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Module 12  

What EHB Believed,
And What She Left Us



Yes, but what did she actually
believe?
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What EHB Believed
• Emma was a propagandist, and 

proud of it

• She was on the side of Gorgias, 
rather than Socrates -- she pleaded 
her client’s case, using all means at 
her disposal

• And she was always aware of the 
fact that there was an audience, 
that she was “on stage”

• And that the past is always present

• She didn’t tell whoppers, but she 
did prevaricate, shape, and elide

• Knowing what was “in her heart,” 
as we like to say, at any time, is 
impossible, without her papers 
(and perhaps impossible with her 
papers)
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What EHB Believed
• Her core beliefs -- or at least the themes she returned to, again and 

again, from different angles and with different degrees of precision -- 
are encapsulated in Six Lectures, Art Magic and Faiths, Facts & 
Frauds

• The Creed of the Spirits is Emma, regardless of its origin

• Her political principals are embodied in the Home for Outcast Women, 
the School for Prophets, and her overtly political writings

• Incremental reform, enlightened self-interest, private 
philanthropy --> perfectibility

• She did believe in the existence of a lost wisdom tradition, but she 
could not follow its threads back in historical time -- because she was 
insufficiently well-educated (and, when she relied on secondary 
sources, she paid the price, in public, for doing so)

• She was all about replacing what she saw as a repressive, destructive 
Christian tradition with a new religion, premised on the survival of 
personality after death, and perfectibility -- a scientific (as she saw it) 
faith
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What EHB Left Us
• Her body of work is probably interesting mostly for how it was used by 

those who came after her

• Including, but not limited to, Burgoyne & Davidson and the HBofL

• What she means, to modernity, is of course highly personal, but, for me:

• She was a lone intelligent de-classed female

• Making her (economic and emotional) way on the frontiers of 
knowledge and capitalism, advocating for marginal discourses

• At a time of great, systemic change in Anglo-American culture

• And she found herself, with other strong, smart women, leading an 
international movement -- a new religion

• New Thought, New Occult, New Age -- she and her peers carved the 
channel that allowed the emptying of the river of the occult into the 
sea of modern culture -- theoretically, mechanically, structurally
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What EHB Left Us

• The supernatural has become 
natural, commonplace 
perhaps

• “Spiritual, but not religious” 
is a legitimate denomination

• Much of what Emma believed 
-- “magnetism and 
psychology” in the main -- 
survive in our cultural 
discourse and in our own 
individual world-views - we 
just use different terminology

• Science has compromised 
anyone’s ability to claim, as 
Emma did, the hard, high 
ground of “facts,” but we are 
all, to some extent, her 
children...
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Coda
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John Thomas Perceval (1803-1876), from Perceval’s Narrative (ed. Gregory Bateson)

Where Spiritualism
is concerned,

we are...Victorians.


