiography of Dutch spiritualism Bax’ fourth chapter on the 

‘breeding ground’ of theosophy is relevant. Bax identifies three factors that led to the 

introduction of modern theosophy in the Netherlands: the interest of several 

individuals in (occult) science, the rising popularity of spiritualism and the esoteric 

interests of the ‘civilized classes’.297 Spiritualism seems to be interpreted as the 

central category herein. Bax identifies both Frederik van Eeden and the magnetiser 

Lucas Lourens Plantenga as (occult) scientists who, as physicians, were interested in 

magnetism which led them to spiritualism resulting in an active pursuit of theosophy. 

Van Eeden tried to become a member of the Dutch Theosophical Society and 

Plantenga founded in 1890 an unofficial theosophical society.298 Many higher class 

individuals were interested in magnetism, spiritualism and/or theosophy. The moment 

these individuals combined their forces the founding of the official Dutch 

Theosophical Society in 1891 was realized.299  

 Even with this line of reasoning it still remains unclear in what way 

spiritualism exactly contributed to the introduction of theosophy in the Netherlands. 

But to Bax spiritualism is one of the most important movements that helped to firmly 

ground theosophy in the Dutch culture at the end of the 19th century. Accordingly, 

Bax discusses the history of Dutch spiritualism in quite detail. Bax links the 

introduction of new esoteric movements such as spiritualism and theosophy during 

1850 until 1870 to a typical Dutch philosophical-religious tradition: the nature 

religion of Spinoza and, following him, Leibniz and subsequently the 

‘Naturphilosophen’.300 The ex-pastor Jan van Vloten (1818-1883) is usually identified 

as the leading figure of the revaluation of Spinoza. His sons in law, the poet Albert 

Verweij (1865-1935), Frederik van Eeden and the painter Willem Witsen (1860-1923) 

were the ones who expanded this revaluation during the 1890s.  

A society such as ‘De Dageraad’ was profoundly influenced by Spinozist 

ideas.301 This society was established in 1855 and it was at first a religious-

philosophical movement criticising Christian faith as well as scientific and social 

materialism. Later, from the 1880s onwards, De Dageraad developed into a profound 

                                           
297 M. Bax, Het Web der Schepping: Theosofie en Kunst in Nederland, van Lauweriks tot Mondriaan 
(Amsterdam 2006) 153. 
298 Ibidem, 155 and 157. 
299 Ibidem, 163. 
300 Ibidem, 96. 
301 An authoritative account of the role and importance of Spinozist ideas in the Netherlands is: S. 
Thissen, De Spinozisten: Wijsgerige Beweging in Nederland (1850-1907) (Den Haag 2000). 
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socialist and atheist movement. Van Vloten was active in De Dageraad from 

approximately 1860 until the 1880s.302 

 Bax identifies Mozes Salomon Polak (1801-1874) as the direct link between 

De Dageraad, spiritualism and modern theosophy. Polak’s interests in spiritualism are 

linked to the death of his wife in 1860 by Bax. Polak participated in séances but did 

not experiment himself. Bax believes, rather anachronistically, that Polak’s Spinozist 

and spiritualistic ideas can be regarded as “protomodern-theosophical”.303 Bax 

appears to take theosophical ideas (such as the contradiction of the male and female) 

as a starting point and tries to locate similar ideas even before something truly 

theosophical was known in the Netherlands.  

 After her extensive and rather finalistic account of Polak, Bax turns to the 

history of Dutch spiritualism in general. Bax starts off by reproducing Tenhaeff’s 

division of the history of spiritualism in four periods. She convincingly argues that 

this periodization is hard to uphold, since contemporary literature shows that in the 

19th century it is hard to distinguish ‘mythical’, ‘religious’ and ‘scientific’ variations 

of spiritualism. The idea that a distinction can be made between a religious spiritism 

and a scientific spiritualism in the Netherlands, is criticised by Bax. She argues that 

the empirical ambitions of spiritists resembled the spiritualists. This is exemplified by 

the theologian Sytze Roorda van Eysinga who as a spiritist wrote Een nieuw veld voor 

wetenschap (1877)304 in which he argues for a scientific evaluation of spiritualistic 

claims.305 In this way Bax criticises Jansen’s distinction between Christian and non-

Christian spiritualists. According to Bax, at the end of the 19th century every 

spiritualist reasoned from a Christian background.306 Even atheistic Spinozists 

reasoned from a Christian background in their denial of a Christian God, Bax claims. 

Bax still believes that a division can be made amongst spiritualists. She 

believes that the idea of reincarnation divides the spiritualists in two distinct groups. 

The idea of reincarnation is predominantly present in the style of spiritism as 

developed by Allan Kardec.307 The different opinions of spiritualists about 

reincarnation are also acknowledged by Jansen.308 That Bax has chosen to emphasize 

                                           
302 Bax, Web der Schepping, 97. 
303 Ibidem, 120. 
304 ‘A new field for science’. 
305 Bax, Web der Schepping, 127. 
306 Ibidem, 127 n. 107. 
307 Ibidem, 128. 
308 Compare: Jansen, Nieuwe Zekerheid, 2. 
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the presence or absence of the idea of reincarnation in different styles of spiritualism 

is related to the fact that reincarnation provides an opportunity to link spiritualism to 

theosophy. The idea of reincarnation is namely one of the axioms of Blavatsky’s 

doctrines.309  

 From the 1860s to the foundation of the Dutch Theosophical Society in 1891, 

the two spiritualistic organisations Oromase and Veritas played leading parts in 

paving the way for theosophy – according to Bax. Even though Harmonia was 

founded as late as 1888, Bax states that she wanted to consult the archives of this 

spiritualistic organisation but was not able to do so.310 Regarding the history of 

Oromase, Bax – following Jansen – emphasizes the importance of the medium Home 

for the introduction of spiritualism in the Netherlands and she stresses the direct 

connection to the East-Indies of several members of Oromase. Bax claims that by 

living in the East-Indies people would get into contact with unknown forms of nature 

religions which would make them realise the relativity of traditional religious values. 

And, simultaneously, they would be confronted with exploitation of the natives.311 As 

was shown in the previous section, a ‘petite religion’ such as spiritualism could be 

regarded as a solution to such religious and social doubts. With a familiarity to 

Eastern religions and cultures, Bax argues, people with experience in the East-Indies 

would be drawn to theosophy which had a profound eastern character and with its 

idea of the unity of souls was able to address social issues as well. It was only a small 

step from spiritualism to theosophy.  

Members of Oromase founded the first Dutch theosophical lodge in 1881 and 

the spiritualists of Veritas would become the core members of the Dutch 

Theosophical Society in 1891.312 Following Blavatsky’s wishes, once the 

Theosophical Society was officially established the members were asked to 

discontinue their spiritualistic séances. In 1884 the Society for Psychical Research 

investigated the capacities of Blavatsky as a medium. The report written by Richard 

Hodgson dethroned Blavatsky as a convincing medium, which made Blavatsky 

eventually aim for a strict division between spiritualism and theosophy.313 But Bax 

claims that, without mentioning anyone in specific, in reality members of the Dutch 
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 139 

Theosophical Society would simultaneously hold a membership in spiritualistic 

societies such as Veritas.314 

 

It should be noted that Bax was not able to investigate the important Dutch 

spiritualistic society, Harmonia. It is probable that the board of Harmonia was not 

willing to let any researchers investigate their archives during the time that Bax was 

doing her research and thus no historian was able to investigate this spiritualistic 

organisation thus far. In her valuable book – and specifically in her chapter on the 

formative grounds of theosophy – Bax has introduced a new important relation of 

Dutch spiritualism. Besides its relevance for the development of parapsychology and 

its indebtedness to the history of animal magnetism, spiritualism also appears to be 

related to theosophy. Even though the intertwinement of spiritualism and theosophy is 

a valuable aspect of the history of Dutch spiritualism Bax’ emphasis on the similarity 

of spiritualism and theosophy through reincarnation does not seem to provide a 

sufficient explanation for such a link and could be downplaying the scientific aspects 

of research into spiritualistic phenomena. A history of Dutch spiritualism and 

parapsychology should investigate whether internal conflicts of spiritualists revolves 

about reincarnation or about whether or not spiritualistic phenomena should be 

investigated scientifically. It appears as though Bax stresses the idea of reincarnation 

since this provides a valuable similarity to discuss spiritualism in the light of 

theosophy. But whether reincarnation truly divided the spiritualists internally remains 

an open question. In her discussion of theosophy and spiritualism, Bax situates these 

esoteric currents within a Dutch Spinozist tradition but simultaneously she alludes to 

the relevance of the Dutch East-Indies for the acceptance and popularity of 

spiritualism and theosophy. This intriguing relation between the Dutch East-Indies 

and Dutch spiritualism will be discussed in more detail next. 

 

The Dutch East-Indies and spiritualism 

The relevance of the Dutch East-Indies for the introduction of spiritualism in the 

Netherlands is intriguing. In this subsection the importance of the Dutch East-Indies 
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will firstly be illustrated through a novel of the famous Louis Couperus (1863-1923). 

Afterwards, a fascinating history of mysterious ‘showers of stones’ will be discussed. 

Couperus and the hidden force 

Louis Couperus’ famous novel De Stille Kracht seems to be illustrative of the 

influence the mysterious Dutch East-Indies could have upon the down-to-earth Dutch 

who resided there.315 In this novel – published in 1900 – Couperus tells the story of 

Otto van Oudijck, a resident of a small town on the island of Java. Otto is a 

hardworking yet lonely Dutch administrator, who gets into a number of conflicts with 

the local administration and tends to ignore native practices. In the course of the book 

a certain ‘hidden force’ manifests itself through numerous inexplicable events: in the 

bathroom Otto’s wife Leonie is spitted on from nowhere with red ‘Betel juice’316, a 

mirror is broken by falling stones, Otto’s bed gets soiled, glasses inexplicably break 

into tiny little pieces, the whiskey goes bad and there are untraceable sounds of 

hammers and children crying. Despite several thorough investigations the at first 

sceptical Otto – whose reputation is starting to suffer under these mysterious events – 

is not able to control the happenings and at the end of the novel Otto admits that he 

has been defeated by the hidden force. By then, Otto lives a withdrawn life with his 

Indonesian wife. His former wife, Leonie, had already moved back to Europe with 

their children and Otto himself had quitted his job.    

 In his biography published in 1987 of Louis Couperus, Frédéric Bastet has 

illustrated to what extent De Stille Kracht contains autobiographical elements. 

Couperus’ father was a councillor in the Dutch East-Indies, and from 1872 until 1878 

the whole family resided there. In 1899 Couperus travelled the Dutch East-Indies 

together with his wife Elisabeth Baud. Bastet does not only identify several locations 

and persons in De Stille Kracht that reflect Couperus’ own experiences in the Dutch 

East-Indies, but he also illustrates how Couperus has incorporated in the novel a 

personal encounter with the paranormal. In 1899, during his travels in the Dutch East-

Indies, Couperus took a bath and while he was bathing he saw a white ghost in the 

locked bathroom. This experience had a profound influence on Couperus and in De 

Stille Kracht at several key moments a similar white ghost emerges. Bastet states that 

                                           
315 In this thesis the edition of 1974 was used: L. Couperus, De Stille Kracht, 11th edition (Wageningen 
1974.). Translated in English as ‘The Hidden Force’. 
316 This is the juice from the nuts of a certain palm the Arca Catechu. These nuts have a stimulant effect 
and were chewed upon by the native inhabitants of the East-Indies. When one chews upon these nuts, it 
becomes a red paste which is spitted out once it loses its flavour: the ‘Betel juice’. 
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Couperus’ experience “must have been a hallucination” but to Couperus “it had an 

absolute reality”.317  

Bastet interprets De Stille Kracht not as a record of a series of intriguing 

paranormal occurrences, but as a description of the undetectable yet constant hatred of 

the indigenous population against the Dutch rulers. Bastet reflects here the 

interpretation of the novel given in 1919 by Couperus himself.318 But because of his 

personal experiences with the paranormal, it is probable to assume that Couperus has 

left some room for alternate interpretations in his novel as well. Couperus’ novel De 

Stille Kracht is illustrative of the devastating effect mysterious happenings in the 

Dutch East-Indies could have upon the Dutch. The description of the mysterious 

falling of stones in this novel has inspired Coen Ackers to investigate the historical 

accounts of these ‘showers of stones’ to examine to what extent the Dutch East-Indies 

have contributed to acceptance of spiritualism in the Netherlands. 

 

Ackers and showers of stones 

In his valuable and well-written book Het Regent Steenen319 of 2008 the journalist 

Coen Ackers has produced a truly scholarly account of the relation between the Dutch 

East-Indies and spiritualism from 1825 until the 1920s. In his study Ackers argues 

that the true heritage of the East-Indies for the Netherlands is spiritual. Ackers has 

examined thirty well-documented cases of the mysterious falling of stones – mainly in 

the East-Indies but also in several western countries such as the Netherlands, France 

and the United Kingdom.320  

The first documented ‘shower of stones’ took place in 1825 at Fort New-

Victoria on the island of Ambon. At the beginning of the evening stones suddenly 

appeared out of nowhere and seriously harmed the fort, without anybody being hurt 

and without anyone being able to determine where the stones came from. Just as 

sudden as the stones had appeared, they disappeared.321 This event has been written 

down by the official Jacob Dirk van Herwerden (1806-1879) in 1860, who became a 

spiritualist when he returned to the Netherlands from his stay the East-Indies. 

                                           
317 F. Bastet, Louis Couperus: Een Biografie (Amsterdam 1987) 224: “Hoewel het een hallucinatie 
geweest moet zijn, heeft het voor hem [Couperus] een absolute realiteit gehad.” 
318 Ibidem, 232 and 226. 
319 ‘It is raining stones’. 
320 Ackers, Het Regent Steenen, 273 provides a nice overview of the ‘stoneshowers’ he discusses. 
321 Ibidem, 25. 
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 The other showers of stones described in Ackers’ book, usually followed a 

similar pattern: untraceable falling stones suddenly appear and suddenly disappear 

without hurting anyone. During other events, the stones often fall inside buildings. 

Sometimes the stones seem to follow a specific person, sometimes combined with 

being chased by red ‘sirih juice’.322  

 These events were that intriguing and mysterious that most of the officials 

residing temporarily in the East-Indies would hear of them. Men such as Johannes 

Nicholaas Tiedeman (1821-1888), Johannes Revius (1795-1871) and Johan Pieter 

Cornets de Groot (1808-1878) – to name only the most important - would themselves 

witness or investigate these stone showers or would hear of them. Experiments were 

undertaken to find proof for some kind of supernatural explanation – whether related 

to Christian spirits or native demons – or to prove that the frustrated and oppressed 

natives were causing the showers of stones. A satisfactory explanation of these 

curious events was never found. On their return or during their leave of absence to the 

Netherlands, the above mentioned officials would have leading roles in spiritualistic 

gatherings – especially in the spiritualistic society Oromase.  

 Ackers argues that experiences such as these mysterious fallings of stones, has 

opened up the minds of Dutch officials for an alternative reality.323 And this made 

them receptive for the ideas of spiritualism. More than in other colonies, Ackers 

argues, showers of stones took place in the Dutch East-Indies and through their “calm, 

almost natural character” they made a huge impression on the Dutch residents of the 

colony.324 Ackers concludes that without the Dutch East-Indies as a colony, the 

Netherlands would have been concerned later and less intensively with a serious form 

of spiritualism.325  

 But Ackers’ argument does not stop here. The showers of stones had an 

impact on the religious climate in the Netherlands and Dutch spiritualism eventually 

contributed to the independence of the Dutch East-Indies. Ackers argues that 

theosophy originated on the foundations laid by spiritualism; almost every new 

supporter of the theosophical movement had been involved with spiritualism as well. 

The theosophical idea of brotherhood and the fact that it appealed to both Western and 

Eastern people has resulted in an impulse to the independence movement by (ex-) 
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theosophists. Ackers’ overall conclusion therefore is that alleged supernatural 

phenomena in the Dutch East-Indies and stone showers in particular, contributed to 

the rise of spiritualism which influenced the rise of theosophy that in its turn helped 

Indonesia to become an independent state.326  

 

In his study Ackers has put forward a truly original and fascinating thesis and he 

provides the most detailed analysis thus far of the relevance of Dutch East-Indies for 

the acceptance of spiritualism in the Netherlands. Furthermore, Ackers has provided 

the most comprehensive scholarly account of the history of the first Dutch 

spiritualistic society: Oromase. Even though it might very well be that mysterious 

happenings in the Dutch East-Indies have contributed to the popularity of spiritualism 

in the Netherlands, the rise of spiritualism in the second half of the 19th century is also 

a continuation of several movements in the Netherlands itself: such as animal 

magnetism as the study of Vijselaar has indicated, and of Spinozist ideas as Bax has 

pointed out in her study. In Ackers’ study, the relation between spiritualism and 

theosophy is crucial. But even more than with Bax, this relation remains rather 

unclear. Ackers seems to locate the link in the fact that both petites religions were 

profoundly influenced by Eastern cultures, which appears to be a rather loose 

interpretation. The intertwinement between spiritualism and theosophy is interesting, 

but thus far the interpretations have not provided a profound analysis thereof. 

 Thus far the only scholar who has directly discussed the scientific aspects of 

spiritualism has been Tenhaeff. His finalistic approach provides valuable information, 

but his interpretation of the history of Dutch spiritualism is biased by his 

parapsychological interests. The last historical account of Dutch spiritualism that will 

be discussed is from a recent date and addresses the relation between science and 

spiritualism. 

 

The science in Dutch spiritualism 

Leonieke Vermeer, who is currently finishing her dissertation on the representation of 

the natural sciences in the works of Frederik van Eeden and Felix Ortt, has focused in 

her master thesis of 2004 on the relation between occultism and science in the 

Netherlands around 1900. In 2007 an article based on her thesis was published, 
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focussing specifically upon the relation between spiritualism and science in the 

Netherlands.  

Vermeer examines this relation through the articles in the most important 

spiritualistic journal of that period: Het Toekomstig Leven.327 This shows that, as 

Vermeer herself states in the summary of her article: “Although Het Toekomstig 

Leven often used rhetoric strategies that emphasized the confrontation with science, 

the journal also lavishly incorporated scientific elements and made inexhaustible 

attempts for a scientific debate and study of the paranormal phenomena.”328 The plea 

for scientific investigation of paranormal phenomena was not so much supported by 

natural scientists in the Netherlands – as in other countries such as England – but 

mainly by physicians (e.g. I. Zeehandelaar) and by “pioneers of the new field of 

parapsychology” (such as De Fremery and Van Eeden). The discussions in Het 

Toekomstig Leven show a division between those spiritualists who upheld a “critical-

scientific approach and the not so critical approach of the believers.”329 Vermeer 

believes that this division also marked the Dutch SPR. 

Vermeer argues that because of the various stances towards science embodied 

by Dutch spiritualists, Dutch spiritualism can not be regarded as anti-modern. They 

did not only criticise science, they also pleaded for the scientific investigation of 

paranormal phenomena. Thus – Vermeer believes – Dutch spiritualism played a 

crucial role in modernization, because it contributed to the demarcation between 

various fields of science in a period when these boundaries were still permeable. 

Within psychology, Vermeer continues, the demarcation between parapsychology and 

spiritualism did not occur until after 1925 and parapsychology has always remained 

an outsider towards psychology ever since.  

 

Vermeer’s master thesis and article provide the first attempt to academically 

investigate the scientific aspects of Dutch spiritualism. Doing this, she points out 

several important issues. First of all, Vermeer emphasizes the difference between 

those spiritualists who were willing to regard paranormal phenomena critically and 

those who were mere believers. This seems to underline a division between 

‘spiritualists’ and ‘spiritists’. Second of all, it is interesting to note that Vermeer 
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demonstrates that the scientific investigation of spiritualism was hardly supported by 

natural scientists. This seems to suggest that it might be valuable to thoroughly 

investigate the support it received from pioneering psychologists (such as Gerard 

Heymans). And thirdly, reminiscent of Draaisma’s interpretation of Dutch 

spiritualism, Vermeer believes that spiritualism is important especially because of its 

contribution to the demarcation of science. Concerning parapsychology Vermeer 

declares that parapsychologists demarcated themselves from spiritualists only after 

1925 and the field of parapsychology has remained an outsider of orthodox 

psychology ever since. In an investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology 

these conclusions can be investigated. In what way and to what extent did 

parapsychologists distance themselves from spiritualism after 1925? And secondly, to 

what extent has parapsychology remained an outsider to psychology in the 20th 

century?  

 

Summing up the history of Dutch spiritualism 

The historical accounts of Dutch spiritualism that have been written thus far have 

focused upon specific themes. Four issues can be distinguished. Firstly, the relation 

between animal magnetism and spiritualism is often alluded to in these historical 

accounts. Tenhaeff and Jansen refer most explicitly to the importance of animal 

magnetism for the reception of spiritualism in the Netherlands. Vijselaar’s history of 

Dutch animal magnetism suggests how a spiritualistic interpretation of 

somnambulistic phenomena might have paved the way for spiritualism.  

 Another important theme is the relation between spiritualism and theology – 

and between spiritualism and Protestantism in particular. Tenhaeff mentions several 

Protestant theologians who were profoundly interested in spiritualism and Jansen has 

investigated these ‘Groningers’ in his dissertation. 

 A third aspect of Dutch spiritualism that has received scholarly attention is its 

relation towards theosophy. Bax and Ackers have discussed this relation, but their 

interpretations remain somewhat one-dimensional. Bax emphasizes the idea of 

reincarnation shared by both spiritualists and theosophists. Reincarnation is a 

prevalent Eastern idea and this is recognized by Ackers who believes that the 

similarity between spiritualism and theosophy should be sought for in this direction – 

in the Dutch East-Indies to be precise. Both Jansen and Bax also mention the 
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importance of the East-Indies for the acceptance of spiritualism in the Netherlands, 

but it is Ackers who has investigated this in most detail. It would be interesting to 

investigate if perhaps in the Dutch East-Indies a ‘society for psychical research’ was 

founded by the Dutch before the establishment of the Dutch SPR in 1920. Even 

though mysterious happenings in the Dutch East-Indies – such as the showers of 

stones – probably contributed to the interest in spiritualism, it should not be forgotten 

that Dutch spiritualism can also be regarded as a continuation of animal magnetism 

(as Vijselaar has illustrated) and of a specific Dutch tradition of Spinozism (as 

demonstrated by Bax). This seems to reflect the tradition of Western esotericism as 

discussed in the first chapter.  

 The fourth theme is the most important for the investigation of the history of 

Dutch parapsychology, namely the scientific aspects of spiritualism. The scientific 

stances of spiritualism are directly referred to by Tenhaeff and investigated by 

Vermeer. However, a distinction between more religious ‘spiritists’ and more 

scientific ‘spiritualists’ is a recurring theme in other historical accounts as well. It is 

Jansen who describes this distinction in detail and Bax criticises this particular 

division of spiritualists through her emphasis upon reincarnation. Whether or not it is 

possible to make a distinction between critical and non-critical spiritualists appears to 

be a matter of dispute, but it is Vermeer who points out that such a distinction does 

exist in the spiritualistic magazine Het Toekomstig Leven and can also be identified in 

the Dutch SPR. 

 It could be a valuable approach to investigate the interactions between critical 

spiritualists, non-critical spiritists and pioneering parapsychologists through the thus 

far disregarded spiritualistic organization of Harmonia. This organisation, established 

in 1888, still existed when the Dutch SPR was founded in 1920. Perhaps investigation 

of its archives can provide important information on how the relation between 

spiritualism and parapsychology can be understood. It will be shown that literature on 

the history of Dutch parapsychology seems to suggest just that.    

 

 

The History of Dutch Parapsychology 

Historical accounts of Dutch parapsychology are scarce. But several 

parapsychologists have themselves written about the history of parapsychology in the 
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Netherlands. In this section first these historical accounts will be discussed written by 

two parapsychologists who are very much part of the history of parapsychology: 

George Zorab and Wilhelm Tenhaeff. One of the few outsiders who have written 

about the history of Dutch parapsychology is the philosopher Ilse Bulhof. In her study 

of the reception of psychoanalysis in the Netherlands she directly refers to Van 

Renterghem’s, Van Eeden’s and Tenhaeff’s simultaneous interest in parapsychology 

and psychoanalysis. Hans Gerding and Hein van Dongen – themselves active figures 

in the field of parapsychology – have written a unique historical account of 

parapsychology in the Netherlands covering the period from the end of the 19th 

century until the 1980s. This section will conclude with the work of two (former) 

parapsychologists, whose writings nicely illustrate just how much of the history of 

Dutch history has not been investigated yet and what intriguing facts a thorough 

research could produce.    

 

The classical histories 

The scarce literature on the history of Dutch parapsychology is almost exclusively 

written by insiders – by parapsychologists themselves. Important Dutch 

parapsychologists such as George Zorab and Wilhelm Tenhaeff have written about the 

history of Dutch parapsychology as an introduction to their books or in articles. Their 

histories point out several crucial elements in the history of Dutch parapsychology. It 

is especially Zorab who outlines the more or less standard key moments in the history 

of Dutch parapsychology. Tenhaeff’s description of the history of Dutch 

parapsychology shows more of his personal opinions. 

 

The history of Dutch parapsychology according to George Zorab 

The parapsychologist George Zorab was an Armenian from origin and had not 

received any academic education. He had a personal interest in parapsychology and 

was self-educated in the subject. A small family fortune gave him the opportunity to 

devote his life to this self-education and because of his writings and organizational 

talents he was an important figure in the field of parapsychology, most notably after 

the Second World War. During the war the Dutch SPR was abolished by the German 

occupier and Zorab contributed as the secretary of the Dutch SPR to the resurrection 

of the society. After the war he also became a member of the editorial staff of the 
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Tijdschrift voor Parapsychologie.330 This journal was founded in 1928 by Wilhelm 

Tenhaeff and Paul Dietz (1878-1953). Dietz became the first private lecturer in 

parapsychology in the Netherlands (and possibly in the world) at the University of 

Leiden in 1932. Dietz had studied biology in Groningen and Leiden and in 1916 he 

continued his education at the University of Leiden to obtain his medical degree. In 

1925 he set up his own psychiatric practice in The Hague. As a student Dietz had 

already been very much interested in parapsychology and when the Dutch SPR was 

founded in 1920 he immediately signed up for a membership. A leading role for Dietz 

in this society started when he worked together with Tenhaeff to set up the Tijdschrift 

voor Parapsychologie (TVP) in 1928. Because of Tenhaeff’s dominant character the 

relationship between Tenhaeff and Dietz deteriorated from the 1930s onwards. 

Zorab has written numerous books on the subject of parapsychology. One of 

his most famous writings is a biography of the medium Daniel Douglas Home. 

Written in 1980, in this biography Zorab mainly aims to defend the influential 

medium from allegations of fraud.331 In this book the history of parapsychology itself 

is hardly discussed. But more than a quarter of a century earlier, in 1954, Zorab had 

written a short overview of parapsychology in the Netherlands as part of a series of 

monographs on education and culture. This booklet provides valuable information of 

the development of Dutch parapsychology before the Second World War up until the 

establishment of Tenhaeff’s chair in parapsychology at Utrecht University in 1953. 

In this overview, Zorab identifies the classicist K.H.E. de Jong (1872-1960) 

and H.N. de Fremery as the pioneers of Dutch parapsychology. Karel Hendrik Eduard 

de Jong was the successor of Paul Dietz as private lecturer in parapsychology at the 

University of Leiden from 1940 until 1960. De Fremery, as discussed by Tenhaeff in 

his history of spiritualism, was an important Dutch spiritualist. After having identified 

these pioneers, Zorab proceeds to the formation of the Dutch SPR in 1920. Zorab 

demonstrates that the establishment of this society is closely linked to the experiments 

on telepathy undertaken by Heymans with the student Van Dam in 1920. Even though 

– as was shown in the previous chapter – these experiments are still very famous 

nowadays, Zorab notices a lack of contemporary attention for the Heyman’s 

experiments. Zorab attributes this to the fact that the report of these experiments was 
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published in a rudimentary form in the bulletin of the Dutch SPR and presented at the 

parapsychological conference in Warsaw in 1922, but no comprehensive article of the 

results was published in an international journal.332 Heymans was the first president of 

the Dutch SPR until he withdrew from the society in 1925.  

The next memorable happening identified by Zorab in the history of Dutch 

parapsychology is the just mentioned foundation of the Tijdschrift voor 

Parapsychologie (TvP) in 1928 by the parapsychologists Dietz and Tenhaeff. The 

1930s appear to be a glorious decade for Dutch parapsychology, with Dietz obtaining 

a position as private lecturer at the University of Leiden in 1932 and Tenhaeff 

acquiring a similar position at Utrecht University in 1933. Zorab proudly 

acknowledges that it would take many years before the gates of British and American 

universities would be opened for parapsychology.333    

 Noteworthy for Zorab in the 1930s are also the investigations made by J.M.J. 

de Kooy into the subject of predictive dreams. Inspired by De Kooy the notary J.C.M. 

Kruisinga examines his own dreams. Zorab is of the opinion that the research 

undertaken by De Kooy and Kruisinga has made important contributions to 

knowledge about the nature of predictive dreams.334  

The last development in the 1930s discussed extensively by Zorab, is the 

growing interest in earth rays during this period. Under the influence of theories 

developed by German dowsers (‘wichelroedelopers’) regarding earth rays and their 

potential carcinogenic powers, the Netherlands also became increasingly captivated 

by these mysterious rays.335 The Dutch SPR researched the alleged phenomena and 

found no proof for the existence of earth rays. But this did not stop the belief in the 

existence of harmful earth rays. Eventually, this led to an independent research 

performed by a committee appointed by the Koninklijke Akademie van 

Wetenschappen from 1948 until 1952. This committee also concluded that there was 
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no proof for the existence of earth rays.336 It is interesting to note the emphasis Zorab 

puts on the investigation of earth rays in the history of Dutch parapsychology. It 

seems the research by the Dutch SPR into earth rays was not convincing enough and a 

more ‘official’ committee was needed to settle the discussion – a committee which, 

apparently, did not hold any parapsychologists.337 This could be a sign of a 

controversial reputation of parapsychologists and the SPR in the 1930s and 1940s, 

even though they did succeed in gaining access to the academic world in this period. 

 In 1941 the German occupying forces terminated the activities of the Dutch 

SPR. The society was abolished, financial support withdrawn and the librarian books 

taken possession of.338 But a small group of underground parapsychologists remained 

active during the years of the war under the guidance of Tenhaeff. The most common 

research subjects during this period were predictive dreams about the war. After the 

war the SPR was quickly resurrected and the first issue of the TvP was published at 

the beginning of 1946.339 Zorab’s description of parapsychological research after 

World War II is concentrated mainly upon different methodological approaches: 

namely upon qualitative research, paranormal healing and quantitative research.340 

 Both the qualitative research and the research into paranormal healing 

revolved around the important Dutch medium Gerard Croiset (1909-1980).  The 

investigations of this paranormal gifted medium and his healing powers were almost 

exclusively led by Wilhelm Tenhaeff. Since Zorab’s booklet appeared in 1954 he only 

discusses the investigations up till that moment, but Tenhaeff and Croiset worked 

together closely until the beginning of the 1970s. Croiset’s predictive abilities were 

often tested with so-called ‘chair-tests’, where Croiset would attempt to give an 

accurate prescription of the person that would be seated at a certain chair in a theatre 

or hall at a specific moment in future. Croiset would also assist the police in retracing 

missing persons. All these events were closely followed by Tenhaeff.341 The healing 

practices of Croiset closely resembled the practice of magnetisers. Through the use of 

passes Croiset claimed to be able to cure paralyzed patients.342  
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 Quantitative parapsychological research would focus on experiments using 

statistical methods. These experiments were inspired by Rhine, but compared to his 

results the Dutch statistical experiments produced highly meagre results – Zorab 

concludes.343 Only the investigations of the school inspector J.G. van Buschbach – 

who made children guess which colours and symbols he would produce next – 

showed some positive results.344 Additionally the research into psychokinesis and 

poltergeists has been very disappointing in the Netherlands thus far as well, according 

to Zorab. 

 At the end of his booklet Zorab urges his readers to contribute to 

parapsychological research themselves by sharing their own paranormal experiences 

with competent parapsychologists.345 Maybe to underline the competence of 

academically accepted Dutch parapsychologists, Zorab concludes his outline of the 

history of Dutch parapsychology with the establishment of the first chair in 

parapsychology worldwide – in 1953 Tenhaeff became an extraordinary professor of 

parapsychology at Utrecht University.346 Tenhaeff’s outline of the history of Dutch 

parapsychology will be discussed next. 

 

The history of Dutch parapsychology according to Tenhaeff 

As was shown in the section on the history of Dutch spiritualism, Tenhaeff has 

devoted serious attention to the historical roots of psychical research and 

parapsychology. In 1962 Tenhaeff has written a historical overview of Dutch 

parapsychology. His Vijftig jaar parapsychologisch onderzoek in Nederland347 

highlights some additional important issues in the history of Dutch parapsychology. 

 Tenhaeff’s article – in which he discusses the people who played important 

roles both scientifically and philosophically in the development of the field of 

parapsychology in the first half of the 20th century – explicitly shows the spiritualistic 

roots of parapsychology. Not only does Tenhaeff point out that parapsychology 

emerged out of the numerous séances that took place in the beginning of the 20th 

century in the Netherlands, he also claims that eventually parapsychological research 

                                           
343 Zorab, Parapsychologie, 54. 
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345 Ibidem, 62 (Original emphasis). 
346 Ibidem, 63. 
347 ‘Fifty years of parapsychological research in the Netherlands’. 
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will validate the belief in the existence of spirits.348 It is Tenhaeff’s firm conviction 

that the outcome of parapsychological research will lead to a much needed rejection 

of the monistic materialistic perspective of the world.349 

 Besides his indication of a shared objective by both spiritualists and 

parapsychologists, Tenhaeff also elaborates on the important switch from psychical 

research as undertaken by spiritualistic amateurs to parapsychological investigations 

performed by professionals. Tenhaeff situates the turning point in the 1930s, when he 

himself and Dietz obtained positions at the University of Leiden and Utrecht 

University respectively. However, this process of professionalization was far from 

flawless. This is pointed out by Tenhaeff when he states that – even though there was 

no lack of interest in parapsychology – not one student was willing to devote his (or 

perhaps her) academic career to parapsychological research.350 This rightly raises the 

question how the professionalization of parapsychology progressed after the 

encouraging successes of the 1930s. 

 Throughout his article Tenhaeff’s conviction is reflected that parapsychology 

is a specialized area of psychology. An academically trained psychologist specialized 

in parapsychology is the ideal person to investigate paranormal phenomena.351 The 

final important issue raised in Tenhaeff’s article is concerned with the problems of 

finding ‘proof’ in parapsychological research. As Zorab also indicated, often 

parapsychological research would not lead to positive results that could provide 

conclusive evidence for the existence of paranormal phenomena. Tenhaeff argues that 

parapsychologists have by now (1962) collected enough material that meets the 

highest demands of reasonable criticism.352 Tenhaeff pleads for new approaches in 

parapsychological research that do not continue to prove time and again the reality of 

paranormal phenomena such as telepathy, but instead investigate the psycho-physical 

conditions of individuals who produce or experience these phenomena. 

 

Zorab’s booklet on Dutch parapsychology has provided an informing overview of its 

history up to 1953. This overview appears to be a standard one, as it largely resembles 

a history of Dutch parapsychology that will be discussed later in this section. Zorab 
                                           
348 W.H.C. Tenhaeff, ‘Vijftig jaar Parapsychologisch Onderzoek in Nederland’, Tijdschrift voor 
Parapsychologie 30 (1962) 114 – 140: 119. 
349 Ibidem, 118-119. 
350 Ibidem, 137. 
351 Ibidem, 137. 
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has pointed out several Dutch pioneering parapsychologists around 1900 (De Jong 

and Van Eeden) and continued to the foundation of the Dutch SPR in 1920. Heymans’ 

experiments into telepathy with the student Van Dam of 1920 are mentioned as is the 

fact that Heymans’ was the first president of the Dutch SPR. In 1928 the Tijdschrift 

voor Parapsychologie is established by Dietz and Tenhaeff, who both obtained 

positions as private lecturers in parapsychology at separate universities in the 1930s. 

The period after the war shows examples of both quantitative parapsychological 

research and qualitative research, as well as an emphasis on the investigation of 

paranormal healing. The importance of the medium Croiset was also mentioned by 

Zorab. He ended his historical overview with the establishment of Tenhaeff’s chair in 

parapsychology at the Utrecht University in 1953. 

 Zorab has summed up several key moments in the history of Dutch 

parapsychology. However, he does emphasize something that does not recur as much 

with other authors: the research into earth rays. Tenhaeff’s description of the history 

of Dutch parapsychology has shown, more than Zorab’s account, several personal 

interpretations. Tenhaeff underlines the relation between spiritualism and 

parapsychology; he believes the process of professionalization is highly important; he 

stresses the link between psychology and parapsychology; and he believes that 

parapsychological research should not so much concentrate on proving paranormal 

phenomena as on the (psychological) processes behind it. Whereas Zorab has written 

an overview to introduce laypeople to the subject of parapsychology, Tenhaeff’s 

article was aimed at parapsychologists and he points out the direction in which he 

thinks parapsychology should have to go.  

 Before the general outline of the history of parapsychology after 1953 will be 

discussed, first an outsider study will be examined that provides an interesting 

perspective upon the history of Dutch parapsychology.  

 

The psychoanalytic perspective 

In her overview of the reception of psychoanalysis in the Netherlands – Freud en 

Nederland, published in 1983 – the philosopher Ilse Bulhof discusses the relation 

between psychoanalysis and parapsychology in the Netherlands quite extensively. As 

might be expected, Bulhof illustrates the relation between psychoanalysis and 

parapsychology with the famous quotation of Freud that he would have devoted his 
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life to psychical research if he could do it all over again.353 For the Dutch situation she 

has investigated the interests of Frederik van Eeden, Albert Willem van Renterghem 

and Wilhelm Tenhaeff in psychoanalysis. Both Van Eeden and Van Renterghem were 

interested in magnetism and spiritualism as well. These three men provide further 

indication that a link between parapsychology and psychoanalysis is evident – also in 

the Netherlands.  

 According to Bulhof both Van Eeden and Van Renterghem are representatives 

of the Romantic undercurrent of the 19th century. Freud’s psychoanalysis is presented 

by her as an ambivalent theory: it was both rationalistic and romantic at the same 

time.354 At first Van Eeden was shocked by the profound sexual character of 

psychoanalysis, but eventually –after having met Freud personally – Van Eeden 

would become truly interested in psychoanalytic ideas.355 Bulhof believes that Van 

Eeden’s interest in psychoanalysis can be understood in the same way as Van Eeden’s 

interest in spiritualism – Van Eeden hoped that both could provide solid proof of a 

higher, transcendental world.356 That such a dark theory as psychoanalysis could be 

interpreted by Van Eeden as leading the way into a higher transcendental world might 

appear to be paradoxical. But Bulhof points out that Freud himself gave lead to such 

interpretations. Not only was he fascinated with occult phenomena, Bulhof believes 

that Freud wanted to regulate these occult forces within his own theories. Bulhof goes 

even further to argue that even though psychoanalysis was a ‘desoccultising’ 

movement, it tried to save something occult in a rational form – for example in 

dreams or in the unconsciousness.357 Van Renterghem was convinced that it was only 

a matter of time before spiritualistic and psychoanalytic ideas regarding personality 

and the unconsciousness were combined. Van Renterghem was the first president of 

the Dutch Psychoanalytic Society, founded in 1917.358 

 In her discussions on Tenhaeff – defined by her as a profoundly romantic 

philosopher and psychologist – Bulhof shows how Tenhaeff used psychoanalytic 

                                           
353 I.N. Bulhof, Freud en Nederland: De Interpretatie en Invloed van zijn Ideeën (Baarn 1983) 97. The 
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Parapsychology’ in R.G. Colody (ed.), Frontiers of Science and Philosophy (London 1964) 79-130. 
354 Bulhof, Freud en Nederland, 38. 
355 Ibidem, 95. 
356 Ibidem. 
357 Ibidem, 98. 
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ideas to interpret the presence of spirits. Tenhaeff has postulated three psychoanalytic 

hypotheses of spirits: they could be manifestations of the self-punishment of the 

deceased soul, the spirit was the expression of the repetition-compulsion of the 

unconscious, or, thirdly, spirits might be the materializations of dreams.359  

After having discussed such wild interpretations of Freud's ideas, Bulhof 

wonders: couldn’t these people read? How could they interpret Freud the way they 

did?360 Bulhof answers these questions through her demonstration of how Freud’s 

psychoanalysis was at the same time revolutionary yet conservative regarding occult 

phenomena. With his emphasis on dreams and the unconscious, it was possible to 

interpret Freud’s theories in a more occult manner than Freud had probably intended 

them himself. To Bulhof Freud represents the transition of an unconscious interpreted 

as mysterious and occult to an unconscious stripped of any Romantic connotations. 

And in this transitional period Freud’s psychoanalysis could be interpreted as an 

occult theory by those of a more Romantic nature.   

 

Bulhof has provided an interesting introduction to the intertwinement between 

psychoanalytic and parapsychological ideas in the Netherlands. A subject that 

deserves more specific attention than it has deserved thus far. It seems clear that at the 

end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, psychical research and 

psychoanalysis had some similar themes. In the Netherlands this is exemplified by the 

active interest in both psychical research and psychoanalysis by Van Eeden and Van 

Renterghem. But also later on parapsychology and psychoanalysis remained closely 

related, as Tenhaeff’s psychoanalytic interpretation of spirits has illustrated. But one 

can wonder what to make of Tenhaeff’s interest in psychoanalysis. Was it really a 

kinship between both that drew parapsychology and psychoanalysis together? Or is 

Tenhaeff merely using contemporary psychological ideas to investigate the 

personality of mediums? Nevertheless, the relation between parapsychology and 

psychoanalysis is a relevant one and might simultaneously shed light on the relation 

between parapsychology and psychology in general. As has been briefly mentioned in 

the previous chapter already, perhaps the relation between parapsychology and 

psychoanalysis has culminated in the ideas and theories of Jung.  

                                           
359 Bulhof, Freud en Nederland, 269. 
360 Ibidem, 270. (Original emphasis.) 
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 The historical accounts discussed thus far have been mostly focused on Dutch 

parapsychology up till the 1950s. The study that will be examined next reflects a 

familiar story for the history until this period, but it also describes in quite detail the 

developments in the 1960s, 70s and 80s. 

 

A unique history 

Psi in Wetenschap en Wijsbegeerte is the fullest account of the history of Dutch 

parapsychology that has been published thus far. This book was published in 1983 

and written by the philosophers H. van Dongen and J.L.F. Gerding. The philosopher 

Hein van Dongen has received part of his education from one of the later professors of 

parapsychology, Henri van Praag (1916-1988).361 Hans Gerding is extraordinary 

professor at the University of Leiden in theosophical metaphysics and the director of 

the Parapsychological Institute362 in Utrecht. Van Dongen and Gerding have 

attempted to map the history of Dutch parapsychology from the end of the 19th 

century up till 1983. They have succeeded at this task and have produced a highly 

valuable book that provides an excellent starting point to study the history of Dutch 

parapsychology. 

 The overview written by Van Dongen and Gerding shows a rather turbulent 

history of Dutch parapsychology – particularly after the Second World War. It 

appears to be a history defined by quarrels and a coming and going of new societies 

and parapsychological splinter groups. Although Van Dongen and Gerding do sketch 

all these developments, they have chosen not to address debates between different 

parapsychologists directly.  

 Their discussion of the history of Dutch parapsychology until the 1960s is a 

familiar story, resembling largely the overview presented by Zorab earlier in this 

section. They mention Van Eeden and De Fremery as the pioneers of Dutch 

parapsychology and continue to the founding of the Dutch SPR in 1920. Their next 

section they start off in 1928 with the establishment of the TvP. And they describe 

how Dietz and Tenhaeff became lecturers at the University of Leiden and Utrecht 

University respectively. They also emphasize the influence Rhine’s researches have 

had on the development of a quantitative approach of parapsychology in the 
                                           
361 Van Praag was extraordinary professor in parapsychology at the Utrecht University from 1978 until 
1986. 
362 Parapsychologisch Instituut. 
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Netherlands. They end this section with Tenhaeff’s chair in parapsychology at Utrecht 

University in 1953. Van Dongen and Gerding sum up numerous relevant figures in 

the history of Dutch parapsychology. Their last chapter, however, is worth discussing 

in more detail since it is here that they discuss the development from the 1960s 

onwards – a history less emphasized thus far. 

 An important issue in the ‘recent developments’ of the history of Dutch 

parapsychology – as described by Van Dongen and Gerding – has been the succession 

of Tenhaeff as professor in parapsychology. In 1963 Utrecht University decided they 

wanted to replace the extraordinary chair in parapsychology with a regular one. 

Tenhaeff had objections to all the suggested candidates, which led to the 

establishment of two chairs in parapsychology at Utrecht University in 1974 – the 

regular one held by the Swede Martin Johnson and the extraordinary one still 

occupied by Tenhaeff. In 1978 Tenhaeff was succeeded by Van Praag. 

 The instalment of a regular chair in parapsychology in 1974 also resulted in a 

parapsychological laboratory at the department of psychology. The Netherlands and 

Utrecht University had from 1974 not only two chairs in parapsychology, but also two 

research institutes. The first one, the Parapsychological Institute, was established in 

1953 when Tenhaeff became an extraordinary professor. And the second one, the 

parapsychological laboratory, was a division of the general psychological laboratory 

and was installed when the regular chair in parapsychology was established in 1974. 

The parapsychologists S.A. Schouten and H. Boerenkamp were permanent staff 

members of the parapsychological laboratory led by the professor Johnson and 

visiting research workers were welcomed in the laboratory as well.363 Johnson and 

Schouten together founded the European Journal of Parapsychology in 1976.364 

 Van Dongen and Gerding conclude their useful book with the remark that the 

scientific field of parapsychology is highly multiform in 1983. The authors express 

their hope that this valuable characteristic can continue to flourish in stable relations 

between parapsychologists and their separate institutes.365  

 

The overview of the history of Dutch parapsychology by Van Dongen and Gerding 

has followed a familiar pattern up to the 1960s. Their description of the developments 
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in the field of parapsychology in the second half of the 20th century is unique. This 

period is – to a large extent – defined by the succession of Tenhaeff as professor of 

parapsychology. In 1963 the board of Utrecht University decided they wanted to 

appoint a full time professor and because Tenhaeff opposed this procedure it was 

decided to appoint a professor alongside Tenhaeff. In 1974 two chairs and two 

research institutes were devoted to parapsychology in Utrecht: the Parapsychological 

Institute (already established in 1953) and the parapsychological laboratory (founded 

in 1974). From 1976 onwards the parapsychological laboratory published its own 

journal: the European Journal of Parapsychology.  

 Van Dongen and Gerding’s book is, in fact, the sole comprehensive history of 

Dutch parapsychology that has been written thus far. But not only do they not discuss 

in detail all the quarrels and debates that occupied Dutch parapsychologists in the 

second half of the 20th century, in their limited number of pages they could only 

indicate briefly several important moment in the history of Dutch parapsychology. 

The history of Dutch parapsychology entails more than was knowledgeable to them. 

The last historical accounts of Dutch parapsychology that will be discussed illustrate 

just how much of its history yet remains to be discovered.  

 

New elements in the history of Dutch parapsychology 

Two authors – both from within the field of parapsychology itself – have written 

several articles about the history of Dutch parapsychology that allude to new and 

interesting issues. These two authors are Sybo Schouten and Wim Kramer. 

 

Schouten and the parapsychological laboratory 

Sybo Schouten – one of the fulltime employees of the parapsychological laboratory 

from 1974 until the laboratory was closed down due to budgetary cuts in 1989 – has 

not only re-examined the experiment of Heymans into telepathy in 1978, he also has 

written several articles about the history of Dutch parapsychology. During the thirty-

fourth annual convention of the parapsychological association in 1991, a symposium 

was devoted to the history of parapsychology in four countries: Germany, the 

Netherlands, Iceland and Norway. Compared to the histories of Norwegian and 

Icelandic parapsychology – revolving around only a couple of people – the Dutch and 

German histories are remarkably rich. Schouten has written the account of the Dutch 
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history of parapsychology for this occasion. Familiarly, he starts off with Frederik van 

Eeden and proceeds to Heyman’s experiment into telepathy. Interestingly enough, 

Schouten mentions research undertaken by the novelist Simon Vestdijk into “(…) the 

astrologer’s claim of a relationship between horoscope and personality traits.”366  

Vestdijk related the significant results he found in three studies to the climatic 

circumstances of the season of the birth. Schouten continues to discuss the qualitative 

research of Tenhaeff into Croiset and the quantitative research of Van Busschbach in 

the 1950s. Schouten discusses the parapsychological laboratory– in which Schouten 

himself worked – as following a “(…) process-oriented approach in which both 

parapsychological and nonparapsychological, especially psychological, hypotheses 

are considered when trying to find explanations for paranormal experiences and 

phenomena.”367 Lastly, Schouten discusses the research of the 1980s into “physically 

based observational theories”, associated with parapsychologists such as D.J. 

Bierman, J.T.M. Houtkooper, B.M. Millar and S. Jacobs and H. Michels.368 These 

observational theories – as explained in the first chapter – take the Copenhagen 

interpretation of quantum mechanics as the starting point to explain paranormal 

phenomena. Schouten concludes that with researches as the one from H. G. 

Boerenkamp – in which he investigated paranormal healing and found no conclusive 

evidence for any paranormal events – Dutch parapsychological research has 

contributed to answering relevant questions present in society. He emphasizes, again, 

that the research in the Netherlands “(…) has been process-oriented rather than proof-

oriented.”369 Meaning that the research is mostly focused on what constitutes an 

experience of the paranormal instead of on whether the experience can be proven to 

be real or not.    

 In the parapsychological laboratory in which Schouten worked himself, the 

emphasis was very much upon the investigation of the processes that produce 

paranormal phenomena. In 1989, when this laboratory was closed down, Schouten has 

written a survey of the research undertaken in this laboratory for the European 
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Journal of Parapsychology.370 In his article straightforwardly entitled The End of the 

Parapsychological Laboratory of the University of Utrecht, Schouten states that in the 

laboratory research has been done into “spontaneous paranormal experiences”, 

“mediums or healers” and “laboratory research mainly with unselected subjects”. 371 

But the emphasis was on laboratory research. Schouten stresses yet again the 

importance of the “two-track approach” used in the laboratory, “in which both 

parapsychological and psychological explanations for paranormal experiences are 

studied.”372 With the closing of the laboratory – Schouten sadly concludes – the 

Netherlands is losing its independent institution “to which society can turn for 

objective and scientifically valid information”: the only antidote against “the 

corrupted and sensationalized” form in which paranormal phenomena are usually 

represented in popular media. 373 

 

Kramer and the discovery of remarkable facts 

The former psychologist – specialized in parapsychology – Wim Kramer has written 

about several intriguing aspects of the history of Dutch parapsychology in the 

Tijdschrift voor Parapsychologie from 2005 until 2007. Because of his research – 

almost detective work – Kramer has managed to restore quite a few forgotten 

elements of the Dutch history of parapsychology. He has written several articles 

regarding the pioneering parapsychologist Floris Jansen (1881-1937), the realization 

of the first laboratory of the Dutch SPR and about the forgotten first professor in 

parapsychology in the Netherlands at the University of Leiden in 1942 – E.A. Greven 

(1879-1956).  

 The activities of Floris Jansen – who started but never finished an education in 

medicine – in the area of parapsychology have also been discussed briefly by Van 

Dongen & Gerding.374 But Kramer has filled in many blanks. With some financial aid 

from spiritualists – helped by De Fremery – Jansen set up a laboratory in 1906 to 
                                           
370 Interesting to note about the European Journal of Parapsychology – mainly aimed at experimental 
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investigate several phenomena including paranormal ones. He also visited Heymans, 

who – although excited about his plans – did not offer to help him out in any practical 

ways. Until his budget became insufficient in 1908, Jansen performed investigations 

into the physical aspects of paranormal phenomena in this laboratory and would 

report the outcomes of this research in his own journal entitled: Driemaandelijkse 

verslagen van het psycho-fysisch laboratorium te Amsterdam. Jansen was mostly 

interested in the question at what point biological life is suddenly able to develop 

consciousness. Jansen wanted to investigate this question in four areas: in biology, 

spiritualism, psychology and psychiatry. Kramer underlines that Jansen himself was 

not a spiritualists he regarded himself as a physiologist. Following Fechner, he aimed 

to establish a psycho-physiological laboratory.  

 Kramer argues that Jansen’s experiments were appreciated by Tenhaeff and 

that Tenhaeff himself tried to reproduce several experiments performed by Jansen.375 

Kramer even believes that Tenhaeff was inspired by Jansen when setting up the first 

parapsychological laboratory of the Dutch SPR in the 1930s. The parapsychological 

laboratory held by the Dutch SPR from 1935 until 1941 is often forgotten. Van 

Dongen & Gerding do mention it shortly in their overview. In 1934 a new department 

of the Dutch SPR was established in Amsterdam. Tenhaeff had argued for a 

parapsychological laboratory several times, but with the opening of the Amsterdam 

SPR-department these plans were finally materialized.  

The secretary of the SPR, L.J. Koopman and the president of the SPR 

department in Amsterdam – H. Wolff – managed to open a parapsychological 

laboratory in 1935 in several empty rooms in a hospital in Amsterdam. Kramer 

addresses specifically the relation between the spiritualists from Harmonia and the 

members of the SPR regarding this laboratory. In the 1930s the spiritualists feared 

that their mediumistic talents were being denied by the psychical researchers. The 

opening of the laboratory reconciled both parties, for the spiritualists thought this 

would provide them with an opportunity to demonstrate their gifts.376 But the relation 

between the Dutch psychical researchers and the Harmonian spiritualists remained a 

difficult one. The research undertaken in the laboratory addressed earth rays, the 

relation between trance and brain activity and several experiments with different 
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mediums. Kramer aims to rectify the idea that Tenhaeff was not interested in 

quantitative research by demonstrating Tenhaeff’s active involvement in the 

establishment of the laboratory.  

During the years the SPR itself became more divided as well, especially when 

the relation between Tenhaeff and Dietz was flagged. As a consequence, Kramer 

believes, the hospital would no longer be willing to accommodate the 

parapsychological laboratory. Luckily, in 1940 the professor in psychology and 

promoter of Tenhaeff – F.M.J.A. Roels – was willing to let the SPR use an empty 

room at the Utrecht University as a laboratory.377 Because of a lack of time and 

money only few experiments were performed in this laboratory. In 1941 the SPR was 

banned by the German occupiers and therefore the laboratory was closed. In 1953 the 

SPR had the disposal of a new laboratory when the Parapsychological Institute was 

opened in concordance with Tenhaeff’s chair in parapsychology. But Kramer states 

that even two years earlier – in 1951 – the Wilhelmina child hospital had welcomed 

Tenhaeff to establish a parapsychological laboratory there.378 

The final remarkable fact that has been discovered by Kramer is that Tenhaeff 

was not the first professor in parapsychology in the Netherlands – or in the world. The 

blind and crippled spiritualist Eugen Adolph Greven has been an extraordinary 

professor in parapsychology at the University of Leiden from March 1942 until April 

of that same year when the university was closed by the Germans. The reason Greven 

has disappeared from the history of parapsychology probably has to with the fact that 

he became professor through his personal connections with Herman Göring.  

Kramer provides a balanced account of Greven’s relation towards the Nazis. It 

is probable that Greven – in his desperate quest that lasted over 10 years to obtain a 

chair in parapsychology – simply used all the connections he had at his disposal. 

People such as Hans Driesch, August Messer, Johannes Verweyen and Charles Richet 

supported his plans.379 On the other hand, having a German mother and having lived 

half of his life in Germany it must not have been easy for him to bluntly oppose the 

German occupier.380 
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The writings of Schouten and Kramer into the history of Dutch parapsychology have 

demonstrated that this scarcely studied history probable hides many unknown facts. 

Schouten mentions researches into astrology undertaken by Simon Vestdijk, Kramer 

has discovered many unknown facts regarding Floris Jansen, the laboratory of the 

SPR and the forgotten professor in parapsychology Greven. Furthermore, Kramer and 

Schouten explicitly discuss a scientific history of Dutch parapsychology. This seems 

to be a history full of parapsychological research undertaken in laboratories with a 

clear resemblance to the field of psychology – as is exemplified by Jansen’s 

Fechnerian laboratory and the use of psychological theories in the parapsychological 

laboratory Schouten worked at. In his writings Schouten has underlined the 

orientation of the research in the parapsychological laboratory into the processes 

underlying the experiences of paranormal phenomena. And finally, Schouten has 

emphasized throughout his articles that parapsychological research is relevant for the 

society since it can provide an objective answer to prevalent questions.  

 

Summing up the history of Dutch parapsychology thus far 

It is possible to give a general outline of the accepted history of Dutch 

parapsychology that emerges out of the secondary literature that has been discussed 

here. Starting with several pioneers (most notably Frederik van Eeden), the authors 

identify the beginning of Dutch parapsychology in 1920 when the Dutch SPR was 

established and the pioneering psychologists Gerard Heymans performed his 

experiments into telepathy. The next major event takes place in 1928 when the 

Tijdschrift voor Parapsychologie was founded by Paul Dietz and Wilhelm Tenhaeff. 

These two figures are important in the 1930s as well, when they are appointed as 

private lecturers in parapsychology at the University of Leiden and Utrecht University 

respectively. After the war, the Dutch SPR has to be re-established and the highpoint 

of this period is the inauguration of Tenhaeff as extraordinary professor in 

parapsychology at Utrecht University. This chair was accompanied by a research 

institute, the Parapsychological Institute. The parapsychological research after the war 

has both a quantitative and a qualitative character. The quantitative research is 

inspired by Rhine and the qualitative research revolves mainly around the medium 

Gerard Croiset. The researches into his (healing) abilities are done mostly by 

Tenhaeff. From 1963 onwards, Dutch parapsychology is defined by problems and 
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discussions regarding the succession of Tenhaeff. It is in this year – 1963 – that the 

Board of Utrecht University decided they wanted to replace the extraordinary chair in 

parapsychology for an ordinary one. Tenhaeff has objected to every possible 

candidate for his succession up until 1978 – when Henri van Praag became 

extraordinary professor – leading to a separate ordinary chair in parapsychology in 

1971 given to the Swede Martin Johnson. From 1971 until 1989 there were not only 

two professors in parapsychology at Utrecht University, but also two research 

institutes. In 1989 the second research institute – the parapsychological laboratory – 

was closed because of budget cuts. This laboratory was part of the general 

psychological laboratory. 

 This is the outline of the history of Dutch parapsychology as is presented in 

the work of George Zorab and Hein van Dongen and Hans Gerding. Especially the 

investigations of Wim Kramer have shown that this representation is probably filled 

with blanks. Not only did Kramer manage to uncover the path of the pioneering 

parapsychologist Floris Jansen, he also retrieved information about a SPR laboratory 

in the 1930s and he has retraced the controversial first professor in parapsychology in 

the Netherlands – Eugene Greven. His preliminary work illustrates nicely just how 

much of the history of Dutch parapsychology is still unknown and what kind of 

information a detailed investigation of its history might retrieve.  

 Other authors have not so much produced an outline of the history of Dutch 

parapsychology, but have emphasized several important themes. It is interesting to 

note that Wilhelm Tenhaeff, Ilse Bulhof and Sybo Schouten have all underlined in 

their writings the relation of parapsychology with psychology. Tenhaeff has stressed 

in his article not only the relation of spiritualism to parapsychology or the process of 

professionalization that took place mainly in the 1950s, he has also demonstrated just 

how much parapsychology should resemble psychology in his eyes. Parapsychologists 

should not solely concern themselves with finding proof for paranormal phenomena; 

they should also pay more attention to the psychological processes behind paranormal 

experiences. Bulhof has illustrated quite nicely the connections between 

psychoanalysis and parapsychology in the Netherlands in the figures of Van Eeden, 

Van Renterghem and Tenhaeff. Schouten has demonstrated just how much the 

research in the parapsychological laboratory was psychological of nature. In its focus 

on processes, instead of on proof, these researches seem to resemble Tenhaeff’s 

perspective on parapsychological research. Lastly, Schouten’s expression of his 
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opinion that independent parapsychological research institutes are necessary in a 

society is noteworthy, because it illustrates the direct relation parapsychologists often 

experience with the general public. 

 

 

Conclusions: approaching a new history  

In this chapter first the history of the Dutch fin de siècle in general and the history of 

Dutch spiritualism in particular have been discussed extensively, because for a 

scholarly analysis of the history of parapsychology an understanding of its historical 

roots is necessary. These histories have demonstrated the complex intertwinement 

between animal magnetism, theosophy, spiritualism, parapsychology and religion in 

general.  

The relation between these interrelated movements is often situated in the fin 

de siècle as part of the ‘petites religions’. The negative interpretation of Jan Romein 

about these small faiths has been severely criticised by Dutch historians. However, 

despite the emphasis of these historians upon the social or political aspirations of the 

small faiths or their involvement in the establishment of the independence of the 

Dutch East-Indies – as in the case of spiritualism and theosophy – the interaction is 

still difficult to understand. The small faiths appear as a rather eclectic collection of 

(quasi-)religious movements that are not necessarily solely bound to the fin de siècle 

of the 19th century. As Gijswijt-Hofstra has argued it is possible to detect comparable 

movements and groups in the 20th century, which leads to an intriguing questioning of 

the idea of disenchantment as put forward by Weber.          

Perhaps the most useful approaches to investigate the history of Dutch 

parapsychology are given by Vijselaar and Vermeer. Vijselaar has suggested with his 

history of animal magnetism not only how a specific spiritual interpretation of animal 

magnetism might have paved the way for spiritualism in the Netherlands, his 

exemplary study also provides a method to investigate the history of Dutch 

spiritualism in a comparative international cultural context. Vermeer has investigated 

probably the most important aspect of spiritualism for a history of Dutch 

parapsychology – its scientific aspirations. Despite the criticism upon a distinction 

between critical spiritualists and non-critical spiritists, Vermeer has shown that around 

1900 such a division did exist among spiritualistic circles.  
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Vermeer ends her discussion of the science in spiritualism in 1920, when the 

Dutch SPR was founded. Nevertheless, a profound historical analysis of how and to 

what extent spiritualism contributed to the emergence of Dutch psychical research is 

still lacking. Perhaps a valuable approach to investigate the intertwinement of 

spiritualism and psychical research in the Netherlands is to focus upon the 

spiritualistic society Harmonia. This society has not been examined by any historian 

thus far and since it was established in 1888 it was very much involved in the 

founding of the Dutch SPR. The role of the first president of the Dutch SPR – Gerard 

Heymans – should be thoroughly investigated as well. Thus far Heymans has received 

less attention in historical accounts of Dutch spiritualism and parapsychology than 

Van Eeden. In almost every historical account discussed in this chapter Van Eeden is 

mentioned. It seems as though Van Eeden is often regarded as the personification of 

the Dutch fin de siècle par excellence. It would be interesting to investigate the role of 

Heymans in the establishment of Dutch psychical research and parapsychology more 

thoroughly. 

The transition from spiritualism to psychical research – probably from 1900 

until 1920 – is an important period in the history of Dutch parapsychology. Other 

periods seems to be important for a scientific history of Dutch parapsychology as 

well: the 1930s when Dietz and Tenhaeff became private lecturers in parapsychology 

at different universities; the 1950s when Tenhaeff became extraordinary professor in 

parapsychology at Utrecht University; and the 1970s when a second, regular, chair in 

parapsychology was established. In its history the relation between Dutch 

parapsychology seems to be worth examining. This is not only exemplified by the 

pioneering psychologists Heymans who was the first president of the Dutch SPR, but 

this is also mentioned by Tenhaeff himself and in the 1970s the parapsychological 

laboratory was even a division of the broader psychological laboratory. As Bulhof has 

shown, the relation between parapsychology and psychoanalysis is also intriguing. 

Despite the fact that it is already possible to detect several important periods in 

the history of Dutch parapsychology, it should be kept in mind that only a small 

amount of the archives devoted in one way or another to its history has been examined 

thus far. In the next, concluding chapter a number of archives will be referred to that 

as yet have hardly received any attention. An inventory of archives with information 

of the history of parapsychology will serve as the foundation therefore. As the work of 
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Kramer seems to exemplify, it is only reasonable to assume that several important and 

intriguing facts are yet to be discovered in these archives.   
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Chapter Four 

Approaching the History                            

of Dutch Parapsychology 

 
“Let empiricism once become associated with religion, as hitherto,  

through some strange misunderstanding, it has been associated with irreligion,  

and I believe that a new era of religion as well as of philosophy will be ready to begin.” 

 

(W. James, A Pluralistic Universe (Harvard, 1909) 142) 

 

 

 

The history of Dutch parapsychology is a unique one. Earlier than in other countries, 

in the Netherlands parapsychologists obtained academic positions at universities – 

either as private lecturers or as professor. Despite its uniqueness, the history of Dutch 

parapsychology has not yet been described in detail. The standard overview of the 

history of Dutch parapsychology which has emerged out of the secondary sources 

discussed in the previous chapter is surely to contain several considerable hiatus – as 

the work of Kramer has already indicated.  

The discussion of the history of Dutch parapsychology as presented in the 

third chapter has ended with the closing of the parapsychology laboratory in 1989. 

But the history of parapsychology does not stop there. It was already shortly 

mentioned that when Tenhaeff finally retired in 1978, his extraordinary chair in 

parapsychology was taken over by the philosopher Henri van Praag. Due to health 

reasons, Van Praag resigned in 1986. Because of complicated internal affairs it lasted 

until 1991 before a successor of Van Praag was appointed – the physicist and 

psychologist Dick Bierman. The faculty of social sciences of Utrecht University was 

not willing to welcome Bierman in their department and therefore he resided directly 

under the Board of the Utrecht University. Finally, in 2006, the chair in 

parapsychology was abolished by the same Board. Bierman and the Dutch SPR – the 

supporter of the (unsalaried) chair – found at the University for Humanistics in 

Utrecht a way to uphold a professorship and in 2007 at this university the ‘Heymans 
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chair in exceptional human experiences’ was established. The chair was occupied by 

Bierman until his retirement in 2008. The University for Humanistics and the Dutch 

SPR want to pursue the chair in the future and are currently looking for a suitable 

candidate.  

 Thus, at the beginning of the 21st century it seems parapsychology has lost its 

scientific and academic ground in the Netherlands. The University for Humanistics is 

not as respected a university as Utrecht University. Even before the transfer of the 

chair to the University for Humanistics the position of the faculty of social sciences of 

Utrecht University became more reluctant towards parapsychology. The current chair 

at the University for Humanistics is not so much aimed at the investigation of 

paranormal phenomena but more at the personal experience and subjective 

interpretation thereof. Efforts to try and capture paranormal phenomena in 

experimental settings have largely disappeared in the Netherlands.  

The difficult academic position of Dutch parapsychology at the beginning of 

the 21st century is perhaps illustrated best by a short article in the newspaper of 

Utrecht University – Ublad - in January of 2009. The article is tentatively called 

‘When parapsychology was still a science’ and both Hans Alma – the rector of the 

University for Humanistics – and Willem Koops – the dean of the faculty of social 

sciences of Utrecht University – are quoted.381 Whereas Alma states that a chair in 

exceptional religious or paranormal experiences corresponds with the aim of the 

University for Humanistics to investigate how people give meaning to their lives, 

Koops exclaims that the faculty of social sciences never wants to facilitate a chair in 

parapsychology ever again. Even if the scientific level of the previous professor – 

Bierman – was up to standards, Koops states, a chair in parapsychology would only 

attract students with perverse interests and the faculty of social sciences just does not 

want to be caught up anymore in all the hassle surrounding a chair in parapsychology.   

 It seems the status of parapsychology has changed over the years. At the 

beginning of the 20th century the important (pioneer) psychologist Gerard Heymans 

was actively involved in the investigation of paranormal phenomena, but in the 

beginning of the 21st century no such serious interest from the side of psychology or 

any other social science is to be found. Dutch parapsychology has seen a rise, 

florescence and fall in its continuous struggle for scientific acceptance from the end of 

                                           
381 ‘Toen parapsychologie nog een wetenschap was’ (UBlad 17 40, 29-01-2009).  
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the 19th century until the beginning of the 21st century. The important pioneer 

psychologist and psychiatrist, Frederik van Eeden, was actively interested in psychical 

research at the end of the 19th century. From the successful foundation of the Dutch 

SPR in the 1920s onwards, Dutch parapsychologists managed to obtain positions as 

private lecturers at universities in the 1930s. This rise of Dutch parapsychology 

resulted in the 1950s in an extraordinary chair in parapsychology at Utrecht 

University and culminated in another – ordinary – chair in parapsychology in the 

1970s. But from the end of the 1980s onwards – after the closing of the 

parapsychological laboratory – parapsychology seems to have been steadily losing its 

academic ground. 

The history of Dutch parapsychology raises several intriguing questions. How 

did Dutch parapsychologists succeed at obtaining university positions at a uniquely 

early stage? Why did Utrecht University decide to give two academic chairs to 

parapsychologists in the 1970s and 1980s? And what reasons can be indicated to 

account for the gradual diminishment of parapsychology at the end of the 20th century 

and the beginning of the 21st?  

The previous three chapters have all provided clues how to answer these and 

related questions. This chapter will suggest several directions for a research program 

to begin to map and understand the history of Dutch parapsychology. This final 

chapter will present a rough outline of issues, questions and perspectives that could be 

addressed in an investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology. But before the 

abovementioned questions could be answered, first historical investigations should try 

to gain insight into the lacunas of the history of Dutch parapsychology. 

The directions and themes suggested in this chapter can all be firmly grounded 

in the research of primary sources. This naturally raises the question whether there is 

enough archive material to found an investigation of the history of Dutch 

parapsychology on. Until recently it was not clear which material was available. But 

in 2008 Ingrid Kloosterman has drawn up for the Archief- en Documentatiecentrum 

Nederlandse Gedragswetenschappen (ADNG)382 an inventory of available primary 

sources about Dutch parapsychology. This inventory shows that there is an abundant 

amount of – often not yet researched – material available. In this inventory twenty-

two depositories such as libraries and archival institutions are discussed – of which 

                                           
382 ‘Archive and Documentation centre for Dutch Behavioral Sciences’. 
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four outside the Netherlands – where a diverse amount of primary sources can be 

found: book collections, personal archives, institutional archives but also radio- and 

television programs.383     

This material as it is summed up in the inventory can serve as the foundation 

for the investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology and in this chapter the 

suggested directions and dimensions will be directly related to specific primary 

sources. In this chapter first it will be suggested how the history of Dutch 

parapsychology can be mapped by focusing upon several key periods. To truly 

explain the important events in the history of Dutch parapsychology it is necessary to 

ground the internal developments in their appropriate contexts. To this extent in the 

second section a contextual approach will be presented. Lastly it will be pointed to 

which themes investigations of the history of Dutch parapsychology could address. 

 

 

Key periods in the history of parapsychology 

As was shown in chapter three – particular through the work of Kramer – it is only 

probable to assume that since a detailed overview of the history of Dutch 

parapsychology is currently lacking, certain aspects of its history are as yet unknown. 

The first aim of a historical account of Dutch parapsychology should be to try to map 

the complete history through basic historical research. The investigation of hitherto 

unexamined archives and other primary sources is bound to unveil yet unknown facts, 

developments and aspects of Dutch parapsychology.  

Nevertheless, despite an incomplete history of parapsychology it is certainly 

possible to distinguish certain important periods in the history of Dutch 

parapsychology. The institutionalizing of the research and the positions 

parapsychologists obtained at universities mark these important moments. While the 

emphasis upon certain moments in the history of Dutch parapsychology could alter 

during the investigations, here a rough outline will be sketched of those periods that 

can provide interesting information about the scientific and academic development of 

parapsychology in the Netherlands.  

                                           
383 I.E. Kloosterman, Inventaris van de Bronnen op het Gebied van de Nederlandse Parapsychologie 
(s.n. 2008). 
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A focus upon several crucial periods in which (perhaps) the method and 

subjects of research into paranormal phenomena changed descents from Dehue’s 

investigation of the alterations of methodological rules within the history of Dutch 

parapsychology in the 20th century. To understand why parapsychologists obtained 

access to universities at certain points and to explain why their research methods and 

research subject changed over the years, it is important to try to situate the 

developments of parapsychology in the appropriate social and cultural circumstances. 

How this can be done will be outlined in the next section, this section is focused upon 

the mapping of important moments in the history of Dutch parapsychology. 

 

Prehistory of parapsychology 

The first key period in the history of Dutch parapsychology can be situated between 

around 1880 until 1920. It is in this period that the transition from spiritualism to 

psychical research took place. In the third chapter it has been argued that the fin de 

siècle is important for the emergence of the investigation of paranormal phenomena. 

The different ‘occult’ groups that originated at the end of the 19th century eventually 

led – in one way or the other – in institutionalized psychical research and 

parapsychology. One of the most important ‘petites religion’ for psychical research 

and parapsychology is spiritualism. Spiritualistic séances gave an enormous impetus 

to the need for the investigation of paranormal phenomena. Therefore the history of 

Dutch spiritualism is very important for the history of Dutch parapsychology.  

It was shown in the third chapter that a comprehensive history of Dutch 

spiritualism does not exist yet. However, the historiography of Dutch spiritualism has 

alluded to several important themes in its history: such as the relation between animal 

magnetism and spiritualism, between Protestantism and spiritualism, between 

spiritualism and theosophy and, perhaps most importantly for a history of Dutch 

parapsychology, the scientific aspects of spiritualism. It is this last theme that should 

be investigated more thoroughly in a history of Dutch parapsychology. 

One way to investigate the transitional period from spiritualism to psychical 

research is through the spiritualistic society of Harmonia. This society has not been 

researched thus far, since the archives were not yet available to historians. Currently 

the archives of Harmonia are being handed over to Kramer whose goal is to make 

these archives publicly available. The history of Harmonia is an important one for the 
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history of Dutch parapsychology, because it is in concordance with this spiritualistic 

society that the institutionalization of the Dutch SPR occurred – as Kramer has 

suggested. Furthermore, established in 1888, Harmonia was the most prominent 

spiritualistic society that was active in this transitional period. Harmonia can provide 

an excellent opportunity to investigate the scientific aspects of spiritualism that might 

have led to the institutionalization of psychical research in the Netherlands.  

Another way to investigate the transitional period or prehistorical period of 

Dutch psychical research and parapsychology is through the involvement of Dutch 

persons in the British SPR. When the Dutch SPR did not exist just yet, it is only 

natural to assume that Dutch persons interested in the investigation of paranormal 

phenomena would turn to the British SPR – the authoritative example of psychical 

research at the end of the 19th century and beginning of the 20th. In chapter two it has 

been mentioned that Frederik van Eeden corresponded with members of the British 

SPR and even gave a couple of lectures for members of this society. It would be worth 

checking the membership lists of the British SPR for any other Dutch intellectuals 

who turned to the British SPR before a Dutch SPR was founded. 

 

Institutionalization 

The period from 1900 until 1920 is also to be regarded as the formative period of the 

Dutch SPR – the first institutionalization of Dutch parapsychology. This formative 

period has only been mentioned in brief by Van Dongen and Gerding in their PSI in 

Wetenschap en Wijsbegeerte. It still is necessary to work out in detail who initiated 

the establishment of a Dutch SPR. The physician Zeehandelaar played a key role 

herein, but much is still unknown about his person. Unfortunately, in the inventory no 

reference is to be found to any specific archives regarding his person. However, it is 

possible – through the archives of the Dutch SPR – to determine who the first 

members of the Dutch SPR were and whether there are any ties to the academic 

community to be found amongst these first members. Investigating the formative 

period of the SPR it is also necessary to determine what was the position of the Dutch 

SPR towards, for example, the academic world and spiritualistic societies such as 

Harmonia.  

An important first member of the Dutch SPR is Heymans, the first president of 

this society. Out of the personal archive of Heymans and the archives of his 
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Psychological Institute – a psychological laboratory in operation from 1892 and 1930 

and the location in which Heymans’ research into telepathy took place – an image 

might emerge of Heymans’ interest in psychical research and his active involvement 

in the Dutch SPR. One of the interesting questions surrounding Heymans is to what 

extent he was interested in the research of paranormal phenomena. Was his 

experiment into telepathy an exceptional excursion in his research or is his 

involvement representative of something more profound? Naturally, his interest in the 

investigation of paranormal phenomena is very much related to his psychic monistic 

philosophical ideas which have been described in some detail by Draaisma. It might 

very well turn out that an investigation of the person of Heymans and his involvement 

in parapsychology can be used as a separate direction to investigate the history of 

Dutch parapsychology. 

 

The first private lecturers 

Another important period in the history of Dutch parapsychology is the 1930s, since 

this is when Dietz and Tenhaeff were appointed as private lecturers in parapsychology 

at the University of Leiden in 1932 and at Utrecht University in 1933 respectively. 

Even though private lecturers do not get any payment from the universities they are 

assigned to and even though the courses they give are extracurricular; through their 

appointment Dutch parapsychologists were present in the academic community 

sooner than in most other countries. It is still unclear how Dietz and Tenhaeff became 

imbedded academically and what made the universities decide to appoint them. It is 

also questionable to what extent they were accepted academically since perhaps 

private lecturers were not held in the highest regard by other academics.  

Tenhaeff had received his PhD in psychology from Roels. It might very well 

be that it was due to the influence of Roels that Tenhaeff could be appointed as 

private lecturer in parapsychology at Utrecht University in 1933. From 1922 until 

1930 Roels was appointed as the first professor in experimental psychology in the 

Netherlands at Utrecht University. Roels was not only willing to supervise Tenhaeff’s 

PhD research into psychics; he was himself a member of the Dutch SPR. The 

researches performed in Roels’ laboratory or under his supervision were from 1924 

until as late as 1941 published in Mededeelingen uit het Psychologisch Laboratorium. 

In 1933 and 1938 several articles by Tenhaeff were recorded in this journal. Thus far 
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any archives specifically about Roels have not been retrieved, but an investigation of 

his work and academic position might shed some light upon the arrival of 

parapsychology at Utrecht University in the 1930s. 

Unfortunately, just as for Tenhaeff, no personal archives of Dietz have been 

retrieved thus far. But both Dietz and Tenhaeff have given public lectures when they 

were appointed as private lecturers in parapsychology. Perhaps these lectures can 

provide information about the nature of their appointment. Furthermore, Van Dongen 

has specialized himself in the person of Dietz and therefore he might have found 

information thus far unknown to anyone.   

Lastly, the archives of the boards of universities can hold important 

information about the reasons as to why Dietz and Tenhaeff were appointed as private 

lecturers. The recordings of internal discussions around the appointment of 

parapsychologists at the University of Leiden and Utrecht University – to be found in 

the archives of the boards – can prove to be very informative. 

 

The first professor in parapsychology 

The next significant period can be situated in the 1950s when Tenhaeff received a 

chair in parapsychology at Utrecht University in 1953. An institute accompanied this 

chair. The central question here is why Utrecht University decided to welcome an 

extraordinary chair. Again, just as regarding the appointment of Dietz and Tenhaeff as 

private lecturers, the recordings of internal discussions of the board of Utrecht 

University can provide interesting information.  

It is also worth investigating through the archives of the Dutch SPR how 

difficult it was to lobby for the chair in parapsychology. As Kramer had pointed out, 

Greven had worked very hard to finally obtain an extraordinary chair in 

parapsychology at the University of Leiden with some help of the German occupier. 

Who have helped the SPR and Tenhaeff in obtaining an extraordinary chair and a 

corresponding institute in parapsychology? These questions could be begin to be 

answered by investigating the archives of those persons involved in the lobbying and 

through the recordings of meetings of the SPR. 
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The parapsychological laboratory 

The difficulties surrounding the succession of Tenhaeff finally led in the 1970s to the 

instalment of a second, ordinary, chair in parapsychology at Utrecht University. The 

archives of the Board of Utrecht University will maybe hold information as to why it 

was decided to first try to alter the extraordinary chair in parapsychology in an 

ordinary one and, when this plan failed because of the objections of Tenhaeff, why the 

board decided to install a separate, ordinary chair. Finally the Swede Martin Johnson 

was appointed as ordinary professor in 1974. The parapsychological laboratory was 

founded in concordance with this new chair and became a regular part of the 

psychological laboratory.  

Several questions could be addressed here: was the parapsychological 

laboratory accepted academically and what was the relation between the 

parapsychological laboratory and the parapsychological institute and between the two 

professors (Johnson and Van Praag)? Because of the recent occurrence of this period 

several parapsychologists who were themselves active back than can be consulted to 

try and answer these and related questions. Furthermore, the inaugural lectures of 

Johnson and Van Praag can also provide information, just as the personal archives of 

Van Praag. Also articles in the Tijdschrift voor Parapsychologie, Research Letters 

Parapsychology Laboratory and the European Journal of Parapsychology can be 

consulted to examine whether any discussions between the separate groups of 

parapsychologists can be found, for example. 

 

One of the most important aims of a historical account of Dutch parapsychology is to 

try and map this history in detail. Here, several key periods in this history have been 

pointed out that deserve profound historical analysis. However, it should always be 

kept in mind that the history of Dutch parapsychology has been scarcely investigated 

and therefore this pointing out of several key periods is to be regarded as preliminary. 

The focus of the historian could very well alter during his or her research.  

When the defining moments in the history of Dutch parapsychology have been 

retraced, it is necessary to situate them in their appropriate contexts to try to 

understand what constituted them – such as the appointment of Tenhaeff as 

extraordinary professor in parapsychology. In the next section several contexts will be 

discussed successively. Throughout this thesis it has been argued that a history of 
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Dutch parapsychology could concentrate very well upon the largely disregarded 

scientific developments of the field. In the next section it will be demonstrated how 

this can be done by situating the internal developments of Dutch parapsychology in 

the right contexts.  

 

 

A contextual approach  

In the first chapter of this thesis it has been argued that the religious, political and 

social contexts of psychical research have received ample attention thus far. What is 

currently still lacking, however, is a profound analysis of the scientific context of 

psychical research and parapsychology. As the historian of science Noakes has rightly 

claimed it is this context that has been largely neglected hitherto in the historiography 

of psychical research and psychology. Perhaps the single authors who have tried to 

pay sufficient attention to this scientific context have been Mauskopf and McVaugh in 

their description of Rhine’s experimental parapsychology in The Elusive Science. But 

in their emphasis upon the experimental approach, Mauskopf and McVaugh tend to be 

a bit too finalistic in their interpretation of the history of parapsychology.    

Therefore, to try to fill this hiatus, a historical account of Dutch 

parapsychology could focus upon the scientific context through the mapping of 

internal developments of the field. Furthermore, most historical accounts of psychical 

research and parapsychology that have been discussed throughout this thesis have 

focused upon the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th. The history of 

Dutch parapsychology is situated largely in this disregarded 20th century, since the 

official beginning of Dutch parapsychology is to be situated in 1920 when the Dutch 

SPR was founded. Thus, the investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology will 

be concentrated mostly upon the scientific developments in the 20th century. It should 

be kept in mind however that it is only possible to understand the scientific context of 

parapsychology by situating the developments in their social and cultural context. 

This section will suggest in detail how such a contextual approach can be understood. 
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Internal developments  

In the sketching of the key periods in the previous section, the internal developments 

of Dutch parapsychology have played a crucial role. The institutionalization of Dutch 

psychical research in 1920 and the academic positions Dutch parapsychologists 

obtained in the 1930s, 1950s and 1970s have largely defined which moments in the 

history of Dutch parapsychology can be regarded as key periods. Thus, a history of 

Dutch parapsychology will be essentially structured around these internal 

developments. However, besides the institutional and academic aspects, there are two 

other important groups of internal developments that have greatly influenced the 

development of Dutch parapsychology and should be taken into account in an 

investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology. These internal developments 

revolve around the alterations of the research subject in parapsychology and around 

the role of individual organizations in the field of parapsychology.     

In his The Invention of Telepathy, Luckhurst has made a valuable suggestion 

for future investigation of the history of parapsychology – especially when one aims 

to focus upon the scientific development of parapsychology. Luckhurst has suggested 

an investigation of how and why the focus of research into paranormal phenomena 

has shifted over time from telepathy to extra sensory perception (ESP), from ESP to 

‘Ganzfeld’-experiments and from Ganzfeld-experiments to ‘exceptional human 

experiences’. Following Danziger’s method in Constructing the Subject, the 

developments in the subject for Dutch parapsychological research can be retraced 

through a close examination of research reports. Amongst other things, such an 

investigation might demonstrate to what extent Dutch parapsychologists have altered 

their methods and research subjects to gain scientific and academic acceptance.384 In 

this regard, it could be valuable to focus on the developments in research subjects, 

method and theories during the earlier mentioned key periods.   

The most important source for such an investigation is, of course, the 

Tijdschrift voor Parapsychologie. The first publication of this journal was in 1928 and 

it is still in existence nowadays. From the foundation of the Dutch SPR in 1920 until 

1928 research reports were published in the Mededelingen Studievereniging der 
                                           
384 Together with the parapsychologists Alvarado and Biondi, Kramer has undertaken a comparable 
approach in their investigation of the different characters of parapsychological journals: C.S. Alvarado, 
M. Biondi, and W. Kramer, ‘Historical Notes on Psychic Phenomena in Specialised Journals’, 
European Journal of Parapsychology  21 (2006) 58-87. These authors have mainly focused upon the 
character of the articles and reports in several journals – determining whether the journals were more 
aimed at the general public or at an academic community and how this has changed over time. 
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Psychical Research. But even before the foundation of the Dutch SPR several 

pioneering journals can be distinguished. Firstly, these are the research reports of 

Floris Jansen: the Driemaandelijkse verslagen van het psycho-fysisch laboratorium te 

Amsterdam. Even though Jansen worked alone, his unique pre-SPR work is probably 

worth a closer look. In 1933 Tenhaeff obtained his PhD in psychology – under the 

supervision of the professor in psychology F.M.J.A. Roels (1878-1962) – with the 

dissertation Paragnosie en Einfuehlen. Bijdrage tot het vraagstuk der genialiteit. This 

research is also a valuable primary source for the investigation of the internal 

development of research subjects in parapsychology. 

 For the later period, several other journals could be investigated besides the 

Tijdschrift voor Parapsychologie. In 1961 several students – amongst them Bierman – 

started a national study centre for experimental parapsychology (SCEPP). From 1961 

until 2003 this centre also published a journal, the Spiegel der Parapsychologie. Other 

important research reports were published by the parapsychological laboratory that 

was opened in 1971 when Johnson was appointed as full-time professor in 

parapsychology. From 1971 until 1984 the results of the experiments performed in 

this laboratory were published in the Research Letters Parapsychology Laboratory. In 

1975 the members of the parapsychological laboratory had founded the European 

Journal of Parapsychology. A close examination of the research reports published in 

these different journals will provide a detailed overview of the developments in Dutch 

parapsychological research. Thereby the focus should be upon the most important 

Dutch journal of parapsychology – the Tijdschrift voor Parapsychologie. 

Investigating the different volumes of this journal can be done rather efficiently, since 

the Parapsychological Institute is working hard to make all these issues available 

online.385 

 A third important factor of the internal developments of Dutch parapsychology 

– besides the academic positioning of the discipline and the scientific developments – 

is constituted by the many different alliances Dutch parapsychologists have founded 

through the years to safeguard the future of parapsychology in the Netherlands. As 

Moore has stated in his In Search For White Crows, it should not be forgotten that 

often the failure of parapsychologists to obtain scientific acceptance can be related to 

the numerous internal affairs. This hypothesis could be tested very well upon the 

                                           
385 http://www.parapsy.nl/  

http://www.parapsy.nl/
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Dutch situation. Many controversies have surrounded the person of Tenhaeff, for 

example, and in the period when he was obstructing his own succession various 

individuals started their own (small) societies to rescue the field of parapsychology 

from diminishment. Also, because the Dutch SPR in the 1950s and 1960s (again, 

under the influence of Tenhaeff) was mainly focused upon qualitative research, 

certain groups emerged that wanted to investigate paranormal phenomena more 

quantitatively – the abovementioned SCEPP is an example thereof, just as the 

Synchronity Research Unit located in Nijmegen. This institutional proliferation and 

personal disagreements of parapsychologists in the history of Dutch parapsychology 

is an important aspect to investigate. In their PSI in Wetenschap en Wijsbegeerte Van 

Dongen and Gerding have chosen not to address these and related issues, however a 

truly historical analysis of Dutch parapsychology should try to take these 

controversies into account. Often, the evidence for any disagreement will be 

circumstantial – perhaps alluded to in a couple of letters in personal archives. 

Sometimes the minutes of the meetings of new alliances can be found in personal 

archives and the recordings of the meetings of the Dutch SPR might also provide 

intriguing information. An overview of the most important splinter groups in Dutch 

parapsychology – besides the Dutch SPR – can be a crucial aspect of its history.   

 

The context of psychology 

Throughout this thesis it has been argued that the discipline of psychology can be 

regarded as the natural environment of parapsychology. Several historians who have 

written about the history of parapsychology, psychical research or related currents 

often allude to the importance of the research into paranormal phenomena for the 

pioneering discipline of psychology. In the second chapter the question was raised 

how to understand the relation between psychology and parapsychology. It turned out 

that at the end of the 19th century psychical researchers and abnormal psychologists 

were all involved in the exploration of the unconscious. However, as was argued in 

the second chapter, the mutual relationship between experimental psychology and 

parapsychology is also worthy of further investigation. Especially if a historical 

account of parapsychology wants to concentrate upon the scientific context, the 

question what constitutes the relation between psychology and parapsychology is a 

crucial one. Naturally, the context of psychology is not the sole important scientific 
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context for parapsychology. In the next subsection the importance of the general 

scientific context will be discussed.  

Arguably, psychologists have contributed to the academic introduction of 

parapsychology. At the end of the 19th century (pioneering) psychologists as James, 

Freud, Jung, Van Eeden and Heymans were themselves profoundly interest in 

psychical research. An investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology could 

analyze in detail the work and lives of Van Eeden and Heymans. The biographer of 

Van Eeden, Fontijn, has in Tweespalt and Trots Verbrijzeld not paid considerable 

attention to the interest of Van Eeden in spiritualism and psychical research. Van 

Eeden’s extensive personal archives could provide intriguing information, just as the 

personal archives of Heymans. The philosophical ideas of Heymans are also 

important in order to understand his interest in the paranormal. Draaisma has written 

about this, but a detailed examination of Heymans’ philosophical work might provide 

an interesting perspective upon Heymans’ preoccupation with psychical research. 

Another indication of the support parapsychology received from psychologists 

is the role Roels played as a supervisor of Tenhaeff. The interests of Freud and Jung 

in psychical research and parapsychology demonstrate the support parapsychology 

has received from psychoanalysis. Bulhof in her Freud en Nederland suggests several 

intriguing interactions between parapsychology and psychoanalysis in the Netherlands 

through the persons of Van Renterghem, Van Eeden and Tenhaeff.  

One other important aspect – hitherto only very briefly discussed – of the 

mutual relation between psychology and parapsychology revolves around 

phenomenology. In the 1950s, the same period when Tenhaeff’s extraordinary chair in 

parapsychology was realized, the psychological department at Utrecht University was 

dominated by this specific psychological direction. Phenomenology – also known as 

the ‘Utrechtse School’ – is difficult to define since no coherent approach has been 

formulated. But important aspects are an aversion to positivistic psychology and an 

emphasis upon mental training of the individual resulting in an intuitive choice for 

what is morally right. As a psychologist, the phenomenologist would approach the 

other in a dialogue to help the other to obtain self-knowledge.386 The main 

representative of the phenomenological Utrechtse School is the physiologist and 

physician F.J.J. Buytendijk (1877-1974). In 1947 he was elected as professor in 

                                           
386 This description is founded on Dehue’s interpretation: Dehue, Regels van het Vak, 80. 
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psychology at Utrecht University as the successor of Roels and remained so until 

1957. Simultaneously, Buytendijk had two chairs at the University of Nijmegen and at 

the University of Leuven (Belgium). His extensive personal archive is available at the 

University of Nijmegen and it contains numerous letters with Dutch parapsychologists 

and personal notes about research into paranormal phenomena. The archive of his 

former student – the first professor in psychiatry and neurology at the University of 

Nijmegen from 1945 until 1978, J.J.G. Prick (1909-1978) – also contains 

correspondence with several Dutch parapsychologists. Perhaps these archives can 

provide intriguing information about the relation between parapsychology and 

phenomenology and might even suggest that the Utrecht School has contributed to the 

realization of a chair in parapsychology in 1953 at Utrecht University.  

Despite the support Dutch parapsychology seems to have received of 

psychology through the years, it was shown in this thesis that it is a sturdy conviction 

that the (pioneering) discipline of psychology tried to distance itself from psychical 

research and parapsychology (as Coon and other have tried to demonstrate). Draaisma 

has argued this for the Dutch situation in his De Geest in Getal. It is probable that the 

critical stance of psychology towards research into paranormal phenomena has 

fluctuated over the years. Therefore the question should be tried to be answered to 

what extent psychologists tried to demarcate their own research from 

parapsychological research in certain periods. Once again, this can perhaps be 

investigated best by focusing upon the key periods in the history of parapsychology. 

Following the method of Derksen’s Wij Psychologen, who has investigated the use of 

rhetoric in the academic demarcation of psychology; it is possible to analyze what 

rhetoric parapsychologists themselves employed to argue for scientific acceptance and 

which arguments were used against them. The inaugural lectures of parapsychologists 

who had obtained academic positions can, for example, reveal much about their plea 

for scientific acceptance. It might also indicate to what extent parapsychologists 

wanted a separate scientific discipline and to what extent they wanted to be part of 

orthodox psychology. 

 To further investigate the relation between parapsychology and experimental 

psychology the internal developments of parapsychology in research subjects, 

methods and theories could be related to developments in psychology. Dehue’s De 

Regels van het Vak and Danziger’s Constructing the Subject can be used as points of 

reference to determine to what extent methodological and experimental developments 
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in both parapsychology and psychology resemble each other. Furthermore, the 

parapsychological research reports could be investigated upon any references to the 

discipline of psychology. In chapter three it was already mentioned that Tenhaeff was 

of the explicit opinion that without a proper training in psychology a parapsychologist 

can not do his job properly. Furthermore, Schouten – in his emphasis upon the two-

way approach – regards parapsychology as truly a part of psychology.  

 

Broader scientific context 

Even though the context of psychology might be specifically important for the history 

of Dutch parapsychology, the broader scientific context should also be taken into 

account. Both psychology and psychical research emerged at the end of the 19th 

century and the beginning of the 20th century. They emerged in a scientific context 

mostly defined by the sciences, such as physics and physiology. In the first chapter it 

was shown that the majority of writings about the history of psychical research focus 

upon the British situation. The British SPR and psychical research in the Great-Britain 

in general received ample support from physicists, such as Crookes and Lodge. One 

of the founders of the British SPR, Barrett, was a professor in physics. For the Dutch 

situation it would be interesting to investigate whether the research in paranormal 

phenomena was not only supported by (pioneering) psychologists such as Van Eeden 

and Heymans but also by physicists. Leonieke Vermeer has suggested in her article 

that the Dutch situation appeared different from the situation in Great-Britain with the 

scarce support Dutch psychical research received of physicists. The membership lists 

of the Dutch SPR might provide more detailed information hereof.  

Furthermore, as especially the discussion of the recent developments in 

parapsychology by Beloff in his Parapsychology: A Concise History has shown, the 

theoretical considerations about paranormal phenomena (such as the observational 

theory) were derived from physics. Here Beloff even states that these theories were 

specifically popular among Dutch parapsychologists. For example Bierman, educated 

as a physicist himself, is one of the defenders of the observational theory. But even in 

earlier periods, as Luckhurst has demonstrated in his The Invention of Telepathy, 

physical ideas were used in the research of paranormal phenomena and have even 

influenced the emergence of the concept of telepathy. In the investigation of the 
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theoretical frameworks that were developed in Dutch parapsychology over the years, 

it would be interesting to relate these theories not only to psychological concepts but 

also to emergent ideas in physics.   

Subsequently, the intertwinement between psychical research and abnormal 

psychology automatically leads to the questioning of the relation between psychical 

research and psychiatry. Psychiatrists as Frederik Jacob Tolsma (1911-1990) and Jan 

Marlet were interested in spiritual and paranormal phenomena. The question can be 

raised whether psychical research and parapsychology were only related to 

psychology or also to other social sciences. For example, because paranormal 

phenomena seem to occur more in some cultures than in others it would be interesting 

to investigate whether any Dutch cultural anthropologists paid any attention to the 

research into paranormal phenomena.  

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, the scientific community has not always 

been particular welcoming to parapsychology. Thus, a big part of the investigation of 

the general scientific context is to map the sceptical responses. One of the most 

important sources regarding the sceptic stance against the research into paranormal 

phenomena is the ‘Vereniging tegen Kwakzalverij’. This society was founded in 1881 

and is still in existence nowadays. In 1988 the sceptical Dutch foundation called 

‘Skepsis’ was established and they aimed specifically at pseudoscience and the 

paranormal.387 Both their journal and libraries will demonstrate what arguments are 

used against parapsychology and whether mostly psychologists or other scientists are 

involved in these sceptical accounts. 

 

Social and cultural context 

To understand the fluctuating academic and scientific acceptation of parapsychology 

it is necessary not only to situate parapsychology in its appropriate scientific context – 

which will probably show what was thought to constitute ‘proper’ science at different 

moments – but it is also important to take the broader social and cultural context into 

account. Paranormal phenomena have not only intrigued psychical researchers and 

parapsychologists, but also the general public. It is certainly possible to wonder 

whether the internal developments of parapsychology can be related to changes in the 

                                           
387 One member of Skepsis, Rob Nanninga, has written two skeptical books about Dutch 
parapsychology: R.H. Nanninga, Parariteiten : een kritische blik op het paranormale (Utrecht 1988). 
R.H. Nanninga, De toekomst van de parapsychologie (Amsterdam 1994). 
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general social and cultural circumstances. Even though paranormal phenomena are 

intriguing, they are probably not always straightforwardly accepted by the general 

public – especially not in the 20th century. The fluctuating position of the general 

culture towards paranormal phenomena could be mapped to try to (partially) explain 

the academic acceptation or refusal of parapsychology at different moments.  

This can be done by examining the newspaper and magazine coverage 

parapsychology and parapsychologists received through the years. In the personal 

archives of parapsychologists regularly newspaper articles about parapsychology or 

personal interviews in magazines are to be found. It is also possible to digitally look 

for coverage of parapsychology or parapsychologists in the archives of newspapers. 

These articles will show when public interest in parapsychology was highest and how 

the instalment of parapsychologists at universities was perceived, thus revealing what 

kind of cultural factors the academic introduction of parapsychology at universities is 

related.  

Furthermore, the Instituut voor Beeld en Geluid holds the footage of all 

programs on Dutch national television in their archives. Thus, all appearances of 

parapsychologists in television debates or documentaries can be found there. The 

parapsychological institute holds its own collection of visual footage.  Additionally, it 

is possible to not only investigate coverage in the popular media of parapsychology 

and parapsychologists, but also of paranormal phenomena in general. As has been 

suggested by Gijswijt-Hofstra in her lecture Vragen bij een Onttoverde Wereld 

eclectic, occult groups were very much present in the 20th century. It could be 

interesting to try to relate the popular and academic opinions about parapsychology to, 

for example, the wave of New Age movements. Magazines such as Bres and Prana 

can provide even more information about the popularity of paranormal amongst the 

general public in different periods. 

 

The international context  

The history of parapsychology in the Netherlands appears to be unique, since it was 

here that parapsychologists managed to obtain a firm foot on academic ground early 

on. But to truly understand how unique this history is and why it was in the 

Netherlands that the first parapsychologists were active at universities, a comparison 

with the situation in other countries is necessary.   
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 Following Vijselaar’s De Magnetisch Geest in its exploration of animal 

magnetism in the Netherlands, it will be fruitful to compare the Dutch history of 

parapsychology to the situation in France, Germany and Great-Britain. As was shown 

in the first chapter of this thesis, the development of psychical research and 

parapsychology in Great-Britain has been described quite extensively up until the 

First World War. Recently, studies have been published about the history of psychical 

research and parapsychology in Germany and France, but in these publications the 

situation after 1920 is unfortunately not described either. This provides a hindrance 

for a comparison between the Dutch history of parapsychology and the history in 

other countries. To map the situation after this period, the archives and assistance of 

the Society for Psychical Research in London, the Institut für Grenzgebiete der 

Psychologie und Psychohygiëne (IGPP) in Freiburg and the Institut Metapsychique 

International in Paris might be helpful. The questions that need to be addressed for 

these countries to make a comparison with the Dutch situation possible should focus 

upon the internal developments. When were in these countries the first 

parapsychologists accepted at universities? What kind of research was undertaken? 

Which research subjects? Which methods? When such (general) outlines have been 

made it is possible to compare them to the situation in the Netherlands and to try and 

distinguish those factors that could explain the differences in the various countries.  

 But not only comparisons to France, Germany and Great-Britain are valid for 

an investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology. The history of 

parapsychology in the United States is especially relevant, because it is here that 

experimental parapsychology was developed greatly in the 1930s through the work of 

Rhine. In the first chapter several studies have been discussed that have investigated 

the history of psychical research and parapsychology in the United States, up until the 

1930s. For the situation thereafter, the archives of the Parapsychology Laboratory of 

Duke University in Durham will be a valuable source.  

It was Rhine who left the investigation of – often fraudulent – mediums behind 

and continued to statistically research telepathic and predictive abilities amongst 

‘normal’ individuals. Another valuable approach would be to investigate to what 

extent Rhine’s example was followed. Which Dutch parapsychologists undertook 

experiments with Zener-cards in the Netherlands? An investigation of the Dutch 

research reports could provide answers. In the archives of the Parapsychology 

Laboratory of Duke correspondences of Rhine with the Dutch parapsychologists 
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Zorab and Van Busschbach are to be found that also suggest which Dutch 

parapsychologists were interested most in Rhine’s work. 

 The general history of Dutch parapsychology can not only be compared to the 

developments in other countries, Dutch parapsychologists were themselves 

internationally active as well – as the correspondences of Van Busschbach and Zorab 

with Rhine already indicate. The first international parapsychological conference was 

held in Utrecht in 1953. This conference was organized by the in 1952 established 

American Parapsychology Foundation, and the archives of the Parapsychology 

Foundation contain information about its organization and participants. The original 

articles presented at the conference are to be found at the library of Utrecht 

University.  

Additionally, several Dutch parapsychologists corresponded extensively with 

international parapsychologists. The personal archives of Van Eeden and Zorab are 

examples hereof. In the IGPP correspondence of the German parapsychologist H. 

Bender with Tenhaeff are to be found. These examples of communication between 

Dutch and international parapsychologists will not only demonstrate the international 

scholarly networks in the field of parapsychology, but it could also indicate the 

international position of Dutch parapsychology and the differences in research with 

other countries – such as modes of influences and various preferences in research 

subjects or methods. 

 

Summing up the contextual approach 

In the first two sections of this chapter several suggestions have been made on how to 

investigate the history of Dutch parapsychology. The first objective for a historian 

should be to carefully reconstruct the historical developments of Dutch 

parapsychology. The historical investigations of psychical research and 

parapsychology that have been written thus far have largely disregarded the 20th 

century. For the history of Dutch parapsychology, however, the 20th century is the 

most important. In the first section several key periods have been pointed out that 

provide an excellent starting point for such a reconstruction. It should be kept in mind 

that these key periods have to be understood as preliminary since it might very well 

turn out that during the investigation of hitherto not yet researched primary material 
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other periods or moments in the history of Dutch parapsychology are just as – or even 

more – important.  

The second objective for a historical investigation of Dutch parapsychology is 

to try to explain the internal developments of the field by situating them in the 

appropriate scientific, social and cultural contexts. The key periods of Dutch 

parapsychology that have been distinguished are largely based on internal 

developments related to the first institutionalization of Dutch parapsychology and the 

acquiring of academic positions by Dutch parapsychologists. But the developments of 

the research subjects, research methods and theories can also be investigated – just as 

the many disagreements among Dutch parapsychologists themselves over the years. In 

this thesis it has been argued that most historians have neglected the scientific context 

of parapsychology. To do justice to this context in a historical investigation of 

parapsychology here it has been argued to focus upon the internal developments of the 

field. Thereafter, the developments can be situated in the appropriate contexts of 

which the scientific context is an important one. However, the scientific context does 

not exist in a vacuum and therefore – to truly try to understand the internal 

developments of Dutch parapsychology – the social and cultural contexts should not 

be forgotten.  

Firstly it has been suggested to situate the developments in a context of 

psychology. Naturally, this context of psychology is part of a much broader scientific 

context – in which also scientific disciplines such as physics, psychiatry and other 

social sciences besides psychology can be situated. A third context that has been 

suggested is the national social and cultural circumstances. Internal developments, 

such as the instalment of a chair in parapsychology, are probably very much related to 

general cultural ideas and perceptions about the paranormal. Science and culture do 

not exist separate from each other. Lastly, it has been suggested that it is a valuable 

approach to compare the Dutch history of parapsychology to other countries. Situating 

internal developments in relevant contexts could eventually contribute to the question 

to what extent the history of Dutch parapsychology can be considered unique and 

which factors contributed to the fluctuating academic and scientific of the discipline.   

 The five key periods, the diverse internal developments and different contexts 

provide multiple angles to found a historical investigation of Dutch parapsychology 

on. To present this in the clearest way possible, the suggestions will be summarized in 

a model to be presented on the next page. In this figure the different contexts are 
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reproduced in which the internal developments of Dutch parapsychology could be 

situated while shortly referring to the most important sources for the different 

contexts. The contexts are distinguished from each other only by a dotted line to 

represent the permeable boundaries of all contexts. Which means, for example, that 

the national social and cultural circumstances do not only influence the psychological 

context (and vice versa), but also the internal developments of parapsychology (and 

vice versa). After the reproduction of the model, this chapter will conclude with 

referring to important themes historical investigations of Dutch parapsychology could 

touch upon.  
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Several relevant themes  

A historical analysis of Dutch parapsychology will not only map for the first time its 

intriguing history in comparison to other countries or discuss the hardly investigated 

developments of parapsychology in the 20th century; such an investigation could also 

shed some light upon several of the major themes that have been discussed throughout 

this thesis. It will be discussed next how an investigation of Dutch parapsychology 

can contribute to the understanding of them. 

 

Disenchantment 

As was shown in the third chapter, it has been argued by Gijswijt-Hofstra that at the 

end of the 20th century just as many ‘petites religions’ are around as at the end of the 

19th century. This leads her to a questioning of the idea of the disenchantment of 

western societies in the 20th century as put forward by Weber. Perhaps the fact that in 

the Netherlands parapsychology has survived well into the 20th century is a sign of an 

enduring ‘enchantment’. Could the continued existence of parapsychology be related 

to the eclectic culture of New Age that emerged in its most modern form in the 

1960s? As has been argued by historians of religions, it could very well be that some 

sort of western esotericism has survived in to the 20th century and parapsychology is 

either a representative thereof or received a considerable impulse of the cultural 

factors associated with western esotericism. When the history of Dutch 

parapsychology is situated in the appropriate social and cultural context, it might very 

well turn out that a persistence of popular interest in esoteric perspectives – as in the 

New Age movement – is supportive of the scientific discipline of parapsychology.   

 

Substitute religion 

The idea that spiritualism and psychical research (and parapsychology) are to be 

regarded as a substitute religion has been demonstrated to be a dominant one in the 

international literature. Spiritualists and psychical researchers – it is argued time and 

again – were looking for a way to consolidate their personal religious convictions and 

in this way can be regarded as a solution to the disenchantment of the world. Often 

this personal quest is related to a loss of the Christian faith in childhood or the death 
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of a loved one. They were looking for proof of bodily survival and hoping for some 

way to preserve the Christian soul. It has been suggested in this thesis that a personal 

inclination towards the transcendental probably is not enough to turn a person into a 

spiritualist, psychical researcher or a parapsychologist. The biographies of several 

important psychologists as James, Freud, Jung and Van Eeden seem to demonstrate 

that these personal beliefs have to match their ideas about science to really try to 

pursue the research into paranormal phenomena professionally as well. An 

investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology can provide an excellent 

opportunity to test this hypothesis. As the quote of James at the beginning of this 

chapter shows, the aim of several psychical researchers was to try to capture religion 

in science. This aim could be illustrated through the lives and work of Dutch 

parapsychologists. To what extent are Dutch parapsychologists driven by a personal 

quest for the transcendental? Did it diminish over the years? And does the kind of 

research produced by Dutch parapsychologists exemplify a search for a substitute 

religion? These questions can be answered quite easily in the investigation of research 

reports and personal utterances (in correspondence, in interviews) of Dutch 

parapsychologists. The Dutch situation might be particularly interesting because of  

the ‘depillarization’ – or ‘ontzuiling’ – that took place in the 1950s and 1960s. Jansen 

has already shown in his Op Zoek naar Nieuwe Zekerheid that especially Dutch 

Protestants were interested in spiritualism. It would be interesting to investigate 

whether any of the other Dutch ‘pillars’ were interested in the research into 

paranormal phenomena and whether it is in any way related to this Dutch version of 

secularization.  

 

The complicated ‘petites religions’ 

Throughout this thesis the interaction between animal magnetism, spiritualism, 

theosophy, psychical research and parapsychology has emerged as a complex one to 

interpret. It is not likely that a history of Dutch parapsychology will unravel the 

relation between all these quasi-religious or occult movements, since it is not possible 

to analyze something on a general level that is determined by time and place. But 

perhaps the investigation of the history of the spiritualistic group of Harmonia can at 

least shed some light on the relation between spiritualism and psychical research. It is 

this relation that appears to be a most crucial one for the history of parapsychology 
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and still it is hard to pinpoint this relation exactly. Were spiritualists trying to be 

scientists? Were psychical researchers spiritualists? These questions might be 

answered through the investigation of the role played by spiritualists of Harmonia in 

the foundation of the Dutch SPR in 1920. And perhaps a distinction between religious 

‘spiritists’ and critical ‘spiritualists’ will remain to be a crucial one. Lastly, 

spiritualism did not disappear in the 20th century; Harmonia, for example, is still 

active nowadays. This is also a question a historical investigation of Dutch 

parapsychology could allude to: how did the relation between spiritualism and 

parapsychology evolve over the years? 

 

The boundaries of the (un)conscious  

In the second chapter it has been demonstrated that the pioneering discipline of 

psychology and psychical research at the end of the 19th century were both very much 

involved in the exploration of the nature of the unconscious. Whereas the abnormal 

psychologists have chosen a ‘depth’ perspective upon the unconscious – perhaps 

exemplified best by Freud’s theories – the psychical researchers believed the 

unconscious to provide a link to the transcendental. Psychical research and 

parapsychology always seem to have been preoccupied with the boundaries of 

conscious (and self). Not only with determining where the conscious transcends into 

the unconscious but also with the question of whether something of our conscious can 

survive bodily death. In this sense the history of parapsychology is very much related 

to the history of perceptions of death. An investigation of parapsychological research 

and the accompanying theoretical implications can demonstrate the changing 

perceptions of our conscious and our possible survival of death. For example, it is 

interesting to note that it seems to have lasted until the 1960s before (American) 

parapsychologists became actively interested in the idea of reincarnation. It is also in 

this period that the concept of near death experiences emerged. The history of Dutch 

parapsychology could very well demonstrate the changing perceptions of the 

boundaries of the (un)conscious and ideas about how the conscious can manifest itself 

after death.  
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Mirror of psychology 

The investigation of the history of Dutch parapsychology as has been suggested here 

concentrates upon the scientific context in general and the psychological context in 

particular. In relating the developments of parapsychology to developments within 

psychology, a history of Dutch parapsychology could also provide a new perspective 

upon the history of psychology. It could be argued that the problems of 

parapsychology are a magnification of the problems psychology had to cope with. For 

example, Danziger has argued how the research subjects of psychology are socially 

constructed. Since parapsychology deals with evasive and disputed phenomena 

alleged to be paranormal, it might turn out that research into paranormal phenomena 

is – in some sense – even more or truly socially constructed. Secondly, psychologists 

have encountered difficulties in their quest for scientific and academic acceptance. 

Parapsychologists, it seems, have experienced this to a greater extent. More generally, 

the history of parapsychology could provide an illustration of the struggles of any 

scientific discipline. The formation of a scientific discipline can be regarded as a 

complicated social enterprise and this is perhaps exemplified nicely – an perhaps in a 

magnified manner  – by the history of Dutch parapsychology.   

 

The marking as pseudoscience 

Through the emphasis in a historical account of Dutch parapsychology upon the 

relation between parapsychology and psychology, insight can be gained into to what 

extent parapsychology came to be regarded as a pseudoscience in the Netherlands and 

how this was established. It has been argued several times that the position and 

appreciation of psychologists towards parapsychology is a fluctuating one. At the end 

of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, important pioneering psychologists 

such as Van Eeden and Heymans were actively involved in the research of paranormal 

phenomena. Draaisma has argued that shortly afterwards, psychology has manoeuvred 

parapsychology into the margins where the discipline remained ever since. But the 

marginality of Dutch parapsychology is not undisputed; not only did 

parapsychologists manage to obtain two professorships over the years, the 

phenomenologists of the 1950s and the psychologists of the 1970s appeared to have 

been not entirely ill disposed towards parapsychology. An investigation of the 

interaction between psychology and parapsychology could demonstrate to what extent 
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and with which arguments parapsychology came to be regarded as a pseudoscience. 

The work of Jaap Bos on marginality in science might provide some interesting 

perspectives upon the interpretation of Dutch parapsychology as a marginal 

science.388 

 

Against natural science 

A major theme in psychical research has been the aim to correct natural science with 

its one-dimensional emphasis upon a materialistic approach – often referred to as the 

‘romantic undercurrent’. A relevant question is to what extent this struggle against 

natural science has persisted into the 20th century. A thorough investigation of the 

internal developments of parapsychology regarding research subjects, research 

methods and theories could provide an answer to this and related questions. It could 

be argued – as Mauskopf and McVaugh have done – that because of the emergence of 

quantum mechanics the idea of a materialistic science became outmoded in the first 

decades of the 20th century and that the need to revolt diminished for 

parapsychologists. The growing emphasis of parapsychological theories upon modern 

physics might demonstrate this. But the remarks of Gauld, Inglis and Beloff in the 

first chapter demonstrate that parapsychology was still perceived of something outside 

orthodox science. In a historical study of Dutch parapsychology the question can be 

answered to what extent parapsychological research was concerned with a revolt 

against orthodox science. Did this diminish over the years? Did the revolt perhaps 

change to another area? The fact that parapsychology was a ‘normal’ part of 

psychology in the 1970s and the fact that a physicist as Bierman was willing to 

investigate the paranormal, might suggest that the corrective agenda of 

parapsychology has decreased or, at least, has altered. 

 Even if the goal to correct natural, materialistic science might have been 

altered over the years by psychical researchers and parapsychologists due to changes 

in natural science itself, the goals set out by psychical researchers (and perhaps 

parapsychologists) were much bigger than this. As is exemplified by the quotation of 

James at the beginning of this chapter, psychical researchers were hoping for a new 

era in philosophy, religion and science. It is too simple to explain the decrease of 

                                           
388 For example: J. C. Bos & L. Groenendijk, The Self-Marginalization of Wilhelm Stekel: Freudian 
circles inside and out (New York 2007). 
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academic acceptance for Dutch parapsychology in the beginning of the 21st century by 

stating that this happened because paranormal phenomena do not exist. Even if this is 

the case, this does not explain how parapsychology could last that long into the 20th 

century. Despite several more or less successful episodes in the history of Dutch 

parapsychology, an account of its history will most certainly not be a success story – 

for an era in which scientists are willing to regard religion as an inherent part of 

science has not arrived just yet and it is questionable whether this will ever happen. 

 

The boundaries of reality 

Especially the histories of the insiders in the first chapter have shown that before the 

‘scientific revolution’ of the 17th century no distinction between normal and 

paranormal seems to have existed. This is pointed out most explicitly by Beloff in his 

Parapsychology: A Concise History. It is usually argued that because of the rise of 

animal magnetism from the 18th century onwards, the paranormal gradually became 

regarded as subject for scientific investigation. The ideas about which paranormal 

phenomenon was considered suitable for scientific investigation seems to have altered 

over time. The insiders’ histories show a development from an emphasis upon 

physical mediums to mental mediums and, especially under the influence of Rhine, of 

mental mediums to statistical evaluations. The room available for scientific evidence 

of paranormal phenomena appears to have decreased over time. And, therefore, the 

kind of paranormal phenomena considered suitable for scientific investigation has 

changed drastically. In this way, the developments in the research subjects of Dutch 

parapsychology could demonstrate to what extent the boundaries of reality have 

changed over time. What was first thought to be a decent subject for scientific 

investigation – such as the physical manifestations of mediums – was considered 

ridiculous later on. These alterations are also very much related to the problems 

regarding fraud in psychical research and parapsychology. The issue of fraud 

concerned largely the minds of the first insider historians, discussed in the first 

chapter. Collins and Pinch in their Frames of Meaning have shown that the detection 

of fraud might not be as easy as one would expect and thus an investigation of the 

history of Dutch parapsychology could demonstrate to what extent the ideas about 

what constitutes reality have changed over time.  
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Some concluding remarks 

This thesis has led through a wide variety of literature. In the first chapter it was 

demonstrated that over the years historians have become more and more interested in 

the fascinating history of psychical research and parapsychology. A possible very 

promising perspective upon this history has been worked out in the second chapter: 

the mutual relation between psychology and parapsychology. In the third chapter it 

became clear that the intriguing history of Dutch parapsychology has not yet received 

the scholarly attention it deserves. This final chapter has offered several directions on 

how to redeem this. 

 Probably historians have not in the last place been lured to the subject of 

parapsychology because of its preoccupancy with intriguing paranormal phenomena. 

The paranormal has always attracted the attention of great audiences and therefore 

also of historians. Paranormal phenomena are intriguing and fashionable, to 

investigate the scientists who tried to capture them is very appealing. But what makes 

paranormal phenomena perhaps even more fascinating is people’s utter belief in them. 

Often rather uncritically people can get convinced of the reality of auras or of angels 

guarding over them. What makes psychical researchers and parapsychologists all the 

more interesting is the fact that regularly they do not only accept the existence of 

spiritual realms, but they are convinced that it is also possible to find scientific proof 

thereof. Parapsychologists’ perceptions of reality are often very innovative and 

include phenomena most people do not consider real. Perhaps the biggest task for the 

historian is to try to do justice to these rich world views of parapsychologists. 

Whether or not their perspectives correspond to an outer or scientific reality is less 

interesting for the historian than the question how parapsychologists came to the 

conviction that it is possible to scientifically prove that reality entails more than we 

experience normally.       
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