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Abstract
Espiritismo(spiritism) is a wide spread religious practice among Puerto Ricans in Puerto Rico and Puerto Ricans
in the United State&spiritismohas been found to be effective in healing people and having similar effects with
clients in counseling and psychotherapy. Puerto Rispinitismas a syncretism belief system that combines pre-
Columbian, African, Catholic, and European spiritual-religious practices into one system to fulfill the spiritual needs
as well as the psychocultural needs of the Puerto Rican people. Implications and suggestions are also provided for
counselors wanting to usspiritismoin their practices with Puerto Rican clients.
KeywordsReligious practices; spiritism; folklore.

Espiritismo: El Volante de las Tradiciones Espirituales de Puerto Rico

Compendio
Espiritismoes una préctica religiosa muy amplia entre puertorriquefios en Puerto Rico y los puertorriquefio en los Estados
Unidos. Espiritismo se ha encontrado ser efectivo en como terapia curativa en personas con problema psicolégicos y de
tener efectos terapéuticos semejantes a los de psicoterapia y consepidti€thopuertorriquefio es un sistema
sincrético de los sistemas de creencias que combina las practicas espiritual-religiosa del las culturas pre-colombiana,
africana, catolica, y europeas en un solo sistema para satisfacer las necesidades espirituales asi como las necesidades
psico-culturales de los puertorriquefios. Implicacionesy las sugerencias son proporcionadas para los profesionales de la
salud mental que quieren utilizar el espiritismo en sus practicas con clientes puertorriquefios.
Palabras clavePracticas religiosassjgiritismaq folklore

The use of indigenous and native healing practices hagith a small segment oaspiritismo(spiritism), another
been given a great deal of attention in the multiculturabook concentrating on Puerto Rican women as healers,
counseling field in the last ten years (Brawer, Handaland an article about th®tanicasin Puerto Rico and the
Fabricatore, Roberts, & Wajda-Johnston, 2002; Sue & SuBominican Republic (Delgado & Santiago,1998; Koss-
2003). However, much of that attention has beerChioino, 1992; Zea, Mason, & Murguia, 2000).
concentrated in working with American Indians (Garrett, The use ofespiritismohas been identified as an
1998; Garrett & Garrett, 2002; Herring, 1997; Popealternative treatment approach when working with Puerto
2002). While the attention given to the use of folk healingRicans in mental health settings (Comas-Diaz, 1981;
techniques with various ethnic groups in mental healtarwood, 1987; Koss, 1975; Morales-Dorta, 1976; Jorge,
settings since the early 1980s has not been withou!995:; Rogler & Hollingshead, 1960; Zea, Mason, &
criticism, only small amounts of information have beenMurguia, 2000). The importance of the subject in the mental
written about the use of native healing practices with Latihealth of Puerto Ricans has been well documented in the
nos (Comas-Diaz, 1981; Jorge, 1995; Loeb Adler, &olecién de Puerto Ricat the library of the University
Mukherji, 1995; Nlfiez Molina, 1989; Richards & Bergin, of Pyerto Rico, Mayagiiez campus. This collection
2000; Zea, Mason, & Murguia, 2000). A review of thecontains a number of small articles referring to the
literature indicates that most of the work done on thignfluence of the Catholic faith in the use and practice of
subject in reference to Latinos has been conductegspiritismoamong Puerto Ricans (de Armas, 1979; Nifiez
specifically with Cubans and Santeria (Altarriba & Baueryiglina, 1991a, 1991b).

1998) or both. Although, the subject needs to expand on  Fqr pyerto Ricans the useaspiritismoais an important
Puerto Ricans in the mental health field, the three mogf of their religious faith that provides an important source
recent works about the subject include one book chaptgf emotional support (Altarriba & Bauer, 1998; Comas-
Diaz, 1981). The flywheel, a wheel that moderates the
fluctuation and speed in a machine, is a metaphor to
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espiritismohas not only dealt with opposing religious preserve their individuality, before, during, and after each
beliefs, but cultures as well (if the United States invasioicarnation. Spirits reincarnate as many times as necessary
in 1848 is includedEspiritismois not a new phenomenon in order to achieve their own perfection. 5) The different
as illustrated in a 1972 survey conducted by the most readrporeal existences of the spirit are always progressive
newspaper in Puerto Rico at the timel Mundq” which  and never regressive. The rapidity of their progress, both
indicated that about 86% of the total Puerto Ricanntellectually and morally, depends upon the degree of
population performed some kind epiritismoritual and  effort made towards betterment. 6) According to the degree
about 96% of the Puerto Rican population have somef perfection they have attained at any one time, spirits
knowledge of theespiritistafaith (de Armas, 1979). In a pertain to various orders. These orders include pure spirits
personal conversation with Dr. Edgardo Melendez, thevho have attained maximum perfection, good spirits whose
director of the Institute for Social Research at thalesire towards goodness predominates, and imperfect
University of Puerto Rico, he stated that the percentage spirits who are characterized by ignorance, by their desires
those believing and practicing tlespiritista faith has towards evil, and by their inferior passions. The relationship
grown even more in the last five years, mainly among@f spirits with human beings is constant and has always
professionals (Edgardo Melendez, Director of the Institutexisted. The good spirits do their best to lead us towards
of Social Research, personal communication, August 1g00dness and uphold us during our trials, helping us through
1999). The purpose of this article is to discuss theupport marked by courage and resignation. In contrast,
integration okspiritismowhen working with Puerto Rican the imperfect spirits try to incite us towards evil. 7) The
clients by describing the following: a) background offuture life reserves penalties or compensations compatible
espiritismoas a spiritual tradition, b) the practice of and in accordance with each human’s behavior while
espiritismq c) Puerto Ricarespiritismq d) botdnicas incarnate and as to whether or not God’s laws were
and e) implications for counseling. respected.

Background of Espiritismo as a Spiritual Tradition The Practice of Espiritismo

Espiritismocan be traced back to France around the The practice oéspiritismois held within the Christian
1850’s. The founder oEspiritismowas the French principle that God should be adored in spirit and truth. There
educator Ledn Hipdlito Denizard Rivail. He adopted thas no ministry withinespiritismowhich neither adopts nor
name of Allan Kardec after claiming to have received aises any of the following in meetings or practices:
revelation that he was a priest in his previous life (Pérezestments, alcoholic beverages, incense, tobacco, altars,
Garcia, 1986). Henceforth, he became interested imanners, candles, processions, talismans, amulets,
psychical and other supernatural phenomenon. Heacraments, the making of promises and the paying of
simultaneously became involved in meetings where peopfgenance, horoscopes, fortune telling with cards or sea
were communicating with the spirits that offered spirituakhells, pyramids, crystals, rituals or any other form of
messages. Kardec asked the spirits questions through #eerior cult.Espiritismodoes not impose its principles
mediums and with this information it is believed that Kardedut rather invites all those who are interested in the
wrote theBook of the Spirit§1978). principles to submit its teachings to the test of reason

So what isespiritism@ According to Kardec (1968), before accepting them. This particular characteristic of
it is the collection of principles and laws, which includesespiritismoallows the integration of other faiths into its
all areas of human knowledge, activities, and the behavigractice, as it is in the case of Puerto Rieapiritismq
of human beings. Therefore it can and should be studied;hich will be described later in the Puerto Rican
analyzed and put into practice in all fundamental aspecespiritismosection.
of life, such as science, philosophy, religion, ethics, Mediumship is another important part edpiritismo
morality, education and social life. Some fundamentahs it allows the communication of the spirits with
points of espiritismoare: 1) God is the supreme Humankind. It is a gift that anyone can have regardless of
intelligence and primary cause of all things. 2) Beyond théhe doctrinal guidance he or she may choose to follow.
physical world, which is the habitation of incarnate spiritsEspiritismo mediumship is only that which is practiced
(humankind), there is existence of the spiritual world, whiclbased upon the principles of taspiritismodoctrine and
is the habitation of discarnate spirits. 3) All spirits arewithin Christian morality. As stated earli@spiritismo
created simple and naive. They gradually evolverespects all religions, valorizes all efforts towards the
intellectually and morally, passing from an inferior orderpractice of goodness, and recognizes that a true person of
to more elevated levels until they finally reach perfectiongoodness is one who fulfils the laws of justice, love, and
where they will enjoy constant happiness. 4) All spiritscharity in their greatest form of purity (Kardec, 1986).
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Puerto Rican Espiritismo Mesa Blancapractices is the reunién of session, whicB97
Espiritismowas introduced to Puerto Rico during thetakes place in the centro. The physical setting of the centrp
second part of the 19th century (Cruz Monclova, 1952)s very similar everywhere. The nafiesa Blanca&omes 3
The books of Kardec (Instruccién practica sobre lagrom the fact that in the middle of the room in which the8
manifestacionegspiritistas 1975;El Libro de los session is to be conducted is a large table covered with@
Espiritus 1978; and, Qué es Espiritismo2986) became white cloth. At the table where the leader and the othef”
very popular among the Puerto Rican intellectuamediums collaborate in the work of the causes, healings,
community. Puerto Ricaaspiritistasmet secretly for or exorcists, a number of other things from water to cigars
some time because the Spaniard government persecutsh also be found. This is where Mesa Blanca practices
them under the belief thaspiritistaswere political borrow from other sources. From the Catholic religion,
revolutionaries (Yafiez, 1963). While the oppression againgite practice of this particular type eépiritismohas
the espiritistasfrom the Spaniard government continued,borrowed figures of saintSéantos de Pa)p portraits of
the practice ofespiritismogrew and variougentros  Christ, Virgin Mary, and Santa Barbara. In additibiesa
(centers) were established on the island. The first centi®lancaborrowed the use of incense, holy water, prayers,
was established in Mayagliez in 1881 with the namand Christianity.
“Renacimientd Puerto Ricanespiritistasleaders From the African cultureMesa Blancaadopted the
believed that the study ekpiritismowas essential to the use of the seven African divinities includi@pangé (Santa
intellectual and moral development of individuals.Barbara), Orula, Oranla (San Francico de Asisi), Ochun
Therefore, they organized a number of projects that led tioa Caridad del Cobre), Obatala (Las Mercedes), Elegua,
the contributions of libraries and newspapers in th&chu (San Antonio, San Benito el Moro, San Martin de
community (Rodriguez Escudero, 1978). In 1903, a grouporres), Ogun (San Pedro), Yemay4, Yemalia (Regla, La
of espiritistasfounded thd~ederacion de Espiritistas de Milagrosa).Also, rum is present to be served to the spirits
Puerto Rico(Puerto Rican Federation of Spiritists). Theduring the sessions (Harwood, 1987). The use of herbs
Federacion emphasized education to espouse the doctritemn also be traced to African traditions but is unclear
that the practice adspiritismoshould not be practiced as whether this practice was adopted by the Tainos or by the
a religion. Up to this point, the practice espiritismoin  Africans slaves when they arrived in Puerto Rico (Harwood,
Puerto Rico was mainly a middle class (intellectuals and987; Sued-Badillo & Lopéz-Cantos, 1986).
academics) practice. The Taino cultural influence in this traditional religion
Nonetheless, low socioeconomic status Puerto Ricarns also very visible. Practices such as the cleansing of the
eventually became attracted bégpiritismobecause of its house or self-using tobacco and incense, the smoking of
theme that teaches about suffering with resignation and tesiigiars to help individuals develop their medium capacities,
that people must endure (fatalism) before obtaining moraire among the practices that can be traced to Taino religious
perfection.Espiritismoalso became attractive for poor practices (Gomez Acevedo & Ballesteros Gaibrois, 1978;
and working class Puerto Ricans because of its ChristidRouse, 1992). Praying to deceased ancestors for help is
orientation and the ability ofspiritismoto incorporate also a Taino tradition. The use of herbs and use of the four
other beliefs and religions. It is possible that the workinglirections for guidance and balance can also be traced to
class and poor Puerto Ricans were attractedpoitismo  Taino culture. The animism of the Tainos can still be seen
because of its emphasis on the spiritual world and thia the Santos de Paltradition that is found in the centros
postponement of immediate gratification and pleasure idecorating the altars (Acevedo & Ballesteros Gaibrois,

order to obtain spiritual goals. 1978; Harwood 1987; Rouse, 1992).
Folklore Espiritismo or Eclectic Puerto Rican Espiritismo and Christianity
This type ofespiritismois different from Kardec Christianity andespiritismoare similar in the way they

(1968)espiritismo In fact, it is very similar to the Puerto view the dual nature of human beings as material animal
Rican ethnic identity (Rivera Ramos, 2001; Torres-Riveraand eternal spirit, and the hierarchy of spiritual perfection
2004) in that thisespiritismois truly a combination of in which higher order disincarnate members have special
different religious beliefs such as African beliefs, Tainorotective relationship with incarnate souls. Nevertheless,
beliefs, and European beliefs (Catholic and Protestangspiritismois different from Christianity because of the
Being the most popular type @piritismoin Puerto Rico, importance it places on direct communication between
this type ofespiritismois also known adlesa Blanca embodied and disembodiegirits and consequently in
(Jorge, 1995) and thespiritistamedium is known as the how much it values the development and use of
“psychiatry of the poor.” The most important event of themediumistic abilities.
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The question is how faiths or religious practices suclfTorres-Rivera, 2004). While Puerto Ricans cannot deny
as Christianity andespiritismomix with principles the influence of Africa in their beliefs, it is equally
opposite to each other such as reincarnatiad important to recognize the influence of the Arawaks in the
migration of soulsEspiritismois no different from practice ofespiritismo,as both of these cultural traditions
many African ethnocultural faiths (Burns, 2002) butexert their influence on contemporary spiritual practices
rather than beingbsorbed by Christianitgspiritismo by Puerto Ricans (Sued-Badillo & Lopéz-Canto, 1986). A
absorbed Christianity. Thereforespiritismodoes not visit to abotanicawill summarize the cultural and ethnic
prevent people who belief @spiritismofrom concurrently  history of the Caribbean in the last 500 plus years. The
interacting or participating in other religions. Of coursebotanicasprovide visual evidence on how each belief
religions such as Catholicism and Protestantism see tlsgncretism into one flexible spiritual faith.
participation ofespiritismorituals as evil. Nonetheless,
the incredible flexibility thaespiritismoprovides has Implications
allowed the development of a unique faith that Counselors working with Puerto Rican clients who
accommodates differences and offers its followers leggracticeespiritismomay benefit from knowing that people
rigidity than organized religions such as Catholicism anavho believe inespiritismohave a collective worldview.
Protestantism. While it is not clear whgpiritismois able  Therefore, group therapy usually is a more acceptable form
to reconcile the differences of Christianity, African, andof therapy. In additionespiritistasare very active in
Taino religious and spiritual beliefs, it is clear that thediagnosing or telling people what is wrong with them, thus,
flexibility of espiritismois evidenced in the liquidity and when working with clients who practicespiritismo,
complexity of the Puerto Rican ethnic identity (Hardwoodcounselors must be active in pointing out the clients’
1987; Morales-Dorta, 1976; Rivera, Ramos, 2001; Torresailment. This type of behavior createsspectoto the

Rivera, 2004). counselor and increases credibility in the community
because counselors are seen as experts and their expertise
The Botanicas is displayed by their ability to diagnose. Correspondingly,

Botanicasare another illustration of hoespiritismo  counselors are expected to take part of the “reunion” and
seems to serve as a flywheel to maintain balance betwetnbe familiar with theespiritista rituals and traditions.
different spiritual beliefs among Puerto RicaBetanicas  That s, while the spirituality issue has become an important
are herb shops in whiabspiritistasand other believers one in counseling and psychotherapy, issues of religion
can purchase candles, literature, potions, and othand spirituality among Latinos are personal and moral in
paraphernalia that are essential ingredients for the rituatature (Zea, Mason, & Murguia, 2000), therefore, Latinos
and other religious practices. The popularitpofanicas  must feel that counselors have an understanding and respect
in Puerto Rican neighborhoods in the United States as wétir the practice okspiritismo.
as in every barrio in Puerto Rican towns is also a silent Finally, an important implication for counselors
witness to the importance of this practice among Puertworking with clients whose spiritual faith éspiritismois
Ricans in general. One very important aspect of théhat for many Puerto Ricarsspiritismois a way of life, a
popularity ofbotanicasand an important issue that will be method of perceiving reality and understanding their
discussed in this paper is the presence of a variety diission in life, and a style of solving daily family and health
different influences on the Puerto Rican culture. In the@problems. Espiritismo, in essence, is a way of
botanica the articles that the believer will find are not understanding , connecting, and reaffirming Puerto Ricans
only related to the legacy espiritismoas it was intended with their ethnic identity and as spiritual beings.
by Alan Kardec, but to everything that comprises the
complexity of the Puerto Rican spiritual and magical world. Conclusion
Therefore, it may not be unusual to find an image of Santa
Barbara next to a Native American Chief or spiritual leader The nature ofspiritismq as conceived by Kardec
(see figures 1 and 2). As mentioned earlier, irbtiténica  (1986), allows the syncretism of four different cultures
one can find specialized potions, candles, charms, herl{gfrican, Taino, European, and United States) of religious
plants, books, and other artifacts used in the magical arhd spiritual beliefs into one (Diaz, 1996). Similar to the
spiritual world (Casillas, 1993). Thmtanicaprovides the ethnic identity phenomenon that long has been illustrated
casual visitor with a display of diversity that can be foundn the Puerto Rican literature, the eclectic nature of
in Latino cultures and particularly in Puerto Rican townsespiritismogives Puerto Ricans a flexible means to
In other words, thespiritismopracticed by Puerto Ricans rehearse the ongoing formation of their cultural identity
is as liquid and complex as the Puerto Rican ethnic identifGonzéalez, 1998; Torres-Rivera, 2004). Furthermore,
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espiritismopermits Puerto Ricans to empower themselve§omas-Diaz, L. (1981). Puerto Rican espiritismo and psychothera@99
through the interaction between humans, spirits, and God, American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 636-645.

. L . Ctruz Monclova, L. (1952)Historia de Puerto RicoSan Juan, Puerto
which lead to self-determination and independence. Rico: Universitaria.

As stated earlier, theotanicasare also evidence of ge Armas, A. (1979). Encuestas sobre espiritismo y santeria y formag”
the blend of different cultures and the diversity in how afinesEl Visitante, 286), 6-7. 5
Puerto Ricans perceive spiritual matters. Inlibténica, Delgado, M., & Santiago, J. (1998). HIV/AIDS in a Puerto Rican/ (?
the customer will find prayer books of Alan Kardec, candles Dominica.n community: A collaborative project with a botanical
. . L . .. shop.Social Work, 43183-186.
in different CO!OrS _(the colors signify _the dlfferent'splrlts Diaz, L. (1996)A structural analysis of Puerto Rican Santeji@n-
and the four directions), a number of images ranging from  jine]. Available: http://www.t0.or.at/Ontext/Idsanter.htm. Aceso en
Santa Barbara to snakes, fetishes, herbs, incense, perfumes;10/11/2001.
and potions to treat a number of ilinesses. Also, the botani€&rett, M. T. (1998)Walking on the wind: Cherokee teachings for

is the point of contact for some mediunaspiritistas harmony and balanc&anta Fe, USA: Bear and Company.
curanderos. and santiquadores or both Garrett, M. T., & Garrett, J. T. (2002). “Ayeli:” Centering technique

. ! g ’ . based on Cherokee spiritual traditio@ounseling and Values,
Since the works of Braum (1958) and until now, Puerto 4 146-158.

Rican espiritismo has been studied from a Gémez Acevedo, L., & Ballesteros Gaibrois, M. (1978lturas
psychotherapeutic perspective, indicating that Puerto Rican indigenas de Puerto Ric&io Piedras, Puerto Rico: Cultural.
espiritismois more than simply a form of counseling for GO”ZS")EZF'Q,J' 'F;_' (599&); pa'ts d:_ los CH“atm,p'SOS y otros ensais
- . : - ed.). Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico: Huracan.
the poor (NUfiez !\/Iolma, 1989; Morales- DorTa, ,1976’ ze arwood, A. (1987)Rx spiritist as needed: A study of a Puerto Rican
Mason, & Murguia, 2000). Harwood (1987) indicated that  ¢ommunity mental health resourceghaca, USA: Cornell
espiritismoworks in similar ways to conventional University Press.
counseling in thaespiritismofolk healing rituals are Herring, R. D. (1997). The creative arts: An avenue to wellness among
harmonious with the Puerto Rican culture and thus more Native American Indianslournal of Humanistic Education and
. . . Development, 3@), 105-13.
Effecuve. than conventional _Counse!mg as the (_:UIturaJorge, A. (1995). Mesa Blanca: A Puerto Rican healing tradition. In L.
e)fpeCtatPnS Olf th.e Puerto R!cgn believer are fulfilled by | gep Adler & B. R. Mukherji (Eds.)Spirit versus scalpel:
this traditional indigenous religion. Traditional healing and modern psychotherafpp.-109-129).
Furthermore, earlier studies and studies in Africa Westport, USA: Bergin and Garvey.
provide evidence that when counselors and other memléjirdec, A. (1975)Instruccion préactica sobre las manifestaciones
. . - . espiritistas Buenos Aires, Argentina: Argentina.
heaIFh' professm@ls incorporate traditional healers, t,heKardec, A. (1978)El libro de los espirituBuenos Aires, Argentina:
credibility and ability to help people from the community Argentina.
increases (Ruiz, 1976). This creates a sense of communityirdec, A. (1986).Qué es espiritisn® Madrid, Espafia: EDAF.
and familialisma Because counseling approaches hav&oss-Chioni, J. (1992)Momen as healers, women as patients: Mental

been labeled as reductionistic (Sue lvey, & Pedersen health care and traditional healing in Puerto Ri@&bpulder, USA:
' : " Westview.

1996) an_d myopic in their approach to help Latmo%mss, J. (1975). Therapeutic aspects of Puerto Rican cult practices.
(Torres-Rivera, 2004), alternative approaches need to be pgychiatry, 3g), 160-171.

considered in order to serve Latino populations in a moneoeb Adler, L., & Mukherji, R. B. (Eds.). (1995pirit versus scalpel:
culturally sensitive and appropriate manner. For this reason Traditional healing and modern psychotherajiyestport, USA:

espiritismoprovides a holistic, humanistic, and spiritual ~ Berginand Garvey. _ o
Morales Dorta, J. (1976Ruerto Rican espiritismdNew York, USA:

helping approach for counselors working with Puerto Vantage
Ricans. Nufiez Molina, M, (1989). Terapias folkléricas y el tratamiento del
alcoholismoPrisma, 1 35-50.
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