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1

Beings Without Bodies:
An Experience-Centered Theory

of the Belief in Spirits

David J. Hufford

THIS ESSAY CONCERNS A PARTICULAR SET OF "FOLK BELIEFS," THAT IS, UNOFFI

cial beliefs. The meanings and implications of this defmition are discussed at
some length below. Most academic theories have assumed that folk belief
especially beliefs about spirits-is false or at least unfounded, "non-rational"
and "non-empirical." Because my experience-centered theory is contrary to this
very powerful and old intellectual tradition, the following exposition must be
somewhat complex. It will, therefore, be helpful for the reader to know where
we are going right at the start: the "bottom line" of my experience-centered
theory is the proposition that much folk belief about spirits is reasonable, that it
is rationally developed from experience. That is to say, the reasoning involved
in many such beliefs utilizes methods of inference, based on observations,
which are commonly accepted as valid. Such reasoning does not show neurotic
defenses or other overwhelming biases that lead to obvious fallacies, such as
post hoc reasoning, equivocation, or consensus gentium.

Granting such reasonableness does not entail accepting any such beliefs as
true, but it does call into very serious question the academic grounds for
holding that spiritual folk beliefs are false. Neither does my theory suggest
that all spiritual belief is rationally derived from experience. Obviously such a
claim would be false. Faith, which is usually understood as belief in the
absence of evidence, is of enormous importance in religious belief. But I do
mean to argue against the common assumption that all spiritual belief relies
entirely on faith.
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12 David] Hufford

A fmal disclaimer: I do not suggest that my experience-centered theory con
flicts with or should replace all current approaches to the study of spiritual
beliefs-but it does have important implications for most of them.

Two Preliminary Illustrations

In the early 1970s, while studying folk belief in Newfoundland, I found a tra
dition about what was locally called the "Old Hag," an experience said to have
the following features:

(1) waking up during the night (or occasionally the experience occurs before fall
ing asleep); (2) hearing and/or seeing something come into the room and approach
the bed; (3) being pressed on the chest or strangled and therefore feeling suffoca
tion; (4) being unable to move or cry out until ... fmally breaking through the feel
ing of paralysis. . . . The victim is almost invariably lying on his back during the
experience and is convinced that he has been awake throughout. 1

Despite the local term "Old Hag," the attacker could be either male or female,
and when a male carried out such an attack through witchcraft, he was said "to
hag" his victim.

In The Terror That Comes in the Night: An Experience-Centered Study of
Supernatural Assault Traditions (1982), I extended my analysis of this experi
ence and its cross-cultural distribution. I was able to show that what N ew
foundlanders call the Old Hag comprises a cross-culturally stable experiential
pattern underlying many belief traditions in widely separated places. I also doc
umented the occurrence of the same pattern among subjects with no prior cul
tural knowledge about such attacks, as in the following case, which comes from
a young man who thought he was the only one to ever have this experience:

Example 1: Newfoundland's "Old Hag" in a Pennsylvania College Dormitory

What woke me up was the door slamming. "OK," I thought, "It's my
roommate... " I was laying on my back just kinda looking up. And the door
slammed, and I kinda opened my eyes. I was awake. Everything was light in the
room. My roommate wasn't there and the door was still closed .

But the next thing I knew, I realized that I couldn't move I kind of like
gazed over to the door and there was no one there. But the next thing I knew, from
one of the areas of the room this grayish, brownish murky presence was there. And
it kind of swept down over the bed and I was terrified! . . . It was like nothing I had
ever seen before. And I felt-I felt this pressing down allover me. I couldn't
breathe. I couldn't move. And the whole thing was that-there was like-I could
hear the stereo in the room next to me. I was wide awake, you know. It was a frater
nity house. I could hear everything going on all over the house. It was a pretty noisy
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Beings Without Bodies 13

place. And I couldn't move and I was helpless and I was really-I was really
scared.... And this murky presence-just kind of-this was evil!This was evil! You
know this is weird! You must think 1'm a ... This thing was there! I felt a pressure
on me and it was like enveloping me. It was a very, very, very strange thing. And as
I remember I struggled. I struggled to move and get out. And-you know, eventu
ally, I think eventually what happened was I kind of like moved my arm. And again
the whole thing-just kind of dissipated away. The presence, everything. But every
thing else just remained the same. The same stereo was playing next door. The same
stuffwas going on.2

This medical student had never heard of anyone else having such an experi
ence, but his description corresponds perfectly to accounts of supernatural
assault found all over the world-not only the "Old Hag" tradition in New
foundland, but also the da chor,3 dab coj, poj ntxoog,4 or dab tso; in Southeast
Asia; the sitting ghost or bei Guai chaak6 in China; the Mara? of Sweden; even
the "witch riding" in Salem, Massachusetts, during the witchcraft trials. 8 Each
of these traditions and many more also correspond to the category "sleep
paralysis" found in the tradition of modern medicine. Although medical
knowledge about the experiential contents of this experience is quite impover
ished compared to folk traditions, sleep physiologists do seem to have located
the physical source of the temporary paralysis.9 However, because sleep paraly
sis theories do not account for the consistent subjective pattern of the experi
ence, sleep paralysis cannot be said to "explain" or reduce the related folk
beliefs.

Each traditional term for this frightening experience carries a great deal of
theoretical baggage, from theories of witchcraft and the inaccurate gender
implications of "Old Hag" to the physiologic reductionism of "sleep paralysis."
To avoid these difficulties, I have chosen to use the old Anglo-Saxon word for
the experience, Mara. IO By this term I refer simply to the experience of fmding
oneself awake and paralyzed in the presence of a frightening being. Nothing
more-neither interpretation nor cause-is implied. In 1982 I estimated that
this event has a prevalence ranging from about 16 percent to 25 percent in the
general population, regardless of prior knowledge or belief. That estimate has
now received a good deal of conftrmation. 11

Since complete and recognizable Mara experiences-loaded with the same
experiential details reported within traditions that describe such attacks-occur
in the absence of such traditions, it seems fair to infer that the Mara experience
itself has given rise to a variety of similar beliefs in different cultures. The con
ventional expectation has long been that folk belief creates experience (and the
illusory appearance of experience) in a self-fulftlling process, as when the
believer dreams of a ghost and afterward believes the event to have been real.
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14 David] Hufford

But on the contrary, here a host of traditional beliefs actually seem to be pro
duced by a particular kind of experience, the details of which are independent
of prior belief or knowledge. That realization immediately raised for me the
question of whether the Mara stood alone, or whether there might be other
experiential categories with a similar cross-cultural distribution and interpreta
tions showing great similarity from one tradition to another? The answer has
turned out to be "Yes."

I am pleased to report that very positive spiritual experiences are even more
common than horrific ones. The following is an account told to me by a surgi
cal nurse in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, concerning events that occurred in
1976.

Example 2: A Nurses Near-Death Experience

1 was having fluorescein angiography for my heart 1 was having a great deal
of coronary spasm ... and the pain was incredible And when the pain became
the most intense 1 had a horrible ringing noise and 1 was rushing ... through
sort of a black tunnel . . . and then the ringing seemed to diminish ... the pain was
gone ... and 1 realized 1 had floated right out of ... the top of my head.... And 1
was looking down, 1 was somewhere over my knees, and 1 could see Dr. Smith and
Dr. Thompson. . . working on me. This seemed of almost no importance to
me ... 1 just observed it....

1 felt like 1 was swimming or floating in a lovely ... 1 don't know ... if you
could imagine swimming in champagne, that's what it was like, it was lovely. [And
as 1 floated upward 1 became aware of a light, and then] 1 found that 1 was a part of
the light, the light was enveloping me.... 1 could see the [operating room]
dock ... [and] 1 knew that in a given amount of time there would be brain damage.
[But] the feeling 1 had besides the pleasurable one was one of-just unconditional
love is the only thing 1 can think of.... I've never had a feeling like it before, so it's
really difficult to describe, but unconditional love comes as dose as anything. And 1
was in communication [with] a ... being ... who read my mind and 1 just read his
mind, which 1 say as an afterthought, because at the time 1 just knew that we
weren't speaking. And the whole time 1 was in communication with this person,
there was like a Greek chorus in the background ... multiple presences that 1 was
aware of as 1watched them resuscitate me. . ..

N ow the communication 1 had with the presence was one simply of-we dis
cussed my life. But 1 also felt that 1 never had to say anything ... and he didn't say
anything, and he understood my motivation if 1 did something that 1 thought might
have been questionable.... and [then] he said to me ... it's time [to go back]. And
1 was so happy, 1 wasn't even sure that this was a good idea to go back to the body.
But he said ... everything's fIne and you should ... return, so 1 did.

And as 1 regained consciousness [I was aware] of this immense grin on my face.
And Dr. Smith who's been my physician for years and is a dear friend, said ... "Do
you know what happened?" And 1 said, "Yes, 1 died." And he said, "You sure as hell
did." 12
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Beings Without Bodies 15

The experience reported by this nurse occurred in 1976, years before she
had heard the term "near-death experience" or knew that anyone else had ever
had a similar experience. But her description corresponds perfectly not only to
the pattern described by Raymond Moody in the 1975 book Life after Life,13
in which he coined the term near-death experience (NDE), but also (for just a
few examples) to beliefs and accounts from Pure Land Buddhism in China, 14
medieval European Catholicism,15 and an account of a visit to the land of the
ancestors during a Chant Way healing ceremony, as told to me by a Navajo
woman.

BeliefThat Spirits Exist

What is it that is believed in the Buddhist, Catholic, and Navajo traditions just
noted? Are there elements that traditions around the world have in common,
as well as distinct elements that make each tradition unique? There is a com
mon core, and it consists in the belief that there exists an order

1. that is objectively real, (i.e., not "all in the mind");
2. that is qualitatively different from the everyday material world (e.g.,

invisible at times);
3. that interacts with this world in certain ways (e.g., answers to prayer, vis

its from deceased loved ones); and
4. that includes beings that do not require a physical body in order to live

(e.g., God, souls of the deceased, angels, evil spirits).

In different traditions, this order is variously called "the spirit world," "the
supernatural," "land of the ancestors," and so on.

These four elements are held in common by folk belief traditions and reli
gions around the world. 16 How this spiritual order is different, when and how
it interacts with the mundane world, and who the persons in it are, constitute
major differences in cultural and religious traditions, and frequently between
institutional religious tradition and folk belief.

Scholars have generally called such a belief in spirits supernatural belief. I
rather like that term myself, but it has been so problematized by long academic
misuse that now it has been given up even by many religious speakers. 17 Here,
to avoid confusion, I will instead use spiritual beliefto refer to the belief that
spirits and a distinctly spiritual domain exist. Even this term can be confusing,
because it has been metaphorically extended to mean ideas (as in "the spirit of
democracy"), and spiritual is often used as a rough equivalent to psychological.
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16 David] Hufford

I shall use the term in its narrowest sense:

spiritual refers to spirits (i.e., extra-corporeal beings)

This defmition has the added advantage of calling attention to the important
relationships between folk belief and institutional religious belief, where the
word spiritual still has a comfortable home. In this use, spirits are sentient
beings not requiring bodies in order to live. They may use bodies (as human
souls do during Earthly life), or they may possess some kind of non-physical
body (resurrection body, subtle body, astral body, etc.), but they are conscious
beings whose life is not absolutely dependent on a flesh-and-blood body for
existence. This defmition is derived from the observation of beliefs in such
beings held in cultures allover the world. Accepting the usefulness of the defi
nition, and its accuracy in summing up widespread belief, has nothing to do
with either accepting or rejecting associated beliefi.

Spiritual Belief in the Modern World

By the 1950s, intellectuals were broadly proclaiming the death of spiritual
belief. Granting that belief in God was the slowest of these to go, belief in
angels, ghosts, and other lesser spirits was thought to be rapidly disappearing.

In 1953 Rudolf Bultmann, a famous theologian, laid groundwork for the
anti-theological "God Is Dead" school of theology. He stated:

N ow that the forces and the laws of nature have been discovered, we can no
longer believe in spirits, whether good or evil . .. It is impossible to use electric light
and the wireless and to avail ourselves of modern medical and surgical discoveries,
and at the same time to believe in ... spirits. IS

In 1966 anthropologist Anthony F. C. Wallace said:

Belief in supernatural beings and in supernatural forces that affect nature with
out obeying nature's laws will erode and become only an interesting historical
memory.... [A]s a cultural trait, belief in supernatural powers is doomed to die
out, all over the world, as a result of the increasing adequacy and diffusion of scien
tific knowledge. . . . [T] he process is inevitable. 19

And in 1971 historian Keith Thomas began his magnum opus Religion and the
Decline ofMagic with the statement that in contrast to the past, belief in ghosts
is now "rightly disdained by intelligent persons.,,20

It has been widely assumed that something about modern knowledge, par
ticularly scientific knowledge, is antithetical to spiritual belief. This is the basis
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Beings Without Bodies 17

for the secularization thesis that has guided the social sciences since their very
beginnings in the mid-nineteenth century. Auguste Comte, the father of soci
ology, in his writings specifically described a natural and inevitable route of
cultural evolution from supernatural belief to an entirely materialistic view
that he called positivistic. In 1922 Max Weber, the pioneer sociologist of reli
gion, called this allegedly inevitable secularization process the disenchantment
of the world.21

Apparently most folklorists have accepted such conclusions about the
demise of spiritual belief, and they have studied "folk belief' or "superstitions"
by going to remote areas, isolated rural communities, or people recently immi
grated from less modern settings to gather up the remnants of spiritual belief
that is, when folklorists have paid any attention at all to the topic. Gillian Ben
nett, who-along with the other contributors to this volume-is among a
growing band of folklorists who do take spiritual belief seriously, neatly sums
up the problems of most modern folklorists regarding these beliefs:

Noone will tackle the subject because it is disreputable, and it remains disreputa
ble because no one will tackle it. Secondly, because no one does any research into
present-day supernatural beliefs, occult traditions are generally represented by old
legends [leaving] published collections of supernatural folklore ... stuck forever in a
time-warp.22

Given all of this scholarly certitude that spiritual beliefs must and should die
out in the face of growing modern knowledge, the ease with which I have been
able to fmd people in all walks of life who not only hold spiritual beliefs but
who cite their own spiritual experiences as their reason has always seemed
anomalous to me. I might have begun to doubt my own fmdings were it not
for the growing body of empirical evidence, gathered primarily by sociologists
doing quantitative survey research.23 The Gallup organization has been docu
menting the spiritual beliefs of Americans for several decades, and their data
most decidedly do not conform to the secularization view sketched above. In
1990, for instance, a Gallup poll found that 25 percent of Americans believe
that "ghosts or ... spirits of dead people can come back." If this 25 percent
were made up of the least educated and most isolated Americans, it might not
necessarily contradict the secularization thesis. But this is not the case. For
example, in 1982 Gallup related the belief that it is "possible to contact the
dead" to educational background. He found that the belief was held by 9 per
cent of those with only grade school education, 25 percent of those who had
graduated from high school, and 28 percent of those with college educa
tions.24 All of the best empirical data from the past several decades shows that
modern education does not eradicate spiritual belief.
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18 DavidJ Hufford

I am convinced that a fundamental reason that spiritual beliefs have been
able to resist the enormous social pressures toward secularization is that they
are, in part, rationally founded on experience (that is, empirically grounded).
This assertion often elicits a howl of protest from those committed either to the
falseness of such beliefs or to the proposition that the issue of truth or falseness
cannot (or should not) be addressed by belief scholars. So I hasten to add the
following commonplace from epistemology: The rationality and empirical
grounding of a belief are separate from its "truth"; many false beliefs are ratio
nally held on empirical grounds (e.g., the belief that the sun went around the
earth, as held in antiquity), and many true beliefs are held without rational or
empirical grounds. A very common example of the latter are those beliefs
accepted on the basis of cultural authority. Cultural or epistemic authority is
the power or right to make "judgments about the nature of the world," and it
therefore "entails the construction of reality through defmitions of fact and
value.,,25 For example, young children accept many beliefs (many of them
true, others false) simply on the cultural authority of their parents, without
doing their own reasoning about the beliefs, just as laypeople accept the state
ments of "experts" in general, largely on cultural authority.

It is not that the acceptance of cultural authority is irrational. Authority is
itself subject to reasoning, and one may have more or less rational grounding
for the acceptance of a particular authority or authoritative statement. But that
is different from having rational grounds for particular statements themselves.
When one subjects oneself to authority, one yields personal judgment and rea
soning in favor of some expert who is believed to "know better.,,26 The accep
tance of authority is an essential part of knowledge-making, but it is evaluated
primarily on the grounds of the validity of claims to have expertise, the claim
that underlies cultural authority. Technical experts, government personnel,
parents, oral tradition, and many other sources of authority exist in society,
and the claims of these sources may either conflict or harmonize with one
another. Cultural authority is contrasted with social (executive) authority-the
right or power to do certain things, including to give commands. The two are
often, but not always, found together.

Having said that rational and empirical grounding do not prove a belief to
be true, I must add that fmding such a basis for spiritual beliefs does show that
such beliefs are sometimes held for better reasons than most academics have
granted. Rationality and empirical grounding do not settle truth claims, but
they certainly don't hurt those claims, either!

The two cases given at the beginning of this chapter are examples of experi
ence on which certain spiritual beliefs were based, rationally and empirically,
by those who had the experiences. My conclusion about the rational and
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Beings Without Bodies 19

empirical elements of spiritual belief-its reasonableness-grows out of my
experience-centered study of beliefs about supernatural assault, mystical expe
rience, miraculous healing, consoling visits by the deceased to the grieving,
near-death experiences, and haunted houses, among others. This claim about
spiritual belief and experience is both radical and complex, and it requires a
good deal of explanation. I shall begin this explanation with some basic discus
sion of the relationships of belief, experience, and culture.

Inferring What Is Believed

Belief is the certainty that something is true. (This is belief in the cognitive
sense; beliefalso has important emotional meanings that associate it with such
terms as faith, but those aspects are beyond the scope of this paper.) Knowl
edge is a particular kind of belief, that is, belief that has met customary criteria
of justification; this is the basis for the strong distinction between the two
terms-that knowledge is justified true belief.27 However, different criteria for
justification are customary in different cultural settings, so this distinction does
not serve us well in examining belief in a cultural way. In cultural terms,
knowledge is what particular people call the beliefs that they consider to be
most justified and true. This usage relies on local values and does not require
the outside observer either to impose alien criteria or to enter into local
debates. Under this usage we may determine which beliefs are knowledge sim
ply by asking those who hold them, rather than by attempting to fmally deter
mine matters of truth.

For fieldwork, however, we must remember that in ordinary conversation
people choose the strongest term that conforms to their own level of cer
tainty.28 Therefore, if we ask for beliefour field consultants may omit what
they know, and ifwe use beliefto describe their knowledge, they are likely to be
insulted. As is often the case, good sense dictates that our use of terms in anal
ysis must be different from our use of the same terms in fieldwork and in ordi
nary conversation. My discussion in this paper uses belief to include
knowledge.

Holding a belief-believing-is an active process that refers to ideas. "The
Earth goes around the Sun" and "People have souls that survive death" are
statements of ideas. Some people hold the belief that one or both of these are
true, and others do not. Belief is found in the process of "holding," but it can
only be described by reference to the ideas held. The ideas held are most easily
expressed as propositions, although they are not necessarily "held" in that
form. Yesterday I believed "that the sun would rise again" (and it did). How
ever, not once did I articulate that proposition, even mentally, although I
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20 DavidJ Hufford

"acted on that belief," and if asked I would have approved the proposition as
something "I believed." I use this example to demonstrate that the cognitive
defmition does not imply that people hold their beliefs as a list of articulated
propositions, as some critics have suggested.29

In fact, I assume that most people believe a large number of things that
they never explicitly state as propositions, even to themselves. The natural
vehicle of folk belief, perhaps of most belief, is stories that show what is true by
what is said to have happened. This process combines beliefs with some of
their reasons and some of their implications. But for tacit and embedded
beliefs to be described and understood, the investigator must infer them and
state them as propositions. The investigator must also ensure that the proposi
tions as stated are agreeable to those who are said to hold them. In the cogni
tive sense it is wrong to attribute to someone a belief they disagree with or do
not understand.30

Beliefs in propositional form are to be understood as constructed by the investi
gator in an attempt to refer to the truth ideas ofthe people from whose speech and
behavior they have been inferred. These beliefs in propositional form have the
same status as the values, symbols, and other abstract entities that scholars
infer from the behavior and statements of people.

Inevitably, belief is also used as a shorthand reference to the ideas them
selves, the believed propositions, as in "the belief that ghosts exist." This seems
unavoidable in conversation, but the distinction between the proposition itself
and the belief that a proposition is true must be kept in mind. Otherwise one
falls into the habit of referring to beliefs that are not believed: for example,
many know the "belief' that breaking a mirror will result in seven years of bad
luck, but not all who know of this proposition believe it.

Belief, Culture, and Experience

Belief is a fundamental and profoundly powerful part of culture. Culture
refers to the entire human heritage apart from biological inheritance. We
receive our skin pigment from our parents through genetic transmission. We
may receive some immunity to disease through our mother's milk. These are
not culture, although culture can influence such transmission, as in social
mores surrounding the selection of mates, and values and attitudes toward
breastfeeding.

We receive our language, our moral code, and most of our beliefs from
communication with other human beings. Biology is involved, since, for exam
ple, we could not hear and speak language without the biology of audition and
speech. But although the potential for speech may be genetically acquired, our
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Beings Without Bodies 21

language is culturally transmitted. Even if our biological parents had spoken
nothing but Mandarin, we would have no extra difficulty learning English if
we were raised in an English-speaking family.

I have said that we obtain most of our beliefs from culture. But not all
beliefs are acquired in this way. This sets beliefs apart from most language and
many other features of our mental life, and herein lies a central feature of my
theory of folk belief. It has been common for scholars to argue over whether
belief-inspiring experiences, such as near-death experiences, arise from biology
or from culture (the "nature-nurture" debate).31 But such arguments assume
a false dichotomy. While believing always involves both biology and culture,
most belief also at least claims to involve the rest of the environment. Beliefs
are claims about the world in which humans live, and they arise from many
different kinds of interactions-not only social interactions. For example,
many beliefs about solar eclipses are rooted in cultural tradition, and the per
ception of an eclipse cannot be understood without a consideration of the biol
ogy of vision. But neither can beliefs about and perceptions of eclipses be
understood without reference to the sun and the astronomical events involved.
Eclipse beliefs are not only about dragons who swallow the sun. They are also
about "that bright light that moves across the sky during the day." An under
standing of any belief must recognize this implicit claim of reference to the
"objective" world (that is, "the world out there").

Many beliefs about the world are acquired through culture. For almost all
modern people, the belief that the Earth goes around the Sun is culturally
acquired. Many are told the basics of this by their parents. In school, most
Americans are taught about the role of Galileo and Copernicus in the great his
torical shift away from the belief that the Earth is the center of the universe.
We have also seen charts of the solar system, and so forth. But most of us have
never made a personal observation that could show us that the Earth goes
around the Sun. (Such observations are a great deal harder to make than most
realize.) For this we rely on our culture, but Galileo and Copernicus managed
to make observations that actually contradicted what they had learned from
their culture. It is certainly true that they could never have made those obser
vations without the benefit of a great deal of culturally acquired knowledge,
including language. Neither could they have done so without their biology:
eyes, brains, and so forth. But, nonetheless, their new belief was not given to
them by cultural transmission, nor did it originate in their biology. Their belief
in a solar-centric system arose primarily out of particular experiences, observa
tions of the environment. Modern astronomers make many such observations,
building both on their cultural inheritance (all of their astronomical training)
and new observations made within the context of that tradition.

This content downloaded from 
�������������90.244.206.9 on Fri, 21 May 2021 23:34:23 UTC�������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



22 DavidJ Hufford

The work of modern astronomers illustrates a central function of culture:
to allow humans to learn from each other's experiences. The number of things
that can be learned from experience of the world is vast; many of them require
special training, and the opportunities of individuals are limited. Culture allows
us to build on an enormous treasury composed of the experiential learning of
others. This is also a central function of cultural authority, as discussed earlier.

It is not only scientists who learn from both culture and the environment.
A simple example is that many people come to recognize poison ivy, and to
hold the belief that touching it can cause a rash, blisters, and intense itching.
Some people are fortunate enough to learn this through culture (whether from
parents, friends, or a Scout handbook) without ever having the experience of a
poison ivy rash themselves. Others learn about poison ivy through direct expe
rience of that aspect of their environment. Culture, experience, and biology
intermingle constantly in life, and the variety of life experiences helps to
account for the great diversity of beliefs and views found within a single society.

Folk Belief and Official Culture

Unlike the solar-centric belief, which requires sophisticated mathematics and
instrumentation, the belief that poison ivy causes itching can arise from non
technical experiences of the environment. Through the life experiences of peo
ple with no technical training in either botany or toxicology, knowledge of poi
son ivy has entered folklore. Technical investigation can add to that
knowledge, and official culture (such as dermatology textbooks) can transmit
technical information about poison ivy reactions. But such information does
not necessarily displace or invalidate most folk beliefs about poison ivy, many
of which are derived from fIrsthand experience.

When I say folk belief, I mean unofficial belief. Official beliefs are those that
are promulgated through social structures invested with executive authority,
while the beliefs themselves are generally based on claims to cultural authority.
An example is the U.S. Surgeon General's statement that "cigarette smoking
can cause lung cancer." In some societies, social and cultural authority are
largely invested in elders and priests. In modern Western society such author
ity tends to be concentrated in secular institutions.

Folk beliefs-unofficial beliefs-are those that develop and operate outside
powerful social structures. This is an inherently political defmition, but it con
forms to the most common general defmitions of folklore. This defmition is
relative: a belief that ghosts visit the living is a folk (that is, unofficial) belief in
most Christian denominations (it is not promulgated in catechisms or endorsed
by church governing bodies), while most official Christian belief is unofficial
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(that is, folk) in the United States because of the separation of church and
state. (Do not confuse pervasiveness, salience, or influence with officialness.
For example, simply because many Christian images and beliefs, such as those
relating to Christmas, are very pervasive and influential in the United States
does not make them official.) So, when calling a belief a "folk belief," one must
specify the context about which one is speaking. We should not get bogged
down in this relativity, though. For many of the beliefs that I will discuss here,
there are very few settings in the United States, even within churches, where
they are in any sense official. And all of them are unofficial, folk, in the
national context. The belief that "ghosts of dead people can come back" is
decidedly not an official belief in modern American culture. Not only is it not
required to be taught in public schools, its teaching would not be permitted
there. The National Science Foundation and the National Institutes of Health
have no position on ghosts. Explicitly the subject does not exist at the national
level of official culture. Implicitly it is understood to have been settled nega
tively long ago. This belief is, nonetheless, culturally transmitted through
unofficial channels. It is an example of a spiritual folk belief.

My defmition also refers to process, so it is entirely possible for the same
belief statement to be both folk and official at the same moment for different
people. The poison ivy example can illustrate this. The simple belief that
touching poison ivy can cause an itchy rash is received through folklore by
some and through medical textbooks (official medical tradition) by others.
Some people receive both communications. Since we are discussing the process,
not two contrasting lists of propositions, the question of whether poison ivy
belief ceased to be folk when it entered medical texts is a meaningless question.
The belief is not "out there" leading a unitary existence. There are as many
poison-ivy-causes-a-rash beliefs as there are people who hold them.

The official-unofficial distinction has major practical implications.
Because official structures involve power, official belief operates with access to
greater power and, therefore to resources, than does folk belief. Those
resources and power make it possible for official culture to establish and
maintain many beliefs-some of which may be true and some of which may
not-that are actually contrary to the experience of most people. Because the
Sun appears to go round the Earth, a constant communication effort is
required to disseminate and stabilize the opposing belief that the Earth really
goes around the Sun. School, books, magazines, TV programs, movies, all
communication channels are saturated with references to the solar-centric
and other official views, references which do not so much argue or demon
strate that the view is true but rather assume that it is true. This is official cul
tural authority in operation.
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When folk beliefs appear in such communication channels, they are usually
either debunked or at least shown as deviant views that contend with consen
sual reality. Those media that explicitly propagate some folk beliefs, such as
tabloid newspapers and TV shows, serve to stigmatize them even as they pro
mote them. Spiritual beliefs and related experiences are placed alongside Elvis
sightings and pictures of the president conferring with aliens. This illustrates
the advantage enjoyed by official beliefs over folk beliefs. As a result of compe
tition from official sources, many folk beliefs have been destroyed, or their
influence has been reduced. And yet many spiritual folk beliefs do manage to
flourish.

Folk Belief and Experience

Most features of life are open to more than one interpretation. The choices
made among interpretive possibilities are influenced by many factors in addi
tion to observation. For example, the belief that the Sun goes around the Earth
seemed to many medieval people to fit better with their theology than did the
theory presented by Copernicus. Not only did the naked eye suggest that the
Sun goes round the Earth, but the belief that human beings are central to
God's creation seemed to suggest the same thing. Culturally sanctioned values
and attitudes exert a powerful influence on beliefs about the world. That is
why observation-experience-must constantly compete with other forces
that shape belief. The cultural history of alcoholism as it has gradually been
reconstructed from moral weakness to disease provides a good example, as
does the continuing struggle to culturally construct AIDS. In both cases there
are crucial biological facts, though in neither case are all of these biological facts
known. But the facts themselves are never simple, and they never "speak for
themselves." Again, experience (whether scientific observation or the life expe
riences of ordinary people) mingles with culture. This powerful influence of
societal attitudes and values on the shaping of belief has been central to the
academic prediction that spiritual beliefs would wither and die in the modern
world. That just seemed to follow from the increasing social pressures against
spiritual beliefs.

As my examples from astronomy and medicine suggest, the crucial ele
ments of official culture tend to rest on experiences and interpretations that are
not possible for ordinary people. Telescopes and microscopes, computers and
laboratories, years of training-all are necessary to make officially authoritative
statements about the world. This reflects a shift in the construction of cultural
authority that really crystallized at the end of the nineteenth century and
beginning of the twentieth: the change from life experience to technical experi-
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ence as the source of authority. Developments throughout science were show
ing that one could not "trust one's own eyes" in making judgments about
reality. Microbes, X-rays, higher mathematics, Freud's concept of the uncon
scious-all of these undercut the idea that living long and well and reflecting
on your life could yield authentic knowledge. Unschooled life experience
seemed inadequate for understanding the complexities of such a misleading
world. At the same time, communities of professional experts were developing,
experts with the equipment, the knowledge, and the desire to re-create the
modern worldview. The resulting process of renegotiating cultural authority
has proceeded at an accelerating pace, until now there are highly trained
experts to interpret and explain every facet of life, from economics to marriage
and the family to medicine to parenting to agriculture to literature to folklore!
All of this expertise is based on the general idea of using technical skills to
pierce the constantly misleading appearance of the world. By contrast, intuitive
understandings of the world, drawn from ordinary life experience, are treated
as naive and illusory.

In the latter part of the twentieth century, a variety of factors, including a
slowing of technical payoffs (cancer has not been cured, electricity is not as
cheap as water, and the weather is still serenely in control of itself) coupled
with the still-accelerating cost of technical development, has caused some to
question whether the shift toward technical expertise may have gone too far. In
medicine this has resulted in a reexamination of the doctor-patient relationship
and the reinvention of "patient-centered care." In economics it has led to the
idea that workers and people in business need to join economists in developing
economic policy. In a similar vein, people with spiritual experiences are seeking
to be heard despite an expert modern theology that is abstract and remote.

In all of these developments, folk tradition has served as a repository of the
cultural knowledge acquired from day-to-day living. And it is from folk tradi
tion that the current challenge to official, expert knowledge comes. To some
this may sound like an anti-intellectual scenario, but I disagree. This is a rebal
ancing in which the intellectual work and insights of ordinary people must be
acknowledged, and in which the excesses of a powerful, self-regulated intellec
tual elite require some accountability and reform. The result should be a rein
vigoration of intellectual life.

As I noted earlier, official culture in the Western world has been increas
ingly opposed to spiritual beliefs of all sorts, at least since the Enlightenment.
In the eighteenth century, philosopher David Hume asked the question, "Can
we ever have rational grounds for the belief in miracles?" In his essay, which
became a classic of disbelief, he claimed to demonstrate conclusively that no
supernatural belief could ever be considered rationally founded. 32 By the mid-
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nineteenth century, theologians had come to consistently condemn most cog
nitive spiritual beliefs as superstitious.33 These trends sometimes made excep
tions for religious belief, on the condition that God was not conceived of as
currently acting directly in the world. In the twentieth century, Freudian psy
choanalytic theory-an enormously popular belief system that has affected
every aspect ofAmerican intellectual life-identified all spiritual belief as a neu
rotic defense mechanism, an illusion based on infantile wish fulfillment.34 At
the same time, Marxism explained spiritual belief in political terms as an instru
ment of the powerful used to maintain an unjust status quo. By the 1960s the
ology seemed to have completely capitulated on spiritual matters and declared
that "God is dead. ,,35 Through all of these historical changes, spiritual folk
belief has been under even greater official pressure than institutional religion,
because folk belief consistently refers to spiritual events erupting into the every
day world: ghostly visits, angelic assistance, answers to prayer. It was the expec
tation that such straightforward spiritual beliefs could not be sustained in the
face of hostility from the official worldview that led scholars, as illustrated by
the quotes given above, to anticipate the ultimate secularization of modern
society.

With spiritual folk belief under escalating official pressure, its persistence is
an anomaly. The further discovery that its persistence involves all segments of
modern society, even showing some positive association with educational
attainment as documented repeatedly by the Gallup polls, is little short of
astonishing. Folk tradition has not only survived, it has given rise to a success
ful revival of spiritual beliefs within modern institutional religion. In Christian
ity, for example, the Charismatic revival began as a folk movement with roots
in Pentecostalism and Neo-Pentecostalism, and it has had enormous impact in
Christian churches since the 1960s. That is, the Charismatic movement origi
nated in unofficial religious tradition but has forced its way into the institu
tional church, producing remarkable changes in belief and practice in all
Christian denominations during the past thirty years. As sociologist Margaret
Poloma put it in her book The Charismatic Movement, this new "emphasis on
the reality and power of the supernatural might be termed the resacralization
of religion."36 With its highly spontaneous and informal style, this spiritual
revival retains a strongly folk aspect even as it revises late-twentieth-century
Christianity.

Similar revivals of the supernatural aspects of religion are occurring in other
American religious traditions, and worldwide. This is often treated simply as a
rise of "fundamentalism" and associated with religious intolerance and inter
faith violence. For example, Eleanor Munro, criticizing sociologist Peter
Berger's A Far Glory (a book on religious believing in the modern world),
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comments that "hunger for personal immortality still gives rise not only to
new philosophies and arts but also to holy wars and 'ethnic cleansings.'''37
Such loose generalization and stigmatization characterize the intellectual
defenses that have suppressed cognitive spiritual belief throughout modern
times.38 But spiritual belief can be either socially helpful or destructive, moral
or immoral. Belief in the existence of souls, spirits, angels, or God can move
one to compassion and love-or to fear and hate-just as can devotion to
family and clan, commitment to a political theory, or a host of other ideas. It
is the cultural context of belief that largely determines its social consequences.
And particular social consequences of a belief are not logical grounds for deter
mining its truth.

The Experiential Theory

What accounts for the universality of spiritual folk belief and for its refusal to
wither and die in the modern (and postmodern) world? Certainly many very
complex theories have been suggested. I have no doubt that many factors are
involved, but I propose that there is a single basic reason that must be taken
into account, a reason without which other theories will consistently fail to fit
the data. This reason has to do with the relationship of belief to experience and
the kinds of experience that are most crucial to spiritual belief.

The conventional view has assumed that spiritual beliefs are one kind of
interpretation of the same sets ofexperiences to which secular interpretations refer.

That is, the conventional view assumes that there is no distinctively "spiritual"
set of experiences, that there are, rather, spiritual interpretations of ordinary
experiences that vie with secular interpretations of the same things. One per
son's miracle is another's coincidence, one person's mystical experience is
another's sense of awe at the beauty and majesty of the universe, one person's
visit from the dead is another person's dream.

There is no doubt that spiritual and secular interpretations of ordinary
experience compete in society, often over the same observations. But we can
not entirely separate the discussion of what is observed from how it is inter
preted. It is now widely recognized that every observation description is laden
with some interpretation. Every interpretation has some impact on what is
observed, so that one's belief has the capacity to shape one's experience. But
for most topics it is also accepted that observations vary in their ambiguity-the

ease with which they can be shaped by what is expected and the variety of
interpretations they seem to fit. An ink blot is quite ambiguous: we tend to see
in it what we expect, and individual interpretations can vary widely. On the
other hand, an ordinary wooden pencil sitting on my well-lit desk, viewable
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from many angles and available to be picked up, is relatively difficult to con
strue as anything else under normal circumstances. The conventional view
explains dramatic accounts of spiritual experience by asserting that they refer to
ambiguous observations that have been shaped by prior belief, such as hearing
the sound of a house settling as ghostly footsteps. Visual experiences are often
explained by reference to special circumstances that increase ambiguity, such as
poor lighting (and other environmental factors) or fatigue (and other charac
teristics of the perceiver, such as intoxication or mental illness). In The Terror I
summarized these conventional explanations as "the cultural source hypothe
sis," because they each rely on a culturally provided model in the production of
tradition-confirming accounts of experience.

Based on such experiences as the Mara, the "near-death experience," and a
growing list of others, however, I propose that while the conventional view is
useful for many experience-belief linkages-because cultural sources do influ
ence experience-it is flawed by the omission of a large quantity of instances in
which neither interpretive bias nor perceptual ambiguity appear to be adequate
explanations. There are classes of experience that give rise to spiritual beliefs
among practically all who have them, regardless of their prior beliefs. The per
ception and interpretation of such experiences are similar among persons with
very different backgrounds and expectations. Those who have had such experi
ences form a minimum core of "believers," a substantial fraction of any popu
lation below which certain basic spiritual beliefs will not drop regardless of
cultural and social pressure. It is then the extent to which the experiences and
beliefs of these individuals affect those of others that is primarily governed by
cultural mechanisms.

I call this the experiential source theory. Its basic points may be simply
stated as follows:

1. Many widespread spiritual beliefs are supported by experiences that:
A. Refer intuitively to spirits without inference or retrospective interpre

tation, and
B. Occur independently of a subject's prior beliefs, knowledge, or inten

tion (psychological set).
2. These experiences form distinct classes with stable perceptual patterns. I

call experiences meeting these criteria core experiences.
3. Such experiences provide a central empirical foundation from which

some supernatural beliefs develop rationally.

Stating that these experiences refer "intuitively" is nota naive claim that such
experiences are unmediated,39 but rather that, like many ordinary perceptual
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experiences, they are not necessarily mediated by the concepts to which they give
rise. One who has never heard of a hummingbird, and therefore lacks the con
cept, can still perceive a hummingbird if it flies into the garden. Although not
experiencing the percept "as a hummingbird," one will still have a perceptual
experience. Further, if one observes closely, one will subsequently have a con
cept similar to the consensual concept of hummingbird-to the extent that
one sees clearly, reasons well, etc. The experience will "refer intuitively" to a lit
tle bird that can hover by moving its wings so fast that they are a blur, and that
seems attracted to flower blossoms. Granted, to get that far one would have to
start with the concept bird. By the same token, core supernatural experiences
require the prior concept of "beings" or persons. But it seems reasonable to
assume that such a general concept is ubiquitous among intact humans above
the age of infancy. The specifics by which concepts such as person vary from
culture to culture are not relevant to the ability to have a core experience, any
more than whether one's concept of bird has been developed around parrots or
robins is relevant to having a perceptual experience of hummingbirds. In their
independence from the concepts to which they give rise, core experiences are like any
novelperception ofthe environment.

I call these classes of experience core experiences and the basic beliefs that
inevitably arise from them core beliefi. For example, I consider "near-death
experiences" to be core experiences, and the belief in a soul that will survive
death is one associated core belief. The paralyzing Mara attack is another core
experience, and the belief that some spiritual encounters are threatening is an
associated core belief.

Core experiences and related core beliefs do not logically conflict with each
other or with established scientific knowledge. Space does not permit a full
treatment of this important issue, but I can note two points. First, very few
widespread spiritual beliefs and scientific claims actually do contradict each
other; for example, creationism and evolutionary theory do so. Those beliefs
are not core in my experiential sense (though widespread, they do not follow
necessarily from widespread spiritual experiences). Currently recognizable core
experiences do not contradict each other or established scientific knowledge,
nor are they contradicted by scientific knowledge. Mara beliefs and sleep paral
ysis knowledge are not contradictory; in fact, they harmonize very easily. NDE
beliefs and neurobiological knowledge are not contradictory, and so on. Fur
ther investigation might conceivably establish some contradictory relationships
with either new core experiences or new scientific knowledge, but to assert that
now would be entirely speculative.

Second, core experiences and related core beliefs show the inadequacy of
the skeptical view that spiritual experiences are just a form of biased interpreta-
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tion of ordinary experience, that such experiences are easily accounted for by
established scientific knowledge. This is the argument from parsimony or
Occam's Razor. This claim arises from the nineteenth-century notion of super
natural belief as primitive explanations for observations of natural phenomena.
I know of no core experiences that inherently offer an account of any natural
phenomena. What they do offer is an account of the nature of spirits and their
relationship to humans. All conventional theories of such experiences treat
them as hallucinations or illusions and rely on assumptions of cultural sources
to account for patterning, because no psychological theories exist that could
explain complex hallucinations having a complex, cross-cultural, perceptual
stability. (This is not to say that such a theory is impossible, only that no such
well-established theory currently exists. The closest would be the Jungian psy
chology idea of the "collective unconscious," but this is not generally accepted
as scientifically established, and even it does not predict the kind of perceptual
stability actually found.) Therefore, even on grounds of parsimony, modern
knowledge does not conflict at allwith core supernatural beliefs.

The experiential theory is limited to the reasons for which spiritual beliefs
are held and why they are so persistent and prevalent. It does not address the
question of whether these beliefs are true, although it does show that many
such beliefs are held for good reasons.40 That is, these beliefs are not obviously
or self-evidently false even in view of modern knowledge.

This is a radical theory. It runs counter to most academic accounts of spiri
tual belief, as already noted, and it also runs counter to the prevailing ideas
within folklore scholarship about experience. When experience is noted by stu
dents of culture, it tends to be in broad terms, as in "the American experience."
I use experience to refer to particular, datable episodes in peoples' lives, their
perceptions of events.

The common folklore approach to experience focuses on life stories, and is
based on a model of those stories as conventionalized fictions. As Jeff Titon
said in his 1980 article "The Life Story," "life storytelling is a fiction, a makinf,an ordered past imposed by a present personality upon a disordered life." 1

More recently, Elaine Lawless, drawing on the work of Titon and of Sandra
Stahl, has argued for personal experience and life stories as folklore on the basis
that "the actual, personal experience and the shared, group tradition (that is, in
terms of form, content, structure, language) fused in these stories which, if
closely examined, often sounded remarkably similar from one narrator to
another.,,42 Lawless goes on to speak of the "spiritual life stories" of Pentecos
tal women preachers, saying, "I hear the recollections to a very large degree as
'fictions' which draw on an understanding of facio, not a lie but a 'making.'
The stories are creations.,,43 The interests of folklorists in personal accounts are
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strongly influenced by literary ideas, and similarity from one account to
another is taken as evidence of traditional borrowing, the imposition of culture
on an alleged experiential report. This is similar in principal to the interpreta
tion of "urban legends" in which, ironically, the greater the quantity of testi
mony that accumulates, the more certain it is that the accounts are fiction
rather than fact. This can be a fruitful approach for some purposes. But as a
basis for the study of belief narratives it is hopeless. It dismisses all of the teller's
claims, in advance, without the need for evidence. That cannot help us to
understand why widespread beliefs are held.

In my theory I am suggesting that some spiritual beliefs show not only per
sistence but remarkable similarity from one tradition to another because they
accurately recount observations which are themselves remarkably similar. This
is a standard rational technique for assessing the reliability of experiential
reports: do the witnesses agree? For the limited set of core experiences, my
interpretation holds that independent witnesses do show remarkable agree
ment. And, because that independence extends to individuals from very
diverse traditions, the agreement cannot be explained as mere conformity to
cultural expectations. I do not wish to defend the truthfulness of urban leg
ends nor to argue that when people tell their life stories they "tell the truth" (I

think sometimes they do, but I'll leave that for another time). But I do intend
to argue that at least some accounts of spiritual experiences have characteristics
that strongly suggest that they are accurate reports. All reports are constructed,
but that does not make all reports fiction. Accurate reports are constructed
and evaluated differently from fictitious or inaccurate reports.

It is crucial to understand that the experiential theory does not suggest that
all or even most stories of spiritual experience are accurate, nor that all spiritual
beliefs are based on specifiable sets of extraordinary experience. I have no
doubt that there are widespread spiritual accounts that, like urban legends,
never had a frrst-person version, and that many spiritual beliefs are powerfully
shaped by psychological and social forces. The experiential theory simply holds
that scholars have been mistaken in their failure to seriously consider the possi
bility that spiritual belief traditions might have some of the same empirical and
rational characteristics that other folk traditions display. Folklife scholars have
long been aware that folk traditions concerning architecture, food preparation,
agricultural practice, botany, the making of textiles and pottery, and so forth,
constitute impressive bodies of valid knowledge rooted in experience. This
experiential theory of spiritual folk belief suggests that folk belief traditions,
including spiritual beliefs, may have more in common with the practical tradi
tions of folklife than with folktales and folksongs. The belief in spirits seems to
relate to experience in much the same way as do beliefs that salt preserves
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meat, that the south side of a hill is a warmer place for a house than the north
side, or that there is a plant called poison ivy that causes an itchy rash. Core
spiritual experiences stand in relation to spiritual beliefs in much the same way
that other encounters with the environment relate to traditional knowledge
about it. This relationship of spiritual experience to culture, and the way that it
varies in different cultural settings, is presented schematically in Figure 1.

In Figure 1, X represents any core experience. Remember, a core experience
will occur in all populations regardless of cultural references. The use ofX does
not suggest that all instances of a core experience are identical. Rather, it refers
to the experiential theory's core experience categories, all members of which
fall within a speciftable range that is independent of cultural factors. The use of
arrows pointing from X to "Cultural Accounts" represents the experiential the
ory's assertion that core experiences are not dependent on (determined by) cul
ture, but that cultural accounts are in part, shaped by core experiences.

With those things in mind, the three examples given in the ftgure represent
the following cultural possibilities:

Figure 1

Varieties of Enculturation of
"Core Spiritual Experiences"

Example #1

Cultural Accounts or Worldviews 8
Example #2 Example #3

8
Cultural Processes. l' l' l'
IncludingLanguage I I I

Any Core Experience x x x
(Remember, if it is a "core experience," it will occur in all
populations regardless ofcultural references.)
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Example 1 (shown on the left) is an account that is relatively"experience
near" with regard to X The experience category X is represented with little
embellishment. The representations of Mara attacks in Mormon, Charismatic,
or Jehovah's Witness traditions illustrate this. The experiences are heavily
interpreted, but the experiential elements are usually given in fairly straightfor
ward, recognizable fashion.

Example 2 (shown in the center) is a highly embellished account in which X
is central, but so highly ramified and tightly integrated with other elements
(other experiences, descriptions, interpretations, etc.) that X is only recogniz
able and discrete to the observer who is fully familiar with X-and even then,
some effort is required. The representation of Mara attacks in UFO abduction
accounts illustrates this. The interpretation enters into ramified descriptions of
the perceptual category X (e.g., "an alien entered the bedroom and paralyzed
me") and that experience is presented as continuous with and causally con
nected to several others (such as "transport to the UFO").

Example 3 (shown on the right) is an account in which X is absent. I still
represent X as associated, because its suppression is an active process. Since core
experience X occurs in the population that uses this worldview, mention of X
cannot be merely omitted from that culture. If it were, anomalous claims of X
would constantly surface in public.

I have suggested that the removal of the Mara and NDE (near-death expe
rience) categories from public knowledge in modern society has required a
great deal of effort, and currently engages a variety of institutions (e.g., psychi
atry, CSICOP [Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the
Paranormal, a major debunking organization], anti-cognitivists in theology,
etc.) and individuals (famous members of CSICOP-including Carl Sagan
and James Randi-many clergy and therapists, and legions of local workers) in
"policing" the official worldview. The representation of NOEs as delirium is
one good example of this. If X is the NOE and w in Example 3 is delirium,
then one basic process for omitting X is to state: "That event of which you
speak [which I call Xbut this account does not name; it is anomalous] is just
one of a great variety of forms that w takes."

One of my reasons for including these examples for reference is to clarify
the following methodological issues: First, no X (core experience) can be
derived from any single worldview. Even a comparison of worldviews can only
hypothesize X because some suppress reference to X (as in Example 3). Cul
tural documentation must be supplemented by the inquiry into experiences.
Second, no worldview can be derived from X or even several AS. Even though
X suggests and constrains the experiencer's interpretation, social and cultural
processes always enter into enculturation, resulting in very diverse accounts
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from similar experiences. Therefore, worldviews must be described through
ethnographic methods. Core experiences must be described through phenom
enological methods. Understanding each and the processes linking them
requires both.

Conclusion

Because my experiential theory is so contrary to conventional wisdom, it is also
very easy to misunderstand. I do not claim that all spiritual beliefs are experien
tially grounded, nor that all beliefs that flow from core experiences are prop
erly inferred. I only point out that many spiritual beliefs do appear to be
experientially grounded and to be supported by the experiences from which
they arise. I have already noted that this does not prove that these beliefs are
true, but I do not have a new interpretation that can show reasons to believe
that they are false. Those interpretations that do purport to show all such
beliefs false, or at least baseless, generally have two flaws: (1) poor descriptions
of the beliefs actually held, and (2) lack of rigorous attention to experiential
reports.

My position has also been misunderstood, occasionally, as being hostile to
culture and cultural interpretations. For example, Carol Burke recently called
my view of culture "deeply reductive" and "positivistic," claimin~ that I was
"repudiating culture, the discursive production of knowledge.,,4 This is no
more true of my theory than of folklife approaches that include information
about plants and soils in the study of traditional agriculture. Unfortunately,
this kind of bombastic rhetoric is often used in an effort to mark off particular
topics as the exclusive property of a particular disciplinary view.45 But reduc
tionism-whether cultural, biological, or other-always underestimates the
complexity of real situations. The purpose of the experiential theory is not to
remove culture from the discussion of belief. Rather, it is to inform and clarify
that discussion and to ground our understanding of the role of culture in
sound and systematic observation. It is very important to note that such a
grounding has the effect of protecting traditional beliefs and accounts from
mere translation into the cultural idiom and tacit beliefs of scholars.

Possible Classes of Core Experience

I have noted two classes of experience that seem to meet my criteria for core

experiences (those criteria being intuitive reference to spirits; independence from
a subject's prior beliefs, knowledge, or intention [psychological set]; and a sta
ble perceptual pattern). I do not claim to know all of the varieties of experience
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that might meet these criteria. Twenty years ago no one could have said that
the Mara and the NDE would qualify as core experiences. And until serious
attention is paid to the experiential spiritual claims of ordinary people, and
those claims are subjected to rigorous cross-cultural comparison, we will have
only a very incomplete view of this aspect of human life. Even now, however, I
can suggest several likely core candidates.

The visits of deceased loved ones were once considered a pathological
symptom of disordered grieving. But within the past twenty years these experi
ences have come to be considered a common and normal aspect of bereave
ment, and they have been documented in many different cultural settings.46 In
fact, there is reason to believe that this experience can have a strongly positive
effect in the resolution of grief.47

"Omens of death,,48 and deathbed visions49 may be a part of the NDE
class, or they may constitute a distinct class.

Visits by unidentified loving presences constitute one or more additional
classes of widely reported experience. For example, after completing The Ter
ror I had the pleasure ofworking with Genevieve Foster on a project to publish
her memoir centered on an intensely positive mystical experience she had in
1945. That experience changed her life but remained a personal secret until
she was in her seventies. In 1985 The World Was Flooded with Light was pub
lished with her description of her experience and its meaning to her, and my
commentary on the mystical experiences of people without mystical training or
contemplative lifestyles.

Example 3: A Medieval "Intellectual Vision" in Suburban Philadelphia

I saw nothing unusual with my outward eye, but I nevertheless knew that there
was someone else in the room with me. A few feet in front of me and a little to the
left stood a numinous ftgure, and between us was an interchange, a flood, flowing
both ways, of love. There were no words, no sound. There was light everywhere....
[T]he world was flooded with light.... The vision lasted ftve days ...50

Perhaps the most surprising thing about this experience is the religious back
ground of its subject. Gen Foster said that it "was so far from my expectation,
so far from anything that I had thought in the realm of the possible, that it has
taken me the rest of my life to come to terms with it" (p. 36), and "occurring
as it did to one reared in the most staid and unemotional branch of Protestant
ism, taught to believe that such things were truly impossible, or if not impossi
ble then certainly abnormal-such an event was truly overwhelming" (p. 42).
Medieval Christian mystics described such an event as "an intellectual
vision."Sl But Gen is not a medieval mystic. Here is another stable perceptual
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pattern that seems to occur independently of the kind of cultural context that
conventional explanations treat as necessary and causal. Some describe this
kind of experience as angelic, and I suspect that it does partially underlie the
widespread belief in guardian angels and the continuing interest in angels, rep
resented by the enormous number of current popular books on the subject.
Recent popular works about angels, however, also document the process by
which arguably ordinary experiences are interpreted as spiritual and mingle
with more extraordinary and direct spiritual experiences.52

Experiences of healing constitute several possible sets of core experience. In
particular, healing accompanied by an overwhelming perception of energy
passing into and through the sick person has a very wide distribution. The fol
lowing illustration comes from a man who was healed of a hiatal hernia follow
ing an ecumenical healing service in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania:

Example 4

[Later] on the way to my car 1 thought, 'I wonder if1 got healed? How are you
supposed to feel when you get healed at one of these things?' And then 1 thought,
'Well, it doesn't matter. Whether 1 get healed or not, 1won't lose faith in God.' ...
Then suddenly, 1 felt like high voltage touched me on my head and 1 had a feeling
that 1 can only describe as like bubbling, boiling water rolling to my fmgertips and
back up.... And 1 felt the presence of God right there on the street.... 1 knew 1
had been healed.53

Such experiences of healing energy are reported from allover the world. They
are part of the basis for the modern alternative healing technique of "therapeu
tic touch.,,54 Richard Katz's Boiling Energy: Community Healing among the
Kalahari Kung describes similar perceptions of healing energy in the healing rit
uals of the Kung in the Kalahari Desert of southern Mrica. 55 The conceptions
of life energy that the Chinese call ch'i and the Japanese ki, which form the
basis for such healing practices as acupuncture and Shiatsu, may be based on
such perceptions also.

Ian Stevenson, a psychiatrist who has studied reincarnation belief allover
the world, has documented many cases of claimed past life memories among
children. Most pertinent to the experiential theory, Stevenson has shown that,
surprisingly, these memories occur even in populations in which belief in rein
carnation is not only not held, but is actively discouraged.56 Such recollections,
independent of a prior concept of reincarnation but intuitively suggesting a
previous life, would constitute core experiences.

This is not an exhaustive list, but it should demonstrate that there already is
a substantial body of description from which the investigation of the relation of
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spiritual belief and experience can proceed. I am pleased that even in the area
of religious studies and philosophy of religion such a serious reexamination
seems to be starting. For those interested in the complex connections of reli
gious belief with experience, I strongly recommend Caroline Franks Davis's
The Evidential Force ofReligious Experience.57

Misinterpretation

I have noted that the experiential theory does not suggest that all folk belief is
strongly founded on experience. Furthermore, culture can operate to suppress
experiential knowledge as well as to highlight it; I expect the suppression of dis
cussion about spiritual experience to produce frequent confusion, in both folk
and official culture, as people try to make sense of experiences about which
they lack traditional, experience-based knowledge. The current UFO debate
will serve as a brief illustration. UFO beliefs provide an excellent example of
the way that experience refuses to be silent, even when official culture insists.
Modern UFO beliefs are entirely unofficial, and official efforts to "stamp them
out" have been vigorous and repeated. UFO reports are subject to a spiritual
interpretation by many investigators and experiencers,58 but to physical, high
tech interpretation by many others. That very ambiguity, along with its insis
tent claims of an experiential basis, should make UFO belief a prime subject
for students of folk belief. In fact, though, only a few have given it serious
attention.59 I fmd the subject fascinating, and I grant that the general claim
that "something is going on" seems to be experientially based. This makes
UFO beliefs similar to the beliefs I have discussed earlier.

Recently, however, UFO belief has developed a new aspect, one that has
gained great notoriety and that illustrates the problems of misinterpretation
that can arise when culturally shared knowledge about experience is sup
pressed. This is the UFO abduction phenomenon-the idea that extraterres
trials are repeatedly abducting humans and subjecting them to bizarre
experiments aboard spaceships. Having listened to many who have memories
of these terrifying events, I have no wish to dismiss or debunk the subject. I do
not pretend to have a clear idea of what lies behind all of these reports. How
ever, within the past two years I have had it repeatedly called to my attention
that many accounts of abduction begin with "waking up paralyzed with a sense
of a strange person or presence or something else in the room.,,60 This quote is
taken from a recent, privately funded poll of the American population carried
out by the Roper Organization, a highly respected survey group. This survey
was intended to assess the prevalence of alien abduction, and such waking
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paralysis events are very common in alien abduction accounts. Even before
that poll was done in 1991, I had received letters from members of abduction
support groups, asking help in understanding the connection between what I
had reported in The Terror and what had happened to them. As a result, I have
become involved in the debate.

In The Terror I had noted that when a Mara attack occurred in the life of a
person interested in UFOs or who had recently seen a UFO, the experience
was frequently interpreted, understandably, as UFO-related-usually meaning
that the "strange presence" was taken to be an alien. This is entirely consistent
with the general range of variation in the interpretations of this event across
cultures: subjects take it as real and involving a force with extraordinary power.
In most cultural settings this suggests a spiritual force that may be variously
considered a ghost, a witch, a skinwalker, a demon, and so forth. Since an
extraterrestrial might conceivably have mysterious powers, such beings fit
within the intuitive implications of the event.

In the present abduction debate, however, a group of primary investigators,
including those who funded the Roper poll, are attempting to distinguish gen
uine alien bedroom paralysis attacks from those that are "merely the Old Hag
sleep paralysis thing." In their poll they found that 180/0 (± 1.4 percent margin
of sampling error, p. 21) of the population admits to "waking up paralyzed
with a sense of a strange person or presence or something else in the room" at
least once. This rate is essentially the same as that which I had documented ten
years earlier.

In the abduction scenario, the bedroom paralysis attacks are often followed
by being floated helplessly out of bed, out through a ceiling or closed window,
and on to an alien ship. As I had reported in The Terror, Mara attacks that per
sist for more than a few minutes often culminate in unpleasant out-of-body
experiences. Further parallels could be elaborated, but space will not permit.61

The idea that such experiences are "not sleep paralysis" has been encouraged
by the total absence of attention to the experiential contents of sleep paralysis
by sleep researchers. Given that absence, it is not correct to say that any of
these other categories is sleep paralysis, because sleep paralysis is the cultural
construction of one tradition. Although it is constructed in a manner that over
laps with related categories in other traditions, as a category, it is not the same.

And making sleep paralysis the same by adding good descriptions of the experi
ential contents would provide a major challenge to the explanatory options of
sleep research. It would be a good thing to try, but it is impossible to know in
advance what they could come up with. So when scientist Carl Sagan, in a
recent Parade magazine identified these experiences as just sleep paralysis not
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alien abduction,62 he engaged in the same kind of labeling without explaining
that UFO investigators do when they say that their accounts are of authentic
alien abductions and "not just 'Old Hag' attacks" (several investigators have
actually adopted the Newfoundland term).

The terrifying paralysis attacks have caused serious confusion before, each
error caused largely by a general ignorance of the prevalence and consistent
subjective features of the Mara event-an ignorance characteristic of modern
culture. For example, investigators of sudden unexpected nocturnal death syn
drome (SUNDS) among Southeast Asian refugee immigrants, especially the
Hmong from Laos, discovered that a number of these refugees had experi
enced terrifying awakenings characterized by paralysis and an evil presence.
Not knowing of the universal distribution of such experiences and related
beliefs, investigators took these events to refer to the experience of surviving a
SUNDS attack63 (an oxymoron, since SUNDS is defmitively diagnosed only
by autopsy!), and SUNDS was then interpreted as a kind of culture-bound
post-traumatic stress disorder related to the refugee experience. Actually the
incidence and nature of the paralysis attacks in this population is very similar
to that described elsewhere, while the distribution of SUNDs cases, which
occur among young adult men, is entirely different. Furthermore, such unex
pected deaths in sleep, specifically among young men, are well-known in
Southeast Asia and the western Pacific (for example, bangungot64 in the Philip
pines and pokkuri5 in Japan), and they have been documented in Southeast
Asia among the Hmong in refugee camps.66 Unfortunately, this kind of con
fusion is typical of the culture-bound syndrome literature, where exclusive cul
tural and psychological explanations compete with exclusive biological
explanations.67 The terror associated with the paralysis attacks may be an
occasional contributing cause that interacts with more basic causes, such as
cardiac conduction defects,68 a much more reasonable interpretation sup
ported by the work of folklorist Shelley Adler,69 who in Chapter 10 of this
volume examines how the Hmong themselves interpret both the nightmares
and the unexpected deaths. But the argument that the paralysis attacks alone
cause the deaths is contradicted by the cross-cultural distribution and preva
lence of those attacks, and the strikingly distinctive and localized patterns of
SUNDS. Even some shamans in these groups are aware that SUNDS and dab
tsog are two different events, but some Western investigators have made a
disastrously wrong connection-a sort of cultural reductionism. This kind of
erroneous association is very similar to the common pathological reductionism
that assumed NDEs must be symptoms of delirium, an error only recently
being corrected.7o
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Finding Balance

Repeated confusion about the meaning of spiritual experiences arises from the
exclusion of knowledge and discussion of them from public discourse. The
stigma and the suggestion of mental disorder have served very effectively to
either prevent any sharing at all or to keep the sharing very localized. Now the
current in this process seems to be shifting. More and more people are speak
ing openly about their beliefs and experiences. I hope that this will continue,
and I further hope that interested parties will resist simple explanations from
experts. This discourse, like the discourse over medical and other technical
issues, will have to be opened beyond what experts can offer.

Life experience must coexist and share authority with technical expertise in
order for a society to develop and maintain a rich and human view of itself and
the world in which it lives. Folk belief traditions are an enormous and invaluable
resource for this process. With the wisdom that they offer, we have the capacity
to enrich our lives without rejecting the benefits that have come with scientific
and technical progress. The usefulness of knowing the relationship of the Mara
attack to dreaming sleep, of being able to distinguish near-death experiences
from delirium, the necessity ofdistinguishing the consoling visits of bereavement
from the hallucinations of insanity-all of these show the value of balance.

Today many are frustrated by facile dismissals of spiritual belief and experi
ence by self-proclaimed experts wrapped in the mantle of science. They often
assert that our understanding of spiritual matters has been corrupted by "too
much science and reliance on rationality." But the problem of the modern
world is not too much intellectual activity and reasoning, and science and
rational analysis do not contradict basic spiritual beliefs. The problem is a too
narrow view of what intellectual activity is and who has the capacity to reason
soundly. Folklore as a field has the capacity to help our society fmd more dem
ocratic ways of sharing cultural authority.
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