
ing the number of Spiritualists during these years because the
organizations of Spiritualism were transient, and the criteria
of who counted as a Spiritualist were extremely elastic. In the
United States population of thirty million on the eve of the
Civil War in 1860, estimates of the number of Spiritualists
have varied from a few hundred thousand to eleven million.
At the time, however, both proponents and opponents of
Spiritualism often accepted as reasonable the figure of two
to three million Spiritualists.

By the 1880s, Spiritualism’s influence had receded.
Some Spiritualists defected to the newer systems of Christian
Science, New Thought, and Theosophy. Some who were
more politically radical were drawn into Freethought, Anar-
chism, and Communism, losing their religious outlook. At
the same time, Spiritualism’s influence had diffused through
the culture, most notably in the idea of artistic and religious
inspiration.

Meanwhile, Spiritualism’s séance phenomena had de-
volved into elaborate materializations that were often indis-
tinguishable from stage magic, inviting well-publicized expo-
sures of fraudulent mediums by such people as magician
Harry Kellar, who blazed a trail later followed by Harry
Houdini. Scientists investigating Spiritualism also developed
more rigorous protocols for what they began to call “psychi-
cal research,” which eventually allowed the field of psycholo-
gy to distance itself from the need to consider spirit as a sub-
ject for empirical research. Sigmund Freud’s development of
a compelling theory of the unconscious also helped render
the notion of the paranormal uninteresting to psychologists,
with some exceptions, notably Carl Jung. By the turn of the
century, Spiritualism no longer seemed to many potential
converts as a progressive, avant-garde reconciliation of reli-
gion and science, but as an antique.

Nevertheless, Spiritualism has continued throughout
the world, with periodic revivals, to this day, with an umbrel-
la organization—the National Spiritualist Association of
Churches—founded in 1893, forty-five years after the Fox
sisters’ rappings. Interest in Spiritualism grew in England
after World War I, sometimes linked to the desire by survi-
vors for comfort and reassurance, not just concerning the fate
of their loved ones who had died, but perhaps also for the
old order of society. Since the late 1960s a revival of Spiritu-
alism has taken place under the banner of the New Age
movement. A strong element of theatrics, nearly always pres-
ent in Spiritualism, is continued in television shows in which
psychics face studio audiences in order to contact, or even
“channel,” the spirits.

From the beginning, Spiritualists criticized Christian
miracles and superstition. Nevertheless, they also claimed as
true the manifestation of physical phenomena that have yet
to be empirically verified. Spiritualists sometimes said that
the evidence was real but only anecdotal, and that the spirits’
ability and willingness to manifest themselves were con-
strained by the testing requirements imposed by skeptical in-
vestigators. On the other hand, like ancient Gnosticism and

present-day postmodernism, Spiritualism judged the objec-
tive, external, matter-of-fact world to be essentially devoid
of truth. Truth lay instead in a dematerialized, spiritual,
inner realm. One goal of Spiritualism was to demonstrate
this. As a result, some Spiritualists tacitly believed that if in-
transigent fact had to be helped along by hidden manipula-
tion, hoax, fiction, or impersonation in order to turn the
world into, or reveal it as, or convince an observer that the
world was, a magical one in which mind ruled matter, then
there was little or no fault, but rather virtue, in doing so.

SEE ALSO Christian Science; New Religious Movements, ar-
ticle on New Religious Movements and Women; New
Thought Movement; Quakers; Shakers; Swedenborgianism;
Theosophical Society; Transcendental Meditation.
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JOHN B. BUESCHER (2005)

SPIRITUALITY is the concern of human beings with
their appropriate relationships to the cosmos. How the cos-
mic whole is conceived and what is considered appropriate
in interacting with it differ according to worldviews of indi-
viduals and communities. Spirituality is also construed as an
orientation toward the spiritual as distinguished from the ex-
clusively material. This entry considers classic spiritualities,
contemporary spiritualities, and spirituality as an alternative
to religion. By the end of the twentieth century spirituality,
long considered an integral part of religion, was increasingly
regarded as a separate quest, with religion being distin-
guished from secular spiritualities. A predilection to speak of
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having spirituality rather than having religion indicated a
change in worldview and a transition from exclusive religious
traditions to inclusive, overlapping expressions of commit-
ment to world and community.

CLASSIC SPIRITUALITIES. Each religion has a characteristic
way of living in the world. Each embraces an attitude and
outlook rooted in its particular worldview and has developed
a set of disciplines that assists devotees in pursuing their rela-
tionship to the cosmos. Thus, one speaks, for example, of Is-
lamic spirituality, Christian spirituality, indigenous Austra-
lian spirituality, or Hindu spirituality. By spirituality one
denotes the characteristic sentiments and way of life of those
who were born into, or came to embrace, a particular tradi-
tion. Thus, Crossroad Publishing’s series, World Spirituality:
An Encyclopedic History of the Religious Quest, which
treats spirituality as essential to religious traditions, has pub-
lished volumes on world religions and on indigenous reli-
gious traditions. However, recognizing the trend that
emerged in the second half of the twentieth century of not
confining spirituality to religious contexts, the series includes
volumes titled Modern Esoteric Movements and Spirituality
and the Secular Quest. In a preface, the series editor, Ewert
Cousins, states:

The series focuses on that inner dimension of the per-
son called by certain traditions “the spirit.” This spiritu-
al core is the deepest center of the person. It is here that
the person is open to the transcendent dimension; it is
here that the person experiences ultimate reality. The
series explores the discovery of this core, the dynamics
of its development, and its journey to the ultimate goal.
It deals with prayer, spiritual direction, the various
maps of the spiritual journey, and the methods of ad-
vancement in the spiritual ascent. (Olupona, 2000,
p. xii)

Spirituality regarded as a dimension of religious expression
may describe the sensibility and practices of schools, orders,
or denominations within a tradition. Spiritual leaders and
scholars of Christianity distinguish approaches to the spiritu-
al life of various Catholic and Protestant groups—for in-
stance, Jesuit spirituality, Franciscan spirituality, Anglican
spirituality, and Calvinist spirituality. Each spirituality em-
ploys resources of the Christian tradition (Bible reading, sac-
raments, prayers, good works) to develop a life based on the
example of Jesus Christ and the New Testament. Similarly,
each of the schools and movements within Hinduism, Bud-
dhism, and Islam has its characteristic spirituality.

The difference between classic spirituality and those
who claim to have spirituality but not religion is not so much
a disagreement about what constitutes spirituality. The latter
may agree with Cousins that spirituality has to do with “the
deepest center of the person” and with experiences of “ulti-
mate reality.” Both see spirituality as a way of situating the
self in the world. However, while the practitioners of classic
spiritualities see spirituality is an aspect of religion, those on
contemporary spiritual quests do not limit it in this way.

Moreover, they may see their spirituality as an alternative to
religion.

CONTEMPORARY SPIRITUALITIES. Contemporary spirituali-
ties combine practices of particular religious traditions with
concern for the global situation and the life of the planet.
Like classic spiritualities, approaches to spirituality that were
developed in the last quarter of the twentieth century are also
concerned with cultivation of the self and have generated
many volumes on self improvement. Contemporary spiritu-
alities are pluralistic and diverse; they search for a global
ethic, are concerned with ecology, encourage the cultivation
of healthy relationships, support feminism, and pursue
peace.

In A Spirituality Named Compassion and the Healing of
the Global Village, Humpty Dumpty, and Us (1979) Matthew
Fox pointed toward spirituality as an alternative to religion
and, indeed, as resistance toward traditional religion. Fox
was concerned with compassion as the mode of spirituality
that the world needed. Aware of regional and international
conflicts, some of them provoked by religious differences, he
sought to discover how the members of the global communi-
ty might learn to live and survive together. “Now that the
world is a global village we need compassion more than
ever—not for altruism’s sake, nor for philosophy’s sake or
theology’s sake, but for survival’s sake” (p. 11). Thus, from
within his Roman Catholic heritage, Fox began to promote
what he said was “a spirituality named compassion,” a spiri-
tuality that did not belong to a particular religious tradition,
but that could be adopted by anyone genuinely committed
to the world community. “Survival’s sake,” as Fox put it, is
also the focus of those who, with him, advocate an ecological
spirituality. For them it is not only the survival of human
communities that is at stake, but also the survival of animal
and plant populations and of the earth itself. “Green spiritu-
ality” has increasingly become part of religious traditions.
David Kinsley, in Ecology and Religion: Ecological Spirituality
in Cross-Cultural Perspective (1995), showed how concern
with the environment becomes part of ongoing religious
commitments, building on and reinterpreting the resources
of existing traditions and, perhaps, adding to them. This was
the concern, too, of the Harvard University Center for the
Study of World Religions when in the late 1990s and early
2000s it conducted a series of conferences on “Religions of
the World and Ecology.” The participants reflected on the
literary, doctrinal, and ritual resources that help traditions to
think about and respond to the earth. Many of the contribu-
tors recognized that religions stand in need of dialogue with
each other and with the disciplines of science, education, and
public policy. An openness to other traditions and disciplines
is a characteristic of many spiritual quests at the turn of the
century.

Some, though, have sought not so much to expand tra-
ditional religious spirituality to incorporate environmental
concern as to abandon traditional religious beliefs and prac-
tice in favor of commitment to the environment. Faithful-
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ness to earth as their home, and solidarity with the creatures
of the earth as their community, shape their orientation to-
ward the world. Some call their quest and their commitment
spirituality rather than religion. With a broad definition of
religion, environmentally concerned spirituality could be
seen as a new kind of religion—an ecological religion—but
such terminology at the beginning of the twenty-first century
was still in the making. All religion may have been turning
to ecology as some people left behind more organized forms
of religion and adopted more flexible and personal forms.

Classic spiritualities prescribed practices to help the per-
son come closer to the ideal upheld by the religion. The self-
cultivation aspect of contemporary spirituality has been pres-
ented in much popular writing, including that of Thomas
Moore. In the early 1990s his trilogy on the soul—the first
volume called The Care of the Soul: A Guide for Cultivating
Depth and Sacredness in Everyday Life (1992), the second Soul
Mates: Honoring the Mysteries of Love and Relationship
(1994), and the third The Re-Enchantment of Everyday Life
(1996)—were on the New York Times best-seller list. His
later works have also been popular. Moore advised readers
and workshop participants to attend to relationships, to cul-
tivate a sense of place, and to make time for music. Many
people who belong to organized religions and many who do
not have found his nonjudgmental approach and encourage-
ment of authenticity in daily life appealing. Yet, he has suf-
fered scathing criticism by those who see his work as pander-
ing to self-indulgence.

Contemporary spirituality contended with the many
changes the world underwent in the second half of the twen-
tieth century. James Conlon, the director of the Sophia Cen-
ter in Culture and Spirituality at Holy Names College in
Oakland, California, wrote in The Sacred Impulse: A Plane-
tary Spirituality of Heart and Fire (2000) of a new vision of
the world and of ways of living authentically within that vi-
sion. Expressing hope for where this would lead he asserted:

This new vision will involve a synthesis of the wisdom
of science, mystical and prophetic traditions, women,
indigenous peoples, and other groups that have not pre-
viously been heard. We will strive to create a culture
that will foster new energy and a zest for life, a culture
based on interaction and choice, identity and purpose,
images and stories, values and structures that will give
renewed expression to harmony, balance, and peace.
This will be a culture that celebrates diversity and plu-
ralism at every level—pluralism revealed in the lives and
stories of people and groups whose diversity is manifest
in language, lifestyle, temperament, economics, and a
capacity for inclusion. (pp. 30–31)

SPIRITUALITY AS AN ALTERNATIVE TO RELIGION. Among
people who say that they do not have a religion but do have
spirituality are some who say they once had a religion but
that they outgrew it or it let them down. In North America
and elsewhere, affirmation of spirituality while criticizing re-
ligion has been particularly evident in New Age groups, but
has been seen, too, within traditional religions as their mem-

bers search to become more attuned to contemporary cir-
cumstances. The shift in terminology that led people to say
that they do not have “religion” but do have “spirituality”
marked a change in consciousness, representing both a rejec-
tion of the perceived shortcomings of religion—such as in-
flexibility, dogmatism, and authoritarianism—and an em-
bracing of spiritual paths that are both individual and
inclusive. Moreover, this shift in terminology pointed to new
visions of the world.

Those who wanted spirituality, but not religion, desired
to develop themselves in their own ways. They embarked on
a quest for authenticity—a quest with promise and prob-
lems. The promise lay in the potential for genuine engage-
ment with the world in which they lived, with their own
being, and with whatever they considered sacred. The prob-
lems were the dangers of self-indulgence and self-delusion
against which classic spiritualities warned their devotees. The
latter-day emphasis on the self may be at odds, for example,
with classic Christian spirituality, which expects the Chris-
tian to be selfless in love and good works, and with the Bud-
dhist emphasis on overcoming the self. Reflecting on the fact
that many people pursue their spiritual quests without rela-
tionship to organized religion James J. Bacik urged respect
for, and use of, classic religious ways when he wrote: “Indi-
viduals who pursue spiritual growth without benefit of tradi-
tional religious wisdom are in danger of adopting faddish ap-
proaches or muddling along without a clear goal or a
disciplined regimen. Even those who seem to be making
good spiritual progress may be missing opportunities for
even greater personal growth” (1997, p. viii).

The discourses of religion and spirituality represent dif-
ferent, but often overlapping, understandings of self and
world. The language of “religion” points to the shared past
of particular groups as a basis for living now. It includes well-
honed doctrines and disciplines. It tells devotees how the
world is and how they should live in it. Many of the new
spiritualities are eclectic, adopting texts and practices from
various sources to fashion something that works for the indi-
vidual. Eclecticism can be offensive to those from whom it
borrows. Workshops in the United States that use Native
American traditions have drawn the ire of Native people who
object, for example, that their purificatory sweat lodge cere-
monies have been removed from traditional social and reli-
gious contexts and inserted into the New Age seeker’s reper-
toire. Native American scholars, including Christopher
Ronwanièn:te Jocks, have called appropriators of indigenous
traditions, such as Carlos Castenada and Lynn Andrews, to
task for their distortion of Native traditions.

The late twentieth-century discourse of spirituality re-
flected the struggle of people seeking authenticity and want-
ing to affirm a meaning to life, but not willing to concede
control over meaning to religious institutions. The disavowal
of doctrine may, indeed, be a hallmark of their spirituality.
Among emerging forms of spirituality were New Age, Wic-
can, feminist, twelve step, and earth spiritualities. Many, too,
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saw spirituality expressed through sport, music, art, and
other aspects of cultural life. Thus, jazz, with its improvisa-
tional direction, was seen as a manifestation of the spirit of
the twentieth century. Not everyone who sought spirituality
joined a group, while others went from group to group or
belonged to several simultaneously. Seekers of spirituality,
usually committed to authentic living, may exhibit great
courage in pursuing a life that is faithful to family, friends,
and environment.

At least since Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), modern
Western culture has spoken of the death of God or the ab-
sence of God. As the theologian Wolfhart Pannenberg noted
in his Taylor lectures at Yale Divinity School, “Talk about
the death or the absence of God points to the fact that the
interpretation of the world, as well as the behavior of human
beings in the everyday life of modern culture, gets along
without reference to God” (1983, p. 71). Similarly, it seems
that many human beings can get along without reference to
religion, the system that in Western cultures is built around
commitment to God. Roots of secular spirituality in Western
cultures can be found both in ancient Greek philosophy and
in Enlightenment thinkers who were concerned with linking
the self to the larger whole without recourse to religion.
While the classic usage of the term spirituality remains, the
term has broadened so that in popular usage spirituality has
become something that one might embrace not as a disci-
pline of religion or as a characteristic style of religion, but
instead of religion. Spirituality has come to denote a realm
of concern with nonmaterial life that may include both reli-
gious and secular attitudes. Given the increasing scholarly at-
tention in conferences and publications to the role of spiritu-
ality in contemporary culture, it is clear that the academy has
recognized spirituality as a subject of study both within and
independent of the study of religion.

SEE ALSO New Age Movement; Religious Experience.
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MARY N. MACDONALD (2005)

SPITTLE AND SPITTING. In the past, spittle was
generally believed to have magical properties. Early humans,
seeing themselves at the center of the universe, perceived
connections between their own bodies and cosmic bodies,
gods, and demons. They related parts of their bodies to col-
ors, plants, elements, and directions. Spittle, blood, sperm,
sweat, nails, and hair became magical substances not only as
a result of this unity but also because, after leaving the body,
they would retain some essence of that person. Spittle could
therefore be positive or negative, depending on the intent of
the spitter. Spitting and blood rites have many parallels, since
both involve holy fluids that signify psychic energy and are
necessary for sustaining physical life. Connections are still
made between body fluids and feelings: anger makes one’s
blood “boil”; people spit from contempt or “spit out” words
in hatred; and our mouths water at the thought of some de-
light or become dry from fear.

In early myths, life created by spitting is equivalent to
the breath of the creator or the divine word. In one version
of an Egyptian creation myth, the primeval god Atum spits
out his children Shu and Tefnut. Shu was the god of air (e.g.,
breath), Tefnut was the goddess of moisture (e.g., spittle),
and the mouth was their place of birth.

In Norse mythology a being called Kvasir was formed
from the spittle of the gods. To commemorate a peace treaty
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