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Abstract

This thesis is an exploration of the role of testimony and the production of
narrative in supernatural research in the mid to late Victorian period (1848-1879). It
focuses on the work of Catherine Crowe and Edward William Cox as two examples of
amateur researchers into a discipline dismissed by a rising materialist physiology that
had cemented its institutional authority, largely dismissing objective validity of
supernatural occurrences. It also examines the role of the Committee of the London
Dialectical Society’s work on Spiritualism as a remarkable example of a new method of
investigating Spiritualist phenomena. Crowe as specialist in writing and Cox as a legal
expert, sought to use their specialisms of expertise in human behaviour to argue for the
experiential validity of supernatural phenomena. This was done by adopting a scientific
model but also by a defense of testimony as a reliable form of evidence, especially
when put in an accumulative narrative of many similar testimonies.

A large part of the thesis is taken with non-fiction with the exception of Crowe
where realist methods of investigation and supernatural narratives are incorporated into
her fictional work. This is done to show Crowe’s method of portraying veridical
supernatural phenomena as part of a realist narrative.

The 19" century also witnessed the rise of societies and increasingly specialized
disciplines of knowledge. This thesis will chart the concurrent rise of this amongst the
aforementioned as a unique example of non-spiritualist or skeptic researchers seeking a

new method through language and methods. From Crowe one saw the domestic



researcher, the Committee showed the rise of a group of researchers and finally with
the Psychological Society, an actual society devoted to exploring the phenomena
outside of Spiritualist and skeptic discourses. It is a study of testimony as data and how

that data became narrative and information.
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Introduction

Yet is it true that we do not believe in ghosts? There used to be
several traditionary tales repeated, with their authorities, enough to
stagger us when we consigned them to that place where that is which “is
as though it had never been.” But these are gone out of fashion...But do

none of us believe in ghosts?

Mary Shelley?!

According to Mary Shelley, the answer was, simply, no. It was a shrinking world
that had been almost completely mapped with physiologists slowly mapping the largely
uncharted territory of the brain.? Yet, what about the supernatural? She bemoaned the
fate of ghosts but challenged whether they have been explained away as well. She cited
two cases that she has heard from two credible witnesses and her own eerie
experience.® Though she rightly pointed out that the understanding of optics had made
the supernatural problematic, there was still something that could not be totally

explained away. She was not alone. As the century progressed this refusal to be

1 Mary Shelley. “On Ghosts.” The London Magazine. March (London; Taylor and Hessey) 253.
2 Mary Shelley, 253.
3 Mary Shelley, 254-255.
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placated by an expanding materialist theory advocated on the supernatural continued.
Not all were satisfied that physiological explanations being formulated by skeptics, from
monomania to side-effects of fevers, at mental asylums and infirmaries. Supernatural
narratives became framed under the subject headings of mental ilinesses and testimony

became a case study.

The nineteenth century saw the further rise of a professional class of physicians
and medical specialists, approved by the state and given authority to adjudicate and
bear expert witness in trial. This newly found social and institutional power coupled with
a growing approval of material causation further exorcized the ghost and the
supernatural and bottled up the genie in discursive derision at worst and a symptom of
mental illness at best. It was part of a post-Enlightenment, post-Kantian, reason-centred
discourse that would evolve during the century into what is termed the “objective” based
model based on the scientific method. It was one that saw the supernatural as the last
vestiges of superstition, daemonology and the shortfalls of the subjective experience. Its
testimony was only a witness to a physiological symptom. Lorraine Daston and Peter
Galison in Objectivity (2010) chart this move away from empiricism to an attempt at a
supposed objective method and the controversies over data and interpretation that
followed, showing that that method was among several epistemologies in
use.*Physiological explanations failed to convince many that they had done away with
the veridical supernatural episode. Shelley’s essay is one famous instance of that.

Portrayal of the mode of transmission and authority remained, a testimony to the role

4 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison. Objectivity. (New York: Zone Books, 2010).
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that testimony and personal narrative still held among people. For Shelley and others,

natural philosophy said one thing, but people still heard and saw another.

However, as the century progressed, many people remained unconvinced by the
increasingly materialist-physiological discourse of thought headed by a growing and
empowered institutionalized professional groups especially in the medic in large part
from the medical field. Animal magnetism, started by Anton Mesmer (1734-1815) in the
late eighteenth century, was a therapeutic process that involved healing and altered
states induced usually by the use of hand movements over the body, challenged it by
claiming that immaterial causation on the material world existed, and the varied
practitioners of the movement attested to its popularity. However, it was supernatural
phenomena such as ghost-seeing that proved the most contentious. With the rise of the
spiritualist movement, adherents postulated that not only could the dead be seen but
that they could be contacted as well. Both animal magnetism and spiritualism advocated
a more democratic epistemology even if their own specialists of expert mesmerists and
mediums commanded authority as well when explaining the phenomena. Their
popularity as alternative epistemologies, heterodox therapies and cultures showed that
the growing medic-scientific disciplines could not count on blanket support though given

institutional validity.

One serious area of contention of these discourses was the role of testimony.
The nineteenth century in Britain saw the growing enfranchisement of voters by the
Reform Bills of 1832 and 1868, the greater availability of the press and greater access
to education. More people learned to read, read and even voted. At the same time, the

role of personal testimony as authoritative became more constrained in both scientific
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and jurisprudential fields. Jan-Melissa Schramm in Testimony and Advocacy in
Victorian Law, Literature and Theology (2000) wonderfully elucidates these changes
and how they influenced other disciplines.® This thesis will incorporate her insights on
the changing role of representation, evidence and testimony. English common law
based on the jury system came under increasing specificity with the introduction of a
defense counsel for felons in 1836. Though this gave defendants more legal help, and
as the century progressed non-Anglicans could take the oath, it took the focus away
from the jury and defendant’s narrative to the interplay between prosecution and
defence. Evidence and rhetorical strategy began to take precedence over testimony.
Even the oath and character credibility gave way to the presentation of evidence and
the proper people who could infer upon it. Cross examination began to play a greater
role. This adversarial aspect to jurisprudence of lawyer against lawyer was further
complicated by the rising importance of expert withesses who went from being general
witnesses who possibly knew the defendant to experts who need never have
interviewed the person. Even though character credibility became more merit than
based on the ideas of a gentleman, credit became associated with the middle class.
This would impact both skeptical and supportive discourses of the supernatural. This
thesis engages with Schramm by applying these insights to Crowe and Cox’s use of
both the expert and lay witness in creating a discursive space for the individual to
defend their own narrative, where even scientists like Crookes use a literary-

jurisprudential method to challenge their “expert” detractors.

5 Jan-Melissa Schramm. Testimony and Advocacy in Victorian Law, Literature and Theology. (Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 2000) pp.12-20.
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Something similar was happening to the medical and scientific fields. Doctors
and natural philosophers in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century came from
gentlemanly backgrounds where the ethos of research and practice were not tied to
salaries. As the nineteenth century progressed, the medical and scientific field still saw
the amateur researcher make strides until late in the century, but the disciplines started
taking institutional shape in qualification based on merit. The Medical Reform act made
the doctor accredited and with state approval. This allowed a new group of doctors and
scientists from marginalized backgrounds to not only gain status but authority. This took
place along a larger backdrop of the rise of the expert and expert testimony. Where
before the expert had largely been considered as someone who had “gained from
experience,” it began increasingly to mean one whose skills made him to be considered
an authority, as Freemon has elucidated.® Before the Prisoner’s Counsel Act in 1837,
the members of the jury were considered the experts but this became increasingly
transferred to the expert witness.” Tal Golan in Laws of Man Laws of Nature: The
History of Scientific Expert Testimony in England and America (2004) provides a
comprehensive look at the rise in expert testimony away from an impartial part of the
court to one that became an advocacy role for whichever side hired them.® This put
against the backdrop of the rise of the adversarial growing nature of the court made
experts as adversaries to experts. It brought forth the problematic nature of scientific

and medical interpretation over facts when opposing experts reached different

5 Frank. R. Freemon. “The Origin of the Medical Expert Witness: The Insanity of Edward Oxford.” The Journal of
Legal Medicine, 22 (2001:349-373) 349.

7 Freemon, 353.

8 Tal Golan. Laws of Man, Laws of Nature: The History of Expert Scientific Testimony in England and America.
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004).
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conclusions based on the same evidence. This new class worked for a salary and
represented a class of workers in law courts, engineering projects, popular journals and
teaching posts. Both doctors and scientists had to make a living while spreading their
specialism representative of the scientific method and objectivity. In a post-
Enlightenment world, they increasingly saw themselves as the educated and trained
observers of reality. This would impact the role of testimony, making experience
secondary to supposedly impartial methods of passive observation combined with the

power of inference.

Literature also changed. Writers, of both fiction and non-fiction, interpreted the
growth of the jurisprudential adversarial role of representation, importance of
circumstantial evidence and objectivity in their work. These discourses played
themselves out in an increasingly cheaper press after the repeal of the Stamp Tax.
Specialist journals, magazines and papers catered to specialists and the public. Authors
of literature developed new genres of realism, mystery and sensationalism to narrate
the interactive social map of society providing testimony of marginalized groups.
Supernatural stories gained popularity, especially the ghost story, which allowed
authors such as Dickens, Crowe and Gaskell to represent and challenge social norms,
portray psychosis and provide alternative epistemological options. Here testimony and

narrative became the rhetoric of authenticity or disruption of accepted realities.

The scholarship on supernatural or psychical research and phenomena in

Victorian period is vast. Janet Oppenheim’s The Other World: Spiritualism and
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Psychical Research in England, 1850-1914 (1985) is a seminal, comprehensive work.®
However, it deals sparingly with the role of testimony and narrative, dealing with it only
when discussing trials and famous spiritualists such as Wallace.1° This thesis will
bypass famous trials focusing more on the use of jurisprudential methods in psychical
research instead. Where Oppenheim rightly points out the preponderance of urban
professionals in psychical research, this thesis goes into greater detail on how these
urban professionals used their own specialism to study the supernatural.t! Other
important works include Alex Owen’s The Darkened Room (1989), Alison Winter’s
Mesmerized (1998), Srdjan Smajic’'s Ghost Seers (2010), Andrew Smith’s The Ghost
Story: A Cultural History (2010), Vanessa Dickerson’s Victorian Ghosts in the Noontide
(1996), Tatiana Kontou's Spiritualism and Women’s Writing (2009) and Melissa

Edmundsun Makala’s Women’s Ghost Literature in Nineteenth Century Britain (2013).

Shane McCorristine’s Spectres of the Self (2013) deals quite often with
testimony, stressing its empirical importance from the eighteenth century to the period
of the SPR.*? McCorristine elucidates the epistemological debate between the evidence
of testimony as gathered from the senses and the perspectives advanced by the
medical establishment, which sought a better explanation for supernatural phenomena
in hallucination and prepossession.® The great bulk of his work on testimony deals with

the SPR.'“ This thesis will explore an earlier time period to show the nuanced approach

9 Janet Oppenheim. The Other World: Spiritualism and Psychical Research in England, 1850-1914. (Cambridge: CUP,
1985).

10 Oppenheim, 23, 32, 297-99.

1 Oppenheim, 7-8, 67, 235.

12 Shane McCorristine. Spectres of the Self: Thinking about Ghost and Ghost Seeing in England, 1750-1920.
(Cambridge: CUP, 2010): 31, 44, 119.

13 McCorristine, 75-78.

14 McCorristine, 121-130.
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to testimony and narrative of the supernatural as it progressed from the individual work
of Catherine Crowe to the increasing complexity of a committee and finally to the
Psychological Society of Great Britain, showing the complex and contradictory growth of
psychical research. McCorristine upholds testimony’s importance but this thesis will help
show just how that testimony and narrative were received and accepted as part of a
polemic for veridical supernatural research that reflected the social-historical and

gender backgrounds of its collectors.

McCorristine also deals well with the “factionality” of supernatural literature in
fiction, the blurred line of the fictional and factual in portrayal of the supernatural, by
focusing on Le Fanu, Scott and Dickens. For McCorristine the “evidential implications”
of testimony and empiricism led to a “golden age” of ghost literature. The “liminal”
existence of the ghost provided a template to represent the workings of the mind and to
explore the reliability of experiential knowledge.*® He extends this term to Crowe, and
though he rightly sees Crowe as advocating for a serious investigation of the
supernatural through a Baconian method, he calls her magnum opus “factional” as
well.1® This thesis disagrees with McCorristine’s assessment. It argues that Crowe’s
method of collecting testimony was done under the premise that the testimonial data
was based on objective phenomena and that Crowe used a multitude of sources.
However, it does agree with his insight that she was Baconian. Indeed, it will be seen
that the Baconian method utilized by Crowe, Cox and Crookes sought this experiential

methodology and their research shows a continuation of an experiential, inductive

15> McCorristine, 14-19.
16 McCorristine, 10-11.
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epistemology that survived the both the post-enlightenment and era of objectivity. These
researchers saw themselves as heirs to Bacon’s belief of gathering data, no matter how
heterodoxic to established opinion, and looking at new, possible laws of nature based
on such facts. Crowe and Cox, along with the culturally important animal magnetism
and spiritualist movements sought to validate their epistemology by continuing the

experiential, inductive model.

This use of the ghost story to question empiricism and psychosis has been dealt
with in criticism. Another aspect that has garnered a lot of scholarly work has been the
use of the ghost story to call attention to gender relations, patriarchal systems of power
and social exclusion. Ruth Heholt has written the most extensive criticism of how Crowe
sought an epistemological space for women through intuition. She argues that Crowe’s
work was at “core a folklore narrative,” where Crowe was attempting to advocate
“feminized” modes of story-telling, gossip and hearsay as valid.'” She has also rightly
pointed out that Crowe’s collection of testimony was mundane as it was meant to reflect
its mundane, objective reality.*® Heholt further argues that Crowe’s work advocates
intuition over reason and that her ghost stories show an emasculated ghost that mirrors

the position of woman and is in need of verification by women to be seen and helped.*®

Though this thesis agrees that Crowe did indeed seek an epistemological space
for women, and for tales and gossip as part of the historical process, it argues that

Crowe’s work was one where no one epistemological method is given a monopoly, that

17 Ruth Heholt. “Science, Ghosts, and Vision. Catherine Crowe’s Bodies of Evidence and the Critique of
Masculinity.” Victoriographies (2014) 49, 52.

18 Ruth Heholt. "Seeing Ghosts: Visions of the Supernatural in the Tales of Catherine Crowe." Schenkel, Elmar.
Ghosts of the (Nearly) Invisible: Spectral Phenomena in Literature and Media. Peter Lang, 2016. 25-34) Loc 490.
19 “Science, Ghosts and Vision,” 53-57.
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any method was liable to error and that men were just as capable of intuition as women
were of reasoning. It also argues that Crowe’s collection was not folkloric but a unique
attempt by a woman writer to spearhead supernatural research using an investigative
method that looked to the most modern media at the time to collect data. Crowe was an
example of an amateur but also a professional using her skill as a writer in classifying
and collecting data for future psychical research. This thesis argues that her ghost
stories were never meant to be read as fiction, in contradistinction to writers such as
Gaskell, Bronte or Dickens, but veridical episodes where the interpretive act of the
reader was given prominence in the text. In this respect Crowe’s work was analogous to
Daniel Defoe, another writer who sought to do the same a century earlier. Crowe never
saw herself as a writer of ghost stories, but her fiction does contain the supernatural and
the hallucinatory. In an era of increasingly realism, Crowe wished to show that the
supernatural was a natural part of life. Crowe wished to bring her own specialism of
writing, delineating people, to show a seriousness to the supernatural that she felt

others had ignored.

Scholarly research on the London Dialectical Society is scarce as itis on E. W.
Cox. However, the rising complexity between heterodox and orthodoxic sciences and
the nuances between such concepts in psychical research have been well explicated by
scholars such as the afore mentioned and others such as Noakes, Lightman, Brock and
Luckhurst. Many of these scholars focus on the role of the sciences and Spiritualism
with special emphasis on the investigations of Crookes and other prominent scientists.
This thesis will deal with the polemic between skeptics and believers. However, it will do

so by looking at the Committee on Spiritualism of the London Dialectical Society. This
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thesis will show a sub-culture of legal professionals who sought to apply a
jurisprudential method to the supernatural in tandem with controlled experimentation.
This committee presented a watershed moment in psychical research where both
methodologies attempted to come together, where testimony and narrative attempted to

provide a median course between skeptical and Spiritualist ideologies.

E.W. Cox is often mentioned in scholarly works on psychical research but usually
as an extra in the lives of prominent researchers such as Crookes or mediums such as
Slade. For Oppenheimer, he is an example of legal professionals who were interested
in Spiritualism.?° He is seen as a transitional figure who sought to leave the vestiges of
Spiritualist research for something more akin to the SPR.?! McCorristine rightly credits
him with providing the paradigm for the SPR’s methods.?? Graham Richards has done
the most detailed work on Cox and the Psychological Society of Great Britain, showing
that it has been overlooked in the modern era because of ideological cliques that
ignored it during its existence.?? This thesis looks at the jurisprudential method used by
Cox and the Society, a method that Richards alludes to but doesn’t explain. This thesis
argues for the central importance of Cox, goes into detail on how he utilized
jurisprudential methodology in a transitional period of psychical research, and argues
that Cox used his legal expertise to provide a template for the defence of the

supernatural in both his writings and the PSGB. It will also show that Cox sought to

20 Oppenheim, 29-31.

21 Roger Luckhurst. The Invention of Telepathy 1870-1901. (Oxford: 2002): 47-51.

22 McCorristine, 103.

23 Graham Richards. ‘Edward Cox, The Psychological Society of Great Britain and the Meanings of an institutional
Failure.” In Psychology in Britain: Historical Essays and Personal Reflections, ed. G.C. Bunn, A.D. Lovie and G.D.
Richards (Leicester, 2001)
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create an epistemological space for the research, just as Crowe did with intuition and
different forms of testimony, by seeking to create an institution and society to collect
testimony and experiment on supernatural topics. Both sought to make testimony the
base of their data, to be compiled and serve as an indicator for further research that

would be available to all.

Thus, this thesis will show the growth of psychical research from the solitary
investigations of Crowe to the Committee of the LDS, until finally reaching that of a
society that sought a neutral based approach to the supernatural. At the forefront will be
testimony and narrative tied to a complex polemic of democratic epistemology and the
expert. Psychical research and redactive imposition would increase as the field became
more specialized and they will culminate in the SPR which sought to make the discipline
a respected field of research. Both Crowe and Cox wanted to defend an ontology
beyond a physiological or Spiritualist one, an ontology where the empirical was still

valid, that could work alongside the modern scientific method.

This interplay of epistemologies represented a debate between the increasing
specialization of physiological disciplines that were slowly becoming authoritative at the
time, disciplines which increasingly ruled out immaterial causation, and sub-cultures of
dissent that were attempting to counter such a discourse concerning supernatural
phenomena. This thesis provides three culturally significant examples of such
interaction between physiologists and dissenters by focusing on the role of
epistemology, narrative methodology and testimony in the work of Catherine Crowe
(1806-1876), The Committee of the London Dialectical Society (1870-1871) on

Spiritualism and Edward William Cox (!1876). Their work will be contrasted with that of
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the skeptical discourse from physiological disciplines, which became increasingly
materialistic as the century progressed. All three chosen subjects present one with
important liminal stages of research on supernatural phenomena, allowing three “micro-
historical enquiries” where epistemologies and narrative methods were changing.
Crowe’s work presents one with a unique example that predates the rise of Spiritualism
and continues with its growth. Writing between Scott and anti-Spiritualist polemics,
Crowe’s work resides in a period of shifting epistemologies from Enlightenment and
Romantic thinking to a growing influence of the Objective. Crowe’s work is also situated
between the gothic, picturesque and the popular emergence of the realist novel:
Crowe’s work is proto-detective, proto-sensationalist with a realist attempt to delineate
social and epistemological relations of class, gender and the supernatural. The
Committee of the LDS took place in 1870-1871, an era when both spiritualists and
skeptics wished to use the scientific method in relation to phenomena. The Report
offers a unique example when the divergent epistemologies of Baconian empiricism and
growing objectivity under the trained observer, the jurisprudential and medical
disciplines all interacting in a committee and the issuant text represents arguments over
testimony, experiment, observation and even textual representation that were rife at the

time period after Darwin’s Origin of Species.

In chapter one, the skeptical context is given in the work of John Ferriar (1761-
1815), Samuel Hibbert (1782-1848) and Walter Scott (17771-1832). Ferriar and
Hibbert's work was representative of a natural theology based on Lockean associations:
a world created by God that operated according to natural law, where the miracles of

scripture no longer occurred, grounded in Lockean philosophy of associationism, where



22

being and identity were linked between memory supplied by the experiential supply from
the outside world unto the human body, or sensorium. Ferriar and Hibbert especially
supported the imposition of testimony and narrative by the patient to control the
narrative on supernatural phenomena. This quarantining of supernatural validity to
phenomena was part of a wider debate about rationality and normative behaviour. It
presented itself in the growing need to ensure public order through asylums, infirmaries,
urban planning and a rise in public health. Yet, as Davies points out, it lead to a fear by
many educated individuals that this “blurring the boundaries between subjective and the
objective, between reason and madness” and ‘moral insanity by ‘mad-doctors’ was a
abuse of authority.?* The personal space of inner life became intertwined with that of
public spaces and the need to contain a growing working class and order considering
disease, insurrection and superstitious behaviour which impacted each other. Both
Ferriar and Hibbert (trained as a doctor — he cites himself as an MD, although he never
practiced) saw fit to contain patient testimony into preconceived narratives, limiting the
ability of the non-specialist to validate their own experience outside the authority of the
expert. They and Scott also enclosed historical enquiry and testimony into a narrative of
progress from superstition and disorder to one of growing order, enlightenment and
efficiency grounded on a natural theology entrenched in natural theology and British
dominance. Scott used his discourse as both a lawyer and writer to enclose supposed
veridical supernatural phenomena in a grand narrative of jurisprudential folly that
produced social chaos and propagated a historical narrative in fiction that tried to limit

the gothic, seen as a foreign German discourse of literature. All three provide a look at

2 Davies, 151.
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the role narrative and increasingly specialist observation was recycled between
intellectuals brought up or educated in Edinburgh and Manchester, of the Royal Society
of Edinburgh and the Lit and Phil societies of a growing class of intellectuals seeking
validity to a new discourse of merited testimony based on qualification over birth. Yet
this fact alone is not why these three have been specifically chosen. They have been
chosen because their publications on the supernatural would influence the discourse of
the remaining nineteenth century and Crowe’s magnum opus was in large part a
rebuttal aimed at all three authors, counteracting their narrative method with her own
more democratic use of testimony and looking at ethnological phenomena in a more

complex manner than a logical progression from superstition to enlightenment.

This growing specialization of physiological discipline will be contrasted with the
dissenting sub-culture of animal magnetism which challenged the supremacy of the
doctor as sole specialist. It provided the patient and the lay person to partake personally
in roles increasingly reserved for physicians, it validated personal experience, personal
testimony and narrative without the approval of an institution. This produced ideological
friction between the skeptics, who sought a physiological explanation to phenomena
related to the human body. Animal magnetists themselves can be put into two main
groups of those like Ralph Eliotson who saw magnetism as valid but still physiologically
based on the body and others like John Colquhoun who saw animal magnetism as
proof of the soul. This thesis will focus on Colquhoun’s Isis Revelata as it provides an
example of a lawyer arguing in a jurisprudential discourse on not only the validity of
magnetism but for somnambulism and other mental states and phenomena as proof of

the soul. Colguhoun as lawyer sought to convince the general reader, not only the
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medical world, of magnetism validity by arguing with the narrative rhetoric of an
advocate and using medical authorities as his specialist witnesses in his two-volume
text. This format would be taken up by Crowe who enlarged upon it by expanding the

discourse to include public testimony and veridical supernatural attestations.

This polemic is then taken into a literary perspective. Catherine Crowe, a writer of
novels and short stories, wrote Nightside of Nature in 1848. This treatise on the
supernatural had been the most extensive of its kind since Colquhoun and Defoe’s
work. It not only contained traditional reports of anomalous phenomena but also reports
gathered from the writer herself. However, it did not focus only on the phenomenom of
apparitions but a wide spectrum of anything supernatural. Though not ruling out
physiological explanations outright, it was also appealed to a democratic form of
epistemology that sought to give objective validity to personal testimony. It sought to
level the epistemological discursive field of authority over personal narrative between
the specialist and the common person through an approach that advocated

experimental empiricism.

Crowe was not a physician but was a writer. Her specialism was narrative
creation based on a careful study of human behaviour, very much as physicians studied
human behaviour, and while her work tended to a different end, both resulted in
narrative enclosure. Her fiction often made the supernatural a part of everyday life, to
incorporate it into the realist method of fictional narration that was gaining in popularity
at the time. Thus, her narrative method in both her fictional and non-fictional work and
democratic epistemology concerning testimony will be studied at length and will be

shown to continue in other sub-cultures and writers later in the century.
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Chapter two will focus on Crowe’s narrative method. Crowe’s advocacy for
democratic epistemology concerning supernatural phenomena sought to end the
dichotomy between specialist and non-specialist, crossing cultural, economic and
gendered lines. However, it will be shown that Crowe indeed sought specialist help from
German researchers, arguing that British thinkers and doctors were ignoring a serious
study of the phenomena based on ideological grounds, and that other nations did not
suffer from such impediments. Though she appealed to specialists, Crowe’s method
was to allow several specialists to help make hypotheses which are placed side by side
but seldom advocated as a final word, with the exception that Crowe did support a spirit
hypothesis behind supernatural phenomena. She also created chains of transmission
and authority, like Shelley, from a cross-spectrum of society — the testimony and
narratives of servants was placed beside those of aristocrats. Crowe’s desire to not
advocate a singular theory was a conscientious decision to distance herself from Ferriar
and Hibbert, skeptics who to her ignored the peculiarities of case by imposing their
discursive imposition on narrative. It will show Crowe as an example of the amateur
researcher, collecting testimony through multiple media and personal contacts, and
conducting her own supernatural experiments in a domestic setting. Crowe realized the
shortcomings of testimony, but she asserted that when seen in its accumulative amount

it showed a qualitative nature that had to be studied and not ignored or ridiculed.

Crowe’s literary method of the portraying the supernatural is contrasted with
those of contemporary skeptics in chapter three. It will be contrasted with Gaskell, Le
Fanu and Dickens’ skeptical views, by looking at how her handling of supernatural

cases differed, taking the full complexity of phenomena into consideration and
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employing jurisprudential methods. Crowe tried to portray herself as being more
empirical and objective in looking at more of the details of cases and not imposing her
narrative on the testimony but letting it speak for itself. Her reality, the veridical episode
was a part of everyday life. Skeptics wished to make hallucinations a common
occurrence and Crowe did likewise for both such hallucinations and veridical anomalous
phenomena. Crowe’s fictional work showed the veridical and hallucinatory as co-
mingling in narrative and life. She also took the role of storytelling, testimony and
transmission of supernatural data seriously crossing socio-economic classes and
gender. Experience of the supernatural and its dissemination in narrative gave place to
discursive arguments over what supposedly occurred. Her purpose was to make the
supernatural a serious subject for further research, portray it as common as other
experiences, and advocate for research she did not have the resources to continue at
the needed level, and for groups that embraced the epistemological validity of reason,

intuition, and experimentation in tandem to give validity to supernatural phenomena.

Crowe’s experiments and investigation with her friends may have represented a
sub-culture of alternative discourses but it would be a while until a more organized,
communitarian approach would be adopted. Chapter Four will examine the Committee
for the London Dialectic Society on Spiritualism as one of the first attempts at an
investigation of supernatural phenomena by a society. The Society’s Committee was
created out of a dissatisfaction with the lack of proper research into the subject, the
blanket skepticism of Faraday based on his experiments, and the phenomena of D.D.
Homes that had so far not been proven as fraudulent. The unsanctioned publication of

its Report (1871) shows a committee of neutral, skeptical and believers in the spirit
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hypothesis engaged in a triangular dialectic which, even though the Committee found
there was objective validity to the occurrences that warranted further research, showed
these differences erupting into a denial of the findings by the chairman of the committee
and fellow skeptics. It offers a textual witness into the nuances between legalists who
wished to investigate the phenomena with a mixture of witness examination and
experimentation, medical experts who viewed the experiments and findings as flawed,

and spiritualists who saw the spirit hypothesis as the only valid explanation.

Chapter Five looks at the career and writing of Edward William Cox and his
founding of the Psychological Society of Great Britain. Cox was a prolific writer and
editor, legal expert and one of Britain’s three last Serjeants-at-Law. Like Crowe, he
hoped to create a large database of accumulated facts and experiment on all
phenomena that could not be physiologically explained. He chose to call this
Psychology in order to carve out a discursive space away from spiritualists, materialist
physiologists and mental philosophy. This allowed him to employ a legal epistemology
while slowly incorporating a scientific one of experimentation, but in a manner suited to
a discipline that did not belong wholly to either. He set out to study many facets of the
supernatural in the setting of a society and disseminate its findings to make them
available to the public. The chapter will show he sought to validate this nascent
discipline by a mixture of his legal expertise in witness testimony and scientific
experimentation. Within his society, the supernatural would be rebranded in neologisms
and researched in setting free from ideological imposition on its findings. The Society

lasted only four years, but its influence continued far beyond.
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From 1848-1880, the supernatural had gone from domestic, amateur
investigators, to scientific professional investigating in small social gatherings or alone
to a Committee of a society until it finally had a society devoted exclusively to it. This is
mainly due to the popular rise of spiritualism post-1848. As with animal magnetism,
spiritualism focused on the immaterial, even supposedly contacting the dead. It created
epistemological alternatives to specialized knowledge, alternative routes to status and
social power for marginalized people based on class and gender. Not since millenarian
and revolutionary fervor had the establishment had to contend with such competition
over the proper structuring of society. Both skeptics and proponents developed more
sophisticated ways of testing their hypotheses and presenting their evidence to both
their selected audience and the greater public. Spiritualism was a social force which
either held a path to societal progression or regression to a superstitious age. It could
not be ignored. Proponents had a “story” to tell, they had many such “stories” and held
they pointed to a narrative of objective experience. This dissertation follows three
instances, building on previous scholarship, to show just how advocates and writers

sought to tell theirs and others in an increasingly specialized world of disciplines.

McCorristine already pointed out that the SPR sought validation through
accumulative rather than single testimony.?® This view towards accumulated testimony
was very much in line with that of Cox and Crowe in that it did not stand for proof but
was a sure indication that the phenomena should be studied in earnest.?® In fact, the

SPR had separate committees to collect testimony on apparitions and haunted houses

2> McCorristine, 117; See PL, Vol.1.136; PSPR, Vol.l.33, 61.
26 pSpR, Vol.l.3, 12, 68-69; JSPR, Vol.1.8-9, 71; PL, Vol.|.186.
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and another just to collect material already published on psychical subjects.?’ This call,
as with Cox, was made to the public for testimony. This testimony was to be cross-
examined, as Cox had wished to do but had been prevented from doing by his lack of
resources. Sources that could not be cross-examined were to be classified as less
trustworthy. The SPR, though avowedly “scientific” still upheld jurisprudential methods
when accumulating testimony. As with Cox, hearsay and second-hand narratives were
not to be put level with first-hand accounts that could be investigated.?® However, they
maintained that the very universality of accumulative testimony showed an essential

truth that made coincidence implausible.?®

In this context, it is worth noting not only the SPR’s classification of which
kinds of testimony were important, but from whom they came. As with the LDS, they
preferred unpaid mediums as they came from more respectable, middle class

backgrounds without a pecuniary motive.3°

Like Crowe, the LDS theorized that the onslaught of death is conducive to
mental communion.3! Willpower — so important to Crowe in explaining supernatural
phenomena - was also entertained as a possibility in the agent-participant relationship
of crisis apparitions.®? In Phantasms, the LDS urged dreamers to either relate their
dreams to someone of good memory, or to write them down for possible later

validation.33

27 pPSPR, Vol.l.4.

28 pSPR, Vol.l.30; JSPR, Vol.l.35; PL, Vol.l. 128, 149, 162, 170.
22 Phantasms, Vol.ll.167.

30 JSPR, Vol.l.11.

31p[, Vol.l.231.

32 p[, Vol.l.292.

33pL,1.299.
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Like Crowe, the SPR went to lengths to explain that they tried to
reproduce evidence to the letter with any omissions due only to them not being needed
in the portrayal of the evidential point.3* They also did not wish to impede a narrative,
only investigate it, and tried to allow it to stand on its own merit, in their case an
“intelligent witness” which in most cases stood for an educated individual. The
narratives of personal acquaintances would be excluded due to the impropriety of cross-
examination on personal matters and the “uneducated” even if it were satisfactory
based on their supposed lack of judgement.® In this, the methods of the SPR
represented a sharp departure from Crowe, but demonstrated an unsurprising affinity
with the criteria of the Committee of the LDS and Cox, according to which educated
middle-class members were held to be more trustworthy. In defending their Census on
Hallucinations utilized in Phantasms, the SPR pointed out, without showing how they
did so, that only a negligible section of its Census was filled by people from an
uneducated, lower-class background.®® McCorristine has discussed the controversy
over the Census, and pointed out that the SPR even allowed the testimony of the

uneducated to be given authority if it was validated by a clergyman.®’

Though Crowe continued to be mentioned in supernatural publications
such as those already mentioned and her work never went wholly out of circulation, it
may come as a surprise that the SPR’s Phantasms of the Living and Myer's Human

Personality and its Survival of Bodily Death both employ a template used by Crowe.

34 pL,1.160.

35 |bid., 160-161.

36 pL, Vol.ll.9

37 McCorristine, 119.
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NSN is filled with cases designed by theme, supposedly unedited, and followed by
commentary. Though the SPR made use of modern techniques of statistics, probability
and census taking, Crowe had also employed ideas about probability, had also
delineated the difference between first and second-hand testimony, and had sought

narratives on themes that went beyond simple ghost seeing. 38

One sees an introduction of a respectable witness known to the writer, their
narrative, corroborating testimony, and a commentary citing other cases before going
on to another one, what Crowe would refer to as an “embarrass de richesses” as the
stories were so many.3